Community Life in the Society of the M.Ss.A.


“I pray not only for these but for those also who through their words will believe in me.  May they all be one.  Father, may they be one in us, as you are in me and I am in you; that they may be one as we are one, with me in them and you in me; may they be completely one...”     (Jn 17, 20-23) 

“This is my commandment: love one another as I have loved you.  A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends.”     (Jn 15, 12-13) 

“This has taught us love - that he gave up his life for us - and we, too, ought to give up our lives for our brothers.”     (1 Jn 3, 16) 

“They went as a body to the Temple every day - ...met in their houses for the breaking of bread; ...they praised God and were looked up to by everybody.”      (Acts 2, 46-47) 

We all know these passages from the Acts of the Apostles, describing to us the fraternal life of the first Christians.  However, we also remember the various conflicts in the history of the primitive Church.  We must not have too idyllic a vision of these beginnings: religious communities very often show us the real image of the Church-Community, made up of men and women who, in all respects, are similar to all human communities, of all times and all places.  

What is a religious community? 

What must we understand as community life, and fraternal life within our M.Ss.A. Society? 

The word ‘community’ is one of the most ambiguous there is, because the concept it implies has many various meanings.  ‘Church-community’, ‘base community’, - would it be that the expression is often used just because it is rare to come across community spirit? Of course, everybody dreams of it, for the reason that man is essentially ‘relation’, and the Church is the figure and historical image of the deep nature of man.  

TOWARDS A FULLNESS OF CHRISTIAN LIFE:
In what sense is the Church a community? It is, inasmuch as it is an Assembly of baptized people who are inspired by the same faith, who share the same sacraments, the same Creed.  

“You have been taught that when we were baptized in Christ Jesus we were baptized into his death; in other words, when we were baptized we went into the tomb with him and joined him in death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the Father's glory, we too might live a new life.”     (Rom 6, 3-4) 

The Church is not ‘one in self’, nor ‘one among a group’: in other words, one is not Christian to live bound to oneself, but rather for a mission that goes far beyond our own selves and regulates all the relationships among us.  A Church for others.  Those Christians who are united by vows or promises (our case), or freely (as may be the case for lay people), are not at the service of the Church (as one used to say) but rather united within a Church which is at the service of humanity, as it is at the service of God and for the glory of God.  

We are the Church at the service of God.  Whatever may be the particular forms of Rules or Constitutions, what matters most is the mission of the Church.  

When we speak of ‘religious communities’, we mean also the groups of baptized people who live together, following the evangelical counsels and the Rules of their Order, Congregation or Society.  But their religious life is none other than the Christian life itself, committed to an option that seeks the fullness of this same life, as a response to a particular call from God, and under the supervision of the Church.  

Religious life, then, means Christian life organized for a plentitude.  In the mystery of the Church, the religious life means, moreover, a betrothal, - that is: the betrothal of God with humanity.  This is one of the roads in line with Christian eschatology, which deals with the end of time.  

In short: the religious life is essentially a product of faith, of the exercise of the virtue of faith, from the very moment of the baptism, in the mission of the Church, a Church in the service of humanity.  As a privileged site for the fermentation of the faith, the community expresses its faith through fraternal charity as a sign of its vocation to communion.  And its mission is not separated from the religious life, but is the collective expression given to the faith in Christ Jesus.  Consequently, the mission and the excellence of charity take priority, but they both originate in faith.  

"See how they love one another!"     (Tertullian, Apology) 

Still more fundamentally, let us add that religious life has its foundations - as is the case in all that originates in the relationship between man and God - in the relationship of the Father with the Son and with the Holy Spirit.  This is what the catechism calls, in theologal terms: The Trinity.  

"That they may be ONE."     (Jn 17, 20-23) 

In the relationship between man and woman, in the home, - or between priests and laymen, or religious, or nuns, - we come across a type of exchanges similar, but imperfectly so, to the relationship within the Trinity.  It is a relationship of giving and receiving: the Father is He who gives; the Son, He who receives; and the Spirit is pure reception and unity of the Father with the Son, of the Son with the Father.  

(Re-read St. John.) 

COMMUNION AND COMMUNITY:
Once this is accepted, there is a distinction that may shed some more light on community life: it is the difference between communion and community.  As ‘communion’ we understand the assembly of all those who participate in the same faith, and who want to live of the same Spirit in spite of the diversity of places and situations.  For example, in France, at Taizé, we have a living symbol of this type of communion which is authentic and full of promise.  

The religious community, on the other hand, is the grouping of baptized persons who want to introduce within their daily life, and in common, a life pattern which they propose to the whole of society, a type of fraternity which answers the aspirations of our age, a new way of living as Christians.  

This distinction can be found in Scripture.  St. Paul speaks to us of "communion with the Son" (1 Cor 1, 9) and of "communion in the Holy Spirit" (2 Cor 13, 13).  And one of the most beautiful texts of the New Testament, on fraternal love, is presented under the sign of "communion in the Spirit": 

"If our life in Christ means anything to you, if love can persuade at all, or the Spirit that we have in common, or any tenderness or sympathy, then be united in your convictions and united in your love, with a common purpose and a common mind.  That is the one thing that would make me completely happy.  

“There must be no competition among you, no conceit; but everybody is to be self-effacing.  Always consider the other person to be better than yourself, so that nobody thinks of his own interests first but everybody thinks of other people's interests instead.  In your mind's you must be the same as Christ Jesus."     (Phil 2, 1-5) 


(...without mentioning what follows on the humiliation of Jesus. ) 

HOW IS OUR RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY DOING? 

We find ourselves dreaming of such a religious community...  It would already, "be safely with him in his heavenly Kingdom" (2 Tim 4, 18). In fact, the reality is often different, and common life is at times a matter of bearing with one another rather than fraternity in Christ Jesus.  Why? 

Without any doubt, because of human frailty, but also because of an insufficient commitment to our mission, or because of a lack of common sense, or the absence of respect for another's deep vocation, or the exercise of authority in a way that is not truly service, - or for so many other reasons you yourselves know very well.  

But, whatever be the state of health of our community, it is important for us to be attentive to the re-humanization of our way of living together, as well as the re-affirming of the fundamental bases of our faith and charity, without which everything would be only an adventure.  We must be conscious of the possibility that common life in the name of Christ may become a milieu that promotes mediocrity in the name of ‘the laws of the group’. If we do not look carefully and together towards a common mission open to the world, we shall only look at each other, and often without benevolence.  


PHYSICAL COMMUNITY AND SPIRIT OF COMMUNITY LIFE:
Now is the time to pause and reflect.  

If our mission is open to the whole world, as we have just mentioned, we cannot reduce ourselves to a common life that would appear to be a closed circuit or a club.  This is the temptation of those who flee the world in order to take refuge in the support that can be found in the common life in which one shares physically a schedule, work, prayer, economy, etc. 

The signs of the times demand of us rather the spirit of community life, instead of a life physically lived out in common.  Perfectae Caritatis, Ecclesiae Sanctae, and the Theology of today's spirituality are clear on this point.  

We, Missionaries of the Holy Apostles, are contemporary; we were born during the Council, and our charism is framed within the historical moments in which we live.  Our spirituality of community response to a mystique which is the mystique of the Apostles, and our kind of common life is that of the witness given by the Apostles, at the school of Jesus and that of Mary.  

The Missionary of the Holy Apostles lives within the authentic evangelical spirituality which is communication, dialogue, the sharing of ideals, and their execution in the witness of love and friendship; in one word, it is to be found in his life, that is, in his total dedication, his spirit of work and of prayer, and his fidelity to the mission of the Society, not narrowly in the physical aspects, which could still remain very cold and austere.  

What matters is not either a given structure or a given superior but the love and warmth that each member brings to our life in common.  If you want to be understood, be an understanding person; if you want dialogue, be open to others; if you want love, offer love.  

Let us never forget that the greatest problem each of us has, is himself, his selfishness, which he defends and justifies with a thousand rationalizations.  


You need not look for the Cross: 
you will find it in yourself.  

Let us pray often in the words of Francis of Assisi: 

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 

To be consoled
as to console; 

To be understood
as to understand; 

To be loved
as to love.  

For: 

It is while giving
that we receive; 

It is while forgetting ourselves
that we find; 

It is while pardoning
that we are pardoned; 

It is while dying
that we are born to eternal life.  

In our Constitution, we should refer to: 

Art. 15. 
The common life of the Missionaries of the Holy Apostles is not founded on the letter of the law but on the enthusiasm of a communion of love which, based on the Word of God and the Eucharist, animates all its convictions with a common ideal which leads all its members to a commutarian commitment, to a collective will, which impresses upon them a dynamic tension, a movement, a march forward, as authentic testimonials of Christ.  Only thus shall the community be an authentic and live cell of the great family of the sons of God.  

Art. 16. 
Each member of the Society, following this spirit, must feel responsible for the apostolic fulfillment of each one of his brothers - who are persons and not 'units' - as well as of the apostolic fulfillment of the community itself as a sign to all others.  

The Constitution Lumen Gentium tells us clearly: 

"in the field of the Lord... various forms of common life... advancing the progress of their members and the welfare of the whole Body of Christ."     (L.G. 43, 1) 


which shows that even if at times we do not find ourselves within a community, we may still be united in community by its spirit, the charism, the mission.  

This supposes necessarily a vocation, a formation and a well-defined spirituality.  

When in our Constitution and in all the spiritual writings of the Society, we insist on the fact that we must retain the Spirit of our charism, we are referring - as we are taught by Theology - to the necessity of preserving and of realizing in ourselves all the virtues which are our own, through which our charism is developed, becomes grace, and is transmitted.  One of the specific virtues of our charism is common life, understood as a mode of living, as witness and strength.  This virtue becomes testimony and presence whenever <there> is one Missionary of the Holy Apostles.  

When in the same documents we speak of Mission, we are referring to the works proper to our Society: works which are the product of our Charism and which must be developed with our own spirit (i.e., with our specific virtues); it is through these works that we shall prove our charism, developing it here and now.  There cannot be, then, any work of the M.Ss.A. without the specific virtue of witness to community, understood in the form we have explained before.  

More and more shall we wish for small groups - three at least, according to possibility, - in order to establish fraternal relations between us, and to make more real our closeness to the world we have to evangelize.  

cf.  Constitution M.Ss.A.: 

Art. 13.
The Society of the Missionaries of the Holy Apostles unfolds in small communities, in a family atmosphere based on the assimilation of the Paschal Mysteries, the center of which is the Eucharist.  Its visible union forms a true fraternity with one single heart and one single soul (Acts 4, 32).  This union is the sign of its commitment to follow Christ in a consecrated manner and build His Church (Jn 17, 21).  

Art. 14.
Consequently, the community of Missionaries of the Holy Apostles is a ‘Eucharistic Community’ and must integrate itself into the Great Eucharistic Community of the People of God, with which it is destined to live, enlivening the same through its own charism.  

To live in such a way that others discover easily in us the reason for their life, the reason for their struggles, the reason for their death.  

In such a way, the religious life takes part in the liberation movement which is the very condition of our announcing Jesus Christ, especially in Latin America.  It is also to religious communities that this text of Paul VI applies: 

"It belongs to these Christian communities to discern, with the help of the Holy Spirit, in communion with the responsible Bishop, and in dialogue with the other Christian brothers and with all men of good will, - the options and the commitments which it is convenient to make, in order to realize the social, political, economic changes which are considered necessary, and this, at times, urgently so.  In this search for promotion, the Christians will have, first, to renew their trust in the strength and the originality of the Gospel's demands." 

A few questions, worth thinking about during our time for reflection: 

-
Are we in agreement with our community on essentials? 

-
Do we have an understanding with each other about what are the essentials? 

-
Do we see in our brothers the power of the Word of God? 

-
Are we really at the service of our brothers? 


Just as in one body there are many members, 
and all the members have different functions, 
similarly, we are at the service of others.  

PRAYER:

Lord Jesus, 

help us to make our charity sincere and without hypocrisy,

loving each other like brothers;

honoring each other constantly.  

Teach us to help others in their needs,

and to be generous in our hospitality.  

May we be joyous with those who are joyous,

may we weep with those who weep,

may we be of one mind among ourselves.  

Help us - although I know this depends on ourselves - 

to keep peace with all;

may I not expect from the structures

what only my own conversion can obtain.  

If I see my brother - whoever he may be - 

attractive or repulsive - being hungry,

with the help of your grace, Lord Jesus,

I shall give him to eat, 

and if he is thirsty - or needs understanding, dialogue, -

I shall give him to drink.  

Help us, Lord, never to be overcome by evil,

but rather to overcome evil by the good we can do.     (cf. Rom 12, 4-21) 

A V E   M A R I A! 


Eusèbe Henry Ménard 


Animator General M.Ss.A. 

November 1st, 1973.  

Second anniversary of the Definitive 

Approbation of the Society. 
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