INTERMEDIATE GENERAL CHAPTER, Mexico 1980

Introductory letter 


To all the brothers of the Order of St. Augustine


Dear Brothers in Augustine:


The Intermediate General Chapter has now brought its work to an end. It is time for us to pass on to you the hopes and concerns of these two weeks together, as well as the fruits of our combined efforts, in the form of three messages or brief statements on the main topics we have treated: formation, rapport with the laity, service to the poor.


These conclusions which we present to you do not pretend in any way to be exhaustive studies, or even resumes of what we heard and discussed in the very fraternal environment of this Chapter. They are really designed to offer some orientation, underline a few especially important points and offer the possibility of individual and community reflection. In fact we may say that the chief desire of our messages to you is to heighten awareness in a few areas of our life in the Order and in the Church, towards which we must all show a greater sensitivity in the future. Without a doubt the most important aspect of this Chapter for us, its members, has been centered on the process of awareness, which grew in us day by day as we listened to reports and moving experiences and discussed very practical situation in our provinces and in the Church, which clearly affect us all.


Each one of us will return to his own area of service bringing with him this enriching experience, together with our texts and other materials that were helpful to us and that can also help you better understand our work. We trust that through personal contact with Chapter, you will be able to share a bit more in the experience we have felt and draw fruit yourselves from we what we now offer you.


We feel it important to stress that our work was carried out in a prayerful environment, one in which real sincerity and fraternal love were also very notable. We believe that emphasizing such an environment in all our communities will certainly help to draw the greatest good from our written words.


We are very grateful to our Mexican brothers and sisters for the extraordinary hospitality shown us, which deeply enhanced our Chapter and made us feel so much at home in a country of such great cultural heritage and human warmth. At the same time we wish to express to all our contemplative and active Sisters in Augustine our sincere gratitude for having accompanied us from afar with their prayers and good works. Our work has surely been made more fruitful because of this and because of the bond of unity which exists among us.


We recommend then to all our communities, both local and provincial, that they study these texts, reflect on them in groups, just as we did, and share with one another the enriching ideas which may be forthcoming. The principal end of our coming together will then have been achieved: to give impetus to the spirit of renewal in Christ and Augustine which is already at work among us.

The Members of the Intermediate General Chapter. Mexico City: August 9, 1980.

The Formation

1. Formation, a lifetime commitment


The concept of formation can no longer be restricted to one's first years as an Augustinian. Rather it must be understood as a dynamic process which continues throughout one's whole life, deepening his knowledge and ability to fulfill his ecclesial vocation. Formation is a constantly active dialogue with the world, with one's brothers and with God.


Later formation, therefore, also requires special times of more intense dedication through courses of spiritual renewal, pastoral and professional development, and theological updating. So we ask all our brothers to take this need seriously. We ask all Augustinian communities, local and provincial, to plan programs of continuing formation for their members and to provide the time and means for carrying them out. And we ask provincials to make this one of the priorities of their administration.

2. Vocational promotion


We are convinced that we can best help young men discover God's call to the Augustinian life by paying attention to the lifestyle of our local communities: preeminence of brotherhood and friendship among us, dedication to interior and liturgical prayer, simplicity of life, and generous service to the world. Further, each Augustinian should consider himself an agent of God's calling by taking active interest in vocational promotion on the local scene.

3. The interior dimension of the Augustinian life


We note an increased interest throughout the Order in the element of interior prayer, especially as proposed by Augustine. We believe that a constant and prayerful relationship with God is the key to harmonious growth in all areas of the Augustinian vocation. Therefore, we consider it imperative that this interior dimension occupy a primary place in all our programs of formation and in the preparation of our formation personnel. Furthermore, we urge our communities to make the interior dimension of the Augustinian vocation one of the foundations of their lives together, so that a deeper life in Christ may be achieved which, in turn, will express itself in other facets of community life.

4. Augustinian studies


We feel it is urgent, in order to achieve a greater Augustinian religious identity, that courses on Augustine and on the history of the Order be taught at all levels of initial formation. For the same reason there is also a need in all our provinces for Augustinian scholars and for translations of Augustine's works and of other writings on his spirituality.

5. Pastoral formation for our times


We are aware that the poverty of mankind comprises many kinds of material and spiritual privation, and that Christians are called to the liberation of the whole man. Therefore, our formation programs should be geared to sensitizing our young men to the suffering world and to preparing them to meet the world's needs specifically and concretely. We strongly recommend then that serious pastoral formation along these lines occupy a prominent place in every program of formation and that supervision, teaching and dialogue be carried out by competent directors.

6. Specialized preparation of formation personnel


We are happy to learn that in the past few years more of the men destined to work in pre-novitiates, novitiates, and professorium have received specialized preparation for their tasks, especially in the theology of the religious life and in Augustinian spirituality. We urge that even attention be given to the continuation of this practice.

7. Formation teams


We strongly recommend that, as far as possible, initial formation be entrusted to a team of competent men who can live and work together in harmony and who with the students will form an authentic Augustinian community. We further recommend that the formation personnel at all levels work together to achieve an integral and coherent formation program.

8. Contrasts


The discontinuity that sometimes exists between life in our formation communities and that in our communities of the active apostolate is cause for concern. This contrast exerts an unsettling effect on young and old alike. Unless Augustinian charity creates spaces for all to live in harmony together, the consequent lack of community, especially in the areas of prayer, poverty, and ministry becomes a countersign. We wish to emphasize the need for a much greater commitment to the ideals of the Augustinian life which each of us has professed.

II. OUR COLLABORATION AND COMMITMENT TOWARDS THE LAY PEOPLE

1.
The Intermediate General Chapter feels the urgency of launching an appeal to all the members of the Order about our relationship with the lay people, namely the “faithful” with whom we come into contact because of Christian cohabitation or because of the Apostolate, that is the “faithful” who having been joined to Christ through baptism and forming Christ’s People, and in their own way, taking part in sacerdotal, prophetic and given offices of Christ, accomplish, in the Church and in the world, the mission of all Christian people
.

All co-disciples – All priests: the teachings of St. Augustine 

2.
Our relationship with the lay people must be inspired towards fraternity, respect and trust. The example, the doctrine of St Augustine and true tradition of the Order demand this. St Augustine warns us not to monopolise the teaching of the gospel, but to desire that the time when no-one must be taught by anyone else, comes soon, but we are all co-disciples, taught by the only master, God
. He wishes that every Christian, clerical or laic, proclaim and serve Christ, since “just as we call all of them Christs by reason of their mystical chrism, we call them all priests insomuch as they are members of the One Priest ” Jesus Christ
.

 Promotion of co-operation with the Laity: Traditions of the Order

3.
The true traditions of the Order demand that our relationship with the laity is that of one brother towards another, impressed towards availability, service and simplicity, integrating as many of them as possible in the mission of announcing Christ’s message and to carry God to our neighbour
.

The lay person in today’s Church

4.
The Church is People of God, whose mission concerns all its members. We are all equally responsible, following our function within the Christian community, according to the gifts of the Holy Spirit.

5.
We must discern the various charisma and gifts existing within our ecclesiastical community and organise them to make the ministerial office of “People of God,” live and operational. The laity must therefore, become a part of the activity of the Christian community, not because of the crisis of religious sacerdotal vocations, but because a clear vision of the Church’s mission requires it.

The laity’s contribution

6.
Collaboration with the laity will help us to grow, in as much as we are Christians, and to have a better perception of the signs of the times. It helps us to be more open and sensitive towards the needs of the world. Through the laity, the Church follows a more specific and efficient presence, with the objective of consecrating the world to Christ in social and political fields. 

The contribution to the laity and the Apostolate

7.
We can apply what Augustine applied to the Bishop to our religious and sacerdotal lives: for the laity, we are priests or religious: with them, we are Christians. With this, while declaring we are all equal in Christ, we recognise the mission of service and assistance towards others, so they can carry out their Christian commitment better
. We must also commit ourselves to incorporating the laity “into pastoral actions with an ever-increasing active participation, with the due spiritual and doctrinal assistance”
; using delicacy and sensitivity, in order to “respect, welcome, orientate and further (…) their initiatives,” and “the necessary care in order not to quench the Spirit, nor to despise the prophecies” (1 Tess. 5,19)
. 

8.
The Order’s charisma urges us to put its content at the disposition of the laity, through our person and our life. The same Church has asked us to be an evangelising, dynamic, fervent with apostolic zeal, evangelically audacious since the Order was begun. We are not dealing with losing the dynamism within the community in the search for God, but to proclaim him in favour of an apostolate, rather than a barrier. The theme of the laity therefore, is tightly bound to the problem of the historical incarnation of our religious ideals.

9.
The vitality of a community, including that of the Order, is not only measured on the basis of the intensity and the quality of prayers that one makes or the authenticity of the interpersonal relationships of its members, but also its behaviour before the world, by the sensitivity towards the spiritual and material necessities of the people around it, by the replies it gives to the expectations of man.

10.
We must do this in such a way that our communities confront the great social problems and have the necessary dynamism to be converted into centres of ecclesiastical groups, in particular of strongly committed youth. We must be open to the spirit to prepare us to further those social and cultural changes that God imposes through the vital reasons of History. We are not afraid of putting ourselves in touch with the complex realities of society. We must try to reply fully to the necessities of the Church.

11.
The Order and therefore every Augustinian, must, more than anything else, offer the Laity the experience and the augustinian doctrine of community life, of continual research, of the principles of liberty under the grace and effectiveness of love, values which humanity needs to complete its mission to build a better society
.

12.
Our contribution to the laity, as long as they make the effort to create a community full of faith, hope and charity, can be extremely positive, if we present them with the example lived by the primitive community of Jerusalem, to which the Augustinian communities aspire, showing them that it is not possible to have a true communion of mind and heart, if they do not commit themselves to collaborate effectively until everyone has the necessary possessions, suitable for a worthy life. 

13.
The laity having the responsibility of building the Kingdom of God through secular activity, very often find themselves with the problem of how to do it. For this reason, opening to signs of the times and behavioural research, are a priority for them. Every Augustinian community has in its relationship with the laity, the responsibility to encourage this research, true to the instructions written by St Augustine
.

14.
In a world in which liberty is denied, manipulated and deformed, the principle of “Liberty under Grace” could make a significant contribution to Augustinian charisma for those who have the responsibility of building an order of freedom, in justice and love.

15.
Even the contribution of conviction in the strength of love is important for those who are tempted to resort to violence each day as a solution to social problems. Whoever wishes to contribute to the construction of a more participatory and fraternal society needs to strengthen his faith regarding the effectiveness of love, as “Virtue is the order of love”
.

16.
These principles of Augustinian charisma, can be communicated by the friendship we can offer to the lay people, more than words. Our friendship must always be a sign of the community. 

The parishes 

17.
Our parishes should be the centre of Christian society, where Augustinians and lay people, apart from obtaining real participation at the sacraments, the word of God and the liturgy in general, share the real worries of life with a sense of brotherhood and constant research, and accomplish evangelisation through the commitment of lay people, who with us, form God’s people. 

18.
Every Augustinian parish must be at the forefront, putting the teachings and recommendations of the Vatican Council II into practice, acknowledging rights and obligations to the lay people, in the various fields in which the parochial apostolate has developed
. 

Educational Centres

19. We must give ourselves the objective of making our educational centres, Christian community schools: friars, secular teachers, students and auxiliary personnel must be integrated within them, in an atmosphere of friendship and participation. 

20.
We recognise a wide range of knowledge and experience in the laity. We accept this inestimable contribution in our educational centres, through a participatory structure which influences and weighs on the programmes, and general development. 

21.
The lay professors in our schools, have become practically indispensable collaborators in the educational apostolate. We must make great efforts to eliminate behaviour devaluing the participation of lay people in our educational centres. We must also show interest in their spiritual and material well-being, inviting and encouraging them to grow in Augustinian spirituality, compatible with their life and profession.

22.
Given that parents are constantly responsible for the education of their children, we must promote organisations that provide not only an economic support in favour of educational centres, but can also be a channel of communication, through which parents are informed and can express their ideas and worries
.

23.
We favour those programmes which permit the equipment of our schools to be put to the service of the local Church and civil community. 

Human Rights
24.
Following Christ’s example, we must take care that our pastoral attentions reach the minorities, for economic reasons, of culture, nationality or race; emigrants or refugees, the unemployed, those without rights and civil or religious outcasts. We must also commit ourselves to protecting the rights of the unborn. We must make use of those organisations that can support or facilitate our apostolic work. We must not disregard the value of the education taught in special centres for these specialised ministries. 

Secular Augustinians
25.
The incorporation and formation of Secular Augustinians must be considered as an apostolate, so that we can favour a more responsible development by the laity
 and be more informed about their needs and possibilities.

Affiliates to the Order
26.
It is a good idea to tighten the ties with our affiliates, and with the parents of our solemn professed, who have been declared thus for their distinctive collaboration with the Order. With this aim we could think about periodic communication, via informational bulletins, and meetings at fixed times.

Participation of the Laity at the Order’s Chapters.
27.
We could invite some Lay people to take part in the Order’s Chapters, in order to deepen our knowledge and to spread the Augustinian spirituality in the world and the Church today, even more
. 

28.
Through our reflections it has been noticed with satisfaction, that in many places the Order has extremely deep relationships with the Laity and, together with them, assumes commitments of evangelisation in various forms such as missions, educational centres, catechism, guides in rural communities, parishes, institutes of human advancement, etc.. There is still a lot to do and we hope that the present “Declaration” will contribute to the intensification of this relationship. It is also comforting to note that our relationship with the lay people is not realised on a strictly structural level, but in the interpersonal dialogue of friendship. 

III. A) PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR

1. The members of the intermediate General Chapter, interpreting the signs of the times, expressed in their suggestions and in the documents sent to this Chapter about the various communities of the Order, and having in mind the recent and pressing teachings of the Church, and the Augustinian doctrine, declare themselves firmly in favour of what the III Latin-American Episcopal Conference calls: “The preferential option for the poor.”

2. This option is basically understood by us to be a conversion. The commitment and the consequent service in favour of the most needy, requires action in all Christians – even more in friars – a constant conversion and purification in order to obtain fuller identification with Christ the poor man and with the poor. Such a conversion is shown in the radical behaviour of opening towards the world, based on faith in God and accompanied by a simple, cheerful and hard-working life. 

3. This choice is called preferential because it can neither be exclusive nor must it exclude other options, given that in any social culture there is room and a climate for the Gospel and the Church. Being preferential requires that every one of our works of evangelisation departs and develops from the prospective of the poor. Working and evangelising from this prospective means proposing the complete freedom of man, in all our initiatives and activities. 

4. At the moment, among the least free people, there are those who cannot lead a life worthy of human beings, because of unfair mechanisms of oppression, exploitation, violence and discrimination, which prevents them from escaping from a state of poverty and even misery. Our preferential work of evangelisation must, therefore, be directed towards the liberation of these people and the changing of the social structures generating this state of affairs. 

5. The experience of evangelical poverty, animated by love towards God and to one’s neighbour, from which our evangelistic work starts, must characterise not only the religious community as such, but also the single people which form it. Let’s not forget as can be read in the Dublin Document, that: “People today expect from us an example of poverty that goes beyond the mere legal ‘poverty’ - a poverty that might well include the defense of the social rights of the poor, and, in some instances, the sharing of their life” (no.77). It is only in this way that life and the Order’s Apostolate can represent a sign and an authentic witness of solidarity with the poor, and a contribution for the construction of a more righteous, shared and fraternal world. 

6. Given that our brothers live and work in quite different places and situations, with a variety of requirements and answers, this Chapter cannot issue concrete norms on the multiple forms of preferential services towards the poor. Notwithstanding this, taking into account that quite a number of our brothers live and work with the most needy people, and on the other hand, in the hope that the rest of the whole Augustinian community becomes more aware of this preferential option, this Chapter:


a) greets with satisfaction and hope our missionary brothers and those who are directly committed in works of advancement and evangelisation of the poor, thanking them for the example of evangelic dedication they offer,


b) exhorts all Augustinian brothers – not withstanding the diversity of circumstances, personal talent and fields of activity – to carry on with the work of evangelisation, starting from the perspective of the poor,


c) asks that this option for the poor, in whatever social cultural context it is carried out, is not the result of an evasion, but the result of an authentic conversion, 


d) remember that the option for the poor must be undertaken, according to our Augustinian identity, as an eminently evangelical work, avoiding that the proclamation of the Gospel can be interpreted or confused with a true socio-political undertaking of human advancement, since our objective is not limited to filling the emptiness with bread and culture, but tends to fill it with God.

7. This Chapter is convinced that this option for the poor, if lived fully, can result important for our religious life. To tell the truth, many poor in their lives realise the evangelic values of solidarity, service, simplicity and availability, to receive the gift of God. 

The “Justitia et Pax” Secretariate

1. The Secretariate is made up of a permanent director and a group of advisers or experts.


a) The director, who lives at the General Curia, shall be appointed by the
Prior General and his Council.


b) The advisers, no more than five or six, shall proposed by the director to the Prior General and his Council.

2. The director will consult with the advisers for the purposes of planning. 


a) Consultation will be done either by correspondence or by means of meetings.


b) Such meetings will be held according to need or opportunity, in the judgment of the director.

3. The functions of the Secretariate are:


a) to promote knowledge, awareness and encouragement in the Order concerning this field;


b) to provide information about persons or projects in the Order which are directly engaged in the advancement and evangelization of the world of the poor;


c) to serve as a channel of material aid, by indicating, for example, with organization, Province, etc., one might have recourse to, according to a given case;


d) to maintain contact or serve as liaison with ecclesiastical, Augustinian and other organizations concerned with matters of Justice and Peace.

HOMILY OF THE GENERAL FATHER DURING THE OPENING MASS, Guadeloupe Basilica, Mexico, 26th July 1980


My Dear Brothers and Sisters in St Augustine , Dear friends of Augustinians,


This really is a historic moment for the Augustinian Order. In this solemn assembly in the Basilica of Guadeloupe, here in the City of Mexico, those of us who are honoured to profess the Augustinian ideal, like our numerous young brothers here present, who aspire to a similar consecration in the near future, cannot not feel in our hearts, a deep feeling of joy, of thanks to God and of hope for the future.


This is a truly historical moment. It is the first time in the history of our more than seven hundred year old religious fraternity, that a General Chapter of the Order has taken place in Latin-America, and the second time that is has been held outside Europe. Therefore it is the first time that the Superiors of the Augustinians present here unite in Mexico, from forty different nations, to decide essential issues for our future, which are: a more adequate preparation of our candidates, our update, our relationship with the lay people and especially the services we must lend to the poor and marginalised. For many it is the first opportunity for personal contact with Mexico and its people. From personal experience gained during many visits I have made to this country, I am convinced that this contact will be useful for all of us, as individuals and Chapter members. I am sure that we have all come here with an open mind, to learn: from the spirit, from the others, from the country hosting us and from this population, whose constant and profound faith and love received international recognition during the visit of the Holy Father John Paul II during his visit one year ago.


Even if this is the first Augustinian General Chapter to be celebrated in Mexico, the Augustinians are not foreigners to this important and rapidly developing country. The Order has served Mexico and its people without interruption since 1533, and Mexico in turn became the trampoline for expansion of the Order into South America, as in the Philippines and then Japan. From the first days of their presence here, the Augustinians have always been near to the people they served, suffering and being joyful with them, growing with them, receiving blessings, through the people, of numerous vocations, especially in recent times. 


The rapid growth of our two Mexican provinces, which followed difficult times and lasted into the first years of this century, shows how the young of this nation are sensitive to the grace of God and how they are attracted by the ideal of life of the Augustinian community. It is very encouraging for us to see so many young Mexican Augustinians here today: Priests, sisters, professed and novices, who are enthusiastic about their vocation.


Even if this opening mass of the Chapter is dedicated to the Holy Spirit, to obtain his particular attention in our decisions and deliberations, I think it is quite important for us to remember for a moment, the special place that this human person was favoured particularly by the Spirit, must have in our lives, not only during the Chapter, but also in the future. I am obviously talking about Mary, Virgin and Mother of God, object of particular honour in every truly Catholic family; She whom the Augustinians have honoured for centuries under the title of Mother of Good Counsel, our Lady of Consolation, of Grace and of Succour. I am speaking of She who is the undisputed Queen of the Mexican people, since the time of her apparition to the humble countryman Juan Diego, and who has extended her calling in a remarkable way to the whole of the Latin-American population. Without her it would be impossible to understand the great faith of this population. In fact, no-one can appreciate the faith of this most Catholic part of the world, without at the same time recognising the importance that Mary has for the hundreds of millions of people who live in Latin America. This realization contains a strong message of simplicity and trust in God for all of us. 


The practical expression of our faith and our particular vocation must agree with the immediate objectives of our General Chapter: a search for practical ways to improve our formation, to be nearer to God’s People and to pay particular attention to its needs. As St. Augustine reminds us, speaking about the importance of Mary for all Christians: “It means more for her, an altogether greater blessing, to have been Christ’s disciple than to have been Christ’s disciple than to have been Christ’s mother…Mary is blessed because she heard the word of God and kept it” (Serm. 25,7) “... men are not blessed by being connected with just and holy people through blood relationship, but by being united to them through obedience to their teaching and imitation of their life? ... So, even her maternal relationship would have done Mary no good unless she had borne Christ more happily in her heart than in her flesh” (Holy Virginity 3,3).


If we turn to Mary with an even greater faith, she will surely help us to be more open to the word of God who communicates with us in various ways, but mainly through the living word of the Sacred Scriptures. She will teach us how we must carry the Word of Christ in our hearts, through reflection and frequent prayer, so we can express the word more clearly ourselves. She will teach us through her example to put that word into practice, as true disciples of Christ. All this is what we can learn first of all from the people of the country hosting us: a simple devotion to Mary which carries to one’s heart real joy and the vital force to live one’s faith, notwithstanding adversity and the weaknesses of human nature, which we can experiment in many ways.


Among other things, this formal meeting is called upon to evaluate the recent past of the Order. But its real task is to look towards the future, to become a motor which stimulates the Augustinians of every field of activity in which we are committed. In such a way we co-operate more fully with the directives given by the Church itself through the Vatican Council II, the Bishop’s Synod, the teaching of justice in the world and evangelisation today, and more recently with the teachings of the Puebla Document. If we wish to fulfil this in the spirit of that hope I feel is evident among us at this time, we cannot do so without reflecting a little on some important passages of the Word of God which have been read now (cf. Rom 14-17; Lk 10,21-24).


Paul, for example, in his letter to the Romans, reminds us that the spirit we have received as a gift is not a spirit of slavery, which causes us to live in fear again, but is a spirit which makes us children of God and heirs with Christ (cf. Rom 8, 14-17). St Augustine reassumed this very idea at the end of the rules he wrote for his religious companions, when he said: “observe all these precepts in a spirit of charity .... not as slaves living under the law but as men living in freedom under grace” (Rule 8,48).


Even today, in many parts of the world, there are those who desire to liberate themselves from the yolk of slavery. They yearn for liberty, not only liberty from external oppression and poverty, but the liberty which is within, which can only come to us from grace, that is, from the love Christ himself offers us. If we live in the spirit of children of God, as we are now, we cannot be pessimistic about today, or excessively worried about our future and that of the Church. Nor can we allow ourselves to neglect our rich inheritance, to be victims of fear, to paralyse ourselves with inaction, to adopt an attitude of “letting things go their own way,” or not offering the example of simplicity and faith in God about which we have spoken before. Yes, we are children of the Spirit and heirs with Christ, but as Paul reminds us, in order to live this vocation we must be prepared to suffer with Christ. This means, among other things, assuming Christ’s mentality: being prepared to accept conditions as He did; not hesitating to put aside any thing that can distance us from a more useful service to the Church with its present needs; asking ourselves with deep humility what we can do to ensure our growth and that of those we serve. This means becoming more simple in our way of thinking and to turn more to prayer in our analysis of things, in order to be able to understand better what God wishes to communicate to us. As Christ proclaimed in the Gospel, the Father hides his understanding from the great and the wise, and reveals himself and his Word to the small, the simple of heart, open to growth, impartial in their points of view(cf. Lk 10,21-24).


Christ told his disciples that they were truly blessed, for the fact that they saw many events carried out which those who lived before had only dreamed of. Could he not say the same thing to us, witnesses of such a surging vitality in the Church of today? In many countries Christians are acquiring a greater knowledge of their vocations and of the need to more in harmony with the spirit they have received. There is greater appreciation of prayer, of the Scriptures, of the simplicity of life, of service, of the strength of faith, of the great need of spirituality to fill the vast nothing left by our materialistic and consumerist society: all this and many other things, are signs of our times. We should consider ourselves lucky to observe and be a part of this. At the same time however, this places a greater responsibility on our shoulders, that of being a guide and example in the practice of these things. This is a challenge which sees us committed in the same way as all Christians: let the grace of God, which so abundant, descend upon us, overflow, and spread more plentifully in the life of others, everywhere.


Let us pray together that the Spirit we have all received, gives us courage to confront all our duties, fill us with a deep spirit of hope and help us to cover ourselves with the mind of Christ, while we try to grow as Augustinians: that is as men of community, serving the greatest community, the Church.

Theodore V. Tack, O.S.A.

Prior General 

Alocución inaugural del P. General


My dear brothers in Augustine:


The Augustinian General Chapter of 1792, held in Bologna, Italy, enacted a series of decrees which the Prior General later circulated to the entire Order, exhorting the friars at the same time to a better observance of regular discipline. Incredible as it may seem, not a word was said at that time about the disappearance of the Order in France or about the generally chaotic state of Europe after the French Revolution. Our forebears seemed unaware, at least on an official level, that the Christendom which Europe had known for a thousand years had finally crumbled. Though there was a momentary return to the old “status quo” after the defeat of Napoleon, the forces unleashed by the Revolution soon gained so much momentum that they brought to the Church and to our Order a series of disasters and a general condition of decline which in our case very nearly brought us to the brink of extinction in the late 19th century. Though there had been warning signs of what was happening and of what was going to happen, the events which took place between about 1790 and 1880 seemed to find us quite unprepared and perhaps even incapable of properly reacting. In reporting this here, no judgment is intended on this very trying period in our history. What is significant, however, is that seemingly very little attention was given to interpreting the signs of those times whatever may have been the reasons.


In order to avoid a similar lack of awareness, I wish to suggest some relevant questions which come to mind concerning this present Chapter. What will be our stance at this Intermediate General Chapter, held in this particular place and at this particular moment of history? Will we succeed in analyzing and properly interpreting the signs of our times, especially those concerning the main topics of our coming deliberations? Will we be inclined to accept the “status quo” of our present way of living and of fulfilling our pastoral work, or will we see the need to further adjust our attitudes and ways of serving God’s people so that they will be ever more in harmony with our Augustinian religious vocation and the needs of the Church? Will we be able to offer our brother and sister religious and the laity associated with us something truly positive and meaningful at the end of all our discussions and deliberations?


It would be premature and risky to try to answer these questions now. Their answers will depend not just on what we say and do during the next 15 days, but also on what we say and do when we return to our various Provinces, Viceprovinces and Vicariates. If the Chapter is to be helpful to those many thousands who are not present here, we ourselves will have to become the prime movers among them. What becomes clear to us during these days of Chapter, either through God’s grace, through our sharing of views, ideas and richly varied experiences, or through our conclusions, will have to find a concrete expression through each of us, or we will have been wasting our time and God’s grace.


To begin with, the fact that we are in Mexico is a significant sign. Having a General Chapter here would have been almost unthinkable perhaps even as recently as 15 years ago, for the simple reason that present day means of travel and communication were not so widely available. Even more significant is the fact that today Mexico is almost as central to the majority of the Chapter members as is Rome - 25 of the 53 voting members of this Chapter are either working in the Americas or come from these continents. Significant also is the fact that almost half of our present 107 novices come from the developing nations of Latin America, Asia and Africa (53), and there are solid reasons which lead us to believe that even more vocations will be coming from these regions in future years. In other words this means that a clear shift in balance is slowly but surely taking place in the Order. The voice of the younger Churches throughout the world is beginning to make itself heard even among us. Personally I rejoice at this prospect, and I think we should do everything in our power even now to try to anticipate what that voice may want to say to us and try to understand better where it is going to lead us. Only a few months ago, at a plenary meeting of the Union of Superiors General near Rome, our assembly was greatly enhanced by the presence of the first African and Indian Generals that I can recall during my eight years of assisting at those meetings. It will truly be a wonderful day for our General Chapters and for the Order when such a broader representation can be realized among us also.


This brings me to another sign of our times, which fills me with great joy, as I am sure it does you likewise: the presence in our midst for the first time in 44 years of a representative from Poland, Fr. William Faix, the Delegate Superior Provincial of our Polish Province. The struggles and sufferings that have gone into the past several years regarding that Province and which have brought us to this happy day are surely all part of God’s inscrutable Providence as well as the result of many and varied human efforts. But if anyone has had to bear the brunt of these sufferings and efforts, it is the present Delegate Superior Provincial who during the past two years, often alone and very lonely for other Augustinians, has struggled to bring to life once more this Province which, for all practical purposes - though not juridically - was suppressed on July 14, 1950. Our Constitutions contain a very special article for the Intermediate General Chapter which has never until now been used. It states that the General should not hesitate to publicly congratulate those Brothers who have made notable contributions to the progress of their Provinces and of the Order (cfr. n. 447). I wish to put this article into effect at this very moment, extending my sincerest congratulations and gratitude to Fr. Faix for the marvelous work he has accomplished in Poland in such a brief space of time. If he had not volunteered to take over this very difficult assignment, I do not hesitate to state that we would never have been able to make the progress that can be seen there today. About all this, however, Fr. Faix will inform us during the Chapter. As of now, then, we thank you, Father, and we officially welcome the Province of Poland back to representation in our General Chapters. At the same time I wish to thank publicly the Province of Germany and the Vicariate of Vienna whose fraternal concern for the restoration of the Polish Province has provided both encouragement and material assistance. May it not be too long before other voices, momentarily suppressed by other Communist regimes - China, Czechoslovakia, the Abbey of Brno - are once more heard in our midst.


Another sign of the times which has been brought to my attention increasingly over the past several years by our own men and by persons outside the Order is the significance and relevance of St. Augustine for our times. This August 28 marks the 1550th anniversary of his death, but despite so many intervening years and centuries, his style of life, his deep interior spirit, his sense of balance in the midst of so many contradictions in Church and civil life still exert a great influence in the religious life and in the Church of our times. The search for a deeper sense of interiority was brought home clearly in the summer of 1979 when more than 300 men and women Augustinians and a few members of the laity took part in our spirituality course in Rome on this theme. My question is this: What are we doing to share with others - our own first of all - the treasures we have received as heirs of Augustine’s spirituality? This question is most meaningful concerning our rapport with the laity, as will certainly become more evident when we treat this topic in Chapter.


Still another contemporary sign is the presence among us of a lay expert, Mr. Antonio Cabrerizo of Bolivia. True, the presence of one layman among so many religious would almost appear insignificant, but it is not so at all. It is a sign of things to come, it is a sign that we must be ever more attentive to the voice of the laity, especially to those who have a certain competence, it is a sign once more that if we have something to offer the laity - as I am convinced we do -, they also have much to offer us. I will never forget Mr. Cabrerizo’s statement to the Educational Meeting of OALA, held in this very place this past January 1980: “You Augustinians have no monopoly on St. Augustine. He belongs to the entire Church”. That is exactly my concern: that we help the rest of the Church rejoice in Augustine along with us, that we spread among the laity associated with us some of the treasures we have received. At this Chapter, then, a layman will speak to us and work with us. What is to prevent us from having at future Chapters, as observer or a experts, representatives of our religious Sisters and other qualified persons? By way of example of what such a presence can mean, I recall with great pleasure the valuable contribution which our contemplative Sisters in particular made to our Augustinian spirituality course of last summer.


Certain trends in formation today constitute one sign which perhaps too many of us are failing to read properly, especially as regards ongoing formation. We must find more ways of encouraging our religious, or even requiring them if necessary, to take such updating seriously. Improving initial formation where necessary is also extremely important for our candidates and for the future of the Order. We have an obligation to provide them with the best formation possible, and if we find that we are not capable of doing this by ourselves, in our own individual jurisdictions, we must take steps to provide for this by sending them to other provinces where cultural differences will not be too great. In this sense OALA, APAC and AFA may well have a growing and more important role to play. In fact further development of interprovincial and regional cooperation is certainly another need of our times which we cannot neglect without failing to serve the Church to the best of our ability.


A good example of what such cooperation can mean on an Orderwide basis should be present in this Chapter itself. Every community in the Order has had the opportunity of studying and commenting on the topics we are going to consider, giving us a wealth of ideas and a broad, healthy base from which to begin our work. The members of this Chapter should be among the best prepared in recent history to deal with the matters at hand, not only because of their own experience, but also because they have been made well aware of how their own religious are thinking and how the other Major Superiors of their region are both thinking and acting.


As we try to look a bit into the future, we cannot afford to lose sight of the past, of tradition and history, which are something like the ground under our feet which holds us up. From this point of view, our Patristic Institute "Augustinianum" in Rome stands out as one of the more vital and valuable instruments we have in our hand as an Order. While I can assure you that its reputation as an excellent center of studies is growing and becoming more international, I must also tell you that our Augustinian presence is declining in a frightening way. The number of Augustinians who actually teach and study there is extremely low in comparison with total numbers of professors and students. We must quite seriously ask ourselves if we are really willing and prepared to make the sacrifices necessary so that this Institute may continue to function under our auspices and so that more of our own men may profit by what it has to offer.


Finally, modern communications have put us in direct contact at least visually through television - with so much misery and suffering around the world. The Chapter’s concern, then, for a better service to the poor is particularly meaningful and very much a sign to be heeded. Although it is possible to turn off the TV set and put these problems out of our personal lives, the fact is that none of us remains untouched by the mounting threats to justice and peace in our world, any more than our predecessors of the Chapter of 1792 could exclude the influence of the French Revolution by not talking about it. Augustine’s strong commentary on the Last Judgment (Mt. 25) which we should all be familiar with, should say a lot to us: we cannot ignore God’s little ones, those in need, those who are outcasts, those who are lonely, without losing sight of the very heart of the Gospel message.


In keeping with some of the signs I have already pointed out, I would like to make two brief, concrete resolutions for our consideration when we speak about new projects:


1) Should we consider having at our General Chapters - especially at the Intermediate Chapter - participants from those mission areas of the Order which are scarcely ever represented among us? I am thinking of Japan, Indonesia, Zaire, Panama, and all our missions throughout Latin America. Would not their voice and their experience add a new dimension to our deliberations? This point has been brought home to me by quite a few cf the brothers in recent visits to Asia and other parts of the world.


2) Another request which has been increasingly brought to my attention in recent years is this: Why cannot we male Augustinians have a few houses where the Augustinian contemplative ideal could be lived out in full? It is understood that certain very specific norms would have to be laid down before such a step could be taken, but firmly believe we must give the idea itself serious consideration as a viable form of the apostolate for some of our men. All of us are aware that something like this existed during the first six centuries of the Order’s existence at Lecceto, near Siena, Italy. 1 am convinced that the time is ripe once again in our own days to return to this ideal and to introduce among our friars this tremendous apostolate of prayer, contemplation, penance and poverty.


Many other practical conclusions could be drawn from other points which 1 have presented for your consideration, but then that is the work of the Chapter itself. May our Mother of Good Counsel guide us and obtain for us from her Son the advice we need for the work are now setting out to accomplish.
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