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“To encourage friendly relations, trust and respect in our community life”

P Antonello

The title of this recommendation of the General Assembly of 2004 may sound like a simple exhortation but may indeed be the object of profound reflection as I will now attempt to do.

The recommendation of the General Assembly is taken from the original and inspirational text of the Congregation of the Mission; that is, the Common Rules; ‘ In order that fraternal charity and holy unity might always flourish among us and be maintained fully, all will conduct themselves with the greatest respect, always living after the manner of dear friends. We will carefully avoid particular friendships, as experience shows that these generate division and discord in the Congregation” (CR VIII, 2). The motivation offered is an evangelical and faith-based one; “Christ our Saviour, desiring that the apostles and disciples be united among themselves, left them this  rule about how they should act among themelves; to love freely, to wash feet respectfully, to be reconciled immediately with a brother if one has a conflict with him, to travel together two by two and, if anyone wishes to be the greatest among them, let them be as the least. In this way our little Congregation, seeking to follow in the way of Christ and his disciples, should take on this rule and see in it the means of living well within itself and of treating each other reciprocally, in such a way that each one seeks to observe this as faithfully as possible (CR VIII, 1)

1. REFERENCE TO THE FOUNDING PRINCIPAL OF COMMUNITY

If we want to go beyond the level of a simple recommendation, at the rhetorical level, it will be necessary for us to take on board an image of community which is not simply that of a group that is intentionally self-organising in order to carry out some function effectively (the sociological idea of community) but, rather, the image of community as “mystery of faith”. Community is not, first of all, a team united by work, nor a group of friends who get on well together. It is, rather, the result of a way of living out the faith, within a community. For us, faith is a principal directive motive, a well-spring which leads to community. Here we see the possibility of the regeneration of community relationships expressed through taking up again the foundational principle of being together. 

The ideal of community is at the heart of our charism and seeks to reproduce the “communion” shown by Christ in his humanity in relationship with his disciples. It seeks to ‘know’, like the disciples at Pentecost, if it can be understood as a community which can live in the certainty of the Presence of Christ in them and through them, just as we live it so that our relationships may be blessed, thanks to taking up again this motive of faith which is the basis of our relationships.

This was the vision of St. Vincent; he aid to the missioners setting out for Ireland;

Be united together and God will bless you, but let it be by the charity of Jesus Christ for all other union, which is not held together by the blood of this divine Saviour, will not survive. Therefore it is in Jesus Christ and by Jesus Christ and for Jesus Christ that you have to be united among one another. The spirit of Jesus Christ is a spirit of unity and peace; how could  you attract souls to Jesus Christ if you are not united among yourselves and with him? That could never be. Have therefore only the same sentiment and the same will otherwise you will be like horses which, being attached to the one carriage, pull, one in one direction and one in another, and, thus, they shatter and destroy everything. God calls us to work in his vineyard; go there having only the same heart and the same intention and, in this way, you will bear much fruit. (Dodin, Entretiens Sprituels, n. 24)

Questions to spark-off discussion;

Does our community foster this notion of faith as fundamental to our being together? Is it the basis of fraternal relations together in terms of: our manner of being together; education; internal organization for the ministry? Is it a managerial vision for our conduct in community? Is the origin of our current crisis a lack of faith in our understanding of our fraternal life?

2. A MISSIONARY COMMUNITY

Unity, which awareness of belonging to Christ tends to generate, is not functional. In this fraternal community is prophetically anticipated the whole of the redemption of the world and of all men, as the fruit of the death and resurrection of Christ is the unity of the disciples united in the Church. Little by little, if we live this fraternity, we may realize our desire for the Church to spread among the poor; “consecrated life will be al the more committed to the apostolate the more personal their dedication to the Lord Jesus is, and the more fraternal their forms of community life”. (Vita Consecrata, 72) St Vincent thought the same; we are together to spread the Presence of Christ in the world or ‘to save the world’.


We have all brought to the Congregation the resolve to live and die in it; we have brought to it all that we are, body, soul, will, capacities, industry and the rest. Why? In order to do what Jesus has done, to save the world. And how do we do that? By means of the relationships between us and the sacrifice we have made of living and dying in this society and giving to it all that we are and all that we do. (Coste XII, 98)

Fraternal unity is directed towards a missionary proclamation and to testifying fraternal charity as a fruit of redemption.

I pray you, Messieurs…to ask of the divine will that it might give to the company the spirit of unity and the unifying spirit, which is nothing other than the Holy Spirit itself, in order that being always truly united in itself, it may unite those who are outside; for we are established in order to reconcile souls with God and (to reconcile) men with men. (Coste XI, 6)

Question to spark off dialogue:

Is our community self-absorbed; might it be closed in on itself? Do we live out the desire to participate in the spread of the Kingdom?

3. FRATERNAL RELATIONSHIPS AMONG US AS A CONCRETE EXPRESSION OF EVANGELICAL CHARITY.

Fraternal relations among us need to become a daily experience, made up of the (kind of) acts recorded in the Common Rules;

We should always strive vigorously in acts of charity towards our neighbour, such as;

i. do to the other what we would have him do to us.

ii. Give way to the other and praise the Lord in all things

iii. Put up with him without murmuring

iv. Weep when he weeps

v. Be joyful when he is joyful

vi. Outdo one another in showing honour

vii. Show to the other heartfelt good and service

viii. Be all things to all in order to win all to Christ (CR II, 12)

These, and other, actions manifest actively the charity of Christ among us and for us. Can this become the experience in our houses, in which each turns his attention to the practice of the virtue of our spirit, and amongst them, firstly, to the spirit of humility, which St Vincent defines as ‘the custodian of all the virtues’ (Cost XI, 2). Humility lends fluidity to relationships, which allows us defer to another and to recognize the positive in the other, which is a reorganizing (or redirecting) of our instinctive ‘amor proprio’ (love for self).

The second means is to incline ones heart towards the members of the Company and to value greatly all those who are part of it…Oh! How I wish that this holy practice was amongst us; to find all things good; that it might be said that in the Church of God there is a Company which professes to be very united, never speaking ill of those who are absent; that it might be said of the Mission that it is a community that never finds anything to reprove in its confreres! Truly, I would value this more than all the mission, all the preaching, all the work for ordinands and all the other blessings which God has given to the Company, since, then, the image of the Most Holy Trinity would be more impressed upon us. 

(Cost XI, 121-122)

Questions to spark dialogue.

Does our community keep alive the thought of St Vincent on this virtue? It should be like the ‘faculty of the soul of the Company’; if we are living it, the Community is living it. Has this characteristic encouraged the personality of each confrere to be more loving, more open and more flexible? In these years, in which the Council has recommended a ‘communal spirituality’, have the confreres assimilated the characteristic of being people capable of friendly, loving relationships?
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