AUGUSTINIANS IN THE CHURCH FOR THE WORLD OF TODAY

The first draft of the document “Augustinians in the Church for the World of Today” was sent to all parts of the Order for both private and community study. In this manner a second text was born, which provided the basis for the study of the participants of the INTERMEDIATE GENERAL CHAPTER, celebrated at Villanova (USA) between July 21 and 31, 1998. This second text had been enriched by the suggestions received and was focused in a particular way on two topics: Augustinian religious life and evangelization. This present, final text, then, which is being presented to all the brothers of the Order, is the result of both the contributions of our communities and the work done by the Chapter.

Looking at the contemporary world has allowed us both to situate ourselves in the reality that is ours and to realize that we are contemporaries. The Church builds on this reality, because it is called “to announce the Gospel to all peoples” (AG 1) in a pluralistic world. This twofold social and eclesial setting embraces our life as Augustinians and confronts our Augustinian spirituality with the concerns of the modern person. Evangelization, then, insofar as it is seen from the perspective of Augustinian religious life, will constitute the framework of our reflection.

This reference to the Gospel of Jesus and to St. Augustine invites us to reflect at one and the same time on God and the human individual. Because St. Augustine, like a father, was sensitive in a preferential way to grieving humanity, he never left his human condition out of consideration. As he saw things, being human means always being open to the possibility of making one’s own a transcendental destiny.

The very essence of this reflection, which finds its origin in our preparation for the Great Jubilee Year 2000, is twofold: the dialogue between Augustinian religious life and the world, as an expression of that Church-World relationship indicated by the Second Vatican Council in its Constitution “Gaudium et spes”; and the reflection begun by the Intermediate General Chapter of Dublin in 1974, which concerned itself with how Augustinian thought was in true harmony with a sensitivity for our times. The Great Jubilee is the Church’s invitation to give thanks to God for the coming of Jesus Christ, the redeemer of the human family, two thousand years ago. It is also an invitation to a peaceful self criticism concerning the two thousand year history of the Church and our own history as Augustinians. All of this must be viewed from the basis of a firm confession of our hope in the future and our sharing in the unique mission of Jesus Christ: To announce to all peoples the mystery of universal peace, freedom, and reconciliation (see Mt 28,19).
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I.

RENEWED AUGUSTINIANS FOR A NEW EVANGELIZATION

The Internal Challenges Facing the Augustinian Community 

1.
To evangelize means, first of all, “to bear witness, in a simple and direct way, to God revealed by Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit” (EN 26). That is why the Church itself is urged to be a true sacrament of the mercy of God. It is called to an internal evangelization or ongoing conversion, and this call also extends to religious life. The discovery, then, of the internal challenges facing the Augustinian community is the first step toward an incarnation inspired by St. Augustine and toward a planning of our activities in docility to the voice of the Spirit. 

Some signs of the times that define our age allow us to speak with a certain Augustinian tone. In contrast, perhaps, to the unbroken succession of national and international conflicts, we hear in all corners of the world the call for peace. Dissatisfaction with conventional, remote human relationships and the immense gap between the rich and the poor resulting from a system of injustice are leading us to reassess the value of friendship and community; the problem of the meaning of life is acquiring a central place in contemporary thought. The call for participation and democracy, the harmonious cooperation and collaboration of numerous partners are leading to the conviction that the world is increasingly one and demands greater responsibility from all. 

Globalization or the view of the world as a global village is promoting binding associations, global responses, and exchanges. These are the new features of solidarity. There is a shared desire for a greater fullness of life that acquires very different meaningful views in every country. As a result, a dialogue is possible between the Augustinian message and the modern world. The greatest difficulty may spring from vagueness or the lack of vigorous purpose on our part. We are justified, therefore, in reviewing the internal challenges facing us in our life as Augustinians. The most urgent seem to be these three: a return to our spirit; evangelizing as a community; and the communal search for truth and personal dedication to study as a specifically Augustinian service in the Church. 

Return to Our Spirit 

A Profound Experience of God 

2.
The recommendation in Chapter VIII of the Rule concerning its weekly reading obviously does not mean simply a mechanical repetition of a text written centuries ago, along with certain references, but is much more. The reading or, better, re-reading of the Rule is an exercise in personal and communal self-criticism with a view to testing whether or not our life is Augustinian in its tone and quality. Moreover, the keys to this review are the experience of God and the experience of community. 

3.
Religious life is, above all, something inspired by faith. “They serve Christ who seek not their own interests but those of Jesus Christ. That is what 'follow me' means: walk in my ways, not yours” (In Ioh. 51, 12). 

For St. Augustine, interiority is the center of life, the fruitful core of the human being where the mystery dwells. To live outside is to live in exile and in emptiness. Religious experience supposes that we draw near to the burning bush of a presence that can burn us in its fire (see Ex 3:1-4); it supposes that we allow God and his kingdom to take possession of our lives. When we lose touch with the interior Teacher, religious experience is watered down and faith grows weak. 

The revitalization of the religious character of our life is the first step to centering ourselves in what is absolutely the heart of the Gospel and to being able to ratify the effectiveness of our work. We need to remind one another, in a sincere, fraternal spirit, that we live a life whose contemplative character is at risk, with times for prayer not going beyond what is set down in the schedule and with liturgies anchored in their formal aspect. Yet Augustinian life demands that we give a privileged place to personal and communal contact with God in prayer. So too it demands that our periods of prayer be fed by the word of God, be connected with everyday life (the difficult but essential joining of sacraments and history), and not be time in which we steal away from the people of God to be by ourselves. The latter see us doing humble tasks, running parochial or educational activities, moving quickly from place to place, but do they see us praying? 

4.
The strength of our community life and of our pastoral undertakings is founded basically on the grace of God for which we ask in prayer. When we ask the Spirit to pour himself out upon us, we are showing our desire to join the God who is Love, which means here an utterly free self-giving and a real opening to the world. 

St. Augustine promotes the attitude of the Good Samaritan in communal relationship. He points out that those in poor health must be given a privileged place (De mor. Eccl. Cath. I, 32, 69). And in the Rule (although this Augustinian principle does not apply only to monastic life) he says that anyone who admits to being ill must be heeded, even if there be no physical pain (Reg. V, 35). Human beings are threatened by a lengthy list of calamities that bring their great frailty to light. This consciousness of weakness can do none other than lead to a feeling of impotence and insensitivity. We are faced rather by the twofold summons to fraternity and solidarity. 

The Sharing of Possessions in the Community and Solidarity with the Needy 

5.
The first requirement of community is mutual love and the sharing of everything. “Before all else, live together in harmony (Ps 68:7), being of one mind and one heart (Acts 4:32) on the way to God. For is it not precisely for this reason that you have come to live together?” (Reg I, 3). Oneness of mind and heart demands that we own nothing of our own and that everything be held in common (see Reg. I, 4). This is the proof of a spiritual principle which, if not given tangible expression, can fade away without affecting the reality of our lives. The key is freedom of heart, a degree of material and cultural detachment which allows the communion of goods to give witness to the fact that God is our wealth – a shared wealth.

The sharing of possessions, both material and spiritual, plays so important a role in common life that it becomes a criterion for the authenticity of our fraternity. “Common life is the foundation of the Augustinian way of life, as is clear from the Rule....Is not the Augustinian community called upon to translate into terms of today the ideal presented by the first Christians of Jerusalem, who prayed and celebrated the Eucharist together and shared all their possessions (Acts 2:42-47)?” (“Augustine the Bishop”: Letter of Father General, August 28, 1996). 

Neo-liberalism has established itself as a quasi-dogmatic means for the salvation of peoples, while mercilessly forgetting the majority of the human race. Even many undertakings that are seemingly inspired by a concern for the community, are poisoned by shameful motives. It is not enough that injustice and poverty be recurring subjects of reflection at our meetings. We can lose ourselves in a thicket of speeches and continue on with closed ears at the time when we should be contributing by our actions to the cause, which is both divine and human, of freedom and fraternity. If it is necessary, as Puebla reminds us, “for the Church to be the school that educates human beings who will be capable of shaping history” (n. 274), to what history are we Augustinians committed? The forming of a history that ends in the Kingdom requires sizable amounts of generosity, contemplation, receptivity, and hope. Jesus manifested himself acting in history hand in hand with his Father. “His attitude is simultaneously one of total trust on the one hand and of the utmost commitment and co-responsibility on the other. Jesus knows that everything is in the hands of the Father, who watches over the birds of the air and the lilies of the field (Luke 12:22-33); but he also knows that the work of the Father is meant to come to pass through his own work” (Puebla, n. 276). 

6.
The practical witness given by the sharing of possessions, both material and spiritual, in the community and by an active commitment to the promotion of solidarity needs to take a variety of forms: Responsible work and simplicity of life, a committed defense of human rights, the creation of an office to promote Justice and Peace (where one does not exist), the recognition and promotion – on an international and circumscriptional level – of an Office of Justice and Peace, an evangelizing presence among the needy, a common management of economic resources within each province and the creation of a fund in each region that is destined for the advancement of the most disadvantaged. 

A focus on the immediate present, instead of on shared interests on a wider scale, continues to be a dangerous risk. The level of collaboration in undertakings of the Order--to give one example--usually does not go beyond the bounds of what has been institutionally decided or it is limited to a financial contribution. When concern for common enterprises de​creases, our weakness and helplessness grow and we turn away from giving pre​cedence to what is common over what is personal (see Reg V, 31), although this preference, due to the fruitful power of love, begets life and hope. Nevertheless, we must praise and encourage the collaboration that certain circumscriptions in these recent years have demonstrated for supporting human and economic projects of common interest to the Order.

Evangelizing As a Community 

Prophetic Character of Our Life 

7.
Religious life in virtue of its evangelical character is called to play a prophetic role. In the same way that the biblical prophets had a mission to announce the Kingdom of God and call the people to conversion, so too religious life is called to be a proclamation and clear witness of God. The most eloquent proof that a prophetic message is authentic is the conformity between the prophecy proclaimed and the prophet's own life. “Prophets feel in their hearts a burning desire for the holiness of God and, having heard His Word in the dialogue of prayer, they proclaim that Word with their lives, with their lips and with their actions” (VC 84b). 

It is here that religious life acquires its value and receives the call to exercise the role of prophet. The Exhortation Vita Consecrata calls religious “witnesses to God in the world.” There is the role of the prophet within the community, to keep alive fidelity and conversion, and the role of the prophet outside, which means really believing in the symbolic character of our life. If the mission of the prophets was to proclaim the Kingdom of God and call the people to turn from their sins, then, in a similar way, our life becomes a countersign and a proclamation. 

The Rule of St. Augustine suggests the prophetic marks of our life. Love of God and neighbor is the heart of the Gospel. As Augustine says, “These two precepts are the ones you ought constantly think about, constantly meditate on, constantly bear in mind, and constantly fulfill” (In Ioh. 17, 8). And in commenting on Psalm 33 he writes: “Your feet are your love. You have two feet, do be not crippled. What are these two feet? The two precepts of love: of God and of neighbor” (In Ps. 33, 2). For us Augustinians, this one love with its two objects has its immediate application within the community. 

8.
Can common life be a symbolic event? St. Augustine answers with the Book of the Acts of the Apostles in hand. A consumer society forms persons who are entrenched in the world of their desires, and leads to the blindness of indifference. Augustinian life can be the basis of a simple and austere way of life that begets solidarity and creates deep bonds of interpersonal relationships. 

One of the great internal challenges facing us is to place ourselves in the line of the prophets and to cleanse our life of the symbolic or sacramental murkiness that affects it. Augustinian spirituality continues to keep its freshness, but our institutions are hardly meaningful. There is an element of inertia that puts the brakes on change and wraps our charism and our life in routine. 

The ways leading to the strengthening of the Augustinian prophetic disposition pass through a retrieval of the values that mold us as Augustinians: the values of interiority, community, friendship, and the sharing of material and spiritual possessions, not forgetting, of course, the multiplication of those gestures that reveal the merciful face of the Jesus Christ who gives love and hope, as well as our own unequivocal commitment to solidarity, justice, and peace. 

The Augustinian Community as a Sign of Communion with One Another

9.
Since the mission of Jesus was a sign-sacrament of the presence of God among us (Emmanuel), the community of those who believe in him ought to be a sign-sacrament of his presence in human history. In this way we fulfill the commandment of total self-giving in love: “Love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12), and we are the image of the Trinitarian mystery of God.

Following the example left to us by the Lord (John 15:17), the Augustinian community makes an attempt to live the deep communion that allows them to have “one heart and one mind on the way to God” (Reg 1).

This union of heart and mind demands that we live as a community reconciled with itself, a community that is capable of offering reconciliation to others. The community shows this ability with no restrictions. Despite personal differences, as Christians we are called to love and Augustinian communities must overcome all division as a reflection of the love that God has for all.

According to our Constitutions (8), “The foundation of Augustinian life is common life,” in which all material and spiritual possessions are shared (cf. Reg 4). This common life is, in and of itself, our primary apostolate (Acta OSA XIX, 1974, p. 31), and the strength for our external apostolic activity: “The Augustinian apostolate, therefore, is an exterior activity springing from a deep interior life, and it is at one and the same time personal and communal. The apostolate of the individual receives help from and finds its support in the community. All of us are apostles because all of us pray, work, and mutually help one another” (CC 40). 

Because of its current relevance we must reread the Dublin Document, which originated in an Intermediate General Chapter: “The Chapter is convinced that if we Augustinians do not achieve a renewal of community life, based on the New Testament and the spirit of St. Augustine, the rest of our problems (crisis of vocations, crisis of identity, problems of the apostolate, etc.) cannot be solved, and we will not succeed in bringing about a new vitality in our Order” (CGI 1974, Dublin Document, III, 64). A year after the Dublin meeting, Father Theodore E. Tack, then Prior General, echoed these words when he said: “In other words, the community is in itself an apostolate of the first order, our primary apostolate, to the point that no Augustinian community will be apostolically effective as a community in relation to other communities, unless first and foremost it tries to put its own household in order and to make it an exemplary Christian community that endeavors to reflect the love of Christ through unity in charity and friendship” (Acta OSA XIX, 1974, p. 31).

10.
Recent Vatican documents reiterate the conviction that living a community life is the first apostolate of religious. “All must be reminded that fraternal communion as such is an apostolate; that is, it contributes directly to evangelization” (VFC 54). The entire fruitfulness of religious life, says John Paul II, “depends on the quality of the common life of the brotherhood” (Elocution to the plenary session of the CIBCSVA, November 22, 1992, n. 3; see the Address to the CGO '89, 5, 2). 

The Plan of Augustinian Formation, published in 1993, cautions us on the need of safeguarding community life from the needs of apostolic service. “Indeed, we must be at the service of the Church, as Augustine says. But at any price? No, not at the cost of the Augustinian charism, namely community life, and in this Augustine himself can serve as a model for us. Our community living too is a form of apostolate, if it is lived as Augustine and our healthy tradition teach us” (RI 62). 

The main ingredients of an Augustinian fraternal community may be said to be: common life, the same faith expressed in prayer and liturgy, a real community of possessions, a shared apostolic mission. These manifestations of fraternity are often passed over because they go unexpressed. If the world is to believe (Jn 17:21) and to believe us, we must give clearer expression to the reality of our life. It is a reality that has a sign value, despite our fears and deficiencies, provided it be stubbornly directed toward the vision of “one mind and one heart on the way to God” (Reg I, 3). 

The Augustinian Community as a Sign of Communion with the Human Family

11. 
Fraternal community which shares love is nourished by the Trinitarian mystery present in the Church and it stands at the service of the world. “We can never stray from the way in which the world is going, nor become mere spectators, since we experience in our own person the hopes and anxieties that belong to humanity” (CGI ’74 , Dublin Document, IV, 83). 

The Church “travels the same road as the entire human race and experiences the same earthly lot as the world; it is to be a leaven and, as it were, the soul of society” (GS 40). The mystery of the Incarnation (Jn 1:14) entails a solidarity with human beings in their weakness. Therefore, we Augustinians are responsible for proclaiming the rights of the weak and of expressing solidarity with those unable to speak for themselves. Christ “emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men” (Phil 2:6-8). An incarnate Church is therefore an “expert in humanity” (Paul VI). We Augustinians are called to a oneness of mind and heart within community, to live one life, shared in love, which is the expression of fraternal community in the Church (cf. VC 46). 

Other functions are derived from the mission of the Church which make it recognizable as a fraternal event. To know the complexity of the human heart, to proclaim the rights of the weak and involve ourselves to take the part of the defenseless is the responsibility which the Church has in history.

St. Augustine compares the Church to the inn where care was taken of the wounds of the man who fell into the hands of robbers when he was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho. “The Samaritan did not pass by and abandon us; he took care of us, he put us on his beast, that is, his flesh; he brought us to the inn, that is, to the Church, and gave us into the care of the innkeeper, that is, the apostle, and, that he might see to our needs, gave him two coins, namely, love of God and love of neighbor, since the whole of the law and the prophets is summed up in these two commandments” (In Ps. 125, 15). In the life of the Church down through history this Augustinian attitude of understanding and mercy has not always been maintained. St. Augustine reminded himself of this: “However watchful I am over the discipline of my house, I am a man and I am living among men” (Ep. 78, 8). 

12.
There can be no evangelization without incarnation, and no incarnation without communion. History is not only humanity's home; it is also the place where God reveals himself. The reign of God demands a new society that must be built every day, as if we were raising up a building that will be finished only at the end of the ages. The architect nevertheless daily urges us on and bids us compare our work with the plans he has drawn up. Evangelization implicitly causes us to relocate ourselves before this world which can never be alien to us, and to take steps toward structures requiring greater co-responsibility within the community and co-responsibility in the Church. Such steps should not meet with resistance among us since Augustinian ecclesiology emphasizes communion and complementarity (see Serm. 101, 4; Serm. 71, 18; In Ps. 56, 1; etc.). A Church that is a communion demands co-responsibility. 

The atmosphere of participation in our communities should be reflected primarily in our pastoral relationship with the laity recognizing their specific vocation and professional abilities. It is together with the laity that we make up the human family and the Church; we share one and the same baptismal consecration; and we can share, as well, our Augustinian spirituality with them.

We need them and they need us. Our vocation arose in the midst of a community of believers and we must never forget this. All of us have a common origin; our faith is centered on Jesus Christ; and we share an identical mission.

The participation of the laity in our work is invaluable. Their presence among us opens up a plurality of ministries. From their professional expertise, their capacity for leadership and organization, the witness of their Christian life, and their commitment to both family and work, they can evangelize us. Therefore, we feel called to encourage and guide lay Augustinian communities.

The Augustinian Community as a Sign of Communion with the Church 

13.
St. Augustine loved the Church as a mother (In Ps. 88, 2, 14), even though he saw her as a pilgrim dirtied with the dust of the road and in need of forgiveness. The sincerity of his conversion led him to forget his personal plans when the Church claimed his service in the priesthood and later in the episcopate. Thus he could write: “Do not give your life of contemplation precedence over the needs of the Church, for if she had not found good ministers devoted to her service, you yourselves would not have come to rebirth” (Ep. 48, 2). 

If one characteristic note of St. Augustine's love of the Church must be singled out, it must undoubtedly be his passion for unity. “The persecutors of Christ did not divide his tunic, yet Christians divide the Church” (In Ioh. 13, 13). Through the love and self-sacrifice of Jesus, unity is re-established between the human family and its Creator. Unity and communion are present and made manifest when we love one another, when we forgive one another. Awareness of our differences can be a rich source for seeking the truth. Following on the reference to Augustine’s passion for unity in the Church, we call our brethren throughout the world to renew their ecumenical efforts, wherever they minister in Christ’s vineyard.

Augustinian life plays a part both in the universal Church and in the local or particular Church. The authentic path to real communion is a matter of participation and shared responsibility. All of the baptized have received the Spirit (Gal 6:1). This basic Christian truth means that we must listen to one another and learn from one another, because each of us has received our own charism from God (1 Cor 7:7). 

Our Service in the Universal Church 

14.
Due to the action of the Spirit, the Church is essentially a mystery of communion (see VC 41). Christ established the new people of God “to be a communion of life, love, and truth” (LG 2, 9). As mystery and mission of communion, the Church is called to be a leaven of unity in the world. Until the time of universal brotherhood comes, when Christ will be all in all, the Church in its human inadequacy offers its own witness to unity. 

In this theological setting, the consecrated life is a sign of communion within the Church (see VC 41). This is especially true of Augustinian religious life. “From the beginning the groups making up the Order tended toward a universal service to the needs of the Church. One notices a profound eclesial sense and a willingness to put themselves at the service of the Church's cause, transcending national barriers in a spirit of universality” (“750 Years of Service to the Church”: Letter of the Prior General, December 16, 1993).

To be today a visible sign of communion and brotherhood is undoubtedly one of the most distinctive challenges to the Augustinians. 

Our Participation in the Local Church 

15.
One of the themes that has been developed on the basis of Vatican II is the participation of religious in the local Church (see VC 48). Religious life is an asset to the Church with which it lives in communion and in which it manifests its specific charism, while the local Church is the space in which religious live their lives and carry out their mission. 

“Just as a religious community cannot act independently of the particular Church or as an alternative to it or much less against the directives and pastoral program of the particular Church, so the particular Church cannot dispose, according to its own pleasure and according to its needs, of a religious community or of any of its members” (VFC 60). The autonomy proper to religious, which is explicitly recognized in Vita Consecrata (48), is to be understood in light of the teaching of Vatican II: “All institutes must share in the life of the Church and, in keeping with their own character, make their own and do what they can to promote the undertakings and goals of the Church in, for example, matters biblical, liturgical, dogmatic, pastoral, ecumenical, missionary, and social” (PC 2). 

An incorrect interpretation of the role of religious in the local Church has sometimes led to the sacrifice of charism for the sake of the apostolate, and our presence as Augustinians has been watered down in the diocesan setting. Where a basic Augustinian community is not possible, our presence becomes questionable. Therefore even exceptional and transitory situations need to be reviewed (see CGO '95, Determ. 23).

The Study as a Specifically Augustinian Service in the Church 

Search for Truth

16.
In the centuries-long Augustinian tradition dedication to study stands out as one of the activities that has characterized our Order. Clearly related is the presence of the Augustinians in the world of culture and education. 

St. Augustine led a fruitful intellectual life. He was convinced throughout his life that the greatest treasure human beings possess is their rational capacity to understand and love. “God is far from hating that faculty of ours by which he made us superior to the other animals. May he deliver us from thinking that our faith bids us not to accept or seek reasons for things, for we could not even believe if we did not have rational souls” (Ep. 120, 1, 3). 

St. Augustine's own restlessness was a constant throughout his life. He looked for truth, happiness, and love. An extraordinarily clear glance at his own history of failure and guilt brought him to the conviction that everything is not equally good and true; in the same way indifference or a casual relativism is a path that leads nowhere. He lived in a balance between the passion for knowledge and the patient acceptance of ignorance. His restlessness and curiosity were much more than intellectual. The encounter with truth, especially when the truth brings us closer to the mystery of God, is not contained or exhausted by anything we can put into words. “[God] is sought in order to be found all the more delight​fully, and...is found in order to be sought all the more avidly” (Trin. 15, 2, 2).

St. Augustine also tried to enter into the mystery of the human being: “I myself have become a great enigma” (Conf 4,4,9). He likewise undertook dialogue with creation (cfr. Serm. 241, 1-3) and with God: “Do you yourself give me the strength to seek, having caused yourself to be found and having given me the hope of finding you more and more. Before you lies my strength and my weakness; heal the one and protect the other. Before you lies my knowledge and my ignorance; where you have opened to me, receive me as I come in; where you have shut to me, open to me as I knock. Let me remember you, let me understand you, let me love you” (Trin. 15, 28, 51). 

In the field of theology St. Augustine concerned himself equally with the scholarly [scientific] and pastoral dimensions. He reflected, taught, and shared with his own brothers the fruit of his own thought and experience. Through his writings Augustine left a precious inheritance to the entire Church.

If pastoral activity is not based on careful study, neither the evangelizers nor the evangelized will be able to comprehend the content of the message and the demands that different situations make upon evangelization. While it is true that all communities, as well as all local Churches, share in the unique mystery of salvation, still it is equally true that each one of them does so within its own geographical and cultural boundaries and, for this reason, in conditions that are very different. That is why each Augustinian community ought to establish time and structures for promoting reflection and critical dialogue. Since human life is a journey, it is subject to analysis, interpretation, and time. Traditions, structures, works, and organizations are all simply means, which always allow us to act with creative freedom and trace new paths for our Augustinian life. The abandonment of study, research, and a reflective attitude of questioning and search leads us to fail to notice how the present is being judged. What is even more serious, this abandonment leads us to give up suggesting life-giving alternatives for the future. The image of drinking at Augustinian sources suggests the freshness and newness of the water that flows each day from these sources and invites us to open ourselves to what is unprecedented:“Remember not the events of the past, the things of long ago consider not. See, I am doing something new!” (Is 43, 18-19). This passage from Genesis is even clearer: “Go forth from the land of your kinsfolk and from your father’s house to a land that I will show you” (Gn12,1); furthermore it is a passage that is echoed in the Gospel recommendation that we are not to put new wine into old wine skins (see Mt3,17). 

The Personal and Communal Dimension of Study

17.
What does it mean today to speak of study having a central place in the lives of Augustinians? Study rather than being a temporary dedication in the specific time of formation, consists of a permanent attitude of reflection upon reality, a willingness to learn, critical thinking in the face of historical events. To do this, it is necessary to nourish ourselves with the wisdom left to us in our tradition, especially that of St. Augustine and of the places in which we live.

At the same time we need to enrich our knowledge through adequate information about different aspects of the present reality and its future direction, along with the book of life. The broad scope given by St. Augustine to such concepts as truth, interiority, and curiosity, and to the vital attitudes these imply, means that the reply to our questions necessarily branches out in different directions. 

18.
The commitment to study has both a personal dimension and a communal dimension. Study, in its personal dimension, should equally stem from our integral formation as Augustinians, as well as from our professional specialization in different disciplines. In its communal and social dimension, it has reached significant levels of importance in the Order in the field of education. Pope John Paul II recognizes the evangelizing potential of schools and universities as “Areopaguses of mission” (VC 96). The historical role of today's Augustinians, like the mission of other religious families with a tradition of education, is this: to make possible a faith-culture dialogue in which our institutions can facilitate inculturation of the Gospel.

The value we place on study must also be reflected in the parishes. In this context, study means service to the word and enlightenment which manifests itself in Christian life particularly homilies, carefully celebrated liturgies, and catechetical programs for children, young people, and adults. But especially included are schools for pastoral leaders or workers, schools of theology for the laity, classes on Augustinian spirituality, and so on.

19.
The continuation in time and history of the great cultural tradition of the Order (see CGO '95, “Renewed Augustinians for the Third Millennium,” 10) means, among other things, commitment to social, political, interreligious, and intercultural dialogue. We should look for common ground that favors respect and continues weaving unity into plurality. On the other hand, “over and above the service it renders to others, the consecrated life also calls for, within itself, a renewed love of cultural commitment and a dedication to study as a means of integral formation and as an ascetical path that is exceptionally relevant, given the diversity of cultures. A lessening of concern for study can have serious consequences, even in the apostolate, by begetting a sense of marginalization and inferiority or by promoting superficiality and shallowness in undertakings” (VC 98).

The commitment of the Order with Studies 

20.
What concrete urgencies demand of us an immediate response? In the wide field of dialogue (faith-culture) and of scientific investigation, it is our primary obligation to study the thought of St. Augustine, which brings with it elements of judgement in fostering the dignity of the human person and of society. Important contributions for accomplishing this task will be:

a) We must appreciate and strengthen in particular the Augustinian Patristic Institute [Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum], a center which is recognized as an institute specializing in the teaching of patristic theology (see S. Cong. for Catholic Education, Instruction on the Study of the Fathers of the Church IV,4). 

b) We must also help other already existing Augustinian centers to develop their full potential and create new centers in other continents which will receive special support from the Augustinianum.

c) We must help support our universities and research centers to develop their full potential and prepare Augustinians to work in these various centers.

d) We must foster an exchange and collaboration among the different cultural institutions of the Order.

e) We must encourage the spread of our publications, recover our artistic and cultural patrimony, equip and revitalize our libraries, and if possible open them up to the public.

f) We must make evident the reason for our presence in the field of education through schools and universities which clearly promote human values enriched with the liberating focus of the Gospel and Augustinian spirituality.

Re-examination of Our Works: Planning for the Future 

21.
“You have not only a glorious history to remember and to recount, but also a great history still to be accomplished! Look to the future, where the Spirit is sending you in order to do even greater things” (VC 110). In planning this great history to be built and in re-examining our works, there are fundamental reference points: Augustinian identity, the ability to make things real in the modern world, and the interpretation of the signs of the times. What we are (identity) and what we have to do (mission), are not in question. The questions refer to what we can do (works), where (the place), and how (human and material resources). “In so far as the way of carrying out our ministries is concerned, they must respond to the communal principle of our spirituality (CGO 95,doc.progr. 13; Program of the Chapter, 8, 23b). The affirmation of our common life as particular to our spirituality, in more than twenty five years since the Council, should not be reduced to a simple rhetorical affirmation. It is necessary to accommodate our life and apostolates to its demands” (“Renewal and Service” Letter from the Prior General OSA, February 7, 1996). 

22.
This last challenge is perhaps the one that will meet the strongest resistance because the judgment we pass on the works we are doing and the places in which we are working will inevitably bring into play our history, our feelings, and our readiness to serve. 

It is not adequate to argue that our works are apostolic and that we are obliged to take up the works that the Church asks of us (see CC 39). But, are these works in accord with our character as Augustinians? “For St. Augustine, our first apostolate within the Church is the formation of a community of love....The work we do outside, the more external apostolate, can never run counter to this fundamental inspiration” (T. van Bavel, “La Espiritualidad de la Regla de San Agustín” Augustinus 12 [1967] 447).

The relationship between community and apostolate requires not only a necessary balance but also that the apostolate be planned on the basis of the community, that a hierarchy of values be clearly established, and that we not give precedence to the ministry over what is specific to Augustinian life. 

II.

THE AUGUSTINIAN RESPONSE TO THE PASTORAL CHALLENGES FACING THE CHURCH

Shadows in the World We Contemplate

23.
The challenges of today’s world call for a response from the Gospel and we possess a precious pearl (Mt 13:45) that both shares with and differs from the values of this world. Our situation allows us to collaborate with others in such a way that enables individuals to discover the meaning of their lives. “Obliged as we are by the nature of our apostolic fraternity and by the 'demands of love' and seeing as we do the presence of Christ in others, we cannot do less than extend to the entire eclesial community and to all people, by means of the apostolate, what God has deigned to effect in us and in our community” (CC 39). “We have not been called to community life in order to find security, but rather to aid the Church in giving birth to new children of God, reborn in Christ's image (see In Ps. 132 and Ep. 243)” (CGO, '95, Program Document 12). 

24.
If we Augustinians want to continue our mission as servants of humanity, we must be capable of being in touch with reality in order to listen carefully to the voice of a changing world. For if what we offer does not respond to the actual problems of the world, dialogue becomes impossible and our presence irrelevant.

The list of problems reminding us of the permanent presence of evil among us could prove a long one: lack of respect for life (in the form of euthanasia, abortion, the death penalty), wars, hunger, marginalization, illiteracy, drug addiction, AIDS, injustices, attacks on the ecosystem, prostitution, violation of human rights, violence, and so on. These are shadows pointing to great voids in humanity and reveal the challenges which the world presents to the Church. We are being challenged to live a spirituality based on experience that values the democratization of power, a unity that does not exclude plurality and diversity, the necessity for dialogue between religions and cultures, and respect for nature itself.

Looking at the Future Through Augustinian Eyes 

25.
What new intellectual approaches and channels of expression will make possible the handing on of Augustinian spirituality? We must look at the world with serene realism and interpret history with foresight. St. Augustine advises: “As often as we suffer any distress or affliction, we must take it as being both a warning to us and a correction. After all, even our own holy books don't make us any promises of peace, security and quiet, while on the other hand the Gospel does not keep silent about afflictions, distress and scandals....What unusual horror, brothers and sisters, is the human race enduring now that our ancestors didn't have to endure?” (Serm. 346C). In that same sermon the saint goes on to counsel wisdom in the face of historical changes: “You'll find people grumbling about their times, and saying that the times of our parents were good. Suppose, though, they could be whisked back to the times of the parents, they would still grumble even then. You see, the times in the past you think were good, were good only for the simple reason that they weren't your times....From that [first] Adam right up to today's Adam [there are] toil and sweat, thorns and thistles” (ibid.). A review of other, more dramatic historical moments leads him to a positive conclusion: “So we've more reason to count ourselves fortunate than to grumble about our times” (ibid.). 

We Christians have often left enthusiasm for the future in the hands of others. We forget to admit our joy in belonging to this world. We can witness to the hope that the City of God can present today: a hymn of eschatological vision for the affirmation of a society with a future, a history of which God is also the author. God throughout the Bible commits himself vehemently to the plight of the poor. Will he not be accompanying with the intimacy of a father and a mother the helpless human beings who live in the confusion of the end of this century? Beyond negative judgments and limited viewpoints, our world displays a multi-varied face in which one can appreciate positive rays of hope. Observers of this reality point to the dawn of: a new spirituality, the democratization of power, pluralism, a common ethic, a bridge between faith and culture, and concern for the environment.

From this peaceful perspective in our time and in our culture it is possible to design an Augustinian response to the challenges which the world presents to the Church.

Spirituality for Today’s World

26.
The spirituality that we offer to the world is both personal and communal. There must be a shift from a passive faith to an active faith, from a faith understood as an obedient assent, to a contemplative faith centered in the experience of having encountered the Lord in one’s own interiority and in the community. “Meaningful talk of God is possible only on the basis of human experiences” (E. Schillebeeckx). The end of the Book of Job says the same thing: “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eyes see you” (42:5), a statement in which the author is professing to have had not a vision but an encounter, a meeting. St. Augustine expresses the same thought: “Warned by these writings that I must return to myself, I entered under your guidance the innermost places of my being; but only because you had become my helper was I able to do so. I entered, then, and with the vision of my spirit, such as it was, I saw the incommutable light far above my spiritual ken, transcending my mind” (Conf 7, 10, 16). Again, in another passage that interweaves poetry and mysticism he writes: “But what am I loving when I love you? Not beauty of body nor transient grace, not this fair light which is now so friendly to my eyes, not melodious song in all its lovely harmonies, not the sweet fragrance of flowers or ointments or spices, not manna or honey, not limbs that draw me to carnal embrace: none of these do I love when I love my God. And yet I do love a kind of light, a kind of voice, a certain fragrance, a food and an embrace, when I love my God: a light, voice, fragrance, food and embrace for my inmost self, where something limited to no place shines into my mind, where something not snatched away by passing time sings for me, where something no breath blows away yields to me its scent, where there is savor undiminished by famished eating, and where I am clasped in a union from which no satiety can tear me away. That is what I love when I love my God” (Conf 10, 6, 8). 

This is a spirituality that humbly acknowledges the darkness of faith, causing us to confront disbelief and making possible reciprocal appeal and dialogue. In other words, it is a spirituality involving a special kind of relationship of equality and solidarity with other human beings and of a destiny shared with nature, because according to the preaching of Paul the eschatological consummation includes nature too (Rom 8:18-24).

The Democratization of Power and the Sharing of Goods

27.
The Augustinian community can offer itself as a paradigm of the democratization of power and the sharing of goods. In the final analysis, we evangelize on the basis of the community and we offer the model of a Church that is a community and of human beings who form a community. “Postconciliar clarification of our charism and our Augustinian identity had helped us to value our community life-style as a privileged channel for a new evangelization” (CGO '95, Program Document 12).

The scandal of a vision of a world manipulated by the concen​tration of power and riches, provokes the rediscovery of the communitarian ideal as a social value. But since history in the concrete is dynamic in its move​ments, it is necessary to welcome and support those examples that are useful as both witness and stimulus. The Augustinian ideal of community – incarnated in a group of religious or laypersons – can be a useful sign in this time of searching. We must pro​claim attitudes and encourage pro​posals that open up new paths for the future: the sharing of goods, equality among all, the full participa​tion of women in both society and the Church, the inclusion of the marginalized and ethnic minorities, interest in common tasks, the exercise of authority as service, special attention to the weakest and the poor, freely without any interest in recompense and so on.

Unity in Diversity

28.
Pluralism and diversity are a more accurate reflection of reality than are uniform visions. The collapse of a unitary vision of the universe is one of the signs of our times. Uniformity has drifted into totalitarianism and the exclusion of diversity. The desire for unity and for sharing that we experience in the world is, nevertheless, one of the calls of the Spirit that reaches us from the very heart of life itself. This new sensitivity is also reflected in the Church. The Second Vatican Council rediscovered an ecclesiology of communion: the image of the Body of Christ, the People of God, the Whole Christ. This is an ecclesiology that bears the indelible mark of St. Augustine. For us Augustinians, living this theology means taking on a twofold challenge of unity and legitimate pluralism. To speak of communion or body or people is to assert both unity and diversity and, at the same time, to acknowledge the place of participation, co-responsibility, dialogue, decentralization, and subsidiarity. 

In a pluralistic society believers cannot excuse themselves from comparing their own faith with other choices and from facing the question of the reasonableness of others’ faith. The emphasis is to be put, not on getting rid of doubts, but on a fervent search for the truth. The call for study and religious formation is a demand that faith become a personal possession within the contemporary culture. We need to be very conscious that as members of the pilgrim Church we do share in the truth but also that we do not exhaust it nor have exclusive possession of it (see In Ps. 103, 2; Conf 12, 25).

In fact the Church today is engaged in interreligious and ecumenical dialogue as requested by Vatican II. This is a challenge we Augustinians cannot refuse because of the emphasis on sharing in our spirituality, and also because the contribution to peace opens up unheard of perspectives for our Augustinian religious life. This peace is not the result of compromise but of conversion and the search for harmony.

A Common Ethic for the Refinement of Love

29.
At first sight, it seems that scientific and technological advances have caused us to forget mystery. On the other hand, in a pluralistic religious setting, there is no single morality accepted by all. Nevertheless, the discovery of the ambivalence and dangers of techno-science are leading to the conviction that ethical regulation of new scientific possibilities is a necessity. Instead of signifying progress, science without a conscience only makes the human condition more precarious. Sooner or later, a science without a soul and a sense of responsibility, or a development that is reduced to economic growth, turns into an attack on humanity. 

The anthropocentric vision of St. Augustine and the central place given to love in his anthropology can be illuminating here. Everything must be subordinated to love. “Knowledge, too, is in the service of charity; then it is useful, but without charity it becomes inflated” (Ep. 167, 11). “Knowledge is valuable when charity informs it” (Civ. Dei 9, 20; see De grat. 19, 40). Practical moral reason and a common ethic must mean more than a few rules of the game that have been agreed on at the bargaining table. The common good, mutual respect, human rights, and integral human development point to a new civilization that is built on other bases and other presuppositions. In the refinement of love there must be room for knowledge, technology, and religious experience, which according to St. Augustine has its deepest root in the very heart of the human being. The world vision of the Christian faith can contribute in a convincing manner to the establishment of a global ethic that allows men and women, without exception, to enjoy equal rights and a new world order. 

The Necessary Dialogue Between Faith and Culture

30.
Religion has given rise to many forms of thought, art, and culture. But there has been a shift from faith as culturally fruitful to a conflict between faith and culture. “The split between the Gospel and culture is without a doubt the drama of our time” (EN 20). The opposition has been due on occasion to an inadequately conceived relationship between faith and reason, or because one or the other has not accepted its respective limits. Theology and the Bible do not provide answers to scientific problems; equally baseless is the claim of human reason to set itself as the final court of appeal when it comes to reality. 

If dialogue is to be possible, it is absolutely necessary that persons receive the deepest and broadest formation possible and that there be a common meeting ground. A sketch of an Augustinian response to this great challenge requires us to return to the subject of study as a means of grounding the faith, to critical reflection, interdisciplinary approaches, constant search, and esteem for thought. “Have a great love of understanding” (Ep. 120, 13). A common meeting ground will be provided by a shared commitment to peace, justice, social involvement, human rights, and the new values of tolerance, pluralism, democracy, and respect for the environment.

Communion with Creation

31.
The relationship with nature acquires in St. Augustine an ethical dimension. We find a great many observations and references to nature in his works. Nature is good and speaks of God (In Ps. 134, 4) and is even a visible image of the Trinity (Trin. 6, 10, 12). To assault nature is to destroy unity. “The word 'universe' is derived from the word 'unity'....We must therefore contemplate it in its totality if we are to see its beauty and unity. The case is similar to that of a beautiful discourse, which is beautiful not by reason of each individual word but of all taken together” (De Gen. 1, 21, 32). 

Unity is also undermined when human beings try to go out to the external world while exiling themselves from themselves. It is only in the setting of interiority that beauty can be captured in its totality (see De Ord. 1, 2, 3). And if we are enticed to follow a trail through creation in search of images of God, once again we are instructed to look within: “How long, O man, are you going to go round and round creation? Come back to yourself, look at yourself, inspect yourself, discuss yourself....So turn your eyes to the person within” (Serm. 52, 6, 17). 

In Augustine's thinking a continual dialogue goes on between God and the human being. Nature is the great book that speaks to us of God: “Raise the gaze of your intellect; use your eyes humanly, set them on the heavens and on the earth, on the beauties of the firmament...on the orderly succession of seasons; set your eyes on creatures and seek the Creator; look at what you see and rise from there to what you do not see” (Serm. 123, 2, 3). It does happen, however, that not everyone is able to understand this book (see In Ps. 81, 2). 

Love of nature and the return to nature have deep dimensions. To look at nature as God's work is to do theology; to call for respect of it and its enjoyment by all is to practice justice and solidarity.

Conclusion

32.
In the face of these pastoral challenges, what attitudes and responses will enable us Augustinians to contribute to the pastoral mission of the Church? Our spirituality and the signs of the times combine to remind us of the value and urgent need of community. Augustinian community brings together in a single embrace friendship, interiority, respect, equality in dignity, and reciprocity. All these are modeled on the Triune God. Augustinian community also promotes critical thought as a way that leads to truth. It is disposed to solidarity and promotes and defends everything that is human. Interiority means life in and from the heart; but this does not signify an absorption in the self, without the possibility of deep relationships and without discovering a presence that goes beyond us and transcends us. Consider too service to the Church, for “the Church speaks in Christ and Christ in the Church; the body speaks in the head and the head in the body” (In Ps. 30; Serm. 2, 1, 4). Wake up to the search and passion for the truth, a sense of surprise and wonder that remains until the end of life, openness to the reality of God that is not only the result of a tradition but “most especially” results from meeting the interior teacher that dwells in the conscience. Be sensitive to what is human. The Christian God, in order to make himself the God of all, became a man, and Jesus brought into being a form of unconditional love of the neighbor.

33. With this patrimony we Augustinians are crossing the threshold of the twenty-first century. It is surely not merely coincidental that our Intermediate General Chapter is being celebrated during the “Year of the Holy Spirit.” We need the Spirit in order that we may see reality in his light and discover that God is continuing to reveal himself in new ways, as and where he wills. We need the courage of the Spirit to find creative ways that substitute for those worn thin in the course of history. We need the power of the Spirit if we are to begin within ourselves the long and difficult journey that supposes the conquest of fear and the acceptance of the fact that life is change and conversion. “All who come into this life are compelled by the turning wheel of time to pass on. There is no room for any kind of idleness; keep walking, or you will be just dragged along” (Serm. 346A, 1).

The whole of humanity is making ready to start a new chapter of history, a history that, despite its complexity, is in God's hands, since “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son not to condemn the world but that the world might be saved through him” (John 3:16-17). As a community that derives its vitality from the Spirit, we Augustinians are summoned to give a faithful response to the call of God, of the Church, and of history. 

Mary, filled with the Spirit, proclaimer in the Magnificat of a new humanity in which the God of the Kingdom shows himself on the side of the weakest, will help us to have “the eyes of our heart enlightened” (Eph 1:18) and to shape the face which the Order must show in the twenty-first century that is already at hand.

Inaugural Address of the Prior General, Fr. Miguel Ángel Orcasitas, July 21, 1998


My Brothers, welcome, to this Chapter assembly, which convokes those religious with the responsibility of governing in the Order. I also welcome the religious and laity who have been invited to participate in our reflection meetings.


Our constitutional ordinance indicates two primary purposes for this meeting: to evaluate the progress of the program approved by that last Ordinary General Chapter and to draw up a document which will have particular significance for the Order at this historic moment of transition of the century and the millennium.


On the one hand, as we read in number 441 of the Constitutions: “The purpose of the Chapter is to give a report, in a fraternal way, on the execution of the program, as spelled out by the Ordinary General Chapter, and to search for and find solutions for its greatest achievement; offering the General and his Council the opportunity to share with the voting members new experiences and plans, so' that they might be able to present their ideas and offer advice, especially with regard to the more difficult projects; providing or confirming, if necessary whatever might be under the jurisdiction of the Ordinary General Chapter”.


On the other hand, number 441 bis b) says: “In addition to what is established in number 441 from the Constitutions, the primary purpose of the Intermediate General Chapter is the approval of a document previously prepared and sent to all the circumscriptions, about a current question of great importance for entire Order This topic can be indicated by the preceding Ordinary General Chapter”. And in letter c) of the same number: “The purpose of the Chapter is also to be that of perfecting permanent  formation”.


In relation to the rendering of accounts regarding the carrying out of the program from the last chapter, each member of the Chapter will find in their documentation the report that the General Chapter presents with a detailed statement of each chapter proposal and its state of progress, as well as reports of the different circumscriptions, in which the superiors give a report on the execution of the chapter program in the circumscription. There will be an opportunity for dialogue regarding this document.


I would now like to concentrate on what the Constitutions point out as the primary goal of the Chapter, namely, the approval of a document of general interest for the entire Order.


Although it was the last General Chapter of 1995 that determined, as a task of high priority for the Intermediate General Chapter, the approval of a document for the entire Order, we must remember that the intermediate general chapters, celebrated after the revision of the Constitutions, held here in Villanova in 1968, invested a great deal of effort in reflecting upon a concrete problem for the Order, resulting in concrete conclusions which formulated into a document.


The first Intermediate Chapter that followed the revision of the Constitutions was in Dublin in 1974. Following the council criteria, the Chapter in Dublin wanted to scrutinize with greater attention the signs of the times and their incidence in Augustinian religious life. The result of that meeting was a particularly intuitive document which maintains its great value even to the present date.


There then followed the Intermediate Chapter in Mexico, held in 1980. This Chapter reflected upon several themes, those of which stand out mostly for the newness that they presented for the Order, the preferential option for the poor and the Commission of Peace and Justice.

Six years later, the Chapter of 1986, held in Rome, approved a document entitled “Mission and Evangelization in the Augustinian Order today”.

Finally, the last Intermediate General Chapter, which took place in Brazil in 1992, along with a decision about many important themes, which required the attention of all the superiors of the Order, reflected upon "The Augustinian Community between the Ideal and the Real". At this time the document was developed, thereby opening the doors to reflection in the entire Order, to convert the preparation of the document into a privileged moment of permanent formation and the interiorization of Augustinian values.


For the preparation of the Document Augustinians in the Church for today's world, the objective of the present Chapter, we started with the option manifested in the last Ordinary General Chapter and the preference given by superiors to the theme of Service to the Church as Augustinians. In a first draft, subtitled “lineamenta”, after taking a look at the contemporary world, there was an analyzation of the elements that Augustinian spirituality offers in response to the challenges of the present time. This first draft, accompanied by a number of questions, was sent to all the circumscriptions of the Order for individual and communal study.


The document was well received in the Order Based upon the observations sent to the General Council, revision took place, omitting the first part, dedicated to the analysis of society, to abbreviate the document and focus reflection on the fundamental elements of our spirituality and how they should take part in our apostolic service.


It is possible that still hearing talk about charisma and identity may produce certain weariness in some sectors of the Order, since it has been constant since the Vatican Council up to the present. However, lei us consider that it is not a matter of superfluous effort, remembering the confusion that still exists, in many sectors of the Order regarding our charisma and spirituality


At the present time, it can be said that the efforts made by the Order to affirm a charismatic vision of Augustinian life, has not sufficiently managed to reach the minds of our brothers and this is influencing the understanding of our service to the Church. We can ask ourselves if there has been a lack of clarity in its presentation, or il it is that there is no existing agreement about the choice that the Order has made regarding the identity of Augustinian spirituality. Mindful of the conceptual wealth of St. Augustine, it may be difficult to come to an agreement when pointing out fundamental traits as the essence of our charisma. It should at least be clear that charismatic statement should proceed, in part from that which St. Augustine considered essential for the religious life style founded by him, and also in part, from the contribution of the history of the Order to the life experience of the charism, most especially in its juridical origins.


Personally, I believe that the Order has made the choice clear, from the moment when our spirituality and charisma were defined. lt is enough to read the Constitutions and the documents of the order that have concerned themselves with this topic. Therefore, we must look for the causes of this widespread feeling. I do not believe that it stems from a lack of documentation, as much as from a lack of awareness and interiorizing. The choices made by the Order during the thirty-year Post-Conciliar period, regarding the fundamental characteristics of our spirituality have centered mostly upon, common life, from which there rises the search for God, particularly by way of an interior life and a disposition toward service to the Church.


Before the Council - and the revision of the Constitutions - the theme of identity was seldom recurrent in reflecting upon religious life, because there was prevalent a general mode] of religious life, inspired by Canon Law. Augustinian identity, progressively established since the revision of the Constitutions, has not been given sufficient effort in all places in order to adapt our life and ministries to the demands of Augustinian identity. It is further noticeable in large sectors of the Order the continuation of the process which proceeds from parrochialization (and therefore atomization) of communities, precipitated by the decreasing numbers of religious, as well as the appearance of a certain individualism, which certainly contradicts what is affirmed in official documents regarding identity.


In relation to this point, we must recognize that it is difficult to maintain the necessary balance between respect for the individual person, which has been an important contribution resulting from post-conciliar reflection upon religious life, and time the role of communal element. The document of the Congregation for consecrated life entitled Fraternal Life in Community (1994) well states what I want to emphasize when it says:


“Respect for the, person, recommended by the Council and by other documents (PC 14; CIC 618) has had a positive influence in the praxis of community. However, at the same time there has spread to a greater or lesser degree according to the different regions of the world, individualism under diverse forms, such as the necessity of protagonism and the exaggerated insistence upon one's own physical, psychological and professional well-being, preference for work at one's personal discretion or prestige and security, the absolute priority given to the personal aspiration and individual path, without a concern for others and without true reference to community”.


On the other hand, it is necessary to search for the right balance, which is not always easy to reach, between respect for the person and the common good, between the demands and necessities of each person and of the community, between personal charisms and the apostolic project of the community itself. And this as far from divisive individualism as well as horizontal communitarianism. The religious community is where there tokes place the daily and gradual step from the ‘I’ to the ‘we’ in the daily life of my commitment and the commitment entrusted to the community, from the search for ‘my things’ to the search for the ‘things of Christ’” (Fraternal Life in Community, CIVCSVA, 1994, no. 39).


It is stated elsewhere in the document:


“Furthermore, it is necessary to always remember that the work of male and female religious is accomplished through their communities. One who seeks to live an independent life, in the margin of community, has certainly not undertaken the sure way of perfection in this state of life. While Western society applauds the independent person, who knows how to self-actualize, the individualist sure of oneself, the Gospel requires persons who like the grain of wheat, know how to die to self so that fraternal life may be reborn (Cf. LG 46b)” (Fraternal Life in Community, CIVCSVA, no. 25).


Keeping in mind that the Congregation refers in this document to all in religious life, all the more should we Augustinians who emphasize so much the special importance of community life, be mindful of these observations.


Being open to the times and the whole notion of service to the Church should be analyzed in light of charism and characteristic spirituality. Every practice of contemporary culture cannot be adopted. There are very valuable aspects of Western culture, such as respect for the person, the basic evangelical principle of which is evident (aspects based upon the incarnation of the Son of God). But, we must recall that the extreme affirmation of the individual rights in society is approaching an anti-gospel exasperation, which ends up injuring the rights of the same individuals, particularly the weakest. In the face of these extremes, our mission demands of us that we be in some sense “countercultural”. We cannot allows ourselves to be taken by the cultural atmosphere when it diverts us from our focus and the Gospel.


This intermediate General Chapter holds as its purpose, bringing about reflection upon Augustinian life and its service to the Church in the contemporary world, with an eye toward the future. It is our responsibility to approve a document that will be enlightening and determine the means which will allow this reflection to reach, in a theoretic and practical manner all brothers and communities. We must try to insure that what has been reflected upon and taken form during this Chapter will have continuity and bear fruit in the entire Order.


Moved by this desire and hope, invoking the presence of the Holy Spirit upon our fraternal gathering, we begin these sessions of this intermediate General Chapter which returns to the see, where now thirty years ago, the new Constitutions were approved with the promise that their deliberations might bring about a moment of grace for the whole Order.
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