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It is fitting that the last act of this General Chapter should be one of gratitude. This Eucharist is a thanksgiving to God for the gift of call, for the joy of having lived together over these days in the friendship of brothers, for the assurance of the future that is ours in Christ Jesus. We thank God for inviting us to be His presence to His people, and for the gracious way in which they show His face, and in their needs point out to us what God wants from us.


Conversion: In this Holy Year of Redemption, God calls us urgently to conversion. We are preparing to celebrate the centenary of the conversion of our Holy Father Augustine. What all his life he had searched for over the face of the earth, Augustine discovered at home in his heart. There in the most intimate core of his existence God had awaited his return. He wrote: “Utquid imus et currimus in sublimia caelorum et ima terrarum quaerentes eum qui apud nos est, si nos velimus essere apud eum?” (De Trinitate, 8:7). This discovery, however, did not turn Augustine into a recluse. He lived and worked so that all men might come to know for themselves the way home. Our call as Augustinians is to a rediscovery of God within us that we can bring an awareness of Him to others. He is the God of freedom who in Jesus Christ revealed to us the freedom and happiness that stands out there ahead of us in contrast to the restrictions and miseries that so often beset our pilgrimage.


Vocation: If we ourselves enjoy a sense of being called into life, of being called into Christ, of being called into this Augustinian brotherhood in the service of God and His people, it is something that of itself wants to be shared. The world, we are told, is suffering from a collective neurosis whose symptoms are a sense of worthelessness, an absence of purpose, a fatalism that surrenders to the apparent inevitabily of events. This loss of identity and the pain of feeling worthlessness drives people to seek symptomatic relief which however leaves the disease unhealed. Against this tide of despondency and sometimes even despair, a vocation is a call from God in faith and responded to with grace, giving a person identity in Christ, the securty that alone comes from God, and the assurance of a future of which the Spirit in us is guarantee (cf . Eph 1: 13, 14; 4: 30, 2 Cor 1: 22; 5: 5). The Lord came to call all men to life more abundantly (Jn 10: 10) and to a joy that is full (Jn 15: 11; 16:24). Our vocation as Augustinians is to bring people to an awareness of the Good News that we ourselves have in responding to our own vocation.


Unity:
Our brother Martin Luther's centenary is a reminder to us of a very gifted Augustinian whose courageous stand against the corruption of his times unfortunately led to consequences that divided the Church. As Augustinians we are called especially to heed Christ's prayer for unity and to broaden our vision beyond the narrow bounds of our friary walls and reach out across the divide as did our Father, Augustine. The centenary is an occasion to rekindle our desire and redouble our prayers and our apostolic efforts so that the grace of unity can abound and the wounds of the ages be healed.


Our pilgrimage towards unity with all mankind goes hand in hand with our pilgrimage towards unity with our own selves. The pathway to oneness for Augustine is prayer. What all mankind aspires to and what each soul seeks is happiness: “Ora beatam vitam” (Ep. 130, 8, 4). Happiness is only found in union, in contemplation with God, which at the same time is friendship, deep and abiding, with others (cf. Ep. 130, 6, 13). For Augustine, it is not one or the other, but both together. The “gaudia silentia” to which God is always calling us (De Trinitate, 8:7, 11) are shared ioys as they were between Augustine and Monica at Ostia (cf. Confessions, 9: 10). Even in this life, with the aid of grace, we are in some way capable of this enjoyment (De Trinitate, 1: 10, 20). It is our refuge from the daily harassment and hustle of events. It is also the point of peace to which it is our vocation to lead others. For in friendship, Augustine never tires of telling us, God is experienced. (cf. De Trinitate, 8:8, 12).


The whole evidence of the faith experience of Augustine is reduced to simple terms in the first words of his Rule: Love God, and love one another... That is where God is, and where love is absent, God cannot be found.


The future: God's Son became man in a most unpromising situation. He lives in our midst and is present to us just here where we are at. This is the real situation. Here in our midst, with one another, is where the word is made flesh. As brothers we are His presence to one another. The people in their needs whom we serve are Christ inviting us, urging us, speaking to us. “Absentia Christi non est absentia”, Augustine reminds us (Sermo 235). His absence is not absence. He is present, knocking at the door of our awareness in faith and urging us to allow Him to enter our lives so as to transform them, and through us to reach out to others.


For that reason we are not pessimists. Grace abound in weakness. So in these present times, where in some places we suffer for lack of vocations or for the difficulties in our apostolate, Christ invites us to discover His presence. He calls us to trust in Him as He guides us through the dark. Let us listen to Him in prayer so that we can follow Him in action. Let us be grateful for the friendship in which during these days He has united us, and bring back to our provinces a testimony to that experience. For Augustine friendship was not just the fruit of God's presence: it was God himself present, for John had stated: God is love.


Brothers and friends, let us thank the Lord for the great days we have had together, and look to the future confirmed by each other, in the knowledge that the Lord is with us on all our ways.

