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The Importance of Context  

in Prophecy and Founding Charism 

A Brother of the Sacred Heart 

 

I am intrigued by our present consideration of prophecy and 

founding charism.  The consideration of prophecy is rather 

new to us but charism has been very much in our literature 

of late.  These two terms are very important to our 

discussion of the theme of the General Chapter.  What I 

want to consider here is the origin of these words for us, that 

is, what do we see in Father Andre Coindre that gives us the 

right to call him prophetic and charismatic. 

Both prophecy and the founding charism are rooted in a 

particular time, place and urgent need.  We can easily 

identify these three elements for Father Coindre: the chaotic 

period of the post French Revolution in Lyon and the rural 

areas of the Diocese of Lyon, poverty, ignorance and 

abandonment.  These constitute the “context” for Andre’s 

vision, his emotions, his appreciation of the urgency he 

witnessed, his interior urge to take action and his 

prophetic/charismatic response.  Context is absolutely 

essential for both the aspect of prophecy in the founder and 

of his founding charism. 

What can we say of this context?  Certainly the Revolution 

augmented the misery of the French people, especially those 

in the countryside, but this misery also existed under the 

Monarchy, so it was not new.  Father Coindre witnessed the 

Revolution as a youngster and had just begun his ministry as 



a priest in the period we are now considering, which is the 

particular time and place with such urgent needs. 

Much has been written about this context, which was that of 

Father Coindre, but I would like to review certain aspects of 

it now. 

Andre had an excellent education, which probably helped 

his power of vision and gave a sharp edge to his emotional 

life.  He was ready for ministry, prophecy and charismatic 

action.  How can we describe the results of these gifts of 

grace in him? 

As a parish priest, he saw the situation of many of his fellow 

priests, especially those who, during and following the 

Revolution, had little education or formation to the 

priesthood.  We know he organized “formation” days for 

them.  This was an early sign of his gift of prophecy and the 

presence of special graces.  When in Lyon, he saw the large 

number of quasi abandoned young people on the streets and 

many more housed in the prisons and hospitals.  His contact 

with Claudine Thevenet gave him special insights about the 

poor and needy, and the importance of those who ministered 

to them.  But also, he was a member of the Chartreux 

Missionaries, who responded prophetically to the poor and 

ignorant country people, who were at the margin of the 

society of the day. The Missionaries responded by 

reorganizing the parishes, instructing the people and 

encouraging them over periods of four to six weeks, which 

helped to restore hope and a sense of dignity in them.  He 

not only worked as a missionary but animated the 



missionary group in Lyon and directed many of the rural 

parish missions.  This was the context/environment of 

Father Coindre. 

Little by little, we see how he responded to this critical 

situation and to the urgent needs he saw.   In his first years 

of ministry, he provided animation for his fellow priests, 

helped the poor and visited the hospitals.  After moving to 

Lyon, he became spiritual director of Claudine’s society of 

ladies, he gave immediate attention to two abandoned little 

girls and saw to it that they would be cared for, he opened or 

supported providences for girls and boys, one of which was 

Pieux Secours, a workshop to train young men in the art of 

silk work.  He was one of the principal architects and 

promoters for the separation of younger prisoners from the 

more hardened ones and established programs for the 

younger prisoners and others residing in the prisons.  He 

organized the Pieux Secours providence, making it a model 

for other similar works of the time.  After three years from 

its beginning, he founded a religious institute of Brothers to 

give permanence to this work.  He founded an institute of 

Sisters, with Claudine Thevenet as the superior.  In time, he 

became one of the main leaders and animators of his 

missionary group, directing many rural missions.  He also 

founded a minor seminary and a novitiate for his Brothers in 

Monistrol and even made the first moves to found a Priest 

Missionary group to do seminary work and preach rural 

missions.  This latter group did not last, because the local 

Bishops did not support this effort. 



All this is amazing!  Although it is a series of individual 

actions, they all spring from his prophetic vision and his 

special charism of founder, and they all constitute his vision 

and charism.   

The fact that two initiatives of Father Coindre, the Institutes 

of the Brothers and the Sisters, both dedicated to the 

education of youth, have survived to this day is probably 

due to the fact that religious life was already a structured 

and stable life form and was recognized and supported by 

the Church and by the people as one of the most necessary 

and meaningful initiatives of the time.  In the area where 

Andre worked, there were no schools in the countryside and 

even in 1834, when the Government passed a law obliging 

every town and village to have a school, there were no 

prepared lay teachers, so the Brothers and Sisters were 

called upon to staff these schools.  It was not until about 

1884 that the religious were dismissed from the State 

schools.  This illustrates how urgent was the need for 

education and why the Brothers and Sisters were still 

responding to this need at the turn of the century. 

The question now must be raised as to whether this context 

of Andre Coindre’s prophetic action, at some point, ceased 

to exist (or became “total institution”) thereby no longer 

demanding the presence of religious, whose very vision and 

life form is prophetic by nature.  This question is important 

not simply because there are fewer vocations these days but 

because religious life as a prophetic life form demands it be 

asked and seriously answered.  If a particular urgency of a 

particular time and place (the context) is not present, 



perhaps we can say religious life is not present there or at 

least that there is no raison d’etre that it be present there.  Is 

this the reason for and sense of the theme of the General 

Chapter: “A Call to a Prophetic Mission?”  This is how I 

read the call of the Institute: to discern the context of our 

mission today as the basis of our raison d’etre -- of being 

where we are and doing what we are doing --  or as the call 

to rediscover and reclaim our prophetic charism/mission and 

begin to redirect our energies and efforts accordingly. 

 

New Horizons for the Mission  

of Consecrated Life 
Joseph M. Abella, cmf 

 
MISSION AT THE CENTER OF CONSECRATED LIFE 
Whenever we speak of “mission” we are obviously speaking 

about something more than a series of apostolic activities. The 

mission goes beyond a series of concrete apostolic works, since it 

brings together different dimensions of our life, which is entirely 

called to be the proclamation of the news of God’s Kingdom. The 

mission is at the center of consecrated life and of the identity of 

every Institute.  

THE MISSION IN THIS MOMENT IN HISTORY 

First of all, we must place at the center of our concern and 

reflection people’s lives, their hopes and struggles, their 

intuitions and questions; we are to look at the world through 

the compassionate eyes of our Lord and let ourselves be 

guided by this compassion as we define our response to the 

challenges that lie ahead. The images of the Samaritan 

woman and man still today are a point of reference for our 



reflection. We continue to deem it necessary to dynamically 

harmonize a contemplative mercy with an engaged 

contemplation. With Vita consecrata, we believe that 

consecrated life should continue to be an epiphany of God’s 

love, and we know full well that this manifestation has 

occurred and always occurs through kenosis. 

 

A FEW CHALLENGES 

The word that probably best summarizes the different 

challenges is the word “change”. This is nothing new, for 

history in general and the history of our Institutes in 

particular, has shown us that significant changes have 

characterized all periods. However, there is the awareness 

that we are going through a time in which this change is 

happening at a faster pace, and its consequences are felt 

very intensely in the life of our Institutes and in their 

apostolic projection. 

 

We are witnessing a sea change.  We are really changing in 

terms of values, relations, institutions and systems. The 

change under way is radical and is questioning the very 

methodology we have been accustomed to using to address 

problems and consider new opportunities. It is a change that 

takes on different expressions according to the context, and 

we are often unable to define them. 

 

These transformations generate crises and crises produce 

insecurity. There is a growing lack of confidence in existing 

institutions, which have contributed to the development of 

our present civilization, and that are perceived as a 

hindrance or obstacle in this epochal transition. This is a 

phenomenon that we are witnessing in society at large, but 

also within the Church and Consecrated Life. 

 



It is thus important to try to identify the aspects that this 

change is challenging most radically for each religious, for 

our communities and for their mission. The first step cannot 

but be for us to look at the world around us and try to listen 

to the voices we hear. We shall have to give a name to the 

fears and hopes that these challenges generate within us and 

in our communities. We will also have to make an 

additional effort to reflect and be creative to find answers 

that speak to the heart of the contemporary man and woman 

and fulfill the mission of being transforming elements of 

culture (cf. EN 20) 

 

SEEKING WAYS FORWARD INTO THE FUTURE 

 

Our First Contribution to the Mission is to Deepen the 

Theological Dimension of our Life 

 

We feel very small before the challenges with which reality 

is confronting us. In some areas, we see that the number of 

members of our Institutes is decreasing considerably. 

Moreover, future projections are somewhat alarming. On the 

other hand, it would seem that our presence in the societies 

that have attained a considerable degree of economic 

progress and social well-being has become insignificant. 

The services we offer through our works are also being 

offered by others, and their quality is good. There are 

innumerable platforms from which youths can freely 

express their ideals like serving others and being committed 

to change the world. Elsewhere, mission patterns of the past 

are being replicated and are likely to lead to the same 

crossroads. What is then the meaning of our mission? In 

asking this question, we feel compelled to go back to the 

core essence of our vocation and recover the theological 

dimension that gives meaning to our life and everything that 



we do. Being centered in God and his plan allows us to 

discover ways in which we can restore significance to our 

works and activities, in a world that seems to be fine without 

Him or that at times even tries to manipulate Him.  

 

The experience of God brings us close to the essence of 

human persons, it forces us to hear their cries and express 

sympathy for their search.  It makes us discrete in our 

journeying with them and helps us to appreciate the rich 

answers that people find progressively along the way. The 

experience of God compels us to approach the poor and the 

excluded, it invites us to be their travel companions and 

creates within us a space of freedom which allows us to look 

at our life and works in the light of their circumstances. The 

experience of God awakens in us a new ecologic and cosmic 

awareness that leads us to feel solidarity with all of Creation 

and respectful of the dynamisms that the Creator himself has 

established. A profound experience of God fine-tunes our 

sensitivity and enables us to capture his presence in the life 

of people and cultures and to place ourselves at their 

service. It makes us less dogmatic and more ready to serve. 

The experience of God is the only force capable of arousing 

that hope that never dies, in spite of the many difficulties 

and of giving impetus to our commitment towards life. 
 

As religious called to be present in the frontline and as heirs of 

specific charisms, we will have to make an effort to imagine 

ourselves in this new sphere of religious awareness and define our 

contribution to the fulfilment of the Church’s mission. 

 

 

 

 



The Option for the Poor and the Excluded  

and the Commitment for Justice 

 

Those who are called to be witnesses of the Beatitudes and 

signs of God’s plan for his children feel deeply challenged 

by attitudes of injustice and exclusion, so widely present in 

our world today. The option for the poor and the 

commitment for justice have become part of the praxis and 

theological reflection of Consecrated Life. This option is 

related to the dynamics of love lived according to Christ. 

The challenge for Consecrated Life is finding a way in 

which consecrated persons can promote justice, on the basis 

of their identity.  This implies, on their part, being ready to 

constantly review their life-choices, their use of goods and 

the style of their relationships. 
 

We feel strongly challenged by these situations because we 

believe in God, and in our lives we wish to be faithful to his plan. 

The Word of God, which is a fundamental point of reference in 

our lives, constantly challenges us in this respect. However, we 

must always remember that the Word of God contains a clear 

hermeneutic perspective, and if we fail to take it on board, it will 

never really touch our lives. This perspective is God’s love for his 

children, God’s passion for the poor, the passion which radically 

marked Jesus’ life, “Evangelizare pauperibus misit me” (cf. Lk 

4:18). It is a perspective to which we can gain access only by 

being close to the plight of the poor and the excluded, and by 

opening our heart and all dimensions of life to the questions that it 

raises. Our life and our word will not have the ability to proclaim 

the Gospel, nor will they have a transforming power, unless we 

approach these realities which bring us back to the core of God’s 

plan for his children. Renewing the option for the poor and the 

excluded and being committed to restoring justice are 



prerequisites to fulfil the mission of consecrated life. It will thus 

be extremely important to support those projects that are really at 

their service and collaborate with other persons who dream of a 

different world in order to create spaces of fraternity and true 

freedom, in which God is really glorified. 

 

How are the option for the poor and the commitment to justice 

influencing our style of life and our apostolic choices? In which 

way do we feel challenged by the problems affecting humankind 

and the people living by our side? Which new perspectives do 

they offer us for a theology of vows and of the other essential 

elements of consecrated life? What are the privileged fora today 

in which as consecrated persons we can express this most 

fundamental dimension of the Church’s evangelizing 

commitment? Which issues should we deepen to give greater 

substance to our commitment for the poor and justice, and to 

better integrate it into the experience of our religious 

consecration? What can we learn from a more profound 

relationship with other persons and movements that fight for a 

more just and fairer world and what can we offer them? How can 

we live out the political dimension of Christian love while 

remaining faithful to the Gospel message and our vocation as 

consecrated persons?  

Rethinking the Role of our Works 

Establishing “where to be” and “how to be there” is a 

difficult discernment exercise. We cannot dismiss the matter 

by defining a number of strategic criteria to simply 

guarantee the continuity of the Institution, its growth in 

terms of numbers or its geographic expansion. To come to 

this determination, we must first of all be aware of our own 



identity in a given context and have the freedom, wisdom 

and audacity to adjust our works and their activities to the 

emerging needs of those contexts. Our credibility is at stake. 

 

The charism of consecrated life has a prophetic dimension. 

It is clearly stated by Vita consecrata (cf. VC 84). This 

prophetism is expressed by faithfully living out one’s 

consecration and generously giving oneself to the mission. 

In proposition 24 of the Synod on “The Word of God in the 

life and mission of the Church”, reference is made to 

consecrated life; its missionary vocation and its being in the 

frontline are emphasized.  It is stated that consecrated life 

has always been on the geographic, social and cultural 

frontiers of evangelization. This is something that our 

Institutes endorse with their missionary history and the 

creativity with which they have sought to respond to the 

challenges they have encountered. 

 

What is our specific place in this moment of the world’s 

history and of the Church? The charismatic heritage of each 

Institute has something important to say in this respect. We 

will have to allow ourselves to be questioned by the spiritual 

journey of our Founders, which led them to express their 

commitment for the Kingdom of God in a specific way. We 

will have to carefully discern the permanent elements of the 

charism and its concrete expression in history and in the 

different geographic and cultural contexts that are part of the 

Institute’s life. At the same time, however, a new reflection 

will be necessary on the life and mission of the Church and 

the different charisms and ministries as well as the different 

forms of Christian life which they generate. They are all 

gifts which the Spirit awakens so that life may grow and the 

mission of the Church may be fulfilled, consistent with 

God’s plan. Deepening our reflection on the identity of 



consecrated life within the context of an ecclesiology of 

communion will help us to better define the traits that 

characterize the specific contribution of this charism to the 

ecclesial community on the whole.  It will also foster 

attitudes of complementarity and reciprocity which allow 

for a harmonious growth of the whole Christian community.  

 

Gaining Ground in Intercongregational Collaboration and 

Shared Mission 

 

We have witnessed a considerable decline in the number of 

staff serving our Institutes in certain parts of the world.  On 

the other hand, the globalization processes under way are 

posing new challenges to which it is difficult for individual 

Institutes to respond in a significant way. The time has come 

to undertake the path of intercongregational collaboration 

with greater determination. In recent years, the joint 

reflection sessions and the collaboration efforts between 

religious Institutes have produced abundant fruit. Now is the 

time to take a further step forward and enter a new phase of 

intercongregational collaboration, in which we can plan 

evangelization initiatives that can respond more 

significantly to the challenges of the contemporary world. 

Some experiences are already showing the great potential of 

this approach. 
 

What does consecrated life need in order to undertake the path of 

intercongregational collaboration with greater determination? 

How can it be a positive element in the missionary projection of 

the various Institutes and consecrated life in general? What 

would be the best ways to concretely foster this type of 

collaboration? Which projects could more easily encourage 

intercongregational collaboration? What would this imply in the 



life of each Institute, and how could they respond to the 

challenges which this collaboration paradigm would inevitably 

pose? What steps should we take to see to it that the needs of the 

“shared mission” become a reality in the life of our Institutes? 

CONCLUSION 

 

To the disciples going back from Jerusalem to Emmaus 

Jesus asks, “What were you talking about along the way?” 

They have to recognize that the thoughts and sentiments 

they had shared did not leave much room for hope.  Instead, 

they generated a sense of discouragement in their hearts and 

would have probably led them to abandon Jesus. Only after 

having reviewed reality, enlightened by the word of Jesus, 

were they able to discover the paschal dimension of the facts 

which they had witnessed and feel impregnated by the new 

life which these facts generated. Their missionary answer 

came right away, and they set off immediately. Jesus is 

asking us the same questions today: what do you talk about 

in your Assemblies and meetings? Which thoughts and 

feelings fill your hearts? Why is it so difficult for you to 

look at reality in the light of my Word and interpret events 

through the lens of the paschal mystery? 

 
We know that when the Word does not dwell within us, as in the 

case of the disciples of Emmaus, we enter into a state of de-

mission. Only when we let the Lord unveil the Word to us, does 

our heart burn, does the Eucharist take on meaning and do we 

once again become part of the community gathered around Jesus, 

ready to carry out the mission that he himself entrusts us. Only 

through Jesus and his plan are we capable of discovering the signs 

of the times and discern how we ourselves can become signs of 

God’s presence in our world, and signs of that alternative reality 

which we call the “Kingdom of God”. 



 

It is up to us to translate theological and pastoral insight into 

actions and projects. At the same time, we will realize that it 

is through a reflection on the concrete experience of 

consecrated persons that we shall find the keys to build the 

new language which we need for the theology of 

Consecrated Life. We urgently need to further integrate 

concrete experience with theological reflection and 

enlighten experience with theology. 

 

What we really wish is for our words and lives to be capable 

of powerfully expressing the passion for Christ and 

humankind which we feel within us. 
 

Prophecy and mission 
Francis Barnes 

 

If we are serious about what we do and say as a congregation, we 

must exist for people for whom Jesus existed: the despised, the 

slaves, those who live on the margins of society, the outcasts, the 

sinners, those caught in the spiral of violence and hatred, the 

millions condemned to live in hovels that make up the majority of 

people in vast slums that surround so many of our cities in Africa. 

Of course, we reach out and are there for the rich and the 

powerful of this world, but we must help them to look at the fate 

of the vast majority of their brothers and sisters. 

And if we form in view of the mission, if we are looking for 

vocations for the mission, we should not form so much for a 

simple intellectual ability or pious perfectionism, but rather we 

should form to a resolute tenacity concerning our prophetic 

mission; and it is our responsibility to form prophetic 



missionaries who do not allow themselves be carried away by the 

comfort of an individualistic cocoon, but who concern themselves 

seriously with others; who do not seek their own status or 

privilege but are concerned about the non-status and non-

privileged whom they serve in their ministry. Our training must 

empower our young men to be men who are not afraid of risk, 

especially when it comes to confronting the powers of this world 

that would keep the poor poorer, the marginalized always on the 

periphery, that would make the misery of the voiceless even more 

unbearable and degrading. Such formation must be prophetic, our 

structures should be prophetic, our lifestyle and our way of being 

should be prophetic; but it will never happen if we isolate 

ourselves even from the life of others. 

Looking through the Gospel of Mark, for example, we note that 

the author makes his listeners realize that Jesus Christ was aligned 

in the prophetic tradition of radical Jewish prophecy, and the 

evangelist reminds us that after every radical act 'they sought to 

kill him '. 

For Jesus, ritual acts were focused not on the temple or 

synagogue, not around the altar of priestly sacrifice; for Jesus 

sacred space had become the homes of people or wherever people 

tackled their daily lives. 

As followers of Jesus, we must recognize that the kingdom of 

God and our walking in the footsteps of Christ seek to live this 

kingdom and present themselves as a radical alternative to 

injustice, violence and oppression in the world . 

When we revisit this tradition of prophecy, which has continued 

throughout our Christian centuries, we see that our religion was 

marked by prophets more than anything else. The list goes on: St. 

Francis, St. Vincent de Paul, Martin Luther King, Oscar Romero, 



Nelson Mandela, Dorothy Day, Jean Vanier and many other 

radiant disciples. These men and women were characterized by 

their ability to challenge the reality of their time. They were 

caught in contemporary events of their people: crisis, war, 

oppression, corruption, injustices of all kinds -- and they shared 

the suffering with their people. 

Maybe they were prophets more than anything else, because they 

could read the signs of the times; they were not stuck in the rut of 

history and tradition. They could abandon what could have been a 

more comfortable and rewarding ministry for another more urgent 

and essential. They could listen and respond to the most pressing 

issues of their time. They had their finger on the pulse of society 

and knew exactly where to go. In the words of Dominican Albert 

Nolan: 'These men and women could feel with God, they could see 

the events of the time as God saw them and feel the same for these 

events as God felt. Thus, they shared God’s anger, God's 

compassion, God’s sorrow, God's disappointment and God’s 

disgust; they shared God’s sensitivity for the people; they could 

see the world through the eyes of God ... the prophets felt God's 

thoughts, because they shared God’s feelings and values. That's 

what it means to be filled with the Spirit of God, and this allows a 

person to read the signs of the times with honesty and 

truth."(Albert Nolan, Biblical Spirituality, South Africa, 1982) 

Often, our mission is domesticated by its ways… Perhaps there 

should be more room for risk, for  the unknown, rather than only 

for methods already known and tested and that are so dear to our 

heart….Risk is the essence of mission… 

We need to form for risk, not for social approval, not to comply 

with the community. Risk means that we do not seek 

respectability, we don’t want simply to conform to religious 

norms. Risks are all part of the prophetic dimension of our 



mission; it will be at the heart of the vocation of discipleship. A 

prophet never has all the answers, but somehow he gives 

alternative answers to the big questions of the moment. Today … 

we need other alternatives for action. We need an alternative 

answer to tribalism, corruption, hatred, violence, lust for power, 

wealth, clericalism. 

The requirements of prophecy and of discipleship will always be 

difficult: no personal agendas, no hidden agendas, no personal 

self-seeking, no cynical or selfish religious life; but yes to a life 

more community-based, yes to mutual moral support and prayer. 

And we must always remember that the mission entrusted to us is 

not ours, but His; the words we dare say are not supposed to be 

ours, but His. 

 

Prophecy will never be part of our mission if it is not rooted in a 

deep prayer life. Again, look at the gospels and see how all that 

Jesus did was rooted in a very personal relationship with the 

Father. In the life of Jesus we see a balance between action and 

contemplation, between ministry and being alone with the One 

Alone. Without this relationship, we will never really exercise our 

ministry in the name of Jesus, but in our own name; without this 

relationship we will not really speak the words of Jesus, but our 

own words. 

      

 

 

 

 



Out of Darkness, Color breaks 
Brother Philip Pinto, cfc 

 

“We are in a period in which public and even ecclesiastical 

approval must be second to the needs of those who look to us for 

both vision and voice.”   

What do I notice happening in our world today that is changing 

the way I live my life? What do my brothers and sisters say to me 

that makes me question the beliefs by which I have lived in the 

past? What is energizing me and giving me hope in the midst of 

all the negativity around me? How am I naming the way I love, 

the meanings I make, and my and the world’s needs? 

I do not believe that we are living any more in a time of 

transition. That is too tame a word to describe the upheavals 

taking place. I believe we are in a time of chaos and more than 

ever we need to be aware of the action of the Spirit hovering over 

the waters and calling forth life. We know now that it took eons 

for that primeval life to emerge, and it will take great patience and 

waiting on our part for clarity to be revealed. “We must once 

again become attentive to the clear and powerful language of the 

spiritually charged presence.” 

A time of chaos demands risking. The only real ‘sin’ in such a 

time is that of inactivity, of waiting for the dust to settle before we 

do anything. The call today is to risk acting to the best of our 

ability, knowing that only this will allow the future to unfold. 

This is a time to beseech God to rescue us from the limited vision 

that we have grown accustomed to. This request is at the heart of 

our search for new life. My sisters and brothers, we need new 

eyes to see a new way of living that will allow us a freedom that 



we never knew before. This is the core of the Jesus vision and the 

Jesus teaching. 

What would it mean to be radical disciples of Jesus today? We 

know that Jesus wanted followers, not fans! He did not call 

disciples to worship him, but to follow him. It is not about 

worshipping Christ so much as following Jesus. Can we be as 

radical in our time as the first followers were in theirs? What if, 

for example, baptism meant that you could no longer be a soldier 

– because you could not kill? What if following meant opening 

our communities as places of real hospitality to those who have 

no one to hear their story? What if following meant an anti-

imperial way of living so that we share from our substance in 

these difficult times and lend money without taking any interest? 

What if we gave everyone the benefit of the doubt and learned to 

live non-violently? What if discipleship was taken seriously as we 

fought against losing our soul in a consumerist society?  What if 

women were truly equal? What if a contagious joy was the 

hallmark of our assemblies or community meetings? What if our 

communities were truly safe places where we realize that we all 

need one another just as we are without any need for protective 

masks? What if we consciously allowed our cultural barriers and 

sense of self to be questioned and challenged and extended, so 

that we really knew and valued those we label ‘the stranger’? 

In Jesus we find one who is constantly calling on us to break out 

of the boundaries that we find ourselves in, or should I say we 

bind ourselves in. We are prone to fix ourselves within boxes that 

have labels like ‘mine’ and ‘yours’. We organize things into neat 

categories and draw lines around what is acceptable behavior. 

And the poor and disadvantaged are always the ones outside the 

boundaries and separated by the lines we draw. People must know 



their place, we say. And it is always said by those on the right 

side of the line, those with something to protect. 

For so long we have based our religious observance on beliefs 

and propositions. We worry about the real presence and the virgin 

birth, on the two natures in Christ and the infallibility of the Pope, 

about Transubstantiation and the Immaculate Conception. But 

when one reads and reflects on the Sermon on the Mount, the 

heart and soul of the Jesus vision, what the early Christians 

referred to as The Way, we find nothing about what to believe but 

an alternative ethic, a way of behaving, a way of living life. Jesus 

was telling us that there was another way of living life, another 

way of relating to people, and he called us to change the world 

from the inside. It is about behavior rather than belief. We are 

invited to embrace what is truly eternal. And what is truly eternal 

is love! 

You and I are called to be the agents of change. We are not here 

to conquer the world but to illuminate it – new sight, salt of the 

earth, light of the world. A bland Christian or a bland religious is 

a contradiction in terms! If salt loses its saltiness, of what use is 

it? Albert Schweitzer when asked who was the greatest person 

living at that time, said: The greatest person in the world today is 

some unknown one, in some obscure place, who has gone out in 

love to someone in need. 

And so, in a time when our numbers are rapidly decreasing, when 

our ministries are being taken over by lay people who (hopefully) 

are giving them new shape and spirit, when our presence is almost 

invisible in society, what are we being called to be and do? It is as 

if God is saying to us that in our present state we are irrelevant to 

our world. Are we then the equivalent of the dinosaurs 65 million 

years ago? Must we die so that something else can be born? 



I believe that the apostolic nature of our calling as seen in our 

public ministry is being very adequately taken over by lay people. 

It is very clear to me that now our primary role is to witness to the 

radicalism of the Gospel through the search for God and through 

sharing that search for God with others. 

We are called to be a new type of Church, one truly centered 

round the radical and disturbing vision of Jesus. At our best we 

know what it is. It is the only way to ensure a future full of hope. 


