THE AUGUSTINIANS TOWARDS 2000

General Chapter 1989


The 176th General Chapter of the Order of Saint Augustine (Rome, 13-29 September 1989) chose as its central theme for reflection "The Augustinians To​wards 2000." In recent times the Order has made efforts to assume the fast pace and changing rhythm of the times. The Dublin Document of 1974 was an attempt to draw closer to the heart of secularized society and identify the Orders' place within it. The document of Mexico of 1980 drew attention to the dignity of lay men and women within the People of God and to the suffering of millions of poor, through whom the Lord regularly calls us. The meeting of major superiors at Manila in 1988 had the purpose of clearly describing the conditions in which we Augustinian find ourselves in the last decade of the 20th Century.


Today the Lord is being revealed through a series of new facts, such as the decreasing number of brothers and their higher median age, rapid and pro​found transformations within human society, and new geographical and theologi​cal frontiers of the Church, factors that touch the very roots of our organiza​tion.


With every day that passes there is seen an urgent need to let go of all manners of foot dragging and conformity, in order to boldly face the demands of history. Our very survival is going to depend on a contemplative spirit and an ability to risk, so that we can discover God where he is calling us, find him where he can be found (St. Augustine, Confessions 10), and answer his calls that come out of the suffering and the hopes of today's world. Tomorrow could be too late.


During its days of intense work and prayer the Chapter wished to be a reflection of the actual life, sacrifices, and expectations of the brothers who are announcing the kingdom in the most diverse places of the world. In a climate of dialogue and harmony of differences the members arrived at a series of fraternal reflections that they hope will assist the Order in finding new common roads to take towards a future that is hurriedly coming. 


1. A NEW WORLD


In the changing march of time we are presented with historical conditions never seen before. Pluralism and ambiguity are two characteristic features of the decade that is bringing us up to the Third Millennium. While a materialistic secularism is spreading rapidly through the world, never have men and women felt such a deep longing for a transcendent reality and for values that give meaning to life. While in one block of nations technological advances and accu​mulating wealth seem to have no limits, the rest of the nations, making up two thirds of humanity, suffers a misery that only grows worse: the rich grow richer every day at a cost to millions of the poor, who grow still poorer, to use the words of John Paul II (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 14-15) On the other hand, traditional states see their stability threatened by the emergence of peoples who are fighting to affirm their own identities, culture, and religion. 


In the midst of this confusing picture one can note increasing efforts to build up a world-wide solidarity, and to come to a new and more just interna​tional order, where life is possible for everyone and all feel themselves corre​sponsible. New international movements in defense of life, human rights, and the environment are significant facts in this regard (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 39). From this uncertain and complex present, tomorrow shows itself to be a chal​lenge for the followers of Jesus Christ.


2. AN INCARNATE CHURCH


The People of God, as a sign and ferment of the Kingdom of Life, is an in​separable part of that reality and is dependent on it (L.G. 9; G.S. 1). As the Son of Man emptied himself and took the form of a slave, becoming similar to human persons (Phil. 2, 5-8), so the Church takes on history in all its dimen​sions and incarnates itself in the diversity of peoples, sharing their destiny and their culture, opting for the weak and the dispossessed, and announcing Jesus Christ through the practice of loving service (St. Augustine, Serm. 340.2)


In this spirit of catholicity the Church feels itself to be in solidarity with all those who defend the dignity of the human person, child of God, and favor the cause of peace and justice from whatever ethical or religious standpoint. (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 39-40).


Amid the multiple charisms of the Church and the one call to sanctity, the consecrated life has a specific mission: to reveal in the radical following of Jesus the new world desired by God and to advance its growth on the earth (L.G., 44; P.C. 1)


3. THE AUGUSTINIAN ORDER ON THE ROAD TOWARDS 2000


3.1 Presence in Solidarity


As the Augustinian community continues to relive the spirit of the Gospel in the way that Augustine of Hippo understood it (In Ps. 132), it feels it​self to be called, together with the whole Church, to appropriate the fears and uncertainties of our time. It welcomes and expresses the freedom of the chil​dren of God in the cultural differences of the peoples in which it is born and grows. It chooses without reserve those who are the victims of sin: "Social in​justice, racial discrimination, national competition, inequality of opportunity arising from privilege and the lack of sharing in material goods, the excess of wealth on the part of some and extreme poverty on the part of others" (Dublin Document, 81) It wants to become an unmistakeable witness to the "cor unum et anima una in Deum" (Rule 1) in the midst of humanity.


3.2 Toward New Frontiers


The presence of the Order in the world, in and with the Church, refers not so much to geographical localities as to human realities. It is the human person, that is, the whole person, and all men and women that are to be saved. To speak of new frontiers, then, from the viewpoint of the Augustinian charism, means to open oneself up to the experience of what is human in the world of non believers, of the emarginated, and of the poor; to become part of the ecclesial awakening among the laity and the young; to be present and ac​tive in the area of social communications and opinion making. It also means breaking with provincialism and nationalism as well as sharing in the awareness of being an Order which, over and beyond juridical divisions, believes itself committed to a universal mission.


3.3 The Augustinian Vocation


To be an Augustinian and to live as such is a much deeper reality than simply belonging to an official organization. Our personal vocation was al​ready hidden within the heart of God long before anyone woke us up to it (Rom. 8, 29-30). If we don't discover and experience God in the most intimate part of our inner selves (St. Augustine, Confessions, 3,6,11) and as a constitutive part of our very being, we will never know ourselves or our human community in their depth and splendor (St. Augustine, De Vera Rel. 39,72).


The questions of vocation and formation and their related problems touch the very roots of the human person. Only when we live in authenticity, reveal​ing ourselves as persons in the gift of ourselves, creating together a welcoming community where life can flourish, and offering ourselves to others in apostolic service, can we generate a climate in which Christ can come to manifest himself in his transparency in a healthy community atmosphere and purify and renew the world around us (St. Augustine, In Ps. 108,2).


Even where our Order feels itself to be affected by the crisis of secular​ism in the developed nations, this Chapter recognizes with joy that new forms of living the vocation are arising. Above all, in the Third World there are signs and promises of a new awakening: new provinces and viceprovinces are being born in the Order, the number of brothers is increasing and raising expecta​tions, and the diversity of the Order is broadening through the presence of cultural groups that up to now were absent from our family. Along with this there has appeared on our horizen, as if a gift from the Lord, the witness, sometimes heroic, of brothers who, risking even their own lives have become signs of a renewed Augustinian spirit.


4. CULTURE AND INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT OF THE ORDER 


Culture is that social and dynamic climate that gives meaning, direction, and identity to the life of the members of a society or group. It is a result of the dialectic between the impact that the physical and social environment pro​duces in individual persons and the transforming response that a group gives to such an environment.


In each geographical or ethnic region there exists a particular manner of being Augustinian, a style or culture that, by means of symbols, practices, and rites, expresses the profound meaning of common life and helps the person to develop his or her own potential.


Augustinian culture, however, needs to be constantly critiqued in the light of concrete Gospel practice and the changing realities of history. In each of our situations we have to ask ourselves which aspects of our cultural inheri​tance contribute to the enrichment of our commitment to the fraternal life and which aspects help it to communicate the spirit of the Gospel to the people we serve? Fidelity to the spirit of our Father, which is nourished by his thought and experience as a pastor, ought to give to this atmosphere a particular style. It is fitting that we all ask ourselves this question: do our community struc​tures really favor this spirituality ? 


Our manner of living, far from closing in on itself, ought to be attentive, above all, to the nerve centers where the movements of the world culture are created. Just as Augustine accompanied the life of his times with his love and enriched them with his generosity, so is it now our task to become servants and prophets to our own culture. This has been, and must continue to be, one of the most characteristic qualities of the Order.


5. RICHNESS IN DIVERSITY


The Augustinian family, divided into different branches, each one ex​pressing the Augustinian spirit in its own way (Const. 44), is an authentic com​munion of mutual life and collaboration;


In recent years we have seen an increased participation of the whole Au​gustinian family, masculine and feminine, in common undertakings. Symposia on the Rule and the spirituality of St. Augustine, innumerable encounters during the 16th Centenary of Augustine's conversion, and many other common projects have included the enthusiastic presence and collaboration of sisters and broth​ers of various institutes that live the same spirituality. Lastly there can be seen a renewed vitality among lay groups, especially youth groups, who find in Augustinian spirituality a clarification of the meaning of their lives. 


This General Chapter encourages such initiatives and invites the brothers of the whole world to open up their houses, their ministries, and their own per​sonal reflections to the interaction and participation of all the above groups, es​pecially the laity. With them we must mature along the same road of faith. And with them we must strive together for the same task of building the Church.


Our relationship with the laity should not be seen in function of our need for more collaboration. Rather it is a question of rediscovering the profound unity of the Church of Christ and the corresponsibility of all its members in the building of the kingdom (Christifideles Laici, Mulieris Dignitatem).


6. THE CHALLENGE OF FORMATION


A life that steadily grows and develops calls for continual search and con​version. Only those persons are capable of living a deeper life who allow them​selves to be taught, properly cultivate themselves, maturely accept the realities that question them, love their vocation, and feel themselves to be identified with their religious family. They are not satisfied with what they have accomplished so far: rather they live in continuous restlessness, spiritually renewing them​selves and facing the situations of their existence with Christian discernment (St. Augustine, Serm. 169,15,18).


Formation is not exhausted or ended with the initial phase of the journey of faith, nor when the Augustinian charism is first chosen. A radical change of mind must necessarily happen through effective theological formation (the fol​lowing of Christ) and a clear vision of the Church as a mystery of communion (Christus Totus). A personal relationship with Christ and a generous dedication to others will stimulate and bring about a permanent process of learning and conversion.

 
The relationship of love and grace between God and ourselves, mediated through our brothers and sisters, is not a finished reality, but rather it is made and remade in the course of every day. It is a question of a commitment that is serious, methodical, and intense, in order to accomplish a synthesis between Gospel and culture, theory and practice, Word and life, so that there may arise fraternities that are rich in humanity and practice mercy and reconciliation with simplicity, joy, and generosity (Discourse of John Paul II to the Chapter, 26/9/89).


7 NEW AUGUSTINIANS FOR A NEW WORLD


The General Chapter is aware that the lack of vocations, serious as it is, is not the principal problem of the Order. In the long run our vocational strength depends on our own religious fidelity, our spirit of evangelization, and our "sentire cum ecclesia." A community that is incapable of welcoming, encour​aging, and accompanying young persons by creating a community with them, is sterile. Only if our internal environment, that is, our culture, the idenity of our lives, and our service are authentic and transparent will we be in a position to inspire young generations with burning ideals. 


This is so necessary that, if we want to show others the beauty of our charism, we must base the selection and formation of future Augustinians on the criteria of generosity, sensitivity to the problems of the world, and openness towards life. Only in this way will we be able to enter into the next millennium with the strength and vitality that history is asking of us.


Beginning with these thoughts, the 176th General Chapter of the Order, united in charity with all the brothers of the world, and taking on the task of encouraging the brothers, offers the results of its fraternal deliberations. 


At the same time it manifests its wish that this reflection, only just begun, on THE AUGUSTINIANS TOWARDS 2000 and the following RESOLUTIONS OF THE CHAPTER, become the objects of study and prayer by all, and that they be re​viewed and applied in provincial chapters, regional assemblies, and community meetings, with the purpose of directing the life of the Order and stimulating a new Augustinian resurgence.

Rome, 29 September 1989

