Sermo P. Generalis, initio Capituli Inter Missae concelebratae sollemnia, in ecclesia v. “Santa Maria del Popolo”, de Urbe, habitus.


Introduction to the Penitential Rite


	My dear brothers in St Augustine, I feel again the joy and honour that I had six years ago, of greeting you, distinguished representatives of our Augustinian fraternity from all over the world, gathered here to celebrate another General Chapter, the 174th in the history of our Order.  I greet you all: chapter members, periti, translators, secretaries, technical assistants, as my brothers whom I have had the great privilege of knowing better and appreciating even more during these twelve years in which the Order has entrusted the service of its direction to me and to the general Council.


	As we begin this solemn Mass of the Holy Spirit, with which we inaugurate our General Chapter, let us place ourselves before God our Father, and before all our brothers, present and absent, in an attitude of humble repentance for all our faults and omissions, asking forgiveness for everything of the Lord, and the strength always to live more worthily according to our holy vocation and to be docile instruments in his hands for the good of the Order and of the Church, during the tasks of this Chapter that we are about to undertake.


Homily


	My dear brothers in St Augustine, there is a profound sentiment of hope in my heart while, with this solemn Mass of the Holy Spirit, we begin our General Chapter, a hope that I trust is shared by each one of you.


	My hope is based mainly on the fact that I see in you willing instruments of the Holy Spirit, who are called to give our fraternity not only new leadership for the next six years, but also, and perhaps of greater importance, a new vigour and renewed zeal. In fact, you are called to launch us courageously towards the years of the future, while carefully safeguarding the rich spiritual patrimony of our past.  Yes, as a Chapter, we are called to be courageous in guiding the Order towards the future and this means that we must perhaps learn to think in a new way and with greater challenges, overcoming fear and excessive individualism, should they exist, and humbly learning from the Rule to grow in love, placing the common good before our own special interests.  Even if these special interests rightly occupy our minds, they must be seen in that broader context that Augustine indicates to us.  This concept of a courageous drive towards the future, expressed by John Paul II in his discourse to the Superiors General in 1979, appears to me to be today a relevant idea, that impels us to be more realistic about our future.


	Fifteen years ago, on August 28th, a similar group of representatives of the Order gathered in Villanova in the United States, to respond to another appeal of the Church: an appeal to return to our origins so that they would influence our present role in the Church.  Those men did their work, and they did it well.  Through the new Constitutions that that General Chapter prepared and approved, a programme was drawn up that had literally the aim of renewing the image of the Order.  By updating our legislation to the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, and firmly anchoring it in our ever valid spiritual patrimony, that Chapter injected new life, new hope and a new vision into our existence, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and of holy Mother Church.  Many of us remember well those days of challenge for the life of the Order, especially those amongst us who took part in that Chapter.  However we all benefited from what took place then, because the Chapter gave clear guidelines for living the Augustinian life in the new times that were appearing before us, and made it possible to acquire a new vision of our role in the Church as spiritual heirs of Augustine.


	Reflecting on the Chapter of 1968, what has made most impression on me up to now was the strong way in which the Holy Spirit was perceived as being present amongst us.  Many had come to the Chapter with fixed, apparently unchangeable ideas.  Others seemed uncertain about what direction to take.  Others again, not fully aware of the demanding task that awaited them, thought that it would have been all over within a week or two, and then they would be able to return home to the occupations left unfinished there. But in spite of the great variety of points of view, all the delegates came to the Chapter with a sincere desire to serve the Order, and it seems to me that it was precisely because of this common viewpoint that the Spirit was able to penetrate into our hearts and influence our decisions, altering what had begun as a series of monologues into a fruitful dialogue.  And the listening began, to one another, and to the Lord, through prayer.  The simultaneous translations, in use for the first time at a Chapter, made it possible for everyone to have better information and a better understanding of what was being said.  But perhaps in fact it was the long sessions and the long weeks of living together which really helped us to grow, getting to know each other better and appreciating the fundamental goodwill of each one.  And in this way the Spirit fulfilled what he was doing in and through the inner being of the Augustinian representatives from all over the world.


	We are the heirs of the works of that Chapter.  We are its beneficiaries.  What was begun then, such as drawing up laws and rediscovering the ideal, put down ever stronger roots in the minds and hearts of all Augustinians.  The clarity with which our essential goals were expressed then, and afterwards refined in the subsequent Chapters, has now raised in our minds questions about particular applications of those principles, which we members of this General Chapter and the members of future Chapters, will have to think about and attempt to solve.


	We must for example concern ourselves with: 1) the concrete way in which we give witness, and how we could improve it in the future, of being a Christian community imbued with the spirit of prayer, in the midst of the people; 2) acquiring better understanding of how closer relationships, inasmuch as we are an international community, can really determine in us a better service to the local Church; 3) how we can communicate more generously our Augustinian spirit and our spirituality to those who surround us, to the poor, the needy, the laity generally; 4) the way in which each member must share in the burden and responsibility of making our communities function in a dynamic way, so that the community is not something impersonal, but the sum total of each one of us, with our various needs, joys, sufferings and hopes, and sacrifices required to make us work together for the common good.


	The Spirit whom we invoke today is the same who guided our predecessors in 1256, when they met precisely in this place to prepare the initial plans for the development of our new Order; it was the same Spirit who guided our brothers in 1968, the same, whose dynamism is always present in those who have welcomed him and listened to him in the 727 years of our existence.  Let us therefore invoke the Spirit, being well aware of the importance of our prayer, that he may help us, guide us, unite us, renew us, open us to new visions, leave us dream dreams, and also achieve some of them!


	The readings of the Holy Scriptures that we have just listened to, emphasize three points, or three gifts in particular, that we could ask of the Spirit on the occasion of this Chapter:


1) Isaiah (61, 1-3. 6. 8-9) reminds us that our mission in the midst of the people of God requires our conversion.  The Holy Year of Redemption, that we are celebrating throughout the Catholic world, underlines this necessity.  If we are to preach freedom to prisoners, if we are to bring the good news to the poor and humble, if we are to  announce the mercy of the Lord to others, then we too must take these things to heart ourselves.  We must pray to be released from what binds us, restricts our freedom, limits our view of the Church and of the Order.  Let us study and pray for this good news that we announce to others, so that we can make it our own.  We must try increasingly to recognize better the impact that our vocation can and should have on Christians, as also on non-Christians, so that those who see us may recognize that the Lord really does operate in the midst of us.


2) St Paul (Eph 4:1-6) reminds us of the fundamental challenge of our vocation as followers of Christ: mutually to tolerate each other with love, making every effort “to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”, so that we may contribute to that marvellous unity of the plan God has with regard to us.  We have been called by one Father, we have been given one Baptism, one faith and one hope.  We must therefore make every effort to preserve this unity among ourselves, in our hearts, first of all!  Because a common hope binds us together in the same Spirit, in whom we have an overriding objective: to imitate Jesus more closely, and to serve his Church with the gift of ourselves as Augustinians.  And in the context of unity, our presence in this Church of S. Maria del Popolo reminds us of another moment of our history, our association with Martin Luther, who was once also our Augustinian brother.  We are reminded of our need for a real ecumenical spirit.  And it could well be our hope that this centenary year of the birth of Luther makes us more aware that, between peoples, many of the misunderstandings, the malicious sentiments and divisions could be avoided if we were to listen more carefully to each other, instead of allowing a hard and proud spirit to get the better of us.


3) Finally, Jesus tells us in the Gospel (Lk 10:21-24) how important it is to acquire a real spirit of humility, because only the humble can really open themselves to the spirit.  God cannot penetrate the hearts of those who believe themselves very wise and learned, of those, that is, who believe that they have all the answers or the best solutions.  The Spirit asks us to admit humbly our weaknesses, to be filled with his inspiration, and to know along which paths he wishes to lead us.  Augustine strongly confirms that only a humble spirit can lead us to the truth, and adds:   “if humility does not precede, accompany and follow all our good actions, if it is not ... a companion at our side ..., pride will take from us all the good that we enjoy” (Letter 118, 22).


	This is therefore the spirit that must pervade our General Chapter: a spirit of continuous conversion, that frees us interiorly; of constant effort towards unity, and of a humble search for the truth.  Guided by these sentiments we will become willing and docile instruments in the hands of the Spirit, and we will establish in the Order that courageous drive towards the future that will permit us to be of greater use in the service of God, and of Mother Church and of the world.








