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INTRODUCTION

According to the well-known sociological study by Raymond Hostie,
Vie et mort des ordres religieux, every religious family that has been in
existence for 200 years faces two alternatives: (1) it either dies, or (2) it will
merely continue in existence without having any major impact on the life of
the Church. There is a third opportunity, to consider reform and start afresh
for a further period of fertility.

| think that our Congregation has reached this point. We need to re-
form, i.e. to find again (re-) the foundational form. We can find it in Aix.
We would want to go back to Aix-en-Province, like the apostles who
returned to Galilee.

“Let them go back to Galilee.” These were the first words that the
Risen One uttered. They are not dissimilar from the first words at the start of
his ministry: “Be converted and believe in the Gospel.” It is an invitation for
“conversion,” for a “return,” for a new beginning. It is an invitation to
believe the new great and extraordinary announcement - this is the Good
News, the Gospel — that He is risen, and is still present among us.

Why to go back to Galilee?

First of all. Because Jesus wants to give His disciples the
opportunity to start again after failing: they had disowned Him, betrayed
Him, abandoned Him... but they can start again. Not as if nothing had
happened, but precisely because of everything that had happened. It is
starting again with the awareness of one’s own fragility, without making
any presumptions (“I will give my life for you”) renewed by your mercy,
provoked by your love (“Do you love me?”)

Second. Jesus gave to his disciples and to us the meeting in Galilee,
because that first journey with Him, which had started there, remains a
paradigm for the centuries, for each generation. We must always read and
listen to the first words He uttered in Galilee: “Come and follow me.” We
must always leave our nets, boats, families and give up our minds to Him.
We must always return in our memory to the journey towards Jerusalem in
the company of Jesus to understand how to love and give of ourselves, by
being attentive to everyone of his words and actions.

Third. The tomb is empty now: where could we meet the Master? It
IS not easy to recognize the Lord. We could ask: “Mary of Magdala, you
were the woman that loved Him more than anyone else, and yet, you failed
to recognize Him. That seems impossible. What happened to you? Kleofa
and you, his friend, spent a whole afternoon walking by His side; you even
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felt your hearts burn in His presence, and yet, you failed to recognize the
Lord. How come? Was this because your pain had hardened your hearts?
And you too, Peter; you lived intimately with Him for a long time; He fixed
his eyes on yours after your betrayal; and yet, when He asked you — and it
was not the first time He did so — to cast the nets, you failed to see that it
was Jesus. Was it the sun’s reflection on the water that played tricks with
your eyesight?”

It is not easy to recognize the Lord. It was not easy for the disciples;
it is not easy for us. One needs to go back to Galilee to learn how to see Him
in the new dimension that He has acquired. From Galilee, one could then
start following Him once more, and He will show us his new dwelling
places and how to meet Him. He will give us new eyes, those of faith; and a
new heart, one that is able to love and to recognize Him in everyday life: in
the street, as the women and the disciples of Emmaus; in the garden, as
Mary did; at home, like the disciples; at the workplace, like those at the
lakeside. The world is full of the presence of the Risen One.

Like the apostles who had gone back to their roots, we must also go
back to our charismatic roots. The General Chapter 2010 has invited us to
conversion. This word is derived from the Latin, and means turning back.
The Chapter’s invitation is identical to the angel’s and the Lord’s, addressed
to the disciples. We want to have an Oblate experience and translate the call
from Jesus, “Go back to Galilee,” into “Go back to Aix-en-Provence,” our
Galilee where we should go back and from which to start again. The
disciples’ fantastic experience started at Galilee; the Oblate’s at Aix.

In Aix we shall meet Eugene de Mazenod, who will share with us his
experience. He journeys with us part of the way, he points out the road to
us, and then he leaves us to proceed according to the inspiration of the
Spirit, allowing us to live our own experience.

In fact we should be contextualizing the charism, the first
experience, in our everyday life, in our places: General House in Rome,
South Africa, Bangladesh, Bolivia, the U.S....

We are called to follow in the steps of our beginnings, not returning
to the past in an archeological sense, but re-discovering the insights and
tools that gave birth to our Congregation, in order to rekindle the initial
inspiration, the lifeblood that permits the Oblates to be themselves and to
continue to live creatively their charismatic initial experience and their
particular mission in the Church today.
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It seems to me that in the origins of the Missionary Oblates of Mary
Immaculate there were five moments that proved to be particularly
important, five experiences that constitute the great foundational experience.

(1) The first is the new “conversion” to which St. Eugene felt called in
1814 following the sickness that brought him to the doors of death. From
that new choice for God was born the inspirational spark to found the
Missionaries of Provence.

(2) That idea was realized thanks to a “Mutual Consent” between
several young priests to live a life in common based on reciprocal love and
the desire for their common sanctification.

(3) As soon as this new group was born, their first experience was the
mission, to go — like Jesus and his apostles — through the cities and villages
announcing the Good News.

(4) Not long after came the realization that in order to continue the
mission of Jesus and the apostles, there needed to be another step taken:
that of living, like them, a life of oblation — the complete gift of self —
expressed in the vows of religion.

(5) The foundational experience concludes itself when the missionaries
find their full and complete identity in the name by which they came to be
recognized and approved by the Pope: Oblates of Mary Immaculate.

In these pages | offer five exercises that will aid in reliving the five
foundational experiences in such a way as to be able to continue today the
actualization of the Oblate charism.

Fabio Ciardi, omi
Rome, May 21, 2013



THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES

The following exercises are not a series of lectures but rather a
journey meant to lead to the experience of God and conversion of the heart.

Ignatius asks the preacher “to relate faithfully the events of such
Contemplation or Meditation, going over the Points with only a short or
summary development. For, if the person who is making the Contemplation
follows the true groundwork of the narrative, and, discussing and
considering for himself, finds something which makes the events a little
clearer or brings them a little more home to him — whether this comes
through his own reasoning, or because his intellect is enlightened by the
Divine power — he will get more spiritual fulfillment and fruit, than if he
who is giving the Exercises had thoroughly explained and amplified the
meaning of the events. For it is not knowing much, but realizing and
experiencing things interiorly, that satisfies the soul and makes it content”
(Spiritual Exercises, Second Annotation).

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES

One of most adaptable biblical icons for the spiritual exercises would
be that of the desert.

The experience of nakedness and solitude

Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returned from the Jordan and

was led by the Spirit into the desert for forty days, to be tempted

by the devil. (Lk 4:1-2)

The desert is a bare and arid place, devoid of goods and
commodities; it doesn’t allow distractions, and instead it invites one to a
progressive and radical separation from every attachment, to be able to
focus on that which matters most: God. Everything is silenced, in order to
create the necessary conditions to be able to listen to and recognize the
voice of God only. The desert becomes a privileged place of searching,
meeting and becoming aware of God. The most significant experiences of
the people of God and of all the great prophets, from Moses to Elijah and
John the Baptist, have all occurred in the desert.
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The desert is a place of temptation and of trials, allowing the truth to
come out. There is nothing behind which we can hide; we become naked
before ourselves and before God. It is a place in which falsehoods that
reside in the human heart are eliminated, where idols die and only the one
true God appears. We recognize who we are and we come to know who God
is.

It is the place where the old man dies to reveal the image and
likeness of God, which is the true identity of the new man - who we truly
are.

It is a place of regeneration. It was thought that the blood of the
person could be completely renewed within a period of forty days. (A period
of forty years was necessary for an entire people).

In the desert, Jesus understood how He had to live his messianic
mission. If we ourselves were to live this experience with sincerity and
generosity up to the end without fear, we would be able to understand better
God’s design for us and how it should be realized, what things we should
change in our lives; we would be able to surrender fully to His will.

It is a grace to be able to make this experience in the desert. Jesus
was led by the Holy Spirit! It is a “spiritual” experience.

It is an experienced that is limited by time. The monks remain there
all their lives because they are called to become icons of this moment of
grace in front of the whole Church.

For Jesus, it lasted for forty days, with many short but frequent calls
during his ministry. Like Him, we, too, called to become missionaries, pass
into the desert for a limited time: five days. But it is necessary, as it was for
Him.

When Eugene thought of the life of an Oblate, he imagined it as a
life dedicated to preaching, of course, but also as a life dedicated to
recollection and silence.

In the second chapter of the second part of the Rule of 1825, we see
written:

Art. 1. The whole life of the members of our Society ought to be
a life of continual recollection.

Art. 2. To attain this, they will first of all make every effort to
walk always in the presence of God, and frequently try to utter
short but fervent ejaculatory prayers.

Art. 3. They must also have the greatest love for holy solitude,
and they will not leave their room without necessity.
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Art. 4. Silence, being prescribed in every religious institute, and
being a most suitable means for [securing] perfection, will be
esteemed at all times.

Art. 8 ... our ministry will be forever fruitless, unless we
fervently strive for our own spiritual advancement.

Ordinarily for those who do the exercises, the more they detach
themselves from their friends and acquaintances and from every material
preoccupation, the greater the results they can obtain, and thus, they also
gain freedom of the heart.

They must furthermore create a circle of brothers together with their
companions with whom they conduct the exercises. As we will see, God
who lives in me also lives in the brother beside me. Together, we can build a
place where we can feel the presence of God.

The first exercise is that of silence, of detachment from everything, of
careful attention to what God wants to reveal to us, of allowing ourselves to
be completely guided by the Holy Spirit.

The experience of God

In the Bible, the desert has another meaning: it is the place where
one can experience God’s love and intimacy.

Here are three biblical points of reference: Hosea, Elijah, the
disciples of Jesus.

Hosea 2

The first part of the second chapter of Hosea shows the work that
God fulfills with the unfaithful women, the people, in the desert: He makes
them aware of betrayals and uproots them from their false world:

I will strip her naked, leaving her as on the day of her birth; I

will make her like the desert, reduce her to an arid land, and slay
her with thirst.

I will hedge in her way with thorns and erect a wall against her,
so that she cannot find her paths.

If she runs after her lovers, she shall not overtake them; if she
looks for them she shall not find them.

In the second part Hosea shows how God, after having purified the
woman (His people), is capable of filling her heart:
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So I will allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak to
her heart.

She shall respond there as in the days of her youth, when she
came up from the land of Egypt.

On that day, says the LORD, She shall call me "My husband,"
and never again "My baal."

Then will I remove from her mouth the names of the Baals, so
that they shall no longer be invoked.

I will espouse you to me forever: | will espouse you in right and
in justice, in love and in mercy;

I will espouse you in fidelity, and you shall know the LORD.

After the difficult period of temptation and trials to free the heart,
God manifests himself. He speaks to the heart and seeks a response of love;
He initiates a dialogue of love.

The 1 Book of Kings, 19:11-13

Elijah lived a similar experience: in his forty-day journey in the
desert; first of all he experiences fear, solitude, the desire to die, hunger. At
the end, after reaching Mount Oreb, God reveals Himself to him:

Then the LORD said, "Go outside and stand on the mountain
before the LORD; the LORD will be passing by." A strong and
heavy wind was rending the mountains and crushing rocks
before the LORD - but the LORD was not in the wind. After the
wind there was an earthquake - but the LORD was not in the
earthquake.

After the earthquake there was fire - but the LORD was not in
the fire. After the fire there was a tiny whispering sound.

When he heard this, Elijah hid his face in his cloak and went and
stood at the entrance of the cave. A voice said to him, "Elijah,
why are you here?"

Acts of the Apostles, 1:3

The forty days of purification in the desert (three days were enough
for Jesus’ disciples, that of the passion and death of the Master) correspond
to the forty days after Easter, when the Risen Lord manifests Himself and
allows us to discover Him in daily life:

He presented himself alive to them by many proofs after he had
suffered, appearing to them during forty days and speaking
about the kingdom of God.
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The second exercise - for the following days - is that of discovering
the kind of love with which God has loved us, remembering the many ways
He has entered into our lives; that of discovering His presence among us.

Giving time to prayer as “a relationship of friendship with the One
whom we have experienced love.” (Saint Therese of Jesus)

THE THREE COMMUNIONS

To make an experience of God, our “desert” must be uninhabited by
a threefold presence: the Word, the Eucharist, and the brother. In cultivating
these three communions, we are able to reach full union with God.

The Word

In the desert, God speaks to His people.

In the desert, Jesus is nourished by the Word of God.

The Seer of the Book of Revelation joyfully and avidly devours the
list of words that God reveals. “Mulling over” these words he savors all
their sweetness, as the prophet Ezekiel had already experienced when he
said that the Word of God “was as sweet as honey in my mouth” (Ez 3:3).
An image of monastic tradition explains this experience as ruminatio, “to
chew on” the Word slowly and repeatedly, with a kind of continuous
reading, attentive and loving, until one has taken out all the flavors it
contains.

The kiss is another biblical metaphor: to welcome the Bible is
similar to receiving a kiss from the Spouse: “Let him kiss me with kisses of
his mouth!” (Song 1:1); to live the Bible is similar to giving a kiss to the
Bridegroom.

The Word of the Scriptures, nevertheless, has a “bitter” aftertaste.
After having tasted it in his mouth, when it goes down to the stomach, it
creates terrible cramps. The Seer contorts with pain: “In my mouth it was
like sweet honey, but when I had eaten it, my stomach turned sour” (Ap
10:10).

According to the author of the Letter to the Hebrews: “Indeed, the
word of God is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged sword,
penetrating even between soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and able to
discern reflections and thoughts of the heart. No creature is concealed from
him, but everything is naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we
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must render an account.” (4:12-13). No one remains unaffected through
frequenting the Bible. It hurts, upsets, obliges one to come face to face with
the truest realities, to reflect on one’s own behavior.

The Gospel makes us into the truth and unmasks the vanity of our
human life. Listening to the words of Jesus, we realize just how distant we
are from God and from His design for us. “For my thoughts are not your
thoughts” — it is as if Jesus always repeats —, “nor are your ways my ways,
says the LORD. As high as the heavens are above the earth, so high are my
ways above your ways and my thoughts above your thoughts.” (Is 55: 8-9).

The words of God are not, in fact, mere words. When He speaks, He
talks of himself; in the Word, He gives all of himself. The effects are both
exalting and devastating. A God who inserts himself into humanity cannot
but open up the heart and the mind to the beatitudes that cut away the false
and hidden egoisms. He provokes “conversion,” a strong change of
itinerary, according to the initial appeal of Jesus: “Repent, and believe in
the gospel” (Mk 1:15).

We see in these exercises the importance of periodically confronting
the word of God, which brings us to dialogue with Him, as Girolamo had
explained to the virgin Eustochio: “When you pray, you speak with the
Spouse. When you read, it is He who speaks with you.”

C 33: The Word of God nourishes our spiritual life and
apostolate. We will not only study it diligently but also develop
a listening heart, so that we may come to a deeper knowledge of
the Savior whom we love and wish to reveal to the world. This
immersion in God's Word will enable us to understand better the
events of history in the light of faith.

The Eucharist

If the spiritual exercises are an experience of conversion and
transformation, it necessitates a profound rapport with the Eucharist, a tool
for excellence in our transformation.

Lumen gentium (n. 26) records the affirmation of St. Leo the Great:
“the partaking of the body and blood of Christ does nothing other than
transform us into that which we consume.”

Albert the Great says: “Those that have received it in the sacrament,
partaking of it spiritually, become the same body as His Son, and are thus
called children of God.”

Thomas of Aquinas explains: “The proper effect of the Eucharist is
the transformation of man into God: his divinization.”
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In these exercises we are not only able to celebrate the mystery of
the Eucharist every day, but also to prolong its effects and the
contemplation of this mystery in prayer:

C 33: In the prolonged silent prayer we make each day, we let
ourselves be molded by the Lord, and find the inspiration of our
conduct in Him. Following our tradition, we devote an hour
each day to mental prayer, part of which is spent together in the
presence of the Blessed Sacrament.

To give time to God, to be generous with Him: these days we have
nothing else to do...

The Brother

As long as they are Christian, even the most personal of the spiritual
exercises are necessarily ecclesial, communitarian. The invitation to return
to Galilee is addressed to the entire apostolic community: “Go and tell my
brothers to go to Galilee, and there they will see me” (Mt 28:10). We will
also find a community of missionaries in Aix.

In front of God, we are always an expression of a family; even when
we turn to him alone, we say: “Our Father.” The brother is not a
“distraction,” but is a sacrament of Christ. Before being the object of our
love, the brother is the expression of God’s love for us, and is the presence
of Christ for us. We go to God through the brother.

The religious community is a theological reality in itself, an object of
contemplation: like a “family united in the name of the Lord,” it is by nature
the place where the experience of God in its fullness can be obtained and
communicated to others (SCRSI, The contemplative dimension of religious
life, 15).

How can this communitarian dimension be present in our exercises?

For Saint Ignatius, this is expressed in the rapport between those
who give the exercises and those who receive them.

For us, this can be expressed in many ways:

- In the rapport between who gives and those who receive the
eXercises;

- In the relationship between two people who receive the exercises
and who decide to verify their journey on a regular basis;

- In the moment of daily communion among all the (participants of
the exercises).
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It’s not about talking together, but about giving God to the brother
and receiving Him from the brother, it’s about giving and receiving what
we have obtained from God as being important in our lives. Together, we
can build the temple of God.
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A NEW CONVERSION

The first one of the 5 experiences of our origins is the experience of
conversion that opened the way for the foundation of the Missionaries of
Provence.

A CALL FOR CONVERSION

Let us go back to March 14, 1814. Abbé Eugéne de Mazenod
receives the last sacraments. It's been just over a year since the beginning of
his ministry, full of fiery action and zeal. In the midst of his work God stops
him. The young people of his Association enter the church of Mary
Magdalene and stand before the fourteenth-century statue of Our Lady of
Graces, brought there by St. Bonaventure, to ask her to heal their beloved
priest. Mary listens to them. Eugene recovers. At the same time the Lady of
Graces is preparing for him a far greater grace, that of a new conversion.

In his first year of ministry at Aix he had given evidence of a sincere
and complete gift of self. Yet, during the months of convalescence, in the
solitude and silence that his country house provided, he realizes how his
apostolic work was subtly tainted. The disease was a "shot between the head
and neck that God has given me.” God had stopped him to purify his life
and mission. From the disease a new man will be born, ready to found a new
religious family in the Church.

To recognize his own failures courageously

The retreat made at the Aix seminary, in December 1814, became a
great moment for a new choice of God: “How badly I needed this retreat!”
he wrote in the notes we now follow.

| have quite lost the interior spirit, so that | have often acted on
the purely human level, and very imperfectly at that... Since my
conversion there has been, it is true, a certain change, but | have
nothing to be complacent about in my actions; how far I am
indeed from bringing to them the purity of intention God
demands. | am not yet, - indeed, far from it - immersed in God. |
would die as a victim of charity, that would be the verdict of
ordinary people, but these people were not your judge. What
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would have been the verdict of the inquisitive reader of hearts?
That zeal that had brought me to the edge of the grave, was it
really pure, really disinterested? |1 would have liked to believe
this myself when | was healthy, but there, at the moment of the
mighty manifestation [he is thinking as he were really dead],
would | have withstood the test?

And here's the question that purifies the soul with sorrow:

Did | attribute to myself none of the glory that was due to God
for my devotedness? (...) These good works, these striking
works for which men praise me, exalt me to the skies... come
perhaps to nothing... for if 1 did not act for Him and through
Him, these works despite all appearances were but sins...

The zeal is mixed with the desire for a certain glory, although
spiritual, and often he did indeed act in a too human way. Now he realizes
that when things do not go according to his will he complains. Maybe,
subconsciously, he also harbors a certain feeling of superiority towards
those who do not understand the novelty of his pastoral methods. He is
susceptible and affected immediately when someone makes some remarks.
He fears being a failure. He presumes to have many abilities, and thus able
not to rely entirely on God. He realizes how his inner life is weak, lacking in
humility. He see the roots of pride in himself as the "most arrogant of the
defects.”

We have an abundance of similar passages in his notes:

Pride, anger, seeking of self, etc. ...

My self-love, wounded when I met with obstacles, didn’t it lead
me to commit many faults, grumbling, poking fun, showing
contempt towards people who doubtless were in the wrong for
not supporting me, but even so were deserving of respect on
account of their priestly character?” ...

Yes, yes, heart too sensitive, too loving, you will be completely
forgotten even by those you love so tenderly. That much is
certain... I think I must keep an eye on my over-loving, over-
tender, over-affectionate, over-sensitive heart, not that it is at all
set on illicit objects... it is my friends I love too much, it is to
friendship, tenderness to which | am attached, and to which I
give too much value.
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To recognize the love of God

At the same time, Eugene cannot forget the graces he received
during the last months. It is that which St. Ignatius in his Spiritual
Exercises, which St. Eugene is following during those days, calls the
passage from ‘desolation’ to ‘consolation’: “I call consolation that which
occurs in a soul when there is produced some sort of interior motion with
which the soul becomes inflamed with love of its Creator and Lord; and, as
a consequence, when it can love no created thing on the face of the earth in
itself but only in the Creator of all these things. This is so also when through
tears the soul is moved to the love of its Lord; now for the pain of its sins,
now for the passion of Christ our Lord, now for other things directly ordered
to His service and praise. Finally, I call consolation every growth of hope,
faith, and charity and every internal happiness that calls and draws to
heavenly things and to the salvation of one’s own soul, quieting it and
pacifying it in its Creator and Lord.” (n. 316)

It seems that this lovable Savior wished, even this year, to show
me extraordinary favors on some occasions only to urge me to
serve Him better in attracting me by these ineffable
consolations. Could I ever forget the Mass celebrated on April
20th? If 1 saw someone rise from the dead, could it make a
deeper impression on me? And communion on Holy Thursday
during my convalescence, and those other communions made
also in bed with that abundance of graces, where love,
thanksgiving, compunction so deliciously filled my soul. And
that reading that was done for me on Palm Sunday, of the
Passion of our good, excellent, excessively excellent Master, did
it leave no trace in my heart?

Eugene’s capacity to have a truthful assessment of himself in the
light of the Word of God is really extraordinary. He sees his mistakes, but,
at the same time, he acknowledges the love of God, always so near to him.
This new conversion (we know of the first conversion: “Since my
conversion...”; the Good Friday) comes about not only as the result of
admission of his mistakes, but, above all, it stems from his discovery that
God loves him, and from his desire to reciprocate this love.

Before the illness and the period of convalescence he had already
passed another dark night. This present one was shorter than that he had
experienced as a young man, but it proved to be more intense and harder. In
the former experience we see the night of the senses, whereas in the latter,
the night of the spirit.
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In all this there was certainly a blessing of the Madonna who has
opened his eyes, inviting him to a new choice: "My God, now | wish to act
only for You, solely for You.”

He warns a new call to live only for God. It is the beginning of a new
conversion.

Eugene’s complete analysis of his life is not an end in itself. It does
not lead him to discouragement or to exaltation. It is not an exercise in navel
gazing. It is the starting point for a new loving relationship with God.

Let me at least make up for lost time by redoubling my love for
Him. May all my actions, thoughts, etc., be directed to that end.
What more glorious occupation than to act in everything and for
everything only for God, to love Him above all else, to love Him
all the more as one who has loved Him too late.

...let me try, therefore, to conform in all I do to this divine
model so as to be able to address to the faithful these words of
St. Paul: imitatores mei estote sicut et ego Christi [I Cor. 4:16].

This choice of God, like that of Good Friday (how many times
should a person make a new choice of God during his lifetime?) is based on
humility. He recognizes his failures and humility cleanses him from sin.

It is the grace of the second conversion before the grace of the
foundation. The Spirit is working on His instrument in view of the new task
He wants to give him. Now that the apostolic action is purified, now that
Eugene is solely motivated by the love of God, he is ready to establish an
institute devoted entirely to the apostolate.

OUR OWN CHOICE OF GOD

Starting a fresh from Aix means, first of all, to follow Eugene in this
new choice of God. Without this profound purification, and without this
decision to be totally God’s and to do every single act out of love for Him,
Eugene would not have been able to found the Congregation.

The same for us. We cannot ‘re-found’ the Congregation today if we
do not opt for a similar radical choice for God. We need to pass through the
same experience of conversion that leads to the choice of God in order to
give life to the charism and make it relevant in the diverse cultures.

What does this mean, in practical terms?

The first question we need to ask ourselves is the same one that
Eugene asked: “What motivates me in my life and actions? Why I do what 1
do? Is God really my only good? Am | living for Him, so that | bring
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everything and everyone to Him? Or, are there any hidden motivations, like
the yearning for prestige, or success, etc?”

Then, keeping Eugene as our model, we must recognize the love that
God has for each one of us, and also His constant presence in our life.
Therefore, the fundamental question is: Do | recognize the action of God in
my life, especially in this year? In the light of God's love for me, how should
| respond? What can | do for God?

To love God with all one’s mind, heart and strength

First of all we should remember that in the Gospel Jesus revealed to
us how we must return His love: "with all your mind, with all your heart and
with all your strength."” (cf. Mk 12: 28-34)

To choose God as the One who is everything for us means making
the decision to love God with all our mind, all our heart and all our strength.
We respond to love with love.

With all your mind; to put all our intellect, all our talents at the
service of God, we dedicate them to Him, at the service of the Church, of
the Congregation, of humanity. If we are given a responsibility, immediately
we study all the possible means for bringing it about, completely for God,
without thinking of ourselves. Why should the sons of darkness be smarter
than the sons of light? Eugene has taught us that “Charity embraces all and
invents new means, where appropriate, to satisfy new needs.”

With all your heart. The word "heart” has a wide connotation in
Holy Scripture. However, here we should only consider the wide gamut of
sentiments of the heart. On one hand, we must try to avoid certain
sentiments, sentiments which are not in consonance with what God wants.
On the other, we should actively choose God and His plan of love for us and
for all humanity. We must put the heart of Jesus in the place of our human
heart and develop our affectivity to be able, as St. Peter said: “I love You..
You know that I love You.” (cf. Jn 21: 15-17)

With all your strength. We should work in a truly generous manner,
without holding back. Eugene speaks of “men... who would labor with all
the resources... ready to sacrifice goods, talents, ease, self, even their life,
for the love of Jesus Christ, the service of the Church, and the sanctification
of their brethren. ... ready... to fight, even unto death.” There are people who
love God and their neighbor, giving themselves to such a point that they go
beyond their strength and even fall ill. Therefore we must organize our life
in such a way that there is also time to rest. When we become ill, we realize
what the letter to the Colossians says: "In my own flesh I fill up what is
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lacking in the sufferings of Christ for the sake of his body, the Church”
(1:24).

A new choice of God

For those who have already given all their mind, all their heart, and
all their strength, even going beyond their strength, a time comes when God
asks them to make another choice of Him.

It is God who shows us again the need to make this new choice, one
which is more difficult than the first. It is so subtle, so divine that grace is
needed in order to understand it. Not everyone feels this call (“listen to His
voice today, do not harden your heart...” - Hb 3:15). This may be because
they are satisfied with the good deeds they do, are distracted by the TV
always on, the obsession to follow all that is on the Web, or because they
simply have no time to stop and think, to read, to pray intensely.

There do come, however, moments in our lives when we hear the
call of God, to make a new choice of God, to convert. So, we might be
afraid to make this act of giving. And we could ask ourselves: "But | already
live solely for God. Must | really give everything, everything, everything,
must | really do everything exclusively for God?"

When we sense that God is asking us to make a new conversion, the
risk is that we might reply no; perhaps not directly, but by ignoring the
invitation: it’s enough that I'm good, that I do nothing wrong, ...sanctity is
not for me.

Thus it happens that one may never take this step. And so there are
people who, having made a first conversion that was sincere and beautiful,
are ahead in the life of the Gospel. But they remain at that same point all
their lives, without ever making a more radical choice. So they are good
people, but with certain faults, annoying habits and attachments.

God awaits us at some turning-points in our lives; these are decisive
moments. The pattern is very widespread in religious life. Someone is
removed from his office or moved from one community to another. This
fact can often be perceived as a punishment, a lack of confidence. Or there
may be a real misunderstanding on the part of Superiors. Natural gifts or
competence go unrecognized. We can feel ourselves dismissed, sidelined,
rejected. A person feels mortified. His personality is effectively crushed,
completely stripped, his spirit destroyed.

Faced with a situation of this kind, we can break with the
community; we can become rigid and closed towards our Superiors. But this
'loss' of personality is the one condition for acquiring true personality, the
'personality’ of Christ. “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer |
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who live” (and who feels death, the denial of every chance of affirmation, or
status, or recognition) “but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20). On my
death is His life. The 'new man' is consolidated. The maturity of Christ is
reached. Even while experiencing at times his own poverty and nothingness,
in fact the Oblate objectively becomes an adult in Christ: Christ reaches
adult stature in the individual.

The results of a new choice of God

When we are able to reach this new relationship with God, then we
become really free and unattached. Whatever happens, whatever false
accusations or difficulties, whatever worries or bitterness that may come, we
remain at peace because we live imbedded in God. And in God we find that
interior unity, that joy, that serenity, which only His love can give. We live
in another dimension.

The life of the spirit goes ahead in a silent and mysterious way.

There is a period in which meditation itself, reading a text as we
used to do, no longer satisfies us. This is because God wants to call us to a
life that is even more profound. God begins to take possession of our will,
of our love, so that meditation too becomes an act of love more than an act
of the intelligence. However, that part of our intelligence, of our memory
and imagination which has not yet been touched by God will continue to
interfere.

Until we arrive at that point in which God Himself takes our heart
and "substitutes” it with His own, our conversion is not complete. It is
therefore a constant growth towards reaching "it is no longer 1 who live, but
Christ who lives in me." When we have 'lost' our own personality to adopt
Christ's, we notice that Christ, whom one has welcomed into oneself, adopts
our personality. Christ makes it His own, and expresses Himself in its
feelings, gifts, affections, its inner richness.

Here begins a profound filler and a greater life. What takes place - as
the mystics say - is that Martha is united to Mary; the contemplative life is
united to the active life, to a fruitful creativity, because one acts under the
complete influence of the Holy Spirit. We are capable of being a channel of
the various graces of God, of understanding from within our Founder and of
putting the Founder's charism into practice in the Church today. Already we
can bear the 'burden of the day', and can stand with every person and share
their joys and hopes, anguish and suffering; and we can give concrete,
constructive answers to the needs of all we may meet.

One thing is certain: we must always renew our choice of God,
because life in God is always new, inexhaustible and full of surprises.
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We must do this now and in every living moment. It's not a step we
can take just once and for all. It probably will take years, ever a lifetime.

To rediscover and strengthen the deep motivation for our actions, we
should ask ourselves: What motivates me in my actions?

Before undertaking any action, we should take the time to say calmly
and truly sincerely: “For You” (I do it for You, to respond to Your love with
my love)

A young girl once taught me a quick and effective way to examine my
conscience. At night, just before falling asleep, she would ask God: “Did
You like me today?”

To repeat with the psalm: “You, O Lord, are my only good.”

* * *

The texts of the Founder which are quoted above are taken from his
notes: Retreat made in the Aix seminary, December 1814, “Collactio: Oblate
Writings,” XV, Rome 1966, p. 77-108.



24

A MUTUAL CONSENT

After his conversion (1814), Eugene set up a community. This is the
second fundamental experience of the origins we now consider. | hope it
will provoke a similar experience.

Between 1815 and 1816, an agreement arose between the first group
of missionaries. Together they decided to follow Jesus with the same
enthusiasm and the same radical determination of the Apostles, to continue,
like them, to announce the Gospel. “All depends on how we begin — Eugene
wrote to Tempier in his first letter —. We need perfect unanimity of
sentiments, the same goodwill, the same disinterestedness, the same
devotedness - that sums it up.” (October 9, 1815)

In his Mémoire justificatif Saint Eugene wrote: “I needed dedicated
companions whose way of thinking would coincide with that of the Lord
who was my inspiration.” (Rambert, I, p. 164) At the centre there was an
inspiration from the Lord, communicated to him and then entrusted by
Eugene to his companions, so that the hearts and minds of everyone should
be united in the same ideal, the same mission. The way to realize this was to
found a specific community with a few people living together, in joy and
reciprocal love: “Happiness awaits us in this holy Society which will have
but one heart and soul.” (To Tempier, October 9, 1815) From the first letter
to Tempier we find the dyad “one heart, one soul” becoming a constant
refrain.

The bond of the community at that time was not supported by legal
constraints such as vows, but by the concept of being of one heart and one
soul, by relations of mutual love: “We will not be bound by vows. But I hope
that it will be the same with us as with the disciples of St. Philip Neri who,
free [from vows] as we shall remain, would rather die before thinking of
leaving a congregation for which they have the same affection as for their
mother.” (Ibidem) He wrote the same to Hilaire Aubert: “We will become
saints in our Congregation, free but united by bonds of the most tender
charity.” (1815) Charity, no legal bonds: “How sweet the bonds of perfect
charity!” (To Tempier, November 15, 1815)

We can understand this initial agreement as a mutual con-sent (=
same feelings), an ac-cordance, an accord (= to bring together "hearts" and
minds, to combine the strings of an instrument or several instruments, or
voices, to create the same, but stronger tone.)

It was an alliance, a covenant between people to achieve a common
goal: to live and work in a certain way. In this agreement the most important
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parties were the people who come together for a common end rather than
the means to achieve that end, the relationship, the commitment.

At a later date, from 1818 onwards, Eugene, while writing a Rule,
establishes a “contract” to create a stable and long-term mutual consent. The
con-tract (= bring people together to establish an agreement, to regulate or
fulfill a legal obligation) is a set of rules that governs the relationships and
the strategies for the attainment of the goal. Mutual knowledge and personal
relationship are less important in a contract. It is my view that, at the time
the Missionaries of Provence were created, the concept of mutual consent
prevailed - a clear and shared common purpose - instead of a contract.

At the start, on the one hand, the community did not have a well
defined structure; while, on the other, the value of communion that should
animate it was clear. The house of Aix, “in my mind and my hopes, must
reproduce the perfection of the first disciples of the Apostles - that of the
first Christians in Jerusalem -. | base my hopes on that much more than
eloquent discourses. Have they ever converted anyone?” (To Tempier,
November 15, 1815)

There is also the need to conclude a "contract” (from the first
intuition he thought about certain rules: “I have in mind some rules to
propose...;” - to Forbin-Janson, October 28, 1814; the same to Tempier,
Dicember 13, 1815: “We will begin by working on ourselves. After, we will
rule on the kind of life we will adopt for the city and for the missions. Then
we will become saints”), but this would come later. For the time being, there
was only the energy and the joy of creating something new. Let's see what
kind of agreement they reached.

MUTUAL CONSENT

The agreement between the first members that constitutes the
community of the Missionaries of Provence is expressed primarily in the
will to live an intense life of communion. They agreed to reach a "common
sanctification." As St. Eugene wrote to Tempier proposing the first meeting
between all future members of the community: “We will confer on the
manner in which we will carry out our good work. We will help each other
mutually with advice and with all that the good God will inspire in each of
us for our common sanctification.” (December 13, 1815)

We know about the early days of the community and the process to
attain “common sanctification” through a letter written by Eugene to the
master of novices, Father Mille, January 24, 1831:
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Tomorrow | celebrate the anniversary of the day, sixteen years
ago, I left my mother’s house to go and set up house at the
Mission. Father Tempier had taken possession of it some days
before. Our lodging had none of the splendor of the mansion at
Billens, and whatever deprivations you may be subject to, ours
were greater still. My camp-bed was placed in the small
passageway which leads to the library: it was then a large room
used as a bedroom for Father Tempier and for one other whose
name we no longer mention amongst us [Icard]. It was also our
community room. One lamp was all our lighting and, when it
was time for bed, it was placed in the doorway to give light to
all three of us.

The table that adorned our refectory was one plank laid
alongside another, on top of two old barrels. We have never
enjoyed the blessing of such poverty since the time we took the
vow. Without question, it was a foreshadowing of the state of
perfection that we now live so imperfectly. (...) | assure you we
lost none of our merriment; on the contrary, as this new way of
life was in quite striking contrast with that we had just left, we
often found ourselves having a hearty laugh over it. | owed this
tribute to the memory of our first day of common life. How
happy | would be to live it now with you!

Bishop Jeancard, who had been an eyewitness to this first
community of Aix, has left a precious, well-known picture of it, “gathered
in the name of Jesus Christ.” It was a “sanctuary,” a family.

Everyone lived the same kind of life and hearts blossomed under
the same influence... Everybody to a different degree happily
submitted to this yoke, light and sweet. The cor unum and the
anima una which the Founder enjoined upon his Oblates in his
Rules as one of the characteristics of the Society was the
distinctive trait of this small community... The news of the
missions given by the Fathers, ... as well as any news that had
to do with the Church in general, were not passed over any more
than those which had to do with the well being and the progress
of the Congregation. All of these conversations breathed forth a
spirit of zeal. They urged each other on to perfection in the
service of God, and imbued all their relations with each other
with as much of charity as of holy cheerfulness... (Mélanges
historiques, p. 3, 19, 26, 33, etc.)
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It might be said that this community was idealized as was that of the
first Christian community in Jerusalem. However, this would not detract in
any way from the description. In fact it would only prove that this was the
ideal.

On the other hand there are other descriptions of the early
community confirming this unity among its first members. The same de
Mazenod wrote to Forbin-Janson: “Our community is very fervent. There
are no better priests throughout the diocese.” (October 9, 1816) Even earlier,
during the first mission in Grans, he wrote to Tempier back in Aix:
“Between us missionaries... we are what we ought to be, that is to say, we
have but one heart, one soul, one thought. It is admirable! Our consolations,
like our hardships, are unequalled.” (February 24, 1816) A letter to diocesan
priest, Father Viguier, dated January 6, 1819, provides a good summary of
community life: “We live in community under a mild Rule... The spirit of
charity and of the most perfect brotherhood reigns amongst us. Our
ambition is to gain souls for Jesus Christ.” On May 11, 1822, the novice
Jacques Joseph Marcou, writes to a seminarian, Hippolyte Guibert: “We are
all striving toward perfection, a perfection which we will not fail to attain by
following faithfully our holy Rule. We have here one heart and one soul...”
A year later, St. Eugene writes to Guibert in much the same words: “We
form a family of which all who compose it wish only to have one heart and
one soul” (January 20, 1823)

The same situation was found in other communities, such as that of
N-D du Laus, to whom the Founder wrote on May 28, 1834:

We have been very consoled by the spirit of true fraternal
charity, mutual respect and submission to the Superior, that
prevails among this beloved portion of our family. Here, as in
other houses of the Congregation, it may be said that they are of
one heart and one soul. May God preserve forever in the
Congregation this valuable conformity with the first disciples of
the Gospel. (Selected Texts, 339)

“We have but one heart and one soul,” wrote Eugene de Mazenod in
the synthetic way of the oblate community. “That was always our vision,
like that of the first Christians; it is because they have forgotten this that
many have abandoned the spirit that | wished to establish in our
Congregation.” (to Fr. Durocher, January 17, 1851)

In the Rule he had expressly written that Missionaries are one among
them, "united by ties of intimate love... and perfect submission to
Superiors.” (Constitutions et Regles, 1818, p. 55.) And writing to Fr.
Courtés: "We are united in the love of Jesus Christ, in our common
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perfection, let us love one another as we have always done so far: in short,
let be one." (March 3, 1822.)

The undertaking by the first members of the community included not
only the decision to live in mutual love and to seek common holiness, but
also looked at a common project. To have one heart and one mind included
having one ideal, and working together to achieve it. It was unthinkable that
each one would go ahead with his own project and have his own goal to
follow. The heart and mind of each one became the one heart and mind of
all, and was totally centered on the same mission.

THE EVANGELICAL MODEL

As mentioned before, to have one heart and one soul is a common
refrain when talking about the Oblate community. To the point that Jancard
says: “The cor unum and the anima una which the Founder enjoined upon
his Oblates in his Rules....” In fact, this expression does not appear in the
Rules, and yet the first generation believed it to be the synthesis of their life.

Obviously, the Christian community in Jerusalem was the ideal to
which they aspired: to re-live the same life of communion as the early
Christians.

St. Eugene had the same vision as all the other reformers throughout
the Church’s history.

The memory of the Church in its beginnings, and particularly
the description of its life according to the Acts of the Apostles,
has always been a model, an example, an ideal (on occasions a
myth) in the course of the Church’s history. Particularly at
critical periods and decisive turning-points, the idea of a reform
which looks to the ‘ecclesiae primitivae forme’, the possibility
of a return to what is old, the beginnings, has again been put
forward with renewed vigor. From the monastic movements to
the Gregorian reform, from the Protestant Reformation to the
latest, most complex post-conciliar developments in the Catholic
world, the texts of Acts have been a stimulus, a provocation and
a principle of crisis in the Christian conscience in the dilemma
between the eternal absolute validity of the ideal and the
continual need to express it in history. (P.C. Bori, Chiesa
primitiva. L'immagine della comunita delle origini - Atti 2,42-
47; 4,32-37 - nella storia della chiesa antica, Paideia, Brescia
1974, p. 11)
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This is what the Church asks the religious to do again:

The fraternal life plays a fundamental role in the spiritual
journey of consecrated persons... I therefore exhort consecrated
men and women to commit themselves to strengthening their
fraternal life, following the example of the first Christians in
Jerusalem... Above all I call upon all religious men and
women... to show generous mutual love... so that every
community will be revealed as a luminous sign of the new
Jerusalem, "the dwelling of God with men” (Rev 21:3). (VC 45)

We can thus view the community in Jerusalem as our model: Acts
2:42-47:

They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and to

the communal life, to the breaking of the bread and to the
prayers... All who believed were together and had all things in
common... Every day they devoted themselves to meeting
together in the temple area and to breaking bread in their homes.
They ate their meals with exultation and sincerity of heart,
praising God and enjoying favor with all the people.

The koinonia experienced by the Christian community is the sharing
of property. However, this points to a deeper life: the sharing, or
communion, of hearts and souls, as can be seen in Chapter 4: “The
community of believers was of one heart and mind, and no one claimed that
any of his possessions was his own, but they had everything in common” (4:
32). The combination “heart and soul” is typically biblical. It indicates the
true centre of a human being, his own ego. For everyone to be a sole entity,
all property must be shared. Shared property is the natural consequence of
the awareness that the early Christians had of their unity.

The community in Jerusalem was the result of a previous experience
of communion: that of Jesus and the Twelve Disciples. The current Rule (C
3) sums this up brilliantly:

The community of the Apostles with Jesus is the model of our

life. Our Lord grouped the Twelve around Him to be His

companions and to be sent out as His messengers (cf. Mk 3:14).

The call and the presence of the Lord among us today bind us

together in charity and obedience to create anew in our own

lives the Apostles' unity with Him and their common mission in

His Spirit.

The evangelical community is the realization of Jesus’
commandment: “Love one another” (Jn 13:24); of His prayer addressed to
the Father: “That all may be one” (Jn 17: 21).
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The new commandment — that of reciprocal love — is almost the
translation, in human parlance, of the divine law that regulates the life of the
Most Blessed Trinity. Jesus calls this commandment “his own,” because He
has lived it “from the very beginning” within the Trinity. It is also “new”
since He brought it to earth from the very heart of the Trinity. It is the
perichoresis and the koinonia of the Three Divine Persons of which we can
now partake.

In other words, the true model for our community is not, therefore,
just the early Christian community in Jerusalem, nor that of Jesus, but also
and above all that of the Holy Trinity.

Jesus, who comes from the Trinity, has revealed to us that each of
the Three Persons lives for the other, in the other, of the other. Within that
divine reality there is reciprocity of donation, acceptance, belonging and
love.

The “law” governing the life of the Trinity becomes the law of the
messianic people, which is an icon of the Trinity (cf. LG 9), the law of every
religious community, the law of our Oblate community: it is the one that
gives identity and essence to the Church (“By this all will know that you are
my disciples...” cf. Jn 13:35.)

Thanks to our Father we can be true brothers.

Thanks to the presence of the Risen Christ among us we can be a
single heart and a single soul; a single body.

Thanks to the gift of the Holy Spirit, we too — just like the Holy
Trinity — can live for the other, in the other, of the other.

In order to understand what Eugene de Mazenod wanted for his
community, we need to go back to the these evangelical and Trinitarian
models. The following texts may inspire us and further our study:

The New Commandment: Jn 13: 34-35; 15: 12-17.

Stories about the first Christian community in Jerusalem: Acts 2: 42-

47; 4: 32-35.

The Holy Trinity in a priest’s prayers.: Jn: 17:10.21-23.

THE "CONTRACT"

When, after the community of Aix, a new community was born, the
agreement was no longer enough to keep the missionaries united: they
needed a proper contract, rules to bind people who no longer live together
and no longer have a primary relationship. So de Mazenod went to St-
Laurent du Verdon and wrote the Rule. He proposes the use of vows,



31

previously not necessary. In fact they were expressly rejected at the
beginning. Without this structure, the Missionaries of Provence would
remain in Provence and would never become the Missionary Oblates of
Mary Immaculate. The contract was deemed necessary in order to allow the
early community to expand around the world and maintain its own identity.

Today we join a community of France without necessarily knowing
the Oblates of South Africa or Bolivia or Bangladesh. We are bound by a
rule that ensures the unity of the entire congregation.

The risk is that we might forget we are bound by a “mutual consent,”
an ac-cordance (united hearts), as well as a contract. This special agreement
cannot be unnecessary or optional. For this we need to "go back to Aix," we
need to be aware of the unity of hearts and minds that is the origin of our
story of yesterday and today.

Since it is practically impossible to get mutual consent between all
members of the Congregation, mutual personal consent is only expected
between those who come into contact with each other. For some it will only
be possible in the local community, for others, gradually, it can spread to the
local unit level, or between units in the Region, between Regions... It will be
confirmed, at least implicitly, whenever we come into contact with a new
Oblate entity or other individual Oblates.

The risk is that even the local communities omit to reach this
personal agreement of mutual love; it is supposed, and we are satisfied with
a relationship based on the contract.

In general, Oblates recognize each other when they meet, they feel
that something unites them. This mutual recognition should bring us back to
our roots: we re-know = we know again (re-), because we have already met
and agreed in Aix, in the beginning, where we were born.

We should share in this experience of the origins as felt by the first
members of the community of which we are the fruit, the continuation.

The Congregation now cannot bear fruit unless we start afresh in
Aix. The conversion requested by the Chapter must be radical (from radix =
root), i.e. a return to roots.

Do I fill called to re-experience the original commitment; together
with the other members of my community to take the decision to establish an
apostolic community?

How can I live the Lord’s commandment “love one another” to the
point that we are willing to give our lives for one another?

How to concluded a “mutual consent” with the other members of the
community?
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We are called to stand at the foot of the crucifix with Tempier and
listen to St. Eugene's invitation to give our life for the Church and
evangelization of the poor. If | should reply to the Eugene’s letter, what [
could write?
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LOVE IN ACTION

Communion is the challenge of the new millennium, as Blessed John
Paul Il wrote in his renowned encyclical Novo millennio ineunte: “...to
make the Church the home and the school of communion: this is the great
challenge facing us in the millennium which is now beginning, if we wish to
be faithful to God's plan and respond to the world's deepest yearnings.”

The Vatican Council Il has already proclaimed the communion of
the Church. But how do we proceed from a theology of communion into a
spirituality of communion? How can we bring this doctrine to life?

The Pope himself realizes that “before making practical plans, we
need to “promote a spirituality of communion...” What does this mean?
John Paul 11 gives us this response:

A spirituality of communion indicates above all the heart's
contemplation of the mystery of the Trinity dwelling in us, and
whose light we must also be able to see shining on the face of
the brothers and sisters around us. A spirituality of communion
also means an ability to think of our brothers and sisters in faith,
within the profound unity of the Mystical Body, and therefore as
"those who are a part of me". This enables us to share their joys
and sufferings, to be aware of their desires and to attend to their
needs, to offer them deep and genuine friendship. A spirituality
of communion also implies the ability to see what is positive in
others, to welcome and treasure it as a gift from God: not only
as a gift for the brother or sister who has received it directly, but
also as a "gift for me". Thus, a spirituality of communion means
to know how to "make room™ for our brothers and sisters,
bearing "each other's burdens” (Gal 6:2) and resisting the selfish
temptations which constantly beset us and provoke competition,
careerism, distrust and jealousy. Let us have no illusions: unless
we follow this spiritual path, external structures of communion
will serve very little purpose. They would become mechanisms
without a soul, "masks" of communion rather than its means of
expression and growth.

Based on this and also my personal experience, | would like to
propose some concrete exercises that promote communion.
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EXERCISES THAT PROMOTE COMMUNION

To see each other with new eyes every day

The spirituality of communion — as we read in Novo millennio
ineunte — means to welcome the presence of God in the other, the same God
that is reflected in our selves.

When we develop relationships with other people and get to know
them better as time passes, and it comes naturally to say: “I know by now
that he’ll always be like this, he’ll never change...” Sometimes we have a
low esteem of the others because we focus more on their defects. Instead,
the eyes of faith allow us to see the others with new eyes and this allows us
to recognize the presence of Christ and welcome His design for them, their
“ought to be”; it is up to us, then, to encourage them to become the persons
God wants them to be.

The spirituality of communion “implies the ability to see what is
positive in others, to welcome it and treasure it as a gift from God: not only
as a gift for the brother or sister who has received it directly, but also as a
"gift for me.” Love does not judge; rather, it encourages, it welcomes the
positive, appreciates and values the gift of the other and helps them to
mature fully, according to their own personality. Love doesn’t show envy
because in unity, the gifts of one are the gifts of the others.

Love, however, is not blind; it sees the errors of the other.
Differences are present among us, therefore mutual forgiveness is
indispensable (Mt 10:21): “Do not let the sun go down on your anger” (Eph
4:26). Love gives trust and believes in the possibility of the renewal of the
other, hopes in his resurrection, because love “bears all things, believes all
things, hopes all things” (1 Cor 13:7). Courage is needed to find the moment
to forgive one another unequivocally.

To declare once again our willingness to journey together

Likewise, we need courage to declare unguestionably to the other the
will to journey together, following in the footsteps of Christ.

We are asked by the word of God to place our gifts at the service of
others with generosity (I Pt 4:9), in view of reciprocal help and
enlightenment. Paul, turning to his followers, urges them: “Be perfect, be of
good comfort, be of one mind” (2 Cor 13:11), “as you teach and admonish
one another with all wisdom” (Col 3:16) The letter to the Hebrews is even
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more explicit: “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward
love and good deeds... encouraging one another.” (10:24-25)

Despite the definitive entreaty that comes from the word of God, a
certain spiritual tradition prefers to recommend an approach of firm reserve
with regard to communicating the reality of interior life. There is a risk that
the truest and most profound realities are not brought out among us. A
certain shyness or timidity with regard to supernatural things or human
respect often hinders us from talking about God among ourselves. However,
“it is better to give to others the fruits of one's contemplation than merely to
contemplate” (Summa, Ila llae, g. 188, art. 6).

Saint Ignatius of Loyola talked about “false humility” and writes that
the devil,

when he sees the Servant of the Lord so good and humble...
suggests the idea that even if he discovers anything given him
specially by God our Lord... then he sins through another
species of vainglory, inasmuch as he speaks in his own favor.
Thus he secures that he should not speak of the blessings he has
received from his Lord, and so prevents good fruit both in others
and in the man himself; for the remembrance of what he has
received is always an incentive to higher efforts. (Letter to
Teresa Rejadella June 18, 1536, Epistolario, in Gli scritti di
Ignazio di Loyola, Utet, Torino 1977, p.725-726).

Mary sings the Magnificat and narrates the great things the Almighty
has done through her. In Paul’s letters he communicates all of himself: his
conversion, his journey as an apostle, the taking to the third heaven, his
mystical relationship with Christ, his anguish, weaknesses, trials, and the
thorn in his flesh.

Moments of sincere and profound communion of spiritual life are
also necessary among us. Communion creates the community.

When he started the common life, Eugene and his first companions
decidedly agreed on a collective journey of discipleship. We should also
manifest this to each other, a prevailing will of discipleship and deepening
together the reason for which we have reunited. We can above all take
advantage of certain moments, such as the retreat, community meetings,
moments of prayer and relaxation together; these can be occasions to talk
about our ideals.
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Accepting ourselves in the reciprocity of love

A notable aspect of love that builds the community is acceptance: to
empathize with the other, up to the point of making his sufferings, joys,
worries and successes our own. The brother is accepted and loved as he is,
and not on condition that he becomes what we would want him to be.

A spirituality of communion — as we read in Novo millennio ineunte
— means

an ability to think of our brothers and sisters in faith within the
profound unity of the Mystical Body,” and therefore as "those
who are a part of me". This enables us to share their joys and
sufferings, to sense their desires and attend to their needs, to
offer them deep and genuine friendship. (...) A spirituality of
communion therefore means knowing how to "make room" for
our brothers and sisters, bearing "each other's burdens" (Gal
6:2) and resisting the selfish temptations which constantly beset
us and provoke competition, careerism, distrust and jealousy.

It is Paul’s invitation to become Greek like the Greeks, Jew like the
Jews, weak like the weak, to become all things to all people (cf 1 Cor 9:19-
23). It is to rejoice with those who rejoice and mourn with those who
mourn, and to have the same sentiments towards each other (cf Rom 12:5).
We are called to enter into the world of the other, to see with his eyes and
feel with his emotions, to share his life.

Acceptance also implies a capacity to listen. Love knows when to be
silent and listen in such a way that the other feels accepted and expresses his
own needs, reveals his doubts and plans. There is a need to know when to
give time to listen in a community.

Acceptance also means to love with the heart. Peter invites us to love
each other “sincerely as brothers,” to “love deeply, from the heart” (I Pt
1:22). It is an all-encompassing love, capable of “taking part in the joys and
sufferings of others” and to be animated “by brotherly affection” (1 Pt 3:8).

To be the first to love

Another attitude that is characteristic of a love that builds the
community is that it is freely given. We are indeed children of a Father who
first loved us (cf 1 Jn 4:19). “God demonstrates his own love for us in this:
while we were still sinners, Christ died for us... while we were God’s
enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son” (Rm 5:8-
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10). Love always takes the initiative to love first, through the example of the
divine agape.

In the communitarian life, the temptation is indeed that of the need to
be loved, to expect that it is the other who resolves situations, to expect that
it is the other who should make the first move to rebuild the rapport when it
has been compromised. Instead love does so freely, is the first to do so,
without any demand; the motivation to love is found in love itself.

Such gratuitousness of love is expressed in service, in the example
of Jesus who “came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a
ransom for many” (Mt 20:28). Before his death, He showed this
concreteness by washing the feet of the disciples and inviting them to do the
same: “you should also wash one another’s feet” (Jn 13:14).

A community can grow in love on the condition that each one
washes the feet of the other, in the little gestures of every day, in the hidden
silence that doesn’t expect recognition: “... do not let your left hand know
what your right hand is doing” (Mt 6:3). This could be keeping the house in
order, creating a festive atmosphere in moments of recreation, being
creative in animating community prayer, being the first to communicate
one’s own experience during a meeting.

THE EXAMPLE OF SAINT EUGENE

The teachings and example of Saint Eugene in this field are
abundant. It’s enough to read the index of Selected Texts related to the
O.M.I. Constitution and Rules to have the first idea on the diverse aspects of
the love required of the community: Love for the Congregation,
Community, Fraternal charity, Unity among Oblates, Hospitality,
Availability, Sharing, Fraternal correction, Discretion, Rest, Health, The
sick, The deceased. We should read these texts to examine ourselves
regarding our fraternal life.

I will limit myself to the episode of the illness and death of Fr.
Marius Susanne.

In the autumn of 1816, Marius was expected to begin his philosophy
at the major seminary at Aix. He extended his vacation time in Fuveau in
order to participate in the second mission being preached by the
Missionaries of Provence in his parish. They gave him the task of teaching
catechism to the men, visiting those who refused to attend the exercises of
the mission, being in charge of the singing and of the decor for the main
ceremonies. At the end of the mission, he entered the community at Aix.
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Immediately after his ordination, he started to preach parish
missions. Bishop Jeancard, who often preached with him, describes his
performance as preacher: "There is something in his speech, in his actions,
in his person, something so attractive that people are drawn to him in total
trust.” (Missions, 6 (1867) p. 129). In 1823, Suzanne became the superior at
Le Calvaire; he was 24 years old. The Founder became immediately
attached to this young man brimming with talents and virtue, endowed with
an affectionate nature and a fiery temperament like his own. We have 24
excerpts from letters the Founder wrote to Father Suzanne, filled with
expressions of affection. He always specifies that he holds him in high
regard and loves him more than himself "because of his virtues and all his
good and fine qualities.”

Father Rey comments: "Father Suzanne was his favorite son. Godly,
good-hearted, affectionate, intelligent and courageous, everyone considered
that Father Suzanne as the spitting image of Father de Mazenod". Father
Alexandre Audo has written: "Young Father Suzanne was to Father de
Mazenod what Joseph was to the patriarch Jacob, what Saint John was to
Our Lord: the favorite son. Moreover, he saw in him an alter-ego, the man
who incarnated the future of the Congregation, the one who would step into
his shoes to govern the religious family" (Missions, 60 (1926), p. 285-286)

The love the Founder had for Suzanne was not always tolerant.
When necessary, he could strongly rebuke and punish. For example, after
some complaints from the community,he publicly rebuked him and
dismissed him as the superior of the house of Calvary.

At the end of 1828 when Fr. Suzanne was 29, his tuberculosis was
getting worse. Three Oblates offered their life for his sake. The seminarians
and scholastic brothers vowed to climb to Notre-Dame de la Garde barefoot
if they could obtain his return to health.

For a few months, the Founder was almost always at his side. "What
worry, what grief, what a weight upon my heart", he wrote to Father Courtes
on November 18. He ended his letter writing: "l order you to take care of
yourself for two blows of this kind would make me lose either my mind or
my life".

November 26, 1828: "My body must be of iron to resist such

violent and continuous emotions of the soul... You are on the

field of battle (preaching a mission) and | am at the foot of the
cross whereon our poor brother is nailed.”

December 15, 1828: "If | showed exteriorly all the anguish | am
going through, they would take me for a madman, when in truth
I am simply a man who, so | wish to believe, is rendered very
imperfect by my love. Yes! Indeed | am such imperfectly.”
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January 29, 1829: "My hours, my days and my nights are spent
beside our blessed patient... this dear child... communicates to
me all his agony... repeating to me a thousand times, with the
most tender accent, these words: "My good father" which
soothes him and pierces me, for indeed that is what I am, good
Father, and that is what kills me, being on the point of losing so
good a son, a being whom 1 have always cherished more than
myself."”

Bishop Jeancard brought back the continuing touching dialogue
between the sick Father Suzanne and Saint Eugene.
In his notes (end of January 1829) Eugene writes:

"I die a hundred times each day; my grief is excessive, it is
beyond words... | am in continual agony; | would die if I did not
find relief from time to time in an outburst of sobbing and
copious tears. | do not think any of my children love me like he
does. It could be said he modeled his heart and mind on mine,
or, to phrase it better, this happened wholly naturally... God!
You are sundering two hearts made to be ever united."”

Father Suzanne died on January 31, 1829 at two o'clock in the
afternoon. Father de Mazenod didn’t die, but fell into depression. His
writings at the time confirm this:

February 19, 1829: "I always have my child before my eyes, just
as grace fashioned him in his last illness; | review in my mind
all the circumstances of his life; I call to mind all the sentiments
which he never tired of expressing to me. The happiness that |
experienced after certain clouds were dissipated and after he
tried to assuage my heart over the sorrows which grieved him so
to have given me; the hopes that | had formed for the future,
either for my personal peace or for the good of the Society,
come back so keenly, so profoundly, so continually that it is
remarkable that | hold up. My firm constitution must however
reassure you as to my physical condition; but as to my morale, |
am affected, 1 am truly ill; I am no longer able to concentrate;
my spirit goes by itself towards the object of my love and of my
eternal regret. | think of him; I speak of him, I dwell on him
ceaselessly; | am in no state to write a letter.

After the death of Saint Eugene, a picture of the Madonna was found
in his prayer book, which he had kept for over 30 years. It was the picture
that he had asked Father Suzanne to kiss moments before his death. At the
back he had written, among other things:



40

My son, your traits like your virtues are engraved on my soul in
indelible characters! | will love you in your absence as | loved
you when you were the apple of my eye. What am | saying,
absent! Are you not ever alive in my heart, present in my
thoughts?

My beloved son, who will console me over your loss? The
memory of what you meant to me? Alas! | have you no longer!
The thought of the eternal happiness you are enjoying? Summon
me then to your side, for me to share it.

A few months after the death of Fr. Suzanne, the announcement that
Fr. Hippolyte Courtés was dying delivered the coup de grace to Eugene’s
physical and psychological health. To raise himself up from this crisis that
had brought him to the point of death, he decided to convalesce in

Switzerland.

Is it possible to fall into depression on the death of a friend?

Eugene had loved with his heart. He disproved the sadly famous
statement of Voltaire: “Friars come together without knowing each other,

live together without loving each other, die without crying.”

A couple of years later, after another painful loss (albeit not as
violent as that of Fr. Suzanne), he was able to comprehend with greater

objectivity his enthusiastic love.

We can compare this with what he has written in this situation:

| declare that I cannot grasp how those who do not love human
persons who deserve to be loved, can love God. From this one
can understand that 1 am far from wanting to disown or even
only hiding the sentiments inside me. Let him who may be
tempted to find fault with me know that I little fear his judgment
and that | could forcefully prove to him that | have every reason
to thank God for having given me a heart that is able better to
understand that of Jesus Christ our Master, who has made,
animates and inspires mine better than those cold egoistic
logicians who apparently put their heart into their brain, and
don’t know how to love anyone because, in the final analysis,
they love only themselves. And it is after Christ has come, after
the example of Saint Peter, after the teaching of Saint John, that
they debit us with a type of perfection more worthy of Stoics
than of true Christians! Let us love God because of his infinite
perfections, let us love him also because he has loved us first,
sed quoniam ipse prior dilexit nos, but Charissimi si sic Deus
dilexit nos, et nos debemus diligere, and not well filioli mei non



diligamus verbo neque lingua as those who love with their head
sed opere et veritate. Oh no! qui non diligit non novit Deum
quoniam Charitas est (1 Jn. 3:18; 4. 8, 10, 11, 19).

This love is so little a matter of speculation or of abstracting
from the person. It is so true that we have to know how to love
here on earth so as to be able to love God for whose sake we
truly love his creatures, that the Apostle tells us: Qui enim non
diligit fratrem suum quern videt, Deum, quem non videt
quomodo potest diligere? There is no half measure, mandatum
habeamus a Deo ut qui diligit Deum, diligat et fratrem suum (I
Jn. 4:20, 21). Let us study Saint John, fathom the heart of Saint
Peter and his love for his divine Master, and especially let us
deeply probe all that flows from the loving heart of Jesus Christ
not only for all men, but especially for the Apostles and
Disciples, and then let them dare to come and preach to us a
love that is speculative, without feelings or affection. (Diary,
September 4, 1837)

41
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TRULY APOSTOLIC MEN

On February 18, after just ten days of spiritual exercises, the newly-
formed group of priests known as the “Missionaries of Provence” that had
gathered around Father Eugene, started a 5-week mission in the small town
of Grans (1500 inhabitants).

This is the third founding experience, coming after the new
conversion to God and assembling as a fellowship, a community.

The third experience, yes, but it was already present since St. Eugene
first had his idea: a handful of men acting as Apostles around the figure of
Christ, all sharing the deep values of charity and keen to proclaim the
Gospel.

Their vocation was to continue the mission that the Lord entrusted to
Jesus Christ and that which Jesus entrusted to His Apostles, as clearly set
out in the first Rule: “Their founder is Jesus Christ, himself, the Son of God,;
their first fathers are the Apostles.” Later, as Eugene meditated on these
words, he noted his astonishment:

There is nothing on earth higher than our vocation. Amongst
religious men, some are called to one good work, others to
another; some are destined, albeit indirectly, to the same end as
ourselves. But for us, our principal end, |1 would almost say our
only end, is the self-same end that Jesus Christ proposed to
himself on coming into the world, the self-same end that he gave
to the Apostles, to whom, without any doubt, he taught the most
perfect way. And so our humble society knows no other founder
than Jesus Christ, who spoke through the mouth of his Vicar,
and no other Fathers than the Apostles. It is stated unmistakably.
(To Father Mille and the Fathers and Brothers at Billens,
November 3, 1831).

The mission is central to St. Eugene’s project.

But just how exactly does this group of missionaries differ from
Forbin-Janson’s Missionaries of France and the other 45 or more similar
institutions that sprung up in France in the same period? Why did virtually
all of these other groups dissolve so quickly, while the Oblates remain to
this day?

I believe that St. Eugene’s originality lies in his clever identification
of just who should be the agent of the mission: the apostolic man, the
apostolic community. The idea behind the mission is inseparably linked to
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that of the apostolic man, or the truly apostolic man, as Eugene was wont to
say. It is linked to that of an apostolic community, one that epitomizes the
life of sanctity, unity and evangelical preaching.

THE APOSTOLIC MAN

“Apostolic men” was the first definition used for the members of the
new community.

In his first letter to Tempier, Eugene wrote: “If presently we are not
more numerous, it means we wish to choose men who have the will and the
courage to walk in the footsteps of the Apostles. It is important to lay solid
foundations.” (October 9, 1815)

The “truly apostolic men,” to use the term coined by Eugene, are
“men of interior life,” “saints”: “We must be truly saints ourselves. In
saying that, we include all that can possibly be said” (December 13, 1815).
At this point, vows were not included in the project, but something far more
important: evangelical counsels, the authentic way of sanctity.

It was in 1815 that | laid the first foundations of our little
society. The principal purpose which | set out to accomplish was
the evangelization of the poor, of prisoners and the little
children. (...) It would be necessary to have men who practiced
self-denial and who wished to follow the footsteps of the
Apostles in the practice of the evangelical counsels. | could not
see how it would be possible to accomplish good under any
other conditions (Mémoire justificatif, Rambert, I, 164).

Apostolic men means, first and foremost, men walking in Jesus
Christ’s footsteps, like the Apostles. Men who see Him as their role-model,
each willing to become a new Christ. It also means going out to announce
the Gospel, just like the Apostles did, having learnt this by living with
Christ.

How, indeed, did our Lord Jesus Christ proceed when He
undertook to convert the world? He chose a number of apostles
and disciples whom He himself trained in piety, and He filled
them with His Spirit. These men He sent forth, once they had
been schooled in His teaching, to conquer the world which,
before long, was to bow to His holy laws.” The same must be
repeated now: “should men who want to follow in the footsteps
of their divine Master Jesus Christ conduct themselves if they, in
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their turn, are to win back the many souls who have thrown off
His yoke. (Preface)

There were just five or six Missionaries of Provence at the beginning,
since Eugene was looking for “men who have the will and the courage to
walk in the footsteps of the Apostles” (October 9, 1815). The actual number
was unimportant. It was quality that mattered. He expressed this view
frankly to his friend Forbin-Janson, who, on the other hand, was recruiting
an army of men for his Missionaries of France:

If I were you, - he wrote on October 9, 1816 - | would aim at
somewhat less brilliance and | would insist more on soundness.
Of what use are fine speeches if one is conceited? Humility, the
spirit of abnegation, obedience, etc., and the utmost in the way
of fraternal charity are also necessary for the good order and the
happiness of a Society. Not all your people have properly
understood that. | attribute this failing to a certain necessity
wherein you find yourself to accept men capable of preaching.
Here we agree on no such arrangements. We were six... Our
community is very fervent. There are no better priests
throughout the diocese.

Just ordinary preachers were not enough. To be “truly apostolic
men” one needs to live in a community with others, precisely like the
Apostles following Christ as members of the community they set up in
Jerusalem.

The first point worth reflecting on here is the acceptable motivation
for admission to the novitiate, as set out in the Rule (1825):

Art. 19. He must have an ardent desire for his own perfection,
and a great love for Jesus Christ and his Church, a burning zeal
for the salvation of souls; he must have a heart that is free from
every disordered attachment to the things of this world, a great
detachment from parents and the place of his birth, a disinterest
which goes as far as a disdain for wealth; the will to serve God
and the Church either in the missions or in the other ministries
embraced by the Society, and have the intention of persevering
until death in fidelity and obedience to the holy Rules of the
Institute. (The Rule of Saint Eugene de Mazenod, p. 104%*)

Does such motivation still guide us in our mission?

Do we always bear this in mind when judging a person’s vocation and
valuing the life of Oblate units, or are we the victims of ‘such
arrangements” like Forbin-Janson?
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READING THE SIGNS OF THE TIMES AND COMPASSION

St. Eugene’s missionary project arose out of his special
interpretation of the signs of the times: “The Church, that glorious
inheritance purchased by Christ the Savior... has in our days been cruelly
ravaged.” The negative situation for the Church at the time could have led to
criticism and defection. Instead, Eugene experienced a new passion for the
Church and heard the call to dedicate his life unconditionally to its cause:
“The sight of these evils has so touched the hearts of certain priests, zealous
for the glory of God, men with an ardent love for the Church, that they are
willing to give their lives, if need be, for the salvation of souls.” (Preface)

This emotion arose from a “com-passion,” in the etymological sense
of the word, to enter into the world of people and society, to share their
worries, problems and needs. This is the mainspring of the Mission. It is no
coincidence that the Gospel reading in St. Eugene’s Mass recalls Christ’s
compassion before the crowd (Lk 4: 14-22). Other parables in the Gospels
tell how, overcome with compassion, Christ became a spiritual master to
teach the truth, a shepherd to show the way, a doctor to cure sickness and
provide bread to satiate the hungry and bring life. (cf. Mt 9: 35-38)

In order to read the signs of the time and to embrace God’s plan for
humanity, we need to adopt Christ’s outlook.

Eugene’s encounter with Christ (Good Friday, 1807, is symbolic of
that encounter.) It gradually changed the way he saw things and gave him
the ability to interpret everything in a new way, with the same outlook as
Christ, in the light of God’s plan for the Church and humanity. In the poor,
for example, he saw “the poor of Jesus Christ”; the Church was “the favored
bride of the Son of God,” “born out of the blood of a God who died on the
Cross...” The signs of the times should not be read in sociological terms,
but in terms of faith.

We too, in order to be missionaries, must know how to interpret the
signs of the times. To repeat Eugene’s original experience we should view
the world through faith and share in the compassion of Christ, as the direct
result of our identifying ourselves with Him. C 4 reminds us that “Through
the eyes of our crucified Savior we see the world which he redeemed with
his blood.” Our identification with Christ the Savior is indispensable if we
want to read the signs of the times, to be touched and experience
compassion, to provide suitable answers.

Of course, we can ask ourselves just how we can hear Christ’s call
“through people’s need for salvation” (C 1), how to hear how “the Church
earnestly appeals”? How can we hear the voice of Christ in the midst of
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today’s deafening racket? I believe that this is not just the result of an
individual’s personal perception of reality, but also that of a shared
interpretation. This is the community dimension of compassion, namely to
“hear together”: the community is the best place for exercising discretion
and insight.

Hence the need to communicate with others how we live, how we
view the social, cultural and ecclesiastical realities surrounding us.

The community is also where we can find the answers.

Hence the need to share our thoughts, projects and experience, and
so find the answers and solutions together.

The 1992 General Chapter document asks us to become “more
transparent to each other, and thus we learn to share in depth our personal
histories, missionary ideals, and lives of faith” (n°® 12).

The more our compassion is shared, the better evangelizers we
become. In other words, we must present ourselves to the world as a united
apostolic body and not a coalition of preachers with conflicting ideas.

PROCLAIMING THE WORD AS A WAY TO SHARE AN EXPERIENCE

Eugene’s decision to set up a mission was based not just on how he
viewed the Church at the time. It was due to the need to share his own
experience of Christ the Savior. He had encountered the Lord and felt that
he had been saved by Him. His awareness of this was so strong and deeply
felt that he wanted everyone to share it.

Only when one knows the love of God can one proclaim it. The
mission is to transmit an experience. This calls for a constant relationship
with the Savior, just as the Apostles enjoyed.

Today, thanks to the ecclesiology of communion, the mission, seen
as a sharing of the experience, has gained stronger community connotations.
Matthew’s missionary mandate has long been stressed: “Go, therefore, and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have
commanded you” (Matt 28:19-20). The stress here is mainly on the word
“teaching.” Today this mandate is strengthened by what is now known as
the John’s missionary mandate, found in the prayer Christ raised to the
Father: “...that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that
thou hast sent me” (Jn 17:21); “...that they may become perfectly one, so
that the world may know that thou hast sent me” (Jn 17:23). This
missionary dimension is typical, but not exclusively so, of the Gospel
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according to John and sheds light on the same explicit proclamation of the
Word, providing details of the conditions and methods for doing so.

As Oblate Missionaries, we are the men of the Word, of Matthew’s
missionary mandate. Yet we also need to take into account John’s views in
our mission.

This extract from the Bible is important for us:

What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we
have seen with our eyes, what we looked upon and touched with
our hands concerns the Word of Life - for the life was made
visible; we have seen it and testify to it and proclaim to you the
eternal life that was with the Father and was made visible to us -
what we have seen and heard we proclaim now to you, so that
you too may have fellowship with us; for our fellowship is with
the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. We are writing this so
that our joy may be complete. (Jn 1:1-4)

The “we” in John’s letter may be interpreted as both a royal we and
a genuine plural referring to a group of people. The latter interpretation is
especially attractive and seems the most likely, even though the identity of
the group concerned is not identified (c.f. the studies by R.E. Brown, A.
Dalbesio and G. Segalla). In any case, the person speaking is expressing an
experience of a community character. The chosen disciple has shared with
others his extraordinarily intense experience of the historical Jesus Christ,
doing so with such conviction and effectiveness that the others have
accepted it as their own: the experience is thus shared by the whole group.

The “we” in the letter does not refer to eye witnesses, and yet John
has described his experience so immediately that it becomes their
experience too. We can thus say that, through the chosen disciple of Christ,
they have heard, seen and have touched the Word of Life.

The past tense of the verbs — “what we have heard, what we have
seen with our eyes, what we looked upon and touched with our hands ” —
indicates that the mystery of Jesus is a well defined historical fact, that we
have come into intimate contact with this and it has become a matter of
personal experience. It is not, however, a fact from the past, a historical
event now over. It is a reality that still exists today. That is why, the verbs in
verse 1.3 are given in the present tense: “testify,” “proclaim.” The Christ
event is present in the experience of the “we” seen as a living reality and
still active today, to the point that the “we,” the community or fellowship,
bears witness to it and proclaims it.

This experience is not only assimilated, it is also transmitted. To
proclaim means to communicate an experience. For John’s fellowship, the
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act of evangelization means making others share in an experience, just as
this is part of John’s own experience.

“We” proclaim Christ and His mystery. Even when just one member
of the community testifies, he expresses the belief of the whole community,
all members of which have experienced the mystery that that person
proclaims. Since it is the expression and testimony of a community, the
proclamation generates a community.

The words of the apostolic exhortation Christifideles laici apply to
us: “Communion and mission are profoundly connected with each other,
they interpenetrate and mutually imply each other, to the point
that communion represents both the source and the fruit of mission:
communion gives rise to mission and mission is accomplished in
communion.” (n° 32)

Is what we proclaim always what we have experienced and seen?

To what point is our experience of Christ and His Gospel shared and
a common experience for the whole evangelizing community? If the goal of
evangelization is to create the Christian community, the family of Sons of
God, the subject of this evangelization must be a community. Even when we
speak and act alone, we must be the expression of a community, so that we
can truly say: “What we have heard, what we have seen...”

THE BEST VOCATION OF ALL

The call to Christ unites us and invites us to follow the Lord and take
part in His mission in word and deed (c.f. C 1). Like Paul, we have been
chosen to proclaim the Gospel of God (c.f. C 2).

St. Eugene was enraptured when he meditated on this wondrous
vocation. During his retreat in 1831 he said:

Will we ever have an adequate understanding of this sublime
vocation! For that one would have to understand the excellence
of our Institute’s end, beyond argument the most perfect one
could propose to oneself in this world, since the end of our
Institute is the self-same end that the Son of God had in mind
when He came down on earth. The glory of His heavenly Father
and the salvation of souls. Venit enim filius hominis quaerere et
salvum facere quod perierat [Luke 19: 10], He was sent
especially to evangelize the poor: evangelizare pauperibus misit
me [Luke 4:18]. And we have been founded precisely to work
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poor: finis hujus parvae Societatis ... est ... ut fratres habitantes
in unum praecipuam dent operam pauperibus evangelizandis,
virtutes et exampla Salvatoris nostri Jesu Christi assidua
imitatione prosequendo (Art. I, c. 1, p. | de fine).

The means that we employ to attain this end must share in the
excellence of this end; again they are unquestionably the most
perfect since they are precisely those same means used by our
divine Savior, His Apostles and His first disciples. That is to
say, the exact practice of the evangelical counsels, preaching
and prayer, a happy blend of the active and contemplative life of
which Jesus Christ and the Apostles have set us an example,
which is without doubt by that fact alone the pinnacle of the
perfection that God has given us the grace of possessing, and of
which our Rules are but the development. ...

Can one conceive anything more perfect on the face of the
earth?...

... the Savior as the true founder of the Congregation, and the
Apostles who were the first to follow in the footsteps of their
Master as our first Fathers. Could anything bring greater
pressure to bring us to imitate them! Jesus, our Founder, the
Apostles, our forerunners, our first Fathers! And it is the Church
that tells it to us, it is Peter through the mouth of Leo who says
it! Let us prostate ourselves, respectfully listen, wonder in
silence. Let us swear to be faithful, to become worthy of our
great vocation.
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We must always have full awareness of this, of being responsible, in

Spirit, for continuing the work of Christ. Ours is the best vocation of all.
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OBLATION, OUR IDENTITY

The fourth foundational experience concerns the introduction of
vows. It is not just a legal act, it is the result of an experience.

WHY WE ARE OBLATES?

We all know the story, yet we will never become tired of telling how
our family started in the early days. Its re-telling reinforces our memory and
ensures greater intensity of feeling.

Vows were explicitly excluded from the constitution of the
Missionaries of Provence: members were to be united only “by bonds of the
most tender charity” (To Hilaire Aubert, 1815).

In the drafts of his Request of authorization addressed to the Vicars
General of Aix, Eugene had written: “The missionaries are free; they take no
vows.” This sentence was later removed, indicating a rethinking about the
possibility of taking vows. Eventually, four different vows nor three were
added.

In fact, our Founder envisaged that the first community would have
the same roots and perfection of religious life — albeit without vows — and
reproduce the life of the apostles to whom Jesus had given his evangelical
counsel. The introduction of vows is, therefore, the consequence of a
stronger apostolic vocation required of the first community. In the Mémoire
we read:

My intention in dedicating myself to the ministry of the
missions to work especially for the instruction and conversion of
the most abandoned souls, was to follow the example of the
Apostles in their life of devotedness and self-denial. | became
convinced that, in order to obtain the same results from our
preaching, we had to walk in their footsteps and as far as we
could, practice the same virtues. Hence | considered choosing
the evangelical counsels, to which they had been so faithful, as
indispensable, lest our words be no more than what | have
noticed about the words of those who proclaim the same truths,
namely sounding brass and tinkling cymbals. My consistent
thought has even been that our little family should consecrate
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itself to God and to the service of the Church through the vows
of religion... (Rambert, 1, 187)

The story of our origins reflects that of the history of religious life
within the Church. The earliest forms of monasticism did not have the three
vows: these only appeared at the start of the first Millennium!

The reason a person embraces a religious way of life, as St. Eugene
did, lies in a desire to respond to the call of Christ, who calls us to follow
Him more closely by adopting a lifestyle of total devotion to Him and his
Gospel. The decision to do so must be firm, resolute and affect that person’s
entire life. The early fathers of monasticism call it a “propositum” or
“votum.” The “vows” would come later, as a means to express this “votum.”

What actually altered the course of the foundation of the
Missionaries of Provence was an experience Eugene had on Holy Thursday,
April 11, 1816, less than three months after forming the community. Once
again St. Eugene’s own words best describe this experience:

Father Tempier and | felt that we should not delay any longer.
Thus, on Holy Thursday, when both of us had taken our place
under the structure of the beautiful repository we had put up
over the main altar of the Mission church, we pronounced our
vows with an indescribable joy in the night of that holy day...
and we prayed to the Divine Master that if it is His holy will to
bless our undertaking, we would lead our present companions as
well as those who would be associated with us in the future to
appreciate the full value of the oblation of one’s entire self to
God, wanting to serve Him unreservedly and consecrate one’s
life to the spread of His holy Gospel and the conversion of
Souls. Our petitions were answered. (Mémoire, Rambert, 1, 187-
188)

Eugene speaks of vows. In actual fact, the two fathers only took one
vow that night: a vow of reciprocal obedience. (Cosentino, Georges,
"L'introduction des voeux dans notre Congrégation™ in Etudes oblates, 13
(1954) 297.) Father Tache wrote that the reason for this reciprocal
obedience was based on perfection: they desired to immolate themselves
entirely. It was not, however, just a personal desire for sanctification. It
involved the entire Society itself. In Father Tempier's death notice, Father
Joseph Fabre would say: "We can consider this act as the initial step toward
religious life, a consecration they would most joyfully make one
day.” (Notices necrologiques, 2, p. 87) While not everyone may be ready to
embrace a religious life, it is important to note that Eugene “considered
choosing the evangelical counsels... as indispensable.” Tempier and he
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would be at the cutting-edge and ferment a general desire within the
community to achieve “the oblation of one’s entire self to God,” which is
also expressed in the vows.

It is interesting that Eugene uses the term oblation to indicate the
total giving of oneself to God, while the term consécration indicates giving
oneself to the mission.

Oblation precedes not just the name Oblate, but also the consecration
by taking vows. The vows and religious life come later, after oblation. The
mission becomes a tool needed to attain the same results as those the
Apostles achieved through their preaching.

This final step toward the foundation of the Society is particularly
coherent.

In this meditation, | would like us to stop and consider oblation as
the true spirit of the vows and, again, as the identity of our life as Oblates.
We want to experience for ourselves what happened to Eugene on the 11" of
April 1816.

The Holy Thursday experience gives us two further reasons for
reflection:

- de Mazenod and Tempier were the first to take a step that they
wanted to entire group to take. This is an important instance of good
leadership: we must be the first to do whatever we ask of others. Any
teaching should be based on real experience for it to be effective. Pro eis
sacrifico meipsum;

- oblation is a personal issue and yet it was something that de
Mazenod and Tempier experienced together. How can we repeat that
experience, together?

THE TEACHINGS OF ST. EUGENE

Even before the “Oblates” were known as such, they already made
their “oblation.” They used this word to indicate their consecration to God,
as it appears in the Rule of 1818. This consecration gave rise to the name
used for the members of the Congregation. As, Morabito observes, slowly
but surely "This idea of oblation (...) ended up by dominating everything,
giving rise to the name not only for the vows themselves, but also for the
people within the Society, i.e. it characterizes not just one act in their life,
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but the people themselves, their entire lives and their mission within the
Church™.

As Cosentino notes, the term “oblation” only entered the Oblate Rule
after reading Rule of St. Alphonsus, where it was already used to indicate a
religious profession. In his rule of 1818 (11, 2, 2) Eugene wrote a paragraph
where “oblation” appears six times and the word “Oblate” four times (G.
Cosentino, Histoire de nos Régles, t. 1, Rédaction et sources, (1816-1818),
1955, p. 124, 126). There is no doubt that Eugene was already familiar with
the word oblation from the tradition of the French School of spirituality.

St. Eugene does not use just this word. He uses various other terms
to indicate a religious consecration, some very frequently: "religious
profession”, "contract with God", "oaths sworn to God", "consecration™. In
his writings we find several different words and expressions used
indiscriminately to mean the same thing. In a letter to Father Mille he talks
of "oblation", "offer" and "consecration”. The most frequently used term is
"consecration to God", sometimes adding a specification concerning Christ,
the Church or souls.

Apart from his choice of terminology, throughout his life St. Eugene
never ceased to stress the essence of oblation: the gift of one’s entire self,
without reservations, to God and His cause, which is that of the Church: the
salvation of souls, the poor and the most abandoned. This is found in many
of his works, starting with the Preface.

For example, in a letter to Brother Baret dated August 18, 1843, he
wrote:

Now you are consecrated to God for life and beyond by your
oblation; and | must add in all humility but with great
consolation, that thereby | have become your father. I do not
know you personally; but since the affection that unites me with
my children is essentially supernatural, it is enough for me to
know that the Savior Jesus Christ, our common Master, has
received your vows, has adopted you and has marked you with
the seal that makes us what we are, so that we are united in the
most intimate bonds of charity and that I am bound to you
forever as you are to me. (...)

Accustom yourself, my dear son, to have confidence in the Lord,
without reservation whatsoever. We must become entirely
generous toward our Father who is so good and, at the same
time, both so great and so powerful. There must be no
reservations in the gift of ourselves to Him. He knows your
needs, He knows the lawful desires of your heart: that’s all that
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is needed. Rightfully He wants us to consider ourselves so
honored, so happy to be admitted into the secrecy of His
privileged disciples, that in exchange and in gratitude we give
ourselves to Him without reserve and without conditions. (...)
You consecrated yourself to God, to His Church, to the
Congregation. Refer to Him for everything else. He will know
how to inspire in those who are in charge that which is right.

This letter merits close reflection. I believe it sums up at least three
fundamental aspects:

- The relationship with the Founder — Father — as the result of
oblation;

- The reciprocal relationship between the Oblate offering himself (by
his oblation) and the Savior who marks him with His seal;

- Oblation as a response to the love of God.

What would we respond if asked to reply to a scholastic o a brother
who has written to the Superior General with a petition for perpetual
oblation?

How would we tell him about our own experience of oblation?

REFLECTION THROUGHOUT HISTORY

Throughout the Congregation’s history, the word “oblation” has
gradually become a synthesis of our spirituality, the character of our
vocation and the basis for our identity as Oblates.

This trend peaked in the 1950s. The most authoritative description
was provided by Fr. Léo Dechatelets in his Circular Letter n° 191 dated
August 15, 1951, a few passages of which are reproduced here:

As Priests, as Religious, no limit to our personal holiness:
the very summit of perfection.” As Missionaries, no limit to out
zeal: ‘fight even unto death.’ ...

To be such a missionary as was Father de Mazenod is to feel the
urgency with which St Paul cried out ‘... woe... unto me if I
preach not the Gospel’; and again, ‘I most gladly will spend...
myself for... souls.” One thing is certain, no one becomes such a
missionary by halfhearted efforts; this standard is attained only
by men who ‘do all in their power, by word and example’
(Preface).

3
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From all that has been said so far, is it not evident that the title —
Oblate — is fully justified? The life portrayed by the Rule, the
life of Priest, Religious, and Missionary according to the mind
of our Founder, it is not a total giving of one’s while self? Can
one think of it as a partial commitment rather than an oblation
without reserve? ...

We do not weary of repeating that our most characteristic
attitude is one of oblation without reserve, as our title proclaims:
and, unquestionably, this mentality is to be found in the letter
and in the spirit of our Constitution from beginning to end. ...

Dear Fathers and Brothers, consider oblation as we have

described it, an ardent and absolute engagement in the service of

Divine Love, in the service of the Church and of the most

abandoned souls; reflect upon it and you will realize that we

cannot truly make such an oblation of ourselves, nor live up to
it, nor perfect it, unless we live in closest union with Jesus

Christ, our Savior and Redeemer, Love and Mercy personified.

And we will be equally powerless, if we do not live in closest

union with Mary Immaculate, whom we must always look up to

as ‘our beloved Mother’ and the ‘Queen of our Congregation’.”

(p. 25-30).

The word “oblate” has been traced back to a phrase in the Old
Testament “Oblatus est quia ipse voluit.” “He offered himself (this is the
true meaning of Oblate) because he so willed” (Is 53:7). Isaiah speaks of the
“servant of the Lord” who takes upon himself the sins of the people and
allows himself to be sacrificed, like an innocent dumb lamb, in the place of
the sinners and the wicked. These words are then taken up by John the
Baptist when he sees Jesus approach the banks of the River Jordan: “Behold
the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world” (Jn 1:29).

Today the new translation of the Bible, based on the original texts,
does not use the word “Oblatus,” but rather “He was oppressed, and he was
afflicted,” but the substance is the same: the mysterious man to whom Isaiah
refers to pre-announces the Savior who, coming into the world, offers
himself to the Father in order to fulfill his duty of salvation, at the cost of his
own life. “I lay down my life... No one takes it from me, but | lay it down
of my own accord...” (Jn 10:17-18; 14,31; Lk 23:46). He gives his life
freely, he offers all to the Father for us. We might freely translate His
words, without altering their meaning, to indicate that Jesus is an “Oblate”:
he sacrifices everything and gives of himself, no bars held, as a sign of His
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love for us. He is an “Oblate” because he loves with the greatest love
possible, that of the man who sacrifices his life to save his friends.

Our early fathers often express the spirit of the Oblate as a
"sacrifice” and "immolation”. They associate it with martyrdom, a theme
that was dear to St. Eugene. Lamirande has collected a good selection of the
writings by the early Oblates on oblation as a form of self-sacrifice, of
martyrdom. One the most famous is found in the notes by Father Gerard as a
novice.

Oblate, “it is the essential name of Our Lord Jesus Christ:
Oblatus est quia ipse voluit (Is. 53: 7). From eternity Our Lord
Jesus Christ has continually been in a state of sacrifice and
immolation for us, and on our altars he leads a life of total
immolation and love; ceaselessly ho offers himself as a victim to
the heavenly Father to give him tanks, to adore his divine
Majesty, to restrain his avenging arm and to gain grace for us.

The Oblate... should always be in the state of a victim who only
awaits the knife of the one who offers sacrifice, and that for own
sins and those of the people who is evangelizing. ...

I must offer myself as a victim to the Heart of Jesus, and that
continually and totally, for my sins and for those of others! Ah!
What glory, what happiness: to be like Our Lord Jesus Christ,
Our Lord Jesus Christ crucified. ...

The virtue which should typify the Oblate of Mary Immaculate
is the spirit of sacrifice. As his name indicates, he is a victim in
the good Lord’s hands, presented by the most pure hands of our
good Mother. Our Lord Jesus Christ in the Holy Eucharist is his
model; thus, the Oblate should be like a small host in the priest’s
hands.

The term is used today — in the Constitution and Rules — in a
technical sense to indicate a perpetual profession and consecration (c.f. C
57, 62; R 51, 56, 76). Furthermore, two references are particularly
important for the “traditional” interpretation of this word. In the
Constitution (C 2) we read: “Our apostolic zeal is sustained by the
unreserved gift we make of ourselves in our oblation, an offering constantly
renewed by the challenges of our mission.” Likewise in C 65 : “New
Oblates will live out their consecration in such a way that it permeates all
aspects and activities of their daily life. ... they will gradually become men
of God, missionaries rooted in Christ, who are ready to give themselves
totally through their perpetual Oblation.”
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To sum up, the word "oblation™ stands for the experience of the
Spirit of our religious Family, our special approach to consecration, the
community and the mission. It is the fundamental act in the life of each
Oblate, it is the moment when he gives himself totally to and always for
God, in response to His call, allowing himself to be consecrated in a
mystery of covenant and spousal love, the result of which is seen in the
apostolic ministry of evangelization. It is the act whereby he gives himself
to the Church, the poor and the mission.
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THE DIMENSIONS OF OBLATION

To deepen our sense of oblation, we need to examine its multiple
dimensions, starting from the human one. We must bear in mind that, as
pointed out in the Constitutions, the giving of oneself to God means that our
human personality can thus flourish in fullness, according to God's plan.

The idea of oblation is what really summarizes the complete Oblate
identity. It embodies all the original founding experiences. Here we shall
look at a few dimensions of oblation, focusing on the apostolic dimension.
In the next meditation we will continue with the Marian dimension.

In taking inspiration for this meditation from various aspects of
oblation, we should first turn our gaze to Christ, to consider how He
experienced oblation. We should then ask ourselves how we can incarnate
in our life His oblation.

THE THEOLOGICAL DIMENSION

Oblation is the impulse of loving response to God self-sacrifice in
love for us. It is the result of His own initiative. His is the primacy of love.
“In this is love,” the Apostle John reminds us, “not that we loved God, but
that he loved us” (1 Jn 4:10). God comes to us, He is the first to love and, in
Jesus His Son, gives Himself to us, “He who did not spare His own Son, but
gave Him up for us all” (Rom 8:32). God is Love to the point that we want
to incarnate in His infinite love so that we can be Love just as He is Love.

Our oblation arises from our surprise on discovering God's personal
love for each one of us. “So we know and believe the love” is described in
the First Letter of John (1 Jn 4:16). It is the great light that shines in the
heart of the believer: | am loved by Love. It is the first real light mentioned
in the Letter to the Hebrews. “Recall the former days when, after you were
enlightened...” (10:32). It is the joyful discovery to find that we have a
Father who loves us so much “that He gave His only Son, the Only-
begotten” (Jn 3:16). It is the discovery that the Son, made man for love,
loves us so much that He is willing to give His life for us (cf. 1 Jn 3:16).
The discovery that the Spirit pours into us as love (cf. Rom 5:5): God is
Love.

Our oblation comes from a desire to respond to Love with love, to
offer what already belongs to Him: “Give unto God what is God’s.” In other
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words, ourselves, because we belong to Him. Lumen gentium reminds us
that “by means of the vows, one delivers oneself to God” (n° 44a).

The model is the Word, addressed to the Father from all eternity.
The Incarnate Word continues to live when addressed to the Father: it is
only His will, it lives in unity with Him, it speaks the words it hears from
Him...

THE CHRISTOLOGICAL DIMENSION

Our oblation is rooted in that of Jesus. Just as God's love reaches us
through His Son, given to us, so our response to the love of God passes
through Christ. It is grafted on His oblation and is modeled on it.

Just as the Son of man came “to give his life as a ransom for many”
(Mk 10:45). The disciple is called to strive toward the same total oblation,
“For whoever would save his life will lose it and whoever loses his life for
my sake will find it” (Mt 10:39; 16:24-25).

From 1844 until recently the Oblates on the day of oblation used to
sing the poetic song “Sacrifice of Love,” composed by Charles Baret, when
he was not yet novice, Camper. This song mentions, among other things:
“An ardent and pure heart immolated to God. / Victim of salvation / God the
Saviour of Mankind, / to follow at Calvary / | give up my freedom. / Your
cross will be my hope, / Your example my law: / love and pain / may they
crucify me with You!”

THE EUCHARISTIC DIMENSION

Christ’s oblation on the Cross finds its highest expression in the
Eucharist, where He gives Himself completely: body, blood, soul and
divinity. The Eucharist is Christ's supreme gift, the manifestation of the
greatest love, because “there is no greater love than to give one's life” (Jn
15:13); “Having loved his own, he loved them unto the end.” (Jn 13:1)

In the Eucharist, we learn the very essence of our oblation which
reproduce in ourselves the pattern of Christ’s life (cf. C 2). Our oblation,
then, like Christ's gift, it is the complete gift of self in the manifestation of
the greatest love. Our daily participation in the Eucharist ensures that our
offering is made not only with Christ, but in Christ. It is the “source and
maximum of all Christian life” and by it “Christians offer the divine victim
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to God and offer themselves along with it.” (LG, 11:1) It is the privileged
place of our offering.

Paul VI reminded all religious men: “On the occasion of your
religious profession, you were offered to God through the Church in
intimate union with the Eucharistic sacrifice. This offering of yourselves
should, day after day, become a concrete reality and be continually
renewed.” (Evangelica testificatio, 47)

Oblation enables us to become simply one with Christ. It is a case of
dying with him to be in him, to lose one's life to save it in him (See Mk
8:35). We live in the mystery of which Paul spoke: “I have been crucified
with Christ, and I live now not with my own life, but with the life of Christ
who lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20). Constantly incorporated into the fruitful
death of Christ by our sharing in the Eucharist, we can hope to become his
authentic co-operators in the Pascal Mystery. In the same way that the
offering that Jesus makes of himself to the Father is the road to salvation for
the human race, so our oblation, incorporated into his own offering and
validated by it, is also be the secret of our apostolic fruitfulness.

THE DIMENSION OF MARTYRDOM

Association with Christ’s offering of Himself is reflected in the
desire for martyrdom. Being an Oblate means to be ready for martyrdom. It
IS a recurring theme in the writings of the founder and the first generation of
Oblates.

Here are just a few examples.

Towards the end of his novitiate, Vital Grandin wrote to his brother
on December 15, 1852:

The name Oblate that | must carry brilliantly explains what | am
committed to. I should be a victim, and not just a victim of a
single moment, but every day. This is the true meaning of the
crucifix that will be hung around my neck and it will remind me
at all times that the Oblate’s path is a way of sacrifice and
continuous immolation... To date there are no martyrs in our
congregation. Oh! If I could only have the joy of becoming the
first Oblate martyr!

During a retreat in 1888 from his place of mission in Saskatchewan,
Ovide Charlebois wrote:
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...All that I ask You (O God) is to accept every moment of my
life as so many small acts of martyrdom. If I am not worthy to
shed my blood for You, may my whole life become a
continuous martyrdom. Yes, my God, from this moment | want
to live like a martyr. Thus | offer You the martyrdom of my life,
my good Jesus, and | sign this with my blood, so that You
cannot deny me. | want not only my physical suffering to
contribute to my martyrdom, but also and above all my moral
suffering: temptations, dryness and distractions during prayer,
my pride, etc... I want this to be my main act this day; I begin to
live as a martyr. O Sacred Heart, teach me to live this way, since
Your whole life was a continuous martyrdom.

That same year he noted, somewhat realistically:

Since my last retreat, a pious thought fills my mind..., that is to
become a martyr; not a small claim, is it? You will, of course,
now ask who will be my Kkillers? It is very simple: the
mosquitoes, my Pierric [an Indian orphan who, on the advice of
Mons Grandin, Father Ovide had welcomed to avoid living
completely alone in the mission.], my school kids, my mistakes,
my temptations, my anxieties, the hardships I must face, etc...,
etc. It's no small martyrdom of a few hours | want, but a
martyrdom lasting a lifetime. Since not a single moment goes by
without having to suffer, | have said to myself: why not accept
everything in the light of martyrdom? Will this not be as
acceptable to God as the momentary suffering of the true
martyrs? Hence | feel as though above a brazier, that slowly
burns me, thus keeping me alive for as long as possible.

In 1866 Alexandre Taché recalled his 1845 arrival at the mission of
Riviere Rouge. Thinking on the first missionaries there who had been
massacred by the Sioux Indians in 1736, he wrote, “...let us pray then to
this zealous apostle, that he might inspire in us the zeal to consume our lives
in the service of this holy cause and, if necessary, to shed our blood for it
too.”

This desire for martyrdom became a reality for many Oblates.

The first was Alexius Reynard, killed in 1875 by his guides during a
trip to the mission of the Nativité. Ten years later, on April 2, 1885, Léon
Fafard and Félix Marchand were killed by Mestizos at Frog Lake. Mons.
Grandin used some meaningful expressions when writing to Father Fafard’s
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parents: “... Dear Madame Fafard, you may well compare your grief to that
felt by the Blessed Virgin, and with even more reason than those who
grieved the victim of Calvary: the dear martyr died for the salvation of his
brothers and for the salvation of his killers.” To the parents of Brother
Marchand he wrote: the two fathers “supported each other in their many
difficulties, they were both victims of their dedication and martyrs of
charity...” In 1913 two other Oblate fathers dedicated their lives to their
mission to the point of martyrdom: Jean-Baptiste Rouviere and Guillaume
Le Roux, assassinated in 1913, in Coppermine.

We should also remember the martyrs of Spain, Germany, Bolivia,
Cile, Sri Lanka, Philippines and Laos. Among the latter | would especially
mention Father Mario Borzaga, the first to be killed, followed by another
five other Oblates: Brother Louis Leroy (aged 38), Father Michel Coquelet
(30), Father Vincent L’Henoret (40), Father Jean Wauthier (40) and Father
Joseph Boissel (60).

The idea of martyrdom had been most present in Father Mario
Borzaga since his early years of training. This recurs constantly in his
diaries:

January 16, 1957 - An idea struck me: one must be quick to

sanctify one’s live in the present circumstances. (...) There’s no

time to waste: one must forge ahead (...). Martyrs are those who
have forged ahead along the path to holiness and overcome all
difficulties.

February 19, 1957 - During the Via Crucis, with my crucifix in
my hands, | fervently considered how Jesus has chosen me to
continue His Via Crucis: a bearer of the Cross, a priest...
“Christ’s whole life was the cross and martyrdom. I am another
Christ, so...” I too have been chosen for martyrdom. And if I
want to be a holy priest | should not wish for more, because this
is the mystery that lies in my hands, every day: the mystery of
the blood, of total immolation, of the complete giving of oneself,
of the innocence due to renouncement, of humility before the
divine grandeur.

April 19, 1957 — Good Friday. The martyrs should be imitated,
not praised!

June 26, 1957. Today was the feast of the martyrs John and
Paul... It is the martyrs who make the Church, only the martyrs
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Maurice Lefebvre was killed in 1971 in La Paz, Bolivia. In fact, in
December 1967, Father Maurice had written “we too may see and accept
what it will cost us to be disciples of Christ in 1968... It will cost us more
than just mere words; it will cost us more than wishful thinking; it will cost
us more than the translation of certain texts of the Popes and Reformers.”

Michael Paul Rodrigo was assassinated on November 10, 1987, in
Sri Lanka. On September 28, 1987, he wrote to his sister Hilda ... The
Cross is not something that we hang on the wall or around our necks. Jesus
was the first to be hung there... So we must be ready to die for our people if
and when the time comes.”

| believe it is time to write a history of Oblate martyrs, a
martyrology.

THE COMMUNITY DIMENSION

The starting point for reflecting on this dimension of oblation could
be the very first oblation of 11 April 1816. | believe that its special nature of
reciprocity sets the true standard for Oblate oblation.

| intend to consider just a few matters for reflection, as this aspect
really merits a fuller study which is not possible here.

- The offering of ourselves to God has always been a Community
act. 1 go to God with my brother, sharing with him my choice of God and
the spiritual path. That is how we help each other to become whole, to live
the “common sanctity” which is the ideal from the beginning.

- If oblation is the gift of oneself for the life of the world, then our
closest and dearest must be our brothers in the community. My first gift of
myself goes to them. - If oblation is love unto martyrdom, it should be noted
that there is no greater love than to lay down your life for your friends.
Community life can sometimes really be a case of “maxima penitentia.” We
cannot escape from this penance. Only then will community life become
“paradise.”
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THE APOSTOLIC DIMENSION

Before considering the Marian dimension of oblation, I wish to touch
on the apostolic and Paschal dimensions.

The sacrifice made by Jesus was in two directions: one toward the
Father, the other for humanity. Incarnate, He addresses us, lives among us
and gives His life for us.

Our oblation should be under the mysterious impulse of the grace of
the Holy Spirit, and in response to the call by Jesus to follow Him. Oblates
give themselves completely to God, loved above all else; they abandon
themselves to Him, ready to accept His will whatever it might be. His will
is, for us, the mission. By giving ourselves totally to God results in also
giving ourselves totally to the Church, the people and our mission of
evangelization, and this is our expression of love for all.

St. Eugene repeatedly stated that we share the same mission as that
of our Savior. He was sent by the Father to save sinners, to gather the
scattered children of God, to rebuild the family of the sons of God. Indeed,
sin had shattered all relationships, between humanity and God, between men
and women, between humanity and nature, between brothers, between
peoples... The time had come to return everything and everyone to unity.

By continuing the mission of Jesus Christ and the Apostles, our
mission among the people had the task to create a Christian people, not only
to save individual souls... The purpose of our mission is the exact same as
Jesus’ mission, namely the unity of men among themselves and with God in
order to implement the great plan: “Father, may all be one, just as You and I
are one.”

The Cross was the path taken by Jesus to fulfill his mission. He had
to die in order “to gather into one the children of God who were scattered
abroad” (Jn 11:52) and to sum up all things (cf. Eph 1:10). And so, to draw
all men to Himself, He had to be “lifted up” from the earth (cf. Jn 12:32-33),
making all one... This is the logic of the grain of wheat that, if it dies, and
bears much fruit (cf. Jn 12:24).

By dying on the Cross, Christ brings together people from far and
near, people of different nationalities, social status and genders (cf. Gal
3:28; Col 3:11), to make them “one heart and one soul.” There He created
the Church, as recalled by Saint Augustine: “Moriente Christo, Ecclesia
facta est.” There He completed the work of redemption, there He is the
Savior.

He did not save us when He spoke to the crowds, nor when He
worked miracles, but when He offered his life for us on the Cross: a pure
and holy oblation. There He did not deliver a wise speech like that on the
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mountain. He only said a few words. He was thirsty, followed by a great
inarticulate cry and a reproach to God: “Why hast Thou forsaken me?” He,
who knew everything, asked a question! They asked Him to perform a
miracle, but He did not.

So that we might see the light, You lost yours.

So that we might be united, You suffered separation from the
Father.

So that we might possess wisdom, you made yourself
“ignorance.”

So that we might become innocent, you made yourself “sin.”

So that God might be in us, you felt Him far from You. (C.
Lubich,

He lost everything in order to give us the Father, the Mother, the
Spirit.

By doing nothing to change events, He became our mediator
between Heaven and Earth, a mediator who is nothing, a void that allows
the meeting. This is our Savior.

All those who, with Him and like Him, want to work for the
edification of the Kingdom of God and gather mankind in the family of the
sons of God are called to follow the same path. For the Oblates “the Cross is
central to our mission” (C 4). We too, if we want to truly work with Christ,
if we want to continue His own work, must relive the mystery of His
crucified love. “The Oblate Cross, received on the day of final profession,
shall remind us constantly of the love of our Savior, who wants to draw all
men unto Himself and sends us out as his co-workers” (C 63). To enter the
dynamics of Jesus who draws unto himself, we must incarnate His own
mystery, become another Jesus who gives everything.

The “It is finished" Jesus said on the Cross (Jn 19:30) is proof of
how His whole life was the sacrifice, the oblation of His entire self to the
Father and His plan of love, right up to the very last moment. Upon
completing this, He ensures the resurrection, the new world, the new people
to whom Jesus gives life.

This is our oblation: to be united with the Lord to become another
example of Him and, like Him, “live” in a constant offering of oneself, to be
able to say to the Father, together with Him: "Thou hast neither desired nor
taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings... Behold, I have come to do Thy
will” (Heb 10:8-9). Only this way do we really become co-redeemers of
Christ and work to save the world.

The Paschal dimension of our oblation, like that of Jesus, manifests
itself in the apostolic field. In this we find our spirituality, which is not the



66

monastic spirituality. We are not asked to remain in a cell, but to go out in
the world; not for us seclusion, but being around people; not silence, but the
Word and the proclamation of the Gospel. Our mission is not a distraction
from spirituality, but is our very spirituality. We do not become saints,
despite the commitments of the mission, but through the mission.

Our asceticism is not the penance, fasting and vigils of monks. It is
through evangelization, the result of our giving ourselves to others, of
placing ourselves totally at the service of the people God entrusts to us, by
giving our talents, time and energy without reservation. We spend hours and
hours with young people or in the confessional, we are forced to give up
expressing ourselves in a brilliant way because we are not fluent in the local
languages. We must adapt to different foods and customs, be willing to run
the risk of catching malaria, be ready to change location and ministry, be
separated from our loved ones and a job well done...

We have before us the example of Paul: 1 Cor 4:9-13; 2 Cor 4:8s;
6:4-10; 11:23-28.

Even the nights of the senses and the dark night of the soul of the
Oblate will be typical of the true apostle. Our tests may be occasioned by a
sense of failure, apparent or real, by the perception of our inefficiency, by a
mistrust in ourselves, by fatigue. Faced with new challenges of
evangelization we may feel inadequate, incompetent, unprepared. We may
see the works we constructed with so much passion collapse; we may see a
drop in the number of our followers. A sudden order of obedience may
remove us from a field in which we have worked with great love and
success, leading us to feel angry. We may wish to rebel, because the good of
the souls entrusted to us until that point seems to contrast with the new will
of God... At a certain age our strength may fail us and we may feel unable
to operate as well... The apostolic work is purified and, with it, the apostle
himself.

We may be faced with the ultimate test, just as Jesus was. The trial
of faith. No longer do we feel the nearness of God: it seems to grow fainter
and finally disappear. We, who, as missionaries, had once set out with great
courage to spread faith, are now without faith. We, who wanted to tell of the
true God, no longer know Him. We, who wanted to save the atheistic world,
are left with atheism in our hearts.

This is the path taken by Jesus. To take away the sin of the world, He
became sin. To give us God and make us God, He went without God. The
effectiveness of our missionary ministry reaches its climax at the very
moment of impotence, when we can do nothing else but accept what is
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negative in us and around us, thanks to the Lamb of God who takes away
the sin of the world by taking it upon Himself.

Let us now understand and practice a few words of Scripture in a
new way, ones we thought we knew. We realize that we carry the treasure
of Christ's ministry “in earthen vessels, to show that this transcendent power
belongs to God and not to us” (2 Cor 4:7).

Let us experience the real force of the resurrection: “For when I am
weak, then am I strong” (2 Cor 12:10). “For this I toil, striving with all the
energy which he mightily inspires within me” (Col 1:29). “I can do all
things in Him who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:13).

In the midst of many difficulties and problems we too can
experience the mystical experiences of Paul: Rm 8:35-39; Cor 12:1-4; Gal
2:20.

It is our chosen path to cooperate in the mission of Christ, up to the
point that we complete with our own flesh “what is lacking in Christ’s
afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the Church” (Col 1:24). Oblation
is the fulfillment of the mission: to go to the people to whom we are sent
and love them, even give up our lives for them, thereby helping to build the
body of Christ which is the Church.

APOSTOLIC SANCTITY

We may conclude by saying that the apostolic dimension of oblation
opens the way to our sanctity.

The need of sanctity for the mission has always been clearly stated.
Simply recall to mind the famous book by Dom Jean-Baptiste Gustave
Chautard, The Soul [= prayer] of every Apostolate. Less developed is the
idea that the mission itself contributes to the sanctity of the missionary. If it
is true that the apostolic zeal of the Oblate “is sustained by the unreserved
gift we make of ourselves in our oblation.” It is also true that, in turn, the
oblation is “an offering constantly renewed by the challenges of our
mission” (C 2).

The sanctity of an apostolic man is built through the constant giving
of oneself that the mission requires, through one’s love for and practical
service to the people to whom one is sent. To go to the poor means going to
the Lord.

In order to go to the Father, we must pass through the humanity of
Christ, just as to go to Christ we must pass through the people with whom
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Christ identifies Himself: this is the logic of Incarnation. Jesus identifies
himself with anyone in need, whether hungry or thirsty, a stranger, naked,
sick or in prison. Anything we may do to any person is done to him (cf. Mt
25:31-46).

If we spent the whole day with the brothers, to serve them, inspired
by love in continuity with the mission of Christ and animated by His Spirit,
then in the evening, when we stop, we can experience a special union with
God whom we have loved and served through our brothers and sisters. God,
having seen us take care of others, takes care of us. The love given grows in
love. Some words of Jesus apply here: “Give and you shall receive.” It is
when we remember our rule: “We will let our lives be enriched by the poor
and the marginalized as we work with them, for they can make us hear in
new ways the Gospel we proclaim” (R 8a).

The Chapter of 1986 said that “far from staying away from people
and from the action, we are driven towards them, and, in compensation, our
encounters with people and apostolic activity become a source and
nourishment for our prayers.” In the Constitutions: “We achieve unity in our
life only in and through Jesus Christ. Our ministry involves us in a variety
tasks, yet each act in life is an occasion for personal encounter with the
Lord, who through us hives Himself to others and through others gives
Himself to us” (C 31). The action becomes a source of contemplation in a
virtuous cycle. It begins with Christ, goes to our brothers and sisters and
there again meets with Christ and so returns to Christ.

To go to the poor, then, changes, by the grace of the Spirit, into a
source of communion with God, as pointed out in the Instruction The
contemplative dimension of religious life. “The very nature of apostolic and
charitable activity contains its own riches which nourish union with God. It
IS necessary to cultivate every day an awareness and deepening of it. Being
conscious of this, the religious will so sanctify their activities as to
transform them into sources of union with God.” (n° 6).
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OBLATES OF MARY IMMACULATE

The Oblate foundation concluded with papal approval. That was the
fifth fundamental experience of our origins. This one gives the
Congregation its name: the Missionary Oblates of the Mary Immaculate.

Let’s jump to July 13, 1826, the day when the 4th Chapter formally
closed, the first after Approbation of the CC and RR. It was the first time
since approval of the Congregation that all the Oblates actually gathered
together to celebrate their birth in the Church. The Acts of Chapter read as
follows: “This is definitely one of the best days in the annals of the Society”
and “the memory of such a beautiful day is bound to remain with us
forever.”

That morning, at eight o’clock, the Chapter members entered the
private chapel in the house in Marseilles to join the Oblates and novices
from the many different communities already there. Before the Blessed
Sacrament exposed was celebrated the Mass of the Holy Spirit. Two novices
committed themselves to God in oblation during the Communion. At the
end of the service, the Founder “gave us a very moving speech, making us
feel the beauty of our vocation. It was as though the voice of the Lord
exposed was calling us again.” Then the whole congregation renewed vows.

“The presence of our Lord in the midst of our entire family gathered
during a such an important occasion, the deep meditation of all and the
sublime object we were engaged upon gave that ceremony a celestial
beauty.” Everyone was deeply moved "and surely God must have been
struck by its force too.”

They then all went into the chapter hall. Again, the Founder took the
floor to emphasize the importance of that day, marking a new start for the
congregation, a life in the Church:

It is the happy beginning of a new era for the Society. God has
blessed the bonds that unite us. From now on we will fight the
enemies of Heaven under a banner that is our own, one that the
Church has given us. The name of the Blessed Virgin Mary the
Immaculate shines out from this glorious banner. This has
become our name because we are consecrated to the Blessed
Virgin; we are her special children and her protection over us,
now so visible, will be even more so in the future if we can
prove ourselves worthy of such a Mother. (Cf. Actes
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du quatrieme chapitre général, 10-13 juillet 1826, “Ecrits du
Fondateur,” 4, p. 226-227)

THE FAMILY NAME

Initially, the early Oblates were not known as such, but simply
“missionaries.” We have seen that the names St. Eugene used to describe
ideal were “apostle,” “apostolic man” and “truly apostolic man.”

However he soon started to use the word Oblate. On September 6,
1817, he wrote to his uncle Fortuné: “In my community you will find true
Oblates, ready to perform all types of good.” His devotion to the patron
saint, St. Charles Borromeo, and his initial idea to draw on the rule of the
Oblates, founded by him, made the term “Oblates” very familiar. Yet
Eugene chose to call his society the “Missionaries of Provence.”

Once the missionaries started to spread beyond Provence, a name no
longer linked to that specific region was needed. They opted for “the
Oblates of St. Charles.” But this was merely a name of convenience; no one
was convinced of its suitability. A new name was needed.

The new name. “Oblates of the Mary Immaculate”

We are all familiar with how the Missionaries of Provence became
the Oblates of St. Charles and finally the Oblates of the Mary Immaculate.
The conclusion is that “the Church gave us this beautiful name,” as the
Oblates continually repeat, quoting our Founder, even though we know only
too well that the name was Eugene’s inspiration. Father Joseph Fabre
writes: “Let us not forget that while our venerable Founder had made us
missionaries of the poor, it was the Holy Pontiff who made us Oblates of the
Mary Immaculate” (Petites annales, 1891, p. 5).

Saint Eugene does not say why he changed the name, but it really
seems that at that time he achieved a new, much more lively awareness of
the importance of Mary in a mission society. It was through Mary that
Christ, our salvation, entered into the world. It was through her, as well, that
he pursued and brought his work to completion.

Regardless of how the name change actually occurred, it is now a
name that will always distinguish the life of an Oblate: “You are quite
right,” he wrote to Tempier on March, 20, 1826, “in saying that you all
seem to have become other men: this is truly so. May we understand well
what we are!” Then he continues:
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Does it not seem to you that it is a sign of predestination to bear
the name of Oblates of Mary, that is, consecrated to God under
the patronage of Mary, a name the Congregation bears as a
family name held in common with the most holy and
immaculate Mother of God? It is enough to make others jealous;
but it is the Church who has given us this beautiful name, we
receive it with respect, love and gratitude, proud of our dignity
and of the rights that it gives us to the protection of her who is
All Powerful in God's presence. Let us tarry no longer in taking
to ourselves this beautiful name.

On the 22" of December 1825 he had written to Tempier the famous
words:

Let us renew ourselves especially in devotion to the most Holy
Virgin and render ourselves worthy to be Oblates of the Mary
Immaculate. But this is a passport to heaven! How have we not
thought of it sooner? | vow that it will be as glorious as it will be
consoling for us to be consecrated to her in a special manner and
to bear her name. The Oblates of Mary! This name satisfies the
heart and the ear. | must admit that | was quite surprised, when it
was decided to take the name | had thought should be left aside,
at being so impervious, at feeling so little pleasure, | would
almost say a kind of repugnance to bearing the name of a saint
who is my particular protector, for whom | have so much
devotion [Saint Charles]. And now | see the reason: we were
remiss in regard to our Mother, our Queen, she who protects us
and who must obtain for us all graces whereof her divine Son
has made her the dispenser. Let us rejoice to bear her name and
her livery.

In March 1826, for the first time he signed himself as: “Charles-
Joseph-Eugéne, oblat de Marie.”

Nomen — omen, or “noblesse oblige”

I remember that there was a heated discussion during the Congress
on the charism of the Founder (Rome, 1976). The issue at stake was whether
or not the reality of the Immaculate Mary was part of the Oblate identity and
whether or not it should be considered one of the “points” of our charism.
For some it seemed just one of St. Eugene’s many devotions and therefore
not crucial to our identity. In the statement concerning the definition of
charism Mary was not mentioned. Prior to the final approval, Marcello Zago
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intervened saying: “Exactly what establishment we are talking about should
at least be established before defining of charism, so we can start by saying
'"The charism of the Missionary Oblates of the Mary Immaculate is..."; we
should include Mary at least in the name.” This simple proposal shocked
everyone and helped us to reflect. The conclusion was that the Immaculate
Mary was included in the list of elements defining charism.

The name of Mary is now “our family name.” The Church now has a
“new apostolic body,” established by Mary, chosen by her, that “walks
under her banner, her flag.” We often find this image in the Founder’s
letters. Oblates are “the corporation of Mary,” “the body who has Mary as
Mother, in a struggle against the empire of the Devil and in favor of the
kingdom of Christ.” Oblates are “Mary’s elite team.” She has chosen this
“clite team” because she needs a handful of committed men, specialized
men. In fact, we are “Mary’s ministers of mercy for the people.”

If Mary has made us such, we are indeed "the beloved family of the
Blessed Virgin". Really, "we should always consider her as Mother." The
Immaculate Virgin, the Holy Mother of God, our Mother in particular.

The Founder contemplated on this point all his life. He had a true
son/mother relationship with Mary; so much so that he would write in his
spiritual testament:

I invoke... the intercession of the Blessed and Immaculate
Virgin Mary, Mother of God, daring to remind her, in all
humility, but with a feeling of consolation, of the filial devotion
shown by me throughout my life and the desire | have always
felt to know and love her, and to spread her cult throughout the
world, via the service of those whom the Church has given me
as children and who have taken my own same vows. (ler aodt
1854)

It is this special relationship with her that allowed him to speak of
Mary with unique expertise: he spoke of a person with whom he lived,
spoke of the Mother: “I dare say, she is our Mother.” And when, as a
Bishop, he explained to his people (Mandament du 8 juillet 1849) who Mary
is, it was as though he continued to talk to us, Oblates:

After what concerns God directly, there is nothing more
precious, in terms of enlightened piety, than the honour of the
Blessed Virgin Mary. Here we find all Son’s care for the
Mother’s, and what a Mother! She gave birth to us all spiritually
at the foot of the Cross, in her grief at the Passion and Death of
the Man-God, the blessed fruit of her womb; she is rightly called
the New Eve and the Co-Redeemer of mankind.
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Her tenderness is watching over us. She nourishes our souls with
divine grace of which, according to the Fathers, she is the
dispenser. From up above in the Heavens she generously sheds
this on her children, after having filled the heart of her Son, our
Lord, with the same tenderness for us. Our existence, including
our temporal life, is in the custody of her maternal love, and the
angels, to whom she is Queen and who always glorify and obey
her, are sent from the foot of her throne to direct our steps.

Our unique relationship with the Immaculate Mary, to be the object
of her special love, to be her “elite team” is not a temporary thing, as it does
not end with our death. The Founder, when he thinks of us in Heaven, still
sees us all together, as Mary's family, around the Mother:

And here are four in Heaven - he wrote after the death of the
first Oblates -. It is already a good community. They are the first
stones. The foundation stones of the building to be built in the
heavenly Jerusalem. They stand before God with the sign, the
special character of our society, the votes common to all
members, the habitus of the same virtues... I believe our
community in Heaven above sits right next to our patron saint. |
see them next to the Immaculate Mary and so close at hand to
our Lord Jesus Christ, whom they followed on earth and can
now contemplate in wonder. (To Fr. Courtes, July 22, 1828)

THE FOUR EXPERIENCES READ IN THE LIGHT OF THE FIFTH

We read the four founding experiences - new conversion, mutual
consent, mission and oblation — in the light of this fifth experience: the
Immaculate Mary.

New conversion

The Annunciation was a completely unexpected moment in Mary’s
life, one that opened up a new future. It was the Annunciation of an
extraordinary mission: “You will conceive a son.”

The first of the seven reports of what Mary said in the Gospels is a
question: “How can this be?” (Lk 1:34). The Word of God that is
proclaimed by the angel Gabriel seems impossible, incomprehensible. Mary
also asks for another question: “Son, why have you treated us so?” (Lk
2:48). Jesus' act of leaving His parents to stay in the temple is, for Mary,
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disconcerting and absurd. Twice more she expresses her amazement (cf. Lk
2, 18-33).

Even for Mary God’s intervention in human life is always difficult to
understand and accept. She wants to understand, enter into the mystery. It
does not matter if it will take years. She, too, is called to make a constant
journey of faith, even if already a saint by the grace of the Immaculate
Conception. For her, as for every Christian, she understands of the words
and events of the Gospel gradually, as she adheres to the will of the Father
and accepts suffering: by living and loving, she sees the light.

The Word must be received in faith, even when it seems absurd.
Mary trusted what God said through the angel, Elizabeth, the shepherds,
Simeon, his very own Son. Sometimes the Word proved particularly hard,
as when Mary heard that a sword would pierce her soul (cf. Lk 2:35) or
when the child Jesus replied to those who called her blessed because she had
given birth to and nursed him: “Blessed rather are those who hear the word
of God and keep it!” (Lk 11:28), and again when he saw in her place
“whoever does the will of my Father in heaven” (Mt 12:50). It seemed that
Jesus wanted to set her aside, discard her.

Mary was guided by obedience even when the Word seems to
contradict itself. Her very virginity, certainly inspired by God, seems to be
contradicted by God himself who offered her motherhood. Her divine
motherhood seemed to be contradicted again at the foot of the Cross by her
own son, when she saw the Son of God replaced by John, an ordinary man:
“Woman, behold, your son” (cf. Jn 19:26), reducing her status to a mother
like others.

“I am the handmaid of the Lord.” Mary surrendered unconditionally
to the Word of God, whether understood or not understood. She is the
symbol of acceptance and willingness. Origene paraphrases Her thus: “I am
a blank sheet of paper, where the writer can write whatever he wants. Make
of me whatever the Lord of the universe may wish.”

From then on Mary's life would be marked by her loving submission
to the Word, thus making her the perfect disciple of Christ. When
responding to the woman who praised His mother, Jesus said: “Blessed
rather are those who hear the Word of God and keep it” (Lk 11:28), He
exalted Mary even more by recognizing not only His mother in the flesh,
but her acceptance of the Word, just as when He called her the true mother
because she did the will of the Father in Heaven (cf. Mt 12:50). Mary was
blessed because she “believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was
spoken to her from the Lord” (Lk 1:45).
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Mutual consent

Mary did not keep the Annunciation to herself, but told Elizabeth:
“he who is mighty has done great things for me” (cf. Lk 1:37-56). The same
happens in the lives of charismatic people. Whenever Eugene found
someone open and receptive to his own experience, he explained this fully
and involved them in the same charismatic project. Tempier and others
found a perfect consonance with their aspirations and desires; by then
sharing the same path, they obtained full satisfaction of what the Spirit had
already placed in their hearts. There is a convergence of ideals that still
allows for aggregation and the accomplishment of a common project of life,
as can be seen in Tempier’s famous letter of response:

| share your views completely, my dear brother, and far from
needing any urging to enter this holy Society which satisfies my
own desires so completely, | assure you that, had | known of
your plans before you mentioned them to me, I would have been
the first to speak of my joining your Society... you want
priests... who will be ready to follow in the footsteps of the
Apostles and work for the salvation of souls with no other
reward here on earth but hardship and fatigue. | think that God's
grace has given me this desire. If not, then I wish with all my
heart that 1 will have it, and working with you will make it all
the easier to attain. You can, therefore, count entirely on me.
(October 27, 1815)

They were perfectly in tune with each other. The Spirit, having
enlightened the Founder, had already prepared the disciple to receive his
inspiring light.

Mary gave birth to the Word of life, she was the Mother of God (cf.
Lk 2:1-7).

St. Eugene, too, thanks to the "mutual consent™ established between
himself and his early companions, gave birth to a new creature in the
Church: the Oblates. He became the father of a family of missionaries
involved in and ready to keep alive the mission that God had entrusted to
him.

“God,” he wrote on many occasions, “has predestined me to be the
father of a large family in the Church.” (To Fr, Charles Baret, January 4,
1856); “I am a father and what a father.” (To Fr. Mille, January 24, 1831)
Thus he motivated his ardent love for his missionaries: “l love my sons
immeasurably more than any human person could love them. That is a gift
that | have received from God, for which | do not cease to thank him,
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because it flows from one of his most beautiful attributes and because | have
reason to believe that he may perhaps not have granted it to anyone else in
the same proportion as he has to me. That is no doubt because of the
position that he has deigned to give me in his Church.” (To Fr. Mouchette,
April 24, 1855) God, by granting him the charism of founder, had given him
the ability to transmit his apostolic project to others, in a generative process,
and with all the riches contained therein. “God, who destined me to be the
father of a large family, has made me a sharer in the immensity of his love
for men.” (To Fr. Faraud, May 1, 1852) He could therefore say, like Paul to
the Corinthians (cf. 1 Cor 4:15) and to the Galatians (cf. Gal 4:19): “I
became your father in Christ Jesus.”
The Word, thanks to charism, is again made flesh.

Mission

It would be only natural, after the Annunciation, to stop and
contemplate. But Mary got up immediately and acted. She did not stop, but
went out on her own to meet another. She put aside the inexpressible event
of which she was the protagonist, to take part in the event of the other, her
kinswoman Elizabeth, also visited by God and who had conceived a son.

“Quickly,” because love knows no delays. “Quickly” means
diligence, care and enthusiasm. It was not with regret that Mary forgot
herself to turn her attention to Elizabeth, but with joyful dedication.

The Visitation becomes a symbol of the mission. We must not keep
for ourselves the fact that the Word becomes life in us. We are called to
share the gift we have received. We, too, must jump to our feet, with an
urgency, concern and care to become good neighbors, to serve and to share
the Word of God we have received and the experience of faith born in us.

This is what the Rule asks of us: “Inspired by the example of Mary,
we live in creative and ongoing fidelity our personal commitment to Jesus
Christ, while serving the Church and God's Kingdom.” (C 46)

After giving birth to Jesus, Mary followed Him in His public life.
Her first appearance was at Cana in Galilee where, together with her son,
she took part in a wedding party. There she realized they needed more wine.
A wedding would not be such without any wine! For Mary, it was the
perception of a practical need and needs must be answered. She refers to the
words of Jesus as the solution: do what he says, put his orders into practice
(cf. Jn 2:1-10).

Just like her, the Oblate also perceive urgencies in his own times and
finds an appropriate response in the Word of God, in what the Spirit
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suggests and in what is his charism. He sees things that others do not see
and responds to not only ecclesiastical needs, but those in all fields of
society.

Starting with the wedding at Cana, Mary followed her son, heard
him talking to the crowd with words of wisdom, saw miracles and walking
the earth doing good to all. Similarly, the Oblate is like a new Jesus, once
again in society, walking among the people, receiving questions, providing
answers, taking action and instilling hope... Mary's joy at seeing her son in
action is our Founder’s joy in seeing his missionaries implement and expand
the project that the Spirit has shown him in that initial spark of inspiration.
He, too, like Jesus, could say that they would accomplish “greater works
than me" (cf. Jn 14:12).

Mary’s last words reported in the Gospels were for the waiters at the
wedding in Cana of Galilee: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn 2:5). Mary
directs us to Christ and invites us to experience His every word. She is the
symbol of the proclamation of the Word. She did not speak with her mouth,
she was not an apostle sent to proclaim the Word. She gave birth to the
Word. She may therefore be called an “apostle,” indeed; even the “Queen of
the Apostles.” She first showed Jesus to the shepherds and the Wise Men,
then to the servants at Cana, and through them, to all men and women of all
time: “Do whatever he tells you.” Mother of the Word, Mary did not attract
attention to herself, but put herself at His service; she became the "handmaid
of the Lord" so that the Word may shine upon the nations.

Even those who are called to proclaim the Word will only be a true
servant of the Word if they can give the Word itself, like another Mary.

But how can we proclaim it? Let's go back to the house of Zechariah,
where Mary went to greet Elizabeth. A simple greeting was the first step of
the proclamation. Mary approached her, asked after her, sympathized with
the other woman. She did with Elizabeth what God had just done with her.
God left Heaven and was close to her, sharing her flesh and blood. Like
God, also Mary “becomes one” with Elizabeth.

Upon her greeting, the baby jumped in Elizabeth's womb. Mary was
bearing a child, the Son of God, but also the other woman was with child,
the forerunner of the Son of God. Could this not be a symbol of the
encounter between the missionary and others, whether they be followers of
another religions or non-believers? The Life is in us, the fullness of the Life
and we are aware of this. But the Life also exists in the other person. Here is
the Word, there are the seeds of the Word, but still the Word. Mary carried
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the Lord and warned the other; the life in Elizabeth's womb jumps for joy,
as if awakened by the encounter with Christ. The external characters in the
Visitation were Mary and Elizabeth, but the real, inner characters were Jesus
and John. The two women met, but the real encounter was between the two
children. Thus it is with the Church and the nations. They meet, greet each
other, stand in an attitude of sincere listening and service... but the real
protagonists are Christ, in the Church, and the seeds of the Word, in other
religions. These will jump for joy on encountering Christ and together we
will open to the fullness of the truth.

Mary spoke about her experience. “My soul magnifies the Lord and
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has regarded the low estate of
his handmaiden ... for he who is mighty has done great things for me...” (Lk
1, 46-49). The proclamation is explicit, but always given as an experience.
This makes us remember another symbol of the proclamation of the Gospel:
Mary showed the Son to the Wise Men. “They saw the child with Mary his
mother, and they fell down and worshipped him” (Mt 2, 11). The
proclamation here is even quieter, but no less effective or clear: Christ is
shown.

Both times, the Magnificat and the adoration of the Wise Men,
represent an increased awareness on the part of Mary of what had happened
and who her son really was. She, too, thanks to the proclamation, grew in
faith and moved towards the fullness of the Truth. Dialogue enriches and
brings us a better understanding of the truth of the Gospel.

Oblation

The time came for Mary to follow her son to the foot of the Cross
(cf. Jn 19:25-27). Simeon’s prophecy was fulfilled: a sword pierced her
soul. Powerless, but remaining firm, she saw her “work™ sacrificed,
apparently a failure, and was repudiated when Christ said “Woman, behold
your son.” She is linked to the redemptive mystery of the Son, also
repudiated from the prerogative of Son, or so it seems, as she listened to his
cry “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46). Mary at
the foot of the Cross, lived and expressed the greatest of gifts, martyrdom,
always present in the life of the Church, and showed the redemptive value
of any charism.

Nothing divine comes to light if it is not accompanied with sorrow,
the family, the Christian community nor any new work of God. Jesus gave
his life to the Church, to a new humanity and Mary became the Mother of
the Church: thus missionaries generate their own part of the Church.
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Here too we can see a reflection of Paul’s experience: “My little
children, with whom I am again in travail until Christ be formed in you!”
(Gal 4:19). It is the pain of childbirth that, along with the mystical grace of
the Light, that contributes to the emergence of a new life.

This is the very heart of oblation.

Mary shows us how far we should dedicate ourselves to the service
of Christ and his mission: “Open to the Spirit, she consecrated herself totally
as a lowly handmaid to the person and work of the Savior.” (C 10).

We are Oblates of the Mary Immaculate. Offered like Him,
following her model, we are united by our same adherence to Christ’s
offering. She teaches us how to see the death of Jesus, how to join in His
paschal mystery, how to become his co-workers.

We cannot live our mission without her, whom the founder saw as
the “Mother of the mission,” the “Mother of mercy,” the “Ladder of mercy,”
the “New Eve,” the “Co-Redeemer,” the “Mother of souls,” the “spiritual
Mother of an innumerable multitude of sons of God,” “the great enemy of
the empire of the devil” and the “Dispenser of grace”...

Perhaps it is for this reason that Deschatelets said that, for us
Oblates, “it is not - if we want to understand our calling - to have a ordinary
devotion to the Immaculate Mary. It is a kind of identification with the
Immaculate Mary.”



