PAGE  
4

Communion Between Older And New Charisms
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Fabio Ciardi, omi

What do we all, gathered here today, have in common?

It is the charism that gave rise to our different communities.

Along the centuries, the Holy Spirit has suggested new ways to live the Gospel; He has shown new paths to follow in order to proclaim the Gospel and to serve humanity, especially the one who is suffering and is most in need.
The charismatic dimension of the Church

We form the charismatic dimension, a fundamental aspect, of the Church. As the post-synodal apostolic Exhortation Christifidelis laici affirms, this aspect reflects “the simultaneous presence of the diverse vocations, ministries and responsibilities, and their being complimentary to each other” (n. 20).

On the other hand, the Instruction Mutue relationis reminds us that “every Institute was born for the Church and is called to enrich her with its own particular characteristics according to a specific spirituality and mission” (n. 14; cfr ET 50).
One cannot conceive a Church without its charismatic gifts: these form an integral part of work of the Holy Spirit in the Church. What kind of Church would we have without Benedict, Francis, Dominic, Ignatius, Teresa of Avila, Luisa de Murillac, don Bosco, Mother Teresa of Calcutta…? Would we have the Office of Readings or the lectio divina without the Benedictines and the monastic Families that resulted from their Rule? Now these belong to the universal Church. Again, without the Dominicans, we would not have the Rosary; without the Franciscans, we would not have the Way of the Cross, and without Ignatius we would not have known the Spiritual Exercises. The Church has made her own the many spiritual discoveries that the charisms mediated, so much so that we adopt them without knowing their true origin. The same applies for pastoral ministry (the popular missions, the ad gentes missions, the youth centres, etc.); the same goes for social services (agricultural sciences, the solidarity banks, the reductiones, education, and the wide spectrum of charitable institutions, etc). 
Lumen gentius clearly affirms that the Holy Spirit instructs and leads the Church “with various hierarchical and charismatic gifts” (n. 4). The institutional and charismatic dimension “are both co-essential to the divine constitution of the Church founded by Jesus, because they both contribute to render present the mystery of Christ and his salvation at work in the world"
  
Chiara Lubich, a famous contemporary Foundress wrote that “The Church is the Gospel incarnated”. “Each Order or Religious Family is the incarnation of an ‘expression’ of Jesus, or of a Word of his, or of one of his attitudes, or of an episode in his life, or of one of his sufferings, or of some part of his body. We could consider Francis and the Franciscans as an expression of the Gospel Word: “Blessed are the poor in spirit… (Mt 5, 3). Again, we could consider Thérèse, the Little Flower, and her followers as incarnating the Word, “If you do not become like little children…” (Mt 18, 3). The Sisters of Bethlehem, Nazareth, Bethania, etc., express an attitude or an episode in the life of Jesus. The Stigmatites incarnate the pain suffered by Jesus in his Holy Stigmatas, etc. St Catherine is linked to the Blood of Jesus, while St Marguerite M. Alacoque to the Heart of Jesus, etc. In a nutshell, we see the Church as the unfolding of Christ along the centuries”.

However, it is only by having our charisms in communion that we could reconstruct the face of Christ in all its beauty, and to make the Gospel alive in its entirety. 

Why are we together today? It is not only so that each one of us could affirm his/her particular charism, but also to make it possible for love to circulate among all our charisms, and in doing so, we give witness to the beauty of a Church that is all impregnated with the Gospel and the Holy Spirit.

In communion with the new charismatic forms
Our gaze should widen its vision to include also the new charismatic forms that are arising around us in our time. The Holy Spirit continues to donate to the Church new charisms.
In this context we could refer to “that blossoming of movements and ecclesial associations that constitutes one of the most beautiful fruits of the spiritual renewal that Vatican II brought about” (John Paul II, 1997).

Along the course of history the Holy Spirit’s interventions have always been many and varied. They span from the hermits to monastic communities, from the Mendicant to the Regular Clerical Orders, from the religious Congregations to the secular Institutes… No one of these forms ever suppressed any other; on the contrary, they were a help to each other and, together, they contributed to the consolidation of the Church.

The Holy Spirit is always creative, and never tires to surprise us. Even in this time, He “distributes special graces among the faithful of every rank” (LG 12). The ecclesial Movements are a clear example. John Paul II saw them as authentic charisms, and “one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit for our times”. Thus, they too belong essentially to the charismatic dimension of the Church.

In the light of all this, the new communities and ecclesial Movements could be considered as the continuation of the preceding charismatic Movements that we now know as Orders or Religious Institutes.      

Even the new ecclesial realities have been brought about by the Holy Spirit through a founder, and their charisms, like those of Religious Orders, offer a specific understanding of the Gospel and are at the service of the mission of the Church.

The novelty lies in them being lay. Even if these Movements could have members that are consecrated, the great majority of the members are lay. Contrary to what happens in Religious Orders, no kind of ‘special consecration’ is highlighted. What is underlined, it is the baptismal consecration and the common priesthood. At the same time, the Movements offer a meeting place where all the vocations within the Church could come together in communion, almost creating a small model of the Church. Notwithstanding that they are made up mainly of lay persons, these Movements welcome all the vocations found in the people of God: there are priest, bishops, and religious who, without renouncing to their specific vocation, form part of a Movement. This, in itself, reflects one of the central ideas of Vatican II, i.e. that of the Church-communion.
Moreover, these Movements have a profound spiritual and evangelical thrust, together with a sense of communion; all these help persons to live their Christian life with an uncommon authenticity, freshness and simplicity.

The relationship between Religious and the new Movements

What kind of relationship are Religious to promote with these new ecclesial Movements?

The post-synodal Exhortation Vita Conscarata speaks about this in a highly positive way. It acknowledges that “in recent years, many consecrated persons have become members of one or other of the ecclesial Movements which have spread in our time. From these experiences, those involved usually draw benefit, especially in the area of spiritual renewal”. Naturally one needs “to take care that membership in these ecclesial Movements does not endanger the charism or discipline of the Institute of origin, and that all is done with the permission of Superiors and with the full intention of accepting their decisions” (n. 56).

For many men and women religious, their adherence to the ecclesial Movements has helped them to rediscover in a more vital way many concepts that were already present in their founder. In the Movements, they see the fundamental Gospel truths being lived in a new, fresh and radical manner and in ways that are in tune with modern times. They discover things that are not   in any way in conflict with their spirituality; on the contrary, they discover a light that helps them see new their spirituality and to understand it even better. Each one is moved to deepen the meaning of his own vocation and therefore to enhance his/her identity; more than that, each one feels the need to establish a new unity with all the other vocations.

In the last years, official Church documents and directives issued by major Superiors have dealt with the way Religious are to participate in the life of these Movements. The experience of Religious within a Movement could be positive only if they possess a strong charismatic identity and are fully integrated within their own community, in which they actively take part in its life and ministry, and where they live the values they acquire from the Movement. Without a sincere love for their own vocation and their own religious Family, Religious would find it terribly hard to promote authentic relationships of communion with the other vocations.     
An eloquent witnessing of the new phase of collaboration and communion between ‘older and new charisms’ are, without any doubt, some sessions held by the Union of Superiors General (USG). The 2002 General Assembly, (27-29 November), was organised in a different way. Besides the 150 Religious representing the General Curias, there were also 50 lay persons representing 14 Movements and lay associations. These were the Teresian Association, the Catholic Action, the Beatitudes Community, The Chemin Neuf community, Communion and Liberation, Community of St. Egidio, L’Arche, The Verbe de Vie, The Schoenstatt Movement, The Focolare Movement, The Salesian Movement, The Lay Franciscan Movement, Rinascita Cristiana, and the Renewal Charismatic Movement.

They did not meet to discuss the mutual relationship between Religious and the Movements, but to start facing together the great challenges that the Third Millenium was presenting. Quoting St. Exupery’s The Little Prince, Br. Alvaro Rodriguez Echeverria, Superior of the De La Salle Brothers and President of the USG, said: “It is not a matter of looking at each other, but to look together in the same direction, which can only by God’s salvation plan (…). We need to join our charisms to address in a creative manner the new forms of dehumanisation, the new poverties, and the new cries for help that the marginalised are uttering. Our solidarity should stimulate us to have a creativity that produces a lot of initiatives within our congregations and in conjunction with others”
. 

During that meeting, the religious and lay persons participating addressed five priorities. For each of these priorities, some religious Orders and Movements gave practical examples of what they were doing regarding that particular issue. The St. Egidio community and the Combonian Fathers spoke about their endeavour in war-torn zones; Arche and the Jesuits tackle poverty; Communion and Liberation and the Dominicans are involved in the spreading of the Word through modern means of communication; the Renewal Charismatic movement and the Carmelites provide spiritual nourishment; the Focolare movement and the Franciscans promote inter-religious dialogue. Then, during the discussions in small groups, the participants came to know each other better, and, in an enhanced spirit of communion, they explored ways and means to collaborate with each other.

A year later, in November 2003, the USG Assembly addressed another theme: the dialogue with the great religions. This time round, again two movements were invited to take part and share their experience in this area; they were the St. Egidio community and the Focolare movement. The dialogue, the collaboration and the communion between Religious Families and Movements is fast becoming a normal ecclesial praxis.

The starting point: an ecclesiology of communion

The warm relationship between Religious Families and Movements is but the logical consequence of the ecclesiology of communion, in other words, of what is demanded by a circularity (or pericòresis) of the various vocations within the Church, their intimate reciprocity, and their mutual dependence (Cfr CFL 55).
Vita consacrata recalls that the ‘mutual relationships’ that pass between the various vocations “are also at the service of one another, for the growth of the Body of Christ in history and for its mission in the world” (n. 31). The documents speaks also about the necessity of a mutual relationship of communion between lay persons, priests and religious which results in the perfection of their life and ministry (cf. nos. 18-20, esp. 55 and last part of n. 61).  
We are here dealing with the logic of the charisms’ place in the Church. Each charism is a gift for the whole Church. This becomes evident when we think of prayer in Teresa of Avila, or Ignatius’ spiritual exercises; likewise Francis’ contribution to understand poverty, and Vincent de Paule’s initiatives in the form of charitable institutions. The ecclesial Movements’ charisms are no less evident.

If our charisms are a gift for the others, even the others’ charisms are a gift for us, even those contained in the new lay Movements. In the past, it was mainly the Religious Families that set up, spiritually nourished and led lay organisations; nowadays, it could happen that it is the ecclesial Movements, mainly made up of lay persons, that, in virtue of their charismatic thrust and their response to the needs of today’s Church, attract religious, men and women; in their involvement the latter could also be helped in their ministry and spiritual journey. This is affirmed by the Exhortation Christifidelis laici (n. 63). Communion and reciprocity within the Church are never one-way traffic. Thus, the lay persons and the Movements could and should help priests and religious in their spiritual journey and to keep alive their pastoral zeal (cf. LG 13).
This new reality is a far cry from the past when priest, religious and lay persons almost ignored each other, or when one category was subordinate to another. Now we were experiencing the right kind of relationship in communion and a renewed evangelical experience of fraternity where charisms are shared. In fact, Vita consacrata reveals that “one of the fruits of the teaching on the Church as communion has been the growing awareness that her members can and must unite their efforts, with a view to cooperation and exchange of gifts, in order to participate more effectively in the Church's mission. This helps to give a clearer and more complete picture of the Church herself, while rendering more effective the response to the great challenges of our time, thanks to the combined contributions of the various gifts” (n. 54).
There is no doubt that the modern charisms could help the Church understand better what the Holy Spirit needs from her. They could also help the older charisms to renew themselves by enriching their evangelical spirituality, by making available certain new aspects of spiritual life, and by helping them to revise certain attitudes in order to promote an authentic ecclesial spirituality, allowing the religious to have a serene relationship with the lay persons.
The Instruction Starting Afresh from Christ, speaking about this communion between religious and the new charismatic realities, states that: “a new richness can spring from an encounter and communion with the charisms of ecclesial Movements. Movements can often offer the example of evangelical and charismatic freshness such as the generous, creative initiatives in evangelization. On the other hand, movements (…) can learn a great deal from the faithful, joyful and charismatic witness of consecrated life which bears a very rich spiritual patrimony, the many treasures of experience and wisdom” (n. 30).
The starting point is reciprocal love between the new and the older charisms. The commandment of mutual love needs to be obeyed also by the different ecclesial realities. As Starting Afresh from Christ reminds us, we could – or rather, we should love the other Religious Families as our own, and the ecclesial Movements as our own Religious Family, embracing all the consequences that this entails.

A stimulating process could result from this, especially by the novel and fresh way that the Movements live the Gospel. Very often, they provide a more generous impulse to evangelization by being more creative in their forms of ministry. 

On their part, the Movements can learn a great deal from the joyful, faithful and charismatic witness of consecrated life with its richness of spiritual patrimony and a great variety of ministries.   
The Movements like to see Religious who possess a strong identity of their respective vocation and charism. They need their witnessing that speaks about the absolute value of God. They enjoy the spiritual friendship with Religious and the teachings of the saints. They are fascinated by the treasure of wisdom and of experience that the religious Families have accumulated over the centuries. All this could be the basis of a fruitful fraternal collaboration.

In short, what we need is to join our forces and inspirations to enhance the dialogue of communion within the Church.

We need to face together the challenges that the new evangelization is offering us; also the challenges linked with the relationships with the lay persons, with globalization, with the ecumenical and inter-religious dialogues. Other challenges include religious belief in a secularised, multi-cultural and post-modern society. Instead of being led by prejudices and spend a lot of energy in sterile polemics, let us be bold enough to promote authentic fraternal communion, based on  full mutual respect and trust.

We need to know each other better, and journey together towards full communion, with the aim of looking ahead together, to work as one great charismatic reality for the good of the Church and of all humanity.   
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