DOCUMENTS FROM THE PRIOR GENERAL

P. MIGUEL ÁNGEL ORCASITAS, 1989-2001


TO ALL THE BROTHERS OF THE ORDER

Rome, 4 March 1990

Dear Brother,


A few months have gone by since the conclusion of the General Chapter in Rome. In the meantime the Plenary General Council (CGO ’89 Ord. 41-42) has met for the first time from the 22nd to the 24th of January and begun to study the program of the chapter for the next six years. Thus it seems to me that this is the right moment to get in touch with you and bring you up to date about the hopes and plans that were expressed by the Council during this early stage.


The Ordinary General Chapter of 1989 traced a very broad program of governance which, if we all succeed in putting it into effect in our own respective areas of responsibility, can have a healthy and renewing effect on the whole Order.


The chapter made many decisions and it will take time to see them through. Looking ahead to the next six years, it is clear that the Chapter's program will have to be achieved step by step. A booklet containing all the deliberations was sent out to everyone. I hope you received yours and have given it your attention both individually and in community.

1. New government structure and wider collaboration 


The new structure of central government foresees the continual presence of the Assistants General in their own assistencies and at the same time guarantees the normal functioning of Order government in Rome through the Ordinary General Council (CGO ’89 Ord. 35-44).


The activities of the Assistants General are aimed at promoting mutual awareness and coordination inside the Order. The Assistants are the representatives of the provinces to the General Council and of the General Council to the provinces (CGO ’89 Ord. 39). Their closeness to the reality of each province and their encouragement of various kinds of cooperation can be a great help for the successful direction of the Order. In the first session of the Plenary Council this role was given emphasis because it is so important to the dynamism of the provinces.


Historical developments in our Order have given a privileged position to the autonomy of the provinces over a superprovincial collaboration. However, our Constitutions, with their foundation in the thought of St. Augustine, speak of a sense of community that reaches its fullness in the community of the whole Order, "through which the other communities of the Order are directed to the good of the Church, which is the supreme community of all Christians" (n.9). Recent chapters have increasingly shown their concern for more interprovincial and international cooperation, assigning to the General Council tasks that the provinces know they cannot take on alone. Only with a wider international collaboration is it possible to accomplish many of our goals and to open new roads for the future of the Order. Thus I want to repeat to you the invitation I made to the chapter members at the moment of its closing: to promote an international and interprovincial sense in our Order that stems from our charism of unity within the universality of the Church.
2. Augustinian spirituality and style


In addition to calling for cooperation in the Order and setting up a new structure of government, the General Chapter presented some interesting concrete objectives in its program of 82 approved proposals .A good number of them invite us to search for a specifically Augustinian spirituality.


In the past twenty years, upon the directives of the Vatican Council, we have made a worthy effort to better identify our characteristics as an order. In the face of a general sense of a lack of identity we still need to know more clearly who we are, what we represent in the Church, and what are the fundamental values we profess to which we can give greater emphasis. That is to say, what kind of gospel offering are we making to the Church today that will be valid also in the future?


We shouldn't be surprised at the need for a continual search for identity. We are living in historical times that are characterized by change, choice, and cultural pluralism and we need to bring our spirituality up to date so that we can give a new and meaningful message to the society in which we live. Values, even permanent ones, do not always have the same immediacy. People's sensitivities change. Consequently we have to look among the riches of our spirituality for those traits that are pertinent to the spiritual needs of men and women of every period. Such an effort is called for if we want to maintain the value of "sign" to those around us. It is one of the demands made on the Church, to stay in dialogue with the cultures of every time not in order to belong to one or the other of them but to keep open to all of them. It is our duty to do the same in the field of our own Augustinian spirituality.


Augustinian spirituality is the fruit of our history as an Order and the teaching of St. Augustine (CC 20-21). However, our tradition has frequently been mixed up with elements coming from other schools of spirituality. What we need is a fresh and searching reading of St. Augustine and of the religious life he founded. In such a dialogue it would be possible to find prospects that are extremely pertinent and challenging to men and women of today. It is our ongoing task - and the guarantee of our future - to give them flesh and blood and thus offer them to new generations as alternatives to a world divided by competition and selfishness.


I would like to apply this reflection to three areas that have been commended to the General Council by the Chapter and bear a great importance for the future: formation, ministry to young people, and Augustinian spirituality for the laity

2.1 Formation

Our order is not characterized by the development of particular activities in the pastoral field, but by a style of life, oriented towards God, that puts its accent on the value of community built and based on love (Const.16). To prepare us in this style of life, the Constitutions advise that we draw up provincial and regional Plans For Formation that keep the nature of the Order always in mind (Const.204, 224). However I think it would be worthwhile to have a broader instrument to help in the formative task, particularly in those aspects that are specifically Augustinian as the Constitutions suggest (n.223). This is why a common plan for formation was asked for by those participating at the Congress on Formation in Rome and later included in the program of the Ordinary General Chapter (n.23).


The General Council sees this proposal to compose an Augustinian Ratio Institutionis as a priority. For we can detect great differences in the formation that is received in different sectors of the Order, even within the same geographical areas. Generally speaking, such a diversity is the result of different styles and values in societies and in the Church. But it can also come from the lack of a common way of thinking and reflecting that leads to uneven styles of formation, even contrasting ones. So, consideration is being given to promoting reflection in this direction, with the intention of sketching the essential lines of formation and a certain common approach for the whole Order, leaving to particular areas to adopt it on the local level.
2.2 Ministry to Young People

Young people are a priority for the Church, and they are for us, too. We have to make a common effort, in schools and other places where young people are found, to continue to present those values that they need most and are specifically looking for. In the past few years in different parts of the Order there have been some projects underway that offer a great deal of hope for the future. The experience of the two international youth encounters at Lecceto, promoted by the previous General Council, and other regional projects in the Order show that Augustinian spirituality is particularly attractive to today's young people, who can recognize themselves in the restlessness and life experience of Augustine as well as in the attention given to the person and to friendship by our tradition as an Order. It is important to continue these national and international encounters and to develop catechetical materials that can be easily used throughout the Order (CGO ’89 Ord. 22). Thus it is the intention of the Council to actively continue on the road already begun and to set up an international commission for young people. 

2.3. The laity


In a similar way we believe that it is also important to promote the development of lines of thought that throw light on our ministry with lay persons who are close to us in our apostolic works and attracted by Augustinian spirituality. Along with a set of ideals to communicate we should elaborate a way to accompany those persons who hope to receive a spiritual orientation from us (CGO ’89 Ord. 28, 30).


On the other hand almost all of our pastoral activity is directed to the laity, but we still need to expand their role of collaboration in it (CGO ’89 Ord. 29) and let them help us rediscover the values of Augustinian spirituality we can offer them.


It would then be most useful to reflect together on the qualities of our presence in the world of education and culture, in parochial ministry and foreign missions, and to apply the Augustinian principles and Augustinian style that ought to inspire our activities.


In all of this we have to be open to the Church's actual concerns for today's men and women and to awaken a greater social sensitivity in our ministries, pointing out the social dimensions of Christian discipleship and highlighting such burning issues as the defense of the environment and the human habitat.

3. New Frontiers


The introduction to the Ordinary General Chapter document lays out the importance of new frontiers in the Order. It is not just a question of geographical frontiers to new places where the gospel and the Order have not yet arrived. Opening ourselves to new frontiers means going beyond the barriers of our own frequently excessive institutionalization and facing the more evident realities around us, for example, the anxieties of the youth, the struggles of the laity and the harsher facts of poverty and marginalization, which are frontiers rarely crossed in our Order (CGO ’89 Doc. 3.2; Ord.11).


From the geographical point of view the General Council salutes the return to ordinary governance of the Province of Colombia and in the name of the Order thanks the Province of the Philippines for seeing through the mission given to it. On the other hand, we are aware of the concrete suggestions of the Chapter with regard to a new presence in Kenya and an increased presence in France (CGO ’89 Ord. 33-34). At the same time the hopeful perspectives that have opened up in Eastern Europe are an invitation to continue to support the realities that already exist in Poland and Czechoslovakia as well as to look to other countries where the political situation had rendered any growth in the religious life impossible. Recently, from the 16th to the 20th of January, we made a visit to our eight brothers of the Province of Bohemia and the four brothers of the Abbey of Brno in Czechoslovakia. It was a great experience to see how the men had kept up a strong and lively spirit of communion with the Order despite the forced silence during many years. These are events and projects that question once again our consciousness of being an international Order.


The courage to begin new paths and to keep to them in an attitude of continued self criticism is an open door to hope. And it is this hopeful vision, more than our history, that constitutes our resources for the future.


And so it is with these words that I wanted to address the different parts of the Order and each one of you personally for the first time, with the purpose of telling you of my and the General Council's firm desire to bring ahead the program of the General Chapter of 1989 with hope and determination, trusting in the cooperation of the whole Order.


As you can see, we are still in the preparatory stage. I hope that at a later time I will be able to communicate to you the fruits of our common undertakings and efforts.


The last decade of the century that is bringing us to the gates of the year 2000 will be of great importance from many points of view. It will be decisive for the future of the Order. If we know how to open ourselves to the Spirit and to the possibilities that are offered to us each day, if we are able to discover how God is guiding the personal and communitarian comings and goings of each day, we will certainly not suffer a crisis of identity, nor will we cede to the temptation to discouragement and fatalism. Let us respond freely to the Lord who is calling at the doors of our hearts to offer us joy, life, and future.







Miguel Angel Orcasitas







Prior General O.S.A.

ON THE 150TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE DEATH OF

BLESSED STEPHEN BELLESINI

TO ALL THE BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF THE ORDER

Rome, 1 November 1990

If imitating the Lord is too much for you, imitate your fellow servant. 

A whole marching column of servants has gone ahead, 

so there is no excuse for the lazy.

(St. Augustine, Serm. 325,1)


The last General Chapter urged us to make known the evangelical experience of those brothers and sisters of ours who have been recognized by the Church as having fully attained the ideals of the Gospel and of our Augustinian way of life (prop. 69). Their remembrance, as models for us to imitate and companions on our journey, is an incentive which nourishes our memory of history, promotes our spirituality, and finds in them the possibility of living honorably the Augustinian form of religious life.


This year we commemorate the 150th anniversary of the death of Blessed Stephen Bellesini (Trent 1774 - Genazzano 1840). He was born and lived in a society which was greatly affected by the French Revolution and its political and ideological consequences. The distance which history creates has not destroyed, however, the fresh quality of certain aspects of his life story which are very significant for our present day situation.


Educator of the young


When he was little more than 30 years old Stephen and his confreres were expelled from their monastery in Trent, as a result of the suppression of religious orders (1810 - 1811). Because he was very much concerned about the youth of Trent, he established a free school for the children of the city in his parents' home and supported it through his own family's resources and by donations.


The success of this initiative occasioned an increase, first of all in the number of his students and afterwards, in the number of schools entrusted to his care. He provided them with their own policy and directives and saw that they were supported financially by the government, despite the anticlericalism of some liberal sectors. Though certain politicians tried to suppress them for ideological reasons, his school system continued on, encompassing all the schools in the city of Trent. In fact, Stephen came to be appointed Director of Schools for the District of Trent, including those devoted to the training of teachers, with the rank and salary of a high-level public official. He was later named Inspector General as well.


Stephen's educational accomplishments are marked by two characteristics. One concerns the recipients of his efforts, for he wanted schools which were open to all social classes, with special attention given to the poor, who until this time were deprived of educational opportunities. He truly enjoyed being among his students, for whom he had the utmost love and respect. The second characteristic had more to do with the contents and methodology of teaching, for he saw the school as an institution geared particularly toward human and religious training, even before that of instruction. Therefore he was demanding with regard to the professional, human and religious formation of his teachers, as well as with the exemplary character of their lives. At the same time he was equally insistent that they be paid a just salary and have conditions suitable for their work. 


Love for the common life


With the re-establishment of religious life in the Papal States, though the government of Trent continued to forbid it, Stephen did not hesitate to give up his position as Director General and Inspector in Trent, in order to re-enter the monastery. He preferred his vocation as a religious and his love for the life which he had embraced through vows, to every other consideration: 


“According to the spirit of the world, this decision of mine will find much disapproval and it will be thought a stupidity to abandon one's homeland, pension and position in order to shut oneself up in a cloister. But he who can see into things from a spiritual point of view is well aware of the fact that the cares and the honors of this world only dissipate one's spirit and make the way to heaven more difficult” (letter to his brother Francis: Epistolario, 53).


This resignation from public duties meant for him a decree of exile, the confiscation of his goods, and the loss of his civil rights.


“Behold the recompense of the world: behold how their great promises come to end up. First it seemed they wanted to eternalize my name in marble and now, without having committed any crime, - since the natural duty to return to the womb that gave me the most noble of lives shouldn't be called a crime, - I come to be exiled from my homeland forever, in the custom of thieves, deprived of every right, stripped even of my goods and my most sacred honor” (Ibid., 62).


Despite the pleas, the promises and even the threats that were directed toward him, Stephen was persistent in his decision.


“I intend to remain firm and secure in the service to my divine Lord which I have assumed once more, and to my beloved mother, namely, the religious way of life which I have solemnly professed” (To the Chief of Police of Trent: ibid., 58)


Once having returned to the monastery he served as master of novices and later, for a brief time, of professed students as well, with exceptional dedication, thus preserving even within the Order, a formative contact with the young.


His love of poverty, in the Augustinian sense of perfect sharing of goods, led him to request an assignment to the monastery at Genazzano, for this community had chosen to live this sharing of goods seriously and steadfastly, while it was as yet not the common practice in other monasteries.


Pastor


At the age of 57 Stephen was appointed pastor at Genazzano, under the protection of Our Lady of Good Counsel. There he performed his ministry amidst material and moral misery, social disorder, sickness and even the plague, which he himself contracted. 


As pastor he was very close to his people. The testimonies gathered in the process of beatification speak of his exceptional dedication to the service of his people, excelling above all in his love and attention toward the poor.


Moreover, he knew how to combine pastoral zeal with fulfilment of the duties of common life, as exemplified by his firm commitment to personal and communal prayer and the daily opportunities for genuine fraternal association which life in the monastery provided.


He was the first pastor elevated to the honors of the altar, followed a few days later by the saintly Cure' of Ars.


An invitation and a model


Frequently, comments are voiced in the Order expressing a desire for a greater specificity in our ministerial dedication, as though a clearer identity for us depended on this. Stephen Bellesini offers us the model of an Augustinian capable of carrying out, in turn, various ministries, adapting to the opportunities of any given moment and to the duties of obedience. His fields of activity are areas in which, today still, the Order is heavily involved:


a) He valued intuitively the field of education, acting with great potential as far as circumstances permitted, and taking initiatives which even now are surprising.


b) He worked with great ability in the area of formation, as a master who was loved by his students.


c) He ended his days as a pastor. In Genazzano the memory of his pastoral zeal is still alive, as is evident from the commemoration soon to be held there during which a street of the town and monument in his honor will be dedicated in public testimony of continual remembrance and affection. 


What is the unifying key to this diverse activity of his? I believe it is possible to give an answer by underscoring a clear hierarchy of values:


A preeminent option for religious life, which he placed before every other activity, not only when he first entered the monastery from an economically comfortable family situation, but above all when he returned there, leaving behind his prestige and well-being:

he gave up everything in order to be an Augustinian.

A firm living out of his consecration, accepting with simplicity, but with exactitude, the consequences of his religious profession:

he chose the perfect common life and the living of his vocation with consistency.

A selfless service to others in his various ministries:

he loved and served the needy with great fervor.


On the occasion of the 150th anniversary of his death, it is to our benefit to remember the attractive figure of Stephen Bellesini, to reflect on his memory and invoke his assistance. He is a model worthy of imitation and a source of encouragement.


I invite you, therefore, to celebrate his memory accordingly.


Affectionately in St. Augustine

P. Miguel Angel Orcasitas

Prior General O.S.A.

VII CENTENARY OF THE DEATH OF BLESSED CLEMENT OF OSIMO

TO ALL THE BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF THE ORDER

Rome, 18th May 1991


Preserved in the chapel of the General Curia since 1970 are the relics of Blessed Clement of Osimo, one of the earliest Priors General of the Order, the seventh centenary of whose death is being observed this year. He held the office of Prior General on two occasions: first, from 1271 until his resignation in 1274; and again, when he was elected once more in 1284, until his death on 8 April 1291.


Blessed Clement is someone who calls us back to the very beginning of the Order's juridical foundation, when he carried out an important role as General. This commemoration, then, offers us a valuable opportunity to return to the historical roots of our Order, and helps us to become more aware of our spirituality and of our identity in the Church.

1. A new response for a new society


Blessed Clement lived during a period of political, social, economic, and religious change. In response to new needs there arose new forms of religious life, and in particular, the mendicant Orders. It is in this context that we find the unification of various groups of hermits by Pope Innocent IV in 1244, which resulted in the birth of our Order, and which was later enlarged and consolidated in 1256 by Pope Alexander IV, with the addition of additional hermit groups.


The mendicant Orders came into existence out of a desire to follow Christ in a radical way as apostolic fraternities, dedicated to the common life, and exercising their ministry in the heart of the city. The witness of poverty, the service of evangelization, and availability according to the needs of the Church, are characteristics of the mendicant movement which our Order embraced, and which meant for it a definitive passage from heremitical to conventual life, from a life closed in isolation within the monastery to one of apostolic activity, from recollection and flight from the world, to a greater openness to the needs of society.


Blessed Clement of Osimo was called upon to exercise the office of Prior General during this time of transition. To him and to other notable friars of his day we are indebted for the solid foundations which resulted in the flourishing of the Order in the period which immediately followed. The Augustinians spread quickly throughout Europe, dedicating themselves to liturgical and sacramental service, catechesis, preaching, and assistance to the poor and the sick.


Blessed Clement did not abandon his love for contemplation. We see this not only in his organization of the common life of the friars, but also in the impetus he gave to the foundation of new monasteries of nuns, conscious as he was of the importance which the contemplative dimension has in the Augustinian vocation.

2. Promotor of Unity


In the exercise of his ministry, Blessed Clement of Osimo was a convinced and effective PROMOTOR OF THE UNITY OF THE ORDER, providing a sure framework for its identity, its consolidation as an Order, and its future, thanks to various initiatives: first of all, he gave the Order a common juridical foundation, promulgating the first Constitutions at the Chapter of Ratisbon in 1290. This legal text, with some later additions and revisions, constituted the legislation of the Order until the Council of Trent.


He was interested in promoting an Augustinian orientation in the field of studies, having the Order follow the teachings of Giles of Rome, thus initiating the Augustinian School. Moreover, he provided access to international experience, for both professors and students, by enlarging the general house of studies at Paris and by establishing four general houses of study in Italy.


Finally, he established a unified liturgical observance for the entire Order by providing it with its own Ordinarium or Ritual.

3. Blessed Clement of Osimo, a point of reference


The remembrance of Blessed Clement brings us back to our origins and causes us to reflect upon our raison d’être in the Church as a fraternal, prayerful and apostolic community. The needs of the Church inspired the transformation of the original hermit groups into a ready and willing apostolic or missionary community. This apostolic dimension constitutes an essential element of the Order's ideal from its very origin, which is compatible with the contemplative dimension which it inherited.


This commemoration is also a fitting occasion in which to renew our availability for service to the needs of the Church, favoring the international character which our history and legislation have given us, with the capacity to adapt ourselves to the needs of changing times and of apostolic service.


Blessed Clement is an example of the union between holiness and culture. He was a vigorous defender of poverty as fundamental for the common life. He is a brother who invites us today to follow the path traveled by so many men and women of his time, in that new spiritual and charismatic form which began with the foundation of the Order. Augustinians who were his contemporaries, or at least, who lived close to his time, were St. Nicholas of Tolentine, St. Clare of Montefalco, Blessed Augustine Novello (his collaborator in the production of the Ratisbon Constitutions and later his successor as General), and several Blesseds such as James of Viterbo, Philip of Piacenza, Peter of Gubbio, Anthony Patrizi of Siena and Angelo of Foligno.

4. His day and ours


Our age is very different from that in which Blessed Clement lived, but it presents some characteristics which are very similar to his. Blessed Clement's day was marked by great contradictions. On the one hand there was the idea of a single Europe as the "common home" of Christianity, united by a single culture and a single destiny. On the other hand there were profound divisions between one nation and another, one city and another. Opposed to the great ideals of freedom and of a new social and economic order, there was the reality of poverty and misery in new forms. In contrast to an extraordinary number of new movements within the Church, there was a serious lack of cultural preparation and religious practice.


The mendicant Orders - including our own - learned how to enter fully into these problems and become united with the society and Church of the time. Today it is not possible to speak of the 13th and 14th centuries without taking into account the presence and work - in all fields - of these Orders. The Augustinian hermits left the peace of their places of solitude in order to establish themselves in towns and villages, not to abandon the commitment to contemplation, but to share it with the faithful and make themselves available to their needs. The future of the Order at that moment was guaranteed by the apostolic courage of those brothers of ours who knew how to look ahead and to leave their security behind, endowed only with their love for the common life and their common enthusiasm.


In all of this we are given a precious lesson which can shed light, even today, on our direction as an Order, as an ecclesial reality called to a new evangelization, invited to respond to new demands and challenges, and to adjust to a society which is in search of a new identity.


A challenge - and a goal, as well, - for us in our day is to follow in the footsteps of Augustine and of those who reached holiness in the Order, and to remain faithful to their teaching.


My special congratulations go to the Province of Picena, of which Blessed Clement was a member. On this seventh centenary of his death, I invite all of you to commemorate his memory in a fitting way.


Fraternally in St. Augustine,

Miguel Angel Orcasitas

Prior General OSA

THE IV CENTENARY OF THE DEATH OF BLESSED ALONSO DE OROZCO

TO ALL THE BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF THE ORDER

Rome, 19th September 1991



Read the lives of our saints and imitate them when you see how much they labored for God. They attained the happiness promised to all of us and now give us the courage we need by their example. We, too, can live as they lived and serve Jesus Christ as they served him, when they bore his cross and followed their captain through life's labors. Now they rest in the joy of his company. (Alonso de Orozco, Chronicle of the Church Father and Doctor Saint Augustine and of the saints, blessed, and doctors of the Order, Sevilla 1551, p. 117)


This year is the fourth centenary of the death of Blessed Alonso de Orozco. Alonso was born in the year 1500 in Oropesa (Toledo, Spain). He studied law at the University of Salamanca before entering the Order. He made his profession of vows at the hands of Saint Thomas of Villanova in 1523 in the convent of San Agustín in Salamanca. He died in Madrid on the 19th of September, 1591.


1991 is likewise the fourth centenary of the death of another renowned son of the Order, Fray Luis de León. Although Alonso de Orozco was considerably older in age and profession, both men belonged to the same Province of Castille, and their lives intertwined on many important occasions. Consequently, this year has seen several commemorative events, publications and congresses that have highlighted the double centenary.

1. The Convent of San Agustín of Salamanca


In the history of the Order in Spain the Augustinian friary of Salamanca occupies a very important place. It was closely tied to the world of the famous University and to the contemporary culture of the city. At the same time it was also known for the sanctity of its members. This reputation was responsible for attracting to the community some of the period's best known Spanish Augustinians: St. John of Sahagún, one of its best known members at the time; Alonso himself; Thomas of Villanova, the prior of the community; Luis de Montoya, Alonso's novice master and future reformer of the Province of Portugal; Agustín de Coruña, his fellow novice, who later was a defender of the rights of the native peoples in America; and the already mentioned Luis de León, etc.

2. Alonso de Orozco, a saint of the people


Blessed Orozco is not as well known in the Order as he deserves to be. Nevertheless, in his time he enjoyed an extraordinary popularity in various levels of society. He was able to approach everyone without distinction. Even during his lifetime he became known as "the saint of San Felipe" for the name of the friary in Madrid where he lived.


He was very much loved by the nobility. Even the king himself named him his royal preacher and wanted him always nearby. At the process for his canonization many important personalities of society and culture, such as Isabel Clara Eugenia, the daughter of the king, and the writers Quevedo and Lope de Vega, gave testimony to his holiness. His correspondence reflects the breadth of these relationships. Nevertheless this involvement with the higher classes did not distract him from choosing a poor and simple life style.


His own faith experience led him to take up the ministry of preaching Jesus Christ, for which he was known and admired far and wide. However, he was especially loved by the people for his clear desire to serve suffering humanity in the hospitals, prisons, and the poor sections of the city.


Despite the reputation as a saint that was given to him at the time, his interior path was not easy. For one thing, he suffered from scruples. During his time of formation, he was also sorely attracted by the freedom and love that could be found outside and tested by the solitude and austerity of religious life, so much so that he was often tempted to leave the religious life, as he narrates in his Confessions. He also tells of the problems he found with the vow of obedience. Because of this he had to make great efforts to transcend himself, submit himself in obedience, and combat the desires in his own will that went contrary to the dispositions of his superiors.

3. Ascetic and mystical author


Orozco left us a large ascetical-mystical literary heritage, the fruit of his extended university and religious background at Salamanca. Along with others of his contemporaries, like Luis de León in the world of Scripture and theology, he defended the use of the vernacular language for prayer and contemplation, in order to place their teaching within the reach of everyone.


His spiritual writings belong to spirit of the Counter-reformation, characteristic of the age, and are charged with a deep affectivity. However they spring, primarily from an authentically contemplative soul that was guided by the reading of Holy Scripture.

4. Champion or the religious life


Orozco's decision to consecrate himself to the cause of the Gospel and his unconditional dedication brought him to understand the value of a vocation that comes directly from the Lord. He knew that an inauthentic life that does not honestly correspond to the vocation accepted produces neither identity nor satisfaction. For these it is necessary to completely throw oneself into the cause that was embraced at the beginning. Orozco himself deeply wished to go to the foreign missions - although he was continually frustrated by his poor health - and hoped to receive the grace of martyrdom.


He also cultivated a deep love for the Order. Its history and spirituality interested him intensely. In his lifetime he wrote an “Instruction for religious”, a “Commentary on the Rule of Saint Augustine”, and a “Chronicle of the Church Father and Doctor Saint Augustine and of the saints, blessed, and doctors of the Order”, hoping to teach through the example of our saints.


Alonso de Orozco was a man who continually offered himself for service to the Order. He fulfilled many responsible roles within it. Even though as the king’s preacher he had the right to be exempt from the jurisdiction of his superiors, he preferred never to avail himself of this privilege. He worked for the expansion of the Order and founded new houses, including two friaries and three cloistered monasteries of women, showing by this his love of the contemplative life.

5. To give us the courage we need with their example


Alonso de Orozco's simple but enlightened spirituality, his devotion to study, his love for the Order, his pastoral spirit, and his commitment to serve the poor all bring us to remember him and to seek to put into practice the ideals of Christian and religious life that he so admirably incarnated.


May these words, found in his Confessions, inspire us to imitate him:

Lord, I am like a tree that you planted in the garden of your Roman Church. Send me the help I need, so that this tree not remain barren but produce the fruits of service and constant praise. (Conf 1,4)

Miguel Angel Orcasitas

Prior General O.S.A.

TO ALL THE FRIARS OF THE ORDER:

THE AUGUSTINIAN SCHOOL AND THE NEW EVANGELIZATION

Rome, 22nd October 1993

Dear Brother,


The General Chapter of 1989 outlined an extensive program of government, which is being realized through various initiatives. The most recent of these was the Latin American meeting which took place at Conocoto in September last. There we proposed "to reflect on the reality of the Order in Latin America, in the light of Santo Domingo, as the beginning of a process of revitalization of the Order, in the service of the New Evangelization"

Through a thoughtful analysis of the state of the Order and of the Church, we went through an experience of dialogue and sharing. We were searching for the key ideas that would give us a new understanding of the changes that are going on in the world. And this in the geographical setting of Latin America and in the life of the Church which is writing its history there, and making present the message of God's salvation.


With the memory still alive of those days in Conocoto, and continuing with the fulfilment of the Chapter program for the six-year term 1989-95, we now invite you to turn your attention to another topic of particular importance. This is our presence in the world of education.


Since the "Gravissimum educationis momentum" of Vatican 2, there have been several thought-provoking papal documents that underline the importance of education for the Church: "The Catholic School" (Rome,1977), "The lay Catholic, witness to the Faith in the School" (Rome,1982), "The Religious dimension of the Catholic School" (Rome,1988).


No-one doubts today that the Catholic school is a platform for evangelization and pastoral activity. Its contribution to the cultural dialogue is unique, and seems to be an alternative among the variety of educational options. It is in the school setting, in keeping with the social and cultural conditions of our time, and with the special character given to it by a community of persons, that one can find an example of how to live in the world as believers.


In the cultural and educational tradition of the Church, the Augustinian Order has played a distinguished role. For St. Augustine, the human being is a rational believer. Reason and faith, far from being in contention, complement one another. In the educational process, just as in the weaving of Augustine's thought, secular culture and the faith flow together. This is the reason for the affirmation that to serve culture is "one of the duties proper to our Order" (CC 178).

Our purpose in the world of education 


"The specific purpose of our schools is the Christian formation and education of the students. It follows that this apostolate should always be regarded as an essentially pastoral activity, so that we teach the truth with love, and the students acquire, along with a humanistic and scientific culture, a knowledge of the world, of life, and of humanity that is illumined by faith" (CC 179).


In using the term education, we are speaking of a global reality that embraces the whole person and involves the entire educational community. As a global reality it contributes to the development of the multiple dimensions of the human personality. In other words, an education which transmits culture in an honest way, does not neglect the substance of the faith and, as well as that, awakens social responsibility.


In order to make clear the Augustinian purpose in the educational field, it is necessary to have a community that radiates our spirit with its whole heart. Thus education is imparted by the activity of a community which professes and proclaims certain specific values. This community has as its inspiration the bountiful wellspring of Augustine. This is the nourishing source and, at the same time, the ultimate horizon of our education.


In contrast to a directive pedagogy, which would foster passivity and dependence, St. Augustine imagined the human being as a seed capable of development. "God would like to sow in every soul the seeds of intelligence, of wisdom" (Serm.117,11). The function of the external master (parents, educators...) must be to channel the release of this hidden potential. That intimate place, which is made up of feelings, restlessness, and search, is precisely where St. Augustine locates the encounter with God (En. in Ps. 74,9).


As Augustinians, we must offer to society the characteristic features of the Augustinian School, its inspiration and its pedagogy. Teaching communities in different countries are involved in this task today. It would be an enrichment to have a fraternal exchange of those texts which are used as material for study, as well as of the experiences which are born of their application in the classrooms.

The main lines of Augustinian education


The process of humanization operates through LOVE, the most profound power of human nature (In Joa. ep. 2,141). St. Augustine describes it in metaphorical language: "God has built a stairway in your heart for you to climb. The more you love, the higher you climb" (En. in Ps. 83,10). To train in and for LOVE brings us to other central ideas of Augustinian thought. One trains in love by bringing the human person to identify with his own self - INTERIORITY - so that from its depths "one withdraws into oneself and remains apart in the embrace of one's own being" (De ordine I,1,3). To train for LOVE leads to COMMUNITY and SOLIDARITY. A love which does not result in sharing freely is a vitiated love.


Whoever carries in the centre of his life the supports of love and of sharing, changes his personal history into a RESTLESS SEARCH ("We walk behind that which we seek and our search goes in pursuit of our love": In Epist. ad Gal. 54). Love, in the graphic phrase of St. Augustine, is "a restless flame" (En. in Ps. 31, 2, 5).


Another central idea in Augustinian thought is TRUTH. Far from St. Augustine, however, is any cold or static concept of truth. He understands it as a sharing (En. in Ps. 103, 2, 11), dwelling in the depths ("springing up from the humble sources in the valley" Serm.104, 2, 3) and includes INTERIORITY ("One rejects truth when one lives in distraction or dispersal". De b. vita 2, 9).


Fidelity to the TRUTH - which includes God, man himself, life, history in a process of change - the understanding of reality demands new analyses and new syntheses. Fundamentally, TRUTH appears as an existential solution: "It is of little value to speak the truth with the lips and not with the heart" (En. in Ps. 14, 3).


In this time of pessimism, the best service that the Augustinian School can render to the new evangelisation is a crystal-clear statement of values. The immediate and reflex effect of this effort will be a renewed Augustinian School, a healthy ferment in the midst of the human family.


At the heart of the Augustinian School is located the COMMUNITY. No ministry eliminates the basic equality of all the baptised. "All of you form only one family and we, in the end, are only the providers who belong to that same family" (Serm. 101, 39). The only Lord and Master of the community is Jesus Christ. Perhaps there are still some of our Centres that need to take that first step: to turn themselves into genuine educational communities. A school of this kind can be brought about only if teachers, parents, and students, are united in one and the same plan of education.


We have a large number of qualified lay people in the teaching staffs of our schools, in parents' associations, and as catechists. But our acceptance of them may, at times, be only as deputies or substitutes. Without the clear and active participation of the laity, the Church of Jesus Christ and the Augustinian School will not present a complete picture. In this context, participation and shared responsibility are crucial.


An essential goal is the transformation of the teaching community into a Christian community. The witness of harmony between the life and the teaching of an educator is his most eloquent lecture (De doctr. christ. 4,29,61). As well as this personal evangelisation, the Augustinian School must offer specific ways for the development of religious experience. There is a whole range of youth associations, as well as a variety of group activities, liturgical, charitable, and other out-of-school undertakings that can be channels for personal development as well as for the imparting of the Christian message. All of these instruments must be combined in a pastoral plan, where the students themselves become actively involved in their own growth.

The Augustinian School needs to be evangelised

Like the Church, which is always in need of evangelisation, and "needs to maintain its freshness, its vigour and its strength for proclaiming the Gospel" (EN 15), so also the Augustinian School needs to look back, calmly, at its past, and to judge it objectively. Especially it needs to examine itself critically in the context of this present time - which is a time of grace - and to accept the need for the restless search, for CONVERSION.


We must implant the evangelising and pastoral dimension within our educating-teaching activity. This obligation to renew and examine critically the raison d'etre of our School has today the mark of urgency. Rather than theoretical statements about identity, we need practical translations, plans for action.


The evangelisation of our school calls for the abandoning of all defensiveness, weariness, and evasion. In times past, society itself provided many examples of religious values for children and young people. Today, on the contrary, it is possible that for a considerable number of our students the Catholic School is the only agent of evangelization. Accordingly, the Augustinian School is called on to fulfil an important missionary function.


Today's culture shows itself to be oblivious of questions of meaning and value. It is the school that has the entire task of integrating culture and faith, and as such it has a clear evangelising character. That character will afterwards be modified by many other factors within the framework of education. Attention to the transcendent dimension of the human being is demanded by the very concept of integral formation. A school which disregards these attitudes, these ultimate values and questions, does not fulfil its function and is reduced to the mechanical transmission of knowledge. The good of the person and of society itself requires that the school incorporates into humanistic and scientific knowledge the search for meaning. The Augustinian School, being Catholic, is called upon to respond to this need and must include in its search the moral, spiritual, and religious dimension, evaluating the conquests of science and technology within the total perspective of the human person (cfr. John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution on Catholic Universities, 15.08.90, n.7).

Public recognition of teachers

One of the sectors which is making a major effort in renewal is that of education. The ill-disguised hostility towards the Catholic School, which exists in some social and political contexts, has brought about a re-evaluation of its evangelising results, as was recently vindicated once more by the Conference of Latin American Bishops at Santo Domingo. The effect of this process in the Catholic school is the enthusiastic determination of many men and women, who display an undoubted professionalism in the classroom. They arouse interest among their students in the ways of justice and peace, without allowing their hopes to be dimmed by difficulties and, supported by their Christian faith, build up the miracle of fraternity.


Yours is a hidden work, little acknowledged, living water which does not always flow on the surface. But it is a necessary ministry for the Church and for society.


To all of you, my dear friars who are engaged in education, and to all the lay people who share in that same ministry, I offer these words of encouragement. Both the anthropology and the spirituality of St. Augustine call for a presence that is close and tangible. Accordingly, I would like my last word to be a warm invitation to you towards renewal, in a personal sense as well as in terms of your teaching and cultural roles. The nucleus of evangelisation is the inescapable call to CONVERSION. It was an event which filled the life of St. Augustine from the time when he opened himself unconditionally to the action of God. An ongoing renewal is a process of constant conversion.


I salute you cordially in St. Augustine,


Miguel Angel Orcasitas OSA


Prior General

750 Years of Service to the Church

A LETTER TO THE FRIARS OF THE ORDER

Rome, 16 December 1993

Dear Brother,


When our first brothers met in the month of March, 1244, to celebrate the first general chapter of the Order, they could hardly have imagined that they were laying the foundation of an institution that would come to know centuries of expansion, missionary zeal, and service to the Church. lnnocent IV had called them together through the papal bulls lncumbit Nobis and Praesentium vobis, dated 16 December 1244. Today is the 750th anniversary of these two documents through which the pope gave his positive response to the request by four hermits from Tuscia (today Tuscany) to unite all the hermitages of the region. They were to have one common rule and one prior general, as had already occurred in the newly founded mendicant orders.


On the occasion of the anniversary of this important event it seems fitting to offer to the Order a few thoughts on our historical roots and our centuries-long service to the Church.


The Second Vatican Council urged religious institutes to return to their foundational moments in order to affirm more clearly their charismatic contributions to the Church and renew their structures and ecclesial service (cfr. Perfectae Charitatis, 2). It is important that we know our origins, because an awareness and love of our history make our identity clearer and give a new impulse to our mission.

The Foundation Process of the Order


As a result of the first general chapter of the Order in March of 1244, the hermit groups united into a single body. They accepted the rule of Saint Augustine as their norm of life and elected a prior general and visitators. They also decided to celebrate annual general chapters. They opted for a common form of prayer, chose the habit of the Order, and established the formula for profession.


The union of 1244 has a great significance for our history. It is even considered by some recent historians as the Order's authentic foundational moment. With it was born a new religious family under the rule of Saint Augustine and with a unified system of government.


Beginning with the union of 1244 our Order went through a notable process of growth and in a twofold direction. On the one hand, it expanded numerically and geographically, spreading to new territories beyond Tuscia. On the other hand, it brought about a progressive change from the eremitical to the conventual life. Elements of Augustinian inspiration strengthened its community life, while it began to organize itself as an apostolic fraternity, that is, a fraternity in apostolic mission. This apostolic orientation had already started timidly in some hermit groups before the 1244 union. lt reached its final form at the union of 1256 and became a general characteristic of the Order as the friars began to establish themselves in the towns.


The process continued to shape a new religious family within the Church. A female branch was to be added at the end of the thirteenth century as a further development of the contemplative and communitarian roots of the Order. As a result of direct pastoral work among the faithful, lay associations were set up to share in the Order's spirituality.


When we speak of our historic origins, there are two points of reference that must be considered: the Augustinian inspiration and the concrete historical form in which the Order was born and developed.

Augustinian Inspiration


The first conclusion that emerges from an historical analysis of the union of the Order in 1244 is its Augustinian inspiration. We recognize Saint Augustine as our father, master, and spiritual guide. From him we have received not only his rule and his name, but also his teaching and spirituality.


From the beginning Saint Augustine was considered the father of the Order. The first generations of Augustinians were anxious to show their close connection with Augustine himself. They maintained that the new order enjoyed a direct continuity with the monastic life founded by the bishop of Hippo in the north of Africa, which later spread to Europe. We do not know how far the monks of Saint Augustine ventured, nor can we demonstrate an historical connection between those men and the groups who made up the new Order of Saint Augustine.


With such claims as these the first Augustinians presented themselves as the legitimate heirs and authentic followers of the Augustine's monastic ideal. It was not just an eagerness on their part to claim an illustrious founder. Rather, it was a question of establishing their right of citizenship in the Church, their raison d'étre, and their value as a religious institution. In those days, to defend their own identity, they had to demonstrate an ancient origin, because decisions by the Church opposed the proliferation of new religious groups. The very existence of the Order was in danger. In fact, the Council of Lyons of 1274 had decreed the suppression of all orders that were founded after the Lateran Council of 1215.


Our Order undoubtedly assumes and makes its own the spiritual heritage of Saint Augustine. While other religious families have taken on his rule, for our Order his teaching goes far beyond this. His spiritual journey as a religious experience and the thought contained in his writings are a clear source of inspiration for approaching gospel values. This is particularly true of those works that have an explicit reference to the consecrated life. Augustine gave us a name and an identity as a religious group in the Church. His teaching should be a light for our path both individually and communally.


In this sense the Order has made great efforts since Vatican II to reexamine and present a model of religious life based on the thinking of Saint Augustine. Thanks to this impulse it has been able to recover values of a clearly Augustinian stamp, that characterize us as Augustinians within the Church and in relation to society.


An important step in this undertaking was the revision of our constitutions in 1968. This gave us clear direction about the spirit and the life of the Order. Even the juridical aspects took on a more Augustinian character. In effect, the new constitutions freed the Order from some norms that were tied to organizational models that did not always reflect the fraternity desired by Augustine. We were then able to overcome unjust inequalities among brothers of the same profession and could proceed to a new concept of autority, leaving aside ambitions and confrontations that were frequent in the past.


1993 marks twenty-five years since the revision of the constitutions. It is good to remind ourselves of the renewal they brought and to give them a serious re-reading.


In the same way, the Plan of Formation (Ratio lnstitutionis) recently approved by the General Council also has its place. This document is intended for ongoing as well as initial formation. It highlights fundamental Augustinian values and describes the vows in the light of Augustinian religious life.

Apostolic Fraternity


However, the spirit of Saint Augustine does not exhaust the foundational inspiration of the Order. There is another source as well, namely the historical and concrete shape the Order took at its birth and the way in which it lived this out in the course of its development. Our constitutions speak this way: “The Order's essential characteristics were, then, both the heritage of a religious family founded by Saint Augustine and the fundamental principles of the orders of apostolic fraternity” (n. 7).


The Order was apostolic from the very beginning because it received from Saint Augustine the model of fraternity lived by the Apostles and found in the early Christian community. On the other hand, from its institution by the Church it received the mandate of the apostolate, as did the other orders of the time, that is, the responsibility of proclaiming the good news of the gospel. These two aspects are complementary, one internal, the other external. Together they define the apostolic dimension of the Order.


Imitating the Apostles' form of life leads one to place all things in common (vivere sine proprio) and to follow an ideal of fraternity where all are equal as brothers and can take on tasks of leadership. in imitating the Apostles, one lives with simplicity, austerity, and poverty, even to the extent of being mendicant.


Proclaiming the good news means living close to the people and exercizing the pastoral ministry. This includes catechesis and the administration of the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist, preaching the Word, and hearing confessions. These activities were carried out by the mendicant orders not only in the towns but also later on in the missions. Equally apostolic is a presence in the realm of culture through education and study. The whole community in its life-style and activities makes up an apostolic fraternity on the model of the early Christian community. It has an evangelizing dimension which is shared by all its members according to their respective areas of responsibility.


The apostolic dimension gives a world-wide thrust to the fraternity. From the beginning the groups making up the Order tended towards a universal service to the needs of the Church. One notices a profound ecclesial sense and a willingness to put themselves at the service of the Church's cause, transcending national barriers in a spirit. of universality. In a period when Europe was losing the more universal character of the middle ages to the rise of nationalism, the medieval orders labored to make Europe the common home of Christianity. They did this through apostolic activity in their churches and a presence in the universities, as well as their ability to move from one country to another. The greatness of the religious orders, in that age as in every age, was just that sense of universality that overcame borders and made possible what the individuality of the local church could not accomplish by itself: to christianize culture through study and to spread the gospel through missions. These two fundamental tasks of the Church were made possible thanks mainly to the religious orders.


Another foundational characteristic of apostolic fraternities was their tie with the Apostolic See in its important role of defending the Church. The mendicant orders were born as an instrument for the renewal and sanctification of the Church at a time of heretical movements and a decadent clergy within a weakened feudal system. Therefore these orders received special protection and direction from the Apostolic See. The privilege of exemption, placing the communities at the perimeter of episcopal authority, was conceived in order to make them into an adequate agent for reform. In our case all the houses of the Order were placed under the protection of Saint Peter and there is the consciousness of a special tie with the See of Peter from our origins. Our constitutions remind us: "The peculiar influence of the Holy See in the founding of the Order directed its activity especially toward the service of the universal Church, and for this reason our Order has wished to render a particular devotion and royalty to the Church and the papacy" (n. 6).


In fact, the popes played an important role in the process of the Order's gestation and birth. Innocent IV was the author of the union of 1244, while the union of 1256 was the work of Alexander IV. A crucial role was played by Cardinal Richard degli Annibaldi, whom the pope had named protector of the Order. His interventions were very significant for the unions both of 1244 and 1256. Our first historians recognized this relationship to the Church, to which they attributed the Order's immediate foundation and considered this fact a particular mark of glory.


Jordan of Saxony expressed it this way: “I judge it more authentic that holy mother Church herself established this order practically from its foundations, than if it had been done by any holy man; for no one can doubt that holy mother Church is guided by the Holy Spirit, and whatever is instituted or established by her is undoubtedly done through the impulse of the Holy Spirit” (Vitas Fratrum 1, 9).

The lesson of History


Going back to our history should not be an exercize of mere nostalgia or self satisfaction, but rather a way to grow in self knowledge by rediscovering our roots and looking to the future.


As we commemorate today the anniversary of this important event in the early days of our Order, we want to celebrate with joy the 750 years of service to the Church, that is, service to men and women whom the Order has met along its path of evangelization during those centuries.


We admire the courage of the first hermits who showed that they were able to accept a radical change in their lives and opened themselves to a new ecclesial charism that was meeting the needs of the moment.


Above all, we call to mind the sources of inspiration of our spirituality in order to renew them and thus achieve a clearer and more incisive presence in the Church.


From Augustine, our father, we received the values of common life, fellowship, interiority, unity and friendship in God. Let us take advantage of this celebration to better understand those elements which characterize the spirituality of Saint Augustine. We have the tools to deepen this awareness and to put our reflection into practice.


From the Church, our foundress and mother, we received our organization and the call to evangelize. In this anniversary we need to remind ourselves of these other aspects of the Order which gave us life in the Church and which today can be a key to our vitality. The memory of the first union is an invitation to grow in our collective awareness as an order, because our own future and our ability to continue to serve the Church depend a great deal on our ability to make this awareness operative.


Fidelity to our original inspiration makes us ask ourselves about the meaning of the universal dimension, which the Order has cultivated through the centuries, and helps us overcome provincial and national barriers in order to undertake our common tasks.


As we prepare for the Synod of Bishops that will treat the theme of the consecrated life, it is only right that we make the effort to deepen our roots and discover from our history those values which the Order has incarnated at its best moments and which make up our identity.


The General Council intends to promote this celebration by organizing activities and publications which will help our reflection. At this moment I can inform you of plans for a spirituality course next July in which, alongside the spirituality of Saint Augustine, the other sources of the Order's inspiration will be presented.


At the same time we wish to invite the provinces to include this celebration in their own plans for ongoing formation and in their historical and spiritual publications, in order to highlight the long period of our service to the Church.


The Order lives every moment of its history within the situation of the Church and society. A glance at history will not solve our problems nor radically change them, but it can give us keys for interpretation and action that will open up paths for hope and faith in the future. May this celebration of 750 years of service to the Church help us to attain a fuller knowledge of our identity and render a greater service to the gospel.


Fraternally in Saint Augustine,

Fr. Miguel Angel Orcasitas

Prior General O.S.A.

BLESSED ANSELMO POLANCO

Augustinian Friar

Letter to the brothers and sisters of the Order on the occasion of his approaching beatification

Rome, 29th March 1995


I am glad to tell you that the Holy Father has fixed October 1 this year as the date for the beatification of Fr. Anselmo Polanco, the Augustinian who was Bishop of Teruel and Apostolic Administrator of Albarracín (Spain), and of the Vicar General of the diocese, Fr. Felipe Ripoll.

1. A new Augustinian blessed


During the course of time the Church has proposed many Augustinian brothers and sisters as models, of sanctity, because they practised the virtues in a heroic degree, or because of their fortitude in the face of persecution. To this long list there is added now the name of Anselmo Polanco, bishop and martyr, a contemporary of ours from the Province of the Holy Name of Jesus of the Philippines who, together with the Vicar General of his diocese, Fr. Felipe Ripoll, gave his life for Christ on 7 February 1939. To him they had consecrated their lives, for him they gave themselves until the end (Jn. 10,18).


The papal decree recognizing the martyrdom of the Servants of God was signed by the Holy Father on 2 July 1994, a year in which, by providential coincidence, we were celebrating the Order’s 750 years of service to the Church. If every beatification is a gift which the Lord grants to the Church, the raising of a friar to the honours of the altar is also a gift for the Order. A gift which enriches its heritage of holiness, and which reaffirms the value of the Augustinian charism as a reliable way of following in the footsteps of Jesus today.


From Vatican II to the recent Synod of Bishops, celebrated last year, the religious life has been reaffirmed as a charismatic presence in the Church. The proclamation of new beati adds to the doctrinal declaration the stimulus of witness and the guidance of example. They are the proof, alive and palpable, that this radical consecration to God is a valid and valuable way to personal fulfillment and holiness. They are also a pressing invitation to follow this way. St. Augustine recalled it in explaining the reason for the veneration of the saints:


“To honour [the saints] without following their example is nothing but false adulation. The feasts of the saints have been instituted by the Church of Christ in order that, thanks to them, the community of the members of Christ may feel moved to imitate them... If you are slow to imitate the Lord, imitate your fellow-servant. An army of servants has gone ahead of you; the lazy now have no excuse” (Serm. 325, 1).

2. Fr. Polanco, Augustinian friar


Born in Buenavista de Valdavia, Palencia, in Spain, on 16 April 1881, Anselmo Polanco made his first profession as an Augustinian in the friary of Valladolid in 1897, being affiliated to the Philippines Province. He pursued his studies in Valladolid and the friary of Santa María de la Vid, where he celebrated his first Mass in December 1904. He afterwards studied for some months in Germany. Then he returned to Spain, to teach various humanistic and theological subjects in Valladolid and La Vid. He gained the Order’s degrees of Lector, Prefect of Studies and, finally, Master of Theology. He was engaged in formation for some time and, from 1923 to 1929, was Prior of the Valladolid friary. In 1929 he went to the Philippines, with the office of Provincial Counsellor. Three years later, in 1932, he was named Prior Provincial of the Province of the Holy Name of Jesús of the Philippines.


As Provincial he was assiduous in carrying out the canonical visitation of his brothers, giving careful attention to the different countries where his Province was represented. This meant traveling to China, the Philippines, the United States, Colombia and Peru, bringing to everyone a word of encouragement in their work of evangelization, and a fraternal exhortation to live a genuine Augustinian religious life.


Both as a religious and a superior, Fr. Polanco was noteworthy for his love of peace without neglect of discipline, for his esteem for the person without transgression of the rules, for his complete availability in the service of the Church. Whose universality he had opportunity to know and to appreciate personally. All this made him a person particularly suitable for the pastoral ministry in difficult and dangerous times, without reserve, with fortitude, and with profound love of the Church.

3. Bishop of Teruel, 1935-1939

“I have come to give my life for my sheep”, said Bishop Polanco, on arrival in the diocese of Teruel. Certainly he had to take on the ministry of guide and pastor in circumstances that were extraordinarily difficult. Civil war broke out in Spain nine months after his entry into the diocese, and the city of Teruel, where he resided, immediately became one of the points of conflict where the struggles was most cruel and bloody. The city was on the very battle line and was besieged. In this dramatic situation the bishop, followed by his vicar, resolved to remain at his post and to share the fate of the rest of the population, despite the fact that they could have gone to safety as, in fact, many advised them to do. To those who asked the reason for this decision, the bishop replied simply: “Because the pastor must not abandon his sheep, especially when they are in such great danger as in my diocese”. On another occasion he said that he could not leave his flock “simply because the wolf is marauding near the sheepfold”.


Inspired by the logic of the faith and a profound pastoral sense, Bishop Polanco put into practice the advice of Augustine to Bishop Honoratus: “When all are threatened by the same danger, that is, bishops, clergy and laity, those who need the others must not be abandoned by those of whom they have need” (Possidius, 30,11).


In time of tribulation at Teruel, he was prodigal in his counsel and help to his people. His comportment earned him considerable support in the diocese, where even today the people retain the most grateful memory of him. As the decree on the martyrdom records, he was familiarly known to all as Father Polanco, not only because he was a religious but because he was an authentic father and good shepherd of the people.


When the city fell into the hands of the besieging troops, the bishop was arrested, and in this state he suffered great pressure, especially that he should withdraw his signature from a joint pastoral letter of the Spanish bishops, in which the religious persecution suffered by the Church was denounced before world public opinion. This letter had a great impact internationally. Fr. Polanco maintained a firm attitude at all times, refusing to withdraw his signature, in spite of threats, as well as promise and flattery, on the part of the politicians concerned. According to some witness, they even offered to present him for the see of Barcelona. He knew very well that resistance on this point was at the risk of his life. But the endured the danger out of fidelity to ecclesial communion with his brother bishops and out of obedience to the Pope, the only one from whom he could accept another appointment in the Church.


He quietly endured the prison, where he was confined for over a year, accepting it as God’s will, encouraging his companions, towards whom he was always king and helpful, carrying out, just like them, the most humble tasks. In this time of trial he was able to organize with the other detainees an intense life of prayer, based on the practices of piety and meditation. Only rarely was he permitted to celebrate the Eucharist, an opportunity which he accepted as a special grace from the Lord.

4. Martyr for the faith


It is still too soon to give a definitive historical judgement regarding the Spanish civil war, which created a stifling climate of struggle, reprisal and irreconcilable hatred. But there is no doubt about the existence of an authentic religious persecution, which fell upon the Church with unusual violence. Fr. Polanco, as pastor, strove in these difficult circumstances to help remedy as far as possible the situations of injustice, and to alleviate the suffering of the condemned on the other side. He did refer to them as enemies, but as deluded brothers.


It is right to underline at his point, and apart from any polemic, that the contrasting, historical views cannot tarnish the validity of the personal testimony given by these brothers, who suffered persecution for Christ and accepted its consequences, even death itself. Their constancy is an undeniable spiritual inheritance.


Bishop Polanco and Fr. Felipe Ripoll were assassinated on 7 February 1939, shortly before the war ended, and so they are counted among the last victims of this Spanish civil strife.


The Congregation for the Causes of the Saints, after a laborious process, has concluded that their deaths constitute authentic martyrdom, and in assenting to this the Holy Father has brought the Cause to a close.

5. A witness for today


Fr. Polanco was a man of deep faith, sincere piety, and constant prayer, to the point of being considered a saint even before his martyrdom. His dedication to God and to his brothers was exactly the best spiritual preparation for his martyrdom. Accordingly we regard him as a model, through the different stages of his life, for his wholehearted commitment, his availability, his uncompromising dedication, his service first of all to his religious brothers, and then to the faithful of his diocese as pastor.


The evocation of his life and martyrdom, as the supreme act of love, still speaks to us today, reminding us that the Christian must be ready to confess Christ before men, and to follow him on the way of the Cross.


Many other Augustinian friars also confessed their faith during this same religious persecution. Of the approximately two hundred friars, from the four Spanish Provinces, who died during the years of the civil war, most were assassinated. The beatification cause of ninety-eight of them has been introduced.


Today, just like yesterday, there are brothers and sisters of ours who live in situations or risk, strengthened by their faith in Jesus Christ. The example of the martyrs of Christ helps us in our weakness and is a stimulus to our spiritual lukewarmness. Their witness reminds us that the religious life means a total donation of ourselves, and an uncondination availability to God’s plan. This gift of oneself is shown normally in faithfulness to the religious vows which characterize our life, as compared with that of other Christians who follow another vocation. But at times it can also mean the heroic givings of one’s life in time of persecution. Religious profession, fully lived, prepares and disposes for the supreme sacrifice of martyrdom. The martyrs and confessors of every age teach us to place our hope in what is essential and not to betray our vocation in exchange for changeable goods. This is a lesson which has special meaning and validity for an age in which the predominant culture that surrounds us, saturated with secularism and materialism considers the faith as something irrelant.

6. The beatification, a celebration for the Order


The figure of Bishop Polanco establishes a strong spiritual link between the Diocese of Teruel and the Order of St. Augustine. Together we have promoted the cause of beatification, and together we prepare to celebrate this event. In order to have a better coordination of the celebrations and activities connected with the beatification, a central commission has been set up, with the Bishop of Teruel, the Prior General of the Order, the Postulator General, the Provincial of the Philippines Province or his vicar, a priest from Teruel as delegate of the bishop, and the Secretary General as coordinator of the commission. On this central commission depend the other commissions already set up or to be established, in the Diocese and in the Order.


Now I wish to exhort you to take an active part in the preparation for this event. In the first place, we prepare ourselves inwardly to celebrate it within our own community as a moment of grace for the Church, the diocese of Teruel, the Order, and particularly the Province of the Holy Name of Jesus of the Philippines, to which the new beatus was affiliated. Likewise I invite you to promote the active participation of the faithful in whatever activities are organized, in order to ensure that this celebration will be for our spiritual benefit.


Among the events announced, a pilgrimage to Rome is being organized, so that those who wish to do so can be present at the Mass of beatification, which will take place in St. Peter’s Square on 1 October, and at the Mass of Thanksgiving which we shall celebrate on 2 October in St. Peter’s Basilica. The commission will prepare all the information necessary for participants in these events. We would like you to make the event known, in particular, to the faithful in our churches and parishes, as well as in the teaching communities of our schools


My dear brothers and sisters, in this hour of grace:


“Remember your leaders who spoke the word of God you. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith” (Heb. 13:7).


My greetings and good wishes, in St. Augustine

P. Miguel Angel Orcasitas OSA

Prior General

AT THE HEART OF THE ORDER

LETTER TO THE SISTERS OF CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE

Rome, 11th June 1995

1
The Venerable Mother Teresa Fasce


The Holy Father today declared that there is proof that Mother Teresa Fasce, our sister Teresa of Cascia, practised the theological and cardinal virtues in a heroic degree. This is an important step in opening the door to her beatification, when there is evidence that through her intercession some special grace has been granted.


With this act of recognition the Church is preparing the way to present Mother Fasce as an example of sanctity. By her life, she teaches us an ardent love for the Order, pledging her support to spreading knowledge and love of Saint Rita; she is an example for us also by her prudent governing of the monastery and her social sensibility, being preoccupied for the more disadvantaged ones.


Mother Fasce is another sister of our Order who from her enclosed life unites herself with a wide number of men and women of the Order who have been explicitly proposed by the Church as models worthy of imitation and as intercessors before the Lord.


The happy conclusion which emerges from this cause, as well as from the many others opened up with the Sacred Congregation for the Causes of Saints, some in very recent times, leads us to the extraordinary conclusion that a great number of our sisters have led and are leading in the monasteries lives of personal sancity humbly and hidden, perhaps known only to God, but of extraordinary value to the life of the Church.

2
The ecclesial value of the contemplative life

This recognition serves to confirm the validity and relevance of the contemplative life in the Church. Certainly we are dealing with a distinguished way of following Jesus in our own days, which leads to personal sanctity. But it is above all an eloquent expression of the values of the Kingdom in the midst of our society. A sign which “puts before everyone, in a special way, the exaltation of the Kingdom of God above the terrestrial and its great demands”
. It is a proclamation of a future life. A witness that touches the essence of evangelisation and which therefore has an extraordinary ecclesial value. No wonder then that the Church corroborates now, as it always did in the past, the importance of your way of life for the whole Church. The contemplative life, in effect, is not only at the heart of the Order, but at the heart of the Church
.


Thus the Second Vatican Council proclaimed in recognition of the institutes of the contemplative life that they “offer to God an eminent sacrifice of praise, they are a lesson to the people of God with exceptional fruits of sanctity, draw it along by example and expand it with a mysterious apostolic fruitfulness. In this way they are an honour to the Church and a fountain of heavenly graces”
. It is understandable that it should be so, because if every consecrated life exercises a symbolic and critical function in society, none does so in such a full way as the enclosed contemplative life, because it is the most radical expression of the primacy of God (cfr Mt. 22,37). As Saint Thomas of Villanova recalls, in the contemplative life God Himself is the immediate object of love, whereas in the active life the object is the neighbour who is loved by God
. Your life is a testimony that you have believed the words of Jesus when he spoke of “the one thing necessary” (Lk. 10,42).


Along with this value as witness, the Council recognises in the contemplative life “mysterious apostolic fruitfulness”
. Picking up on this Conciliar quotation, the Pope recently in connection with the institutes of contemplative life stated: “ they have in the Church an apostolic function. In fact, prayer is a service to the Church and to souls. It produces ‘abundant fruits of holiness’ and gains for God’s people ‘ a mysterious apostolic fruitfulness’ (PC 7). It is well known that contemplatives pray and live for the Church and frequently, thanks to their support and progress, graces and celestial helps are obtained which are superior to those received by means of action”
. Also the recent document from the Congregation for the Institutes of the consecrated life, entitled Fraternal Life in Community recognises the contemplative life as “a most efficacious apostolic influence, which remains in good part hidden in the mystery”
.


The first and fundamental apostolate for these institutes is “their very contemplative lives, .... because such is, according to the designes of God, their typical way of being Church, of living in the Church, of realising communion with the Church, of accomplishing a mission within the Church”
. As the preparatory document of the Synod quoting the Council said, “The apostolate of those of the consecrated life consists primarily in the witness of their lives”
.


To live the enclosed life does not mean to live away from the problems of the world or of the Church. On the contrary, it means to share with suffering humanity the problems and pains within the heart and in prayer, in profound solidarity with all mankind. Like all disciples of Christ, although in a different way, the contemplative sisters “ co-share the joy and hope, the sorrows and distress of the men and women of our day, especially of the poor and of all kinds of afflicted, because there is nothing truly human which does not resonate in the heart of the disciples of Christ”
.


Since the Council, the Holy Sea has referred in several documents to the contemplative life, either to study a particular topic, such as the enclosure the (clausura)
 or to address in a specific way the contemplative dimension in the consecrated life, giving particular attention to your way of life
.


Also the recent Synod on the consecrated life touched on different debates related to your style of life, in prepatory documents, in synodal discussions, in the propositions and in the final message. Synthetically, they refer to the relationship between the identity of the complete contemplative life, the clausura, formation, the promotion of the enclosed way of life, the autonomy and colloboration between monasteries and the mission in the Church. Without doubt, the post synodal exhortation which the Pope is preparing at present, will be a stimulating motive to follow Jesus Christ in faithfulness to your charism.


These testimonies amply reinforce the ecclesial value of your contemplative vocation and emphasise its significance, its apostolic dimension and the importance it holds for all the Church. I feel that it is most important that you receive with joy and gratitude this voice of the Church, which both today and in the past expresses and puts a high positive value on your ecclesial vocation. In this way you will find a stimulus to grow spiritually in the following of Jesus, not only coming from the fruit of your own intimate experience but also reinforced by the authoritative voice of the Church.

3
Conciliar renewal of Religious life


The second Vatican Council as well as offering keys of interpretation for an understanding of the ecclesial value of religious life, also gave indications for its revitalisation in the document Perfectae Caritatis which deals with the appropriate renewal of religious life. The most significant guideline given to religious Institutes has been “the continual return to the founts of all christian life and the original inspiration of the institutes and the adaptation of these to the conditions of our times”
. This was an invitation to return to the Word of God and to the particular fonts of the institutions, so as to rediscover the charism of their founders and to reaffirm their individual spirituality in the light of the signs of the times. In asking for such a return to their roots the Council recognised the value brought to the Church by living out the spirituality and charism of each Institute. To keep alive and to express clearly this charismatic inspiration is to vitalise this value so as to present it anew to the Church.


The post-conciliar process has meant an authentic purification for religious life, which has freed it from some hindrances and practices which were contrary to its own spirituality. At the same time this has not happened without certain deviations and breaches which have affected the force of witness given by religious in society and in the Church.


Analysing the the concrete reality of your life, the importance of the charism of the Order within the contemplative life-style has been set out in the Constitutions for Contemplative Nuns, which were approved on 29th June 1988.


This is not just a legislative text but also one of spiritual exhortation, and as such capable of guiding you towards an authentic spirituality which should shape your lives.


Taking into consideration the origins of the Order, there are two elements in particular which are the founts from which flow our spirituality and charism.


On the one hand there is the evangelical and ecclesial dimension, without which it is impossible to understand not only our life but the life of any religious in the Church. Your constitutions note this when they affirm that the spirituality of the Order is above all else evangelical and ecclesial
. “The evangelical counsels the Council reminds us, have the virtue of uniting with the Church and with its mystery all those who practise them”
. In our case this dimension receives particular emphasis from the centrality which the Gospels and the Church hold in the spirituality of Saint Augustine. Furthermore, in so far as the ecclesial dimension is concerned, our Order enjoys a distinctive characteristic because it could be said that we have the Church for mother: such was the importance of the Holy See in establishing the juridical constitution of the Order. Our spiritual authors are very conscious of this spiritual maternity of the Church and for this reason they invite the members of the Order to foster a special love for the Church
.


The other great fountain of inspiration is, naturally, Saint Augustine. Renewal and revitalisation of our life requires a better knowledge of Saint Augustine and a great effort to relive his spiritual experience both personal and communitarian. To make explicit this necessary point of reference is the best way to grow in our identity and to consolidate the service we render to the Church. 
4
Rediscover Augustine: pledge of renewal


Your contemplative experience is at the heart of Augustinian spirituality. A life-style which connects directly with the religious vocation as our Father Saint Augustine would have wished to live it in the beginning. In his personal journey, the impulse of his conversion brought him to contemplation. The force of the grace made him desire to be not just a christian, but a consecrated religious and monk, and so a contemplative, as he himself affirmed the “otium sanctum” constitutes the life of a monk
.


Augustine himself wished to leave us his personal testimony when he said: “Nobody desired more than I a secure and tranquil life dedicated to contemplation; there is nothing better, nothing more enjoyable than, away from all hustle and bustle, to be able to delve deeply into the divine treasure. Truly, this is something agreeable and satisfying”
. 


Today as in the past, this experience of Augustine is proposed for our imitation because it preserves the freshness of the realities which are so profoundly human and so are valid for men and women of all times. Augustine is, in effect, a man for all seasons because he speaks from the depths of his most intimate desires, there where all men of all epochs converge. He is also a contemporary in that his books are an expression of his dialogues with God, dialogues which by their immutable nature, make Augustine an ever relevant spokesman for people of any time. Augustine lives on, finally, because he knew more than most how to give life to perennial values which challenge the times.


We can only love and promote a truly authentic Augustinian religious life in the measure in which we pledge ourselves to understanding its principles in order to convert them into a live and lifegiving experience.



a) search for God: inwardness


An essential element in Augustine’s vision of the religious life is the search for God. From the moment of his conversion he tried to to get near the mystery of God. The path for this search begins in one’s interior. Our holy Father invited each of the faithful to searh for God in his own interior, as when he says: “Return to the heart; look there for what perhaps you feel about God: right there is the image of God. In the inward man Christ lives. in the interior you shall be renewed according to the image of God; know in his image the Creator” 
.


The reason for this starting point is because in our interior it is possible to find God since we are made in God’s image. The interior is the place where the human being meets God, who is Trinity. God manifests himself in our inner self and there we find the image of the Trinity. ”It is the supreme Trinity we a seeking when we look for God” 
.


But this discovery is not of a speculative character, but a spiritual and mystical one. The mystery of the Trinity is alive and operative in us: “God trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit comes to us when we go to them: they come to us helping us , we go to them in contemplation: they come to us to fill us with their presence, we go to them to find refuge. They do not manifest themselves to us in an exterior way but in the interior, and their stay with us is not transitory but permanent”
.


Any authentic renewal of the religious life should take on a spiritual revitalisation as a first commitment. This is the greatest challenge of religious life today. As Augustinians, spiritual renewal implies obedience to grace which, through prayer, opens up for the believer the life of God. It involves the fostering of spiritual inwardness, a strengthening of our search for God, an intensification of our relationship with Christ and an openness to the action of the Holy Spirit.



b) community


Man, created in the image of God, lives out this image in community. The community bears an analogical and imperfect image of the Trinity, where charity and love are the bonds which unite the members. The love which enabled the first disciples to have only one heart is an image of the trinitarian mystery where the Holy Spirit, expression of the love between the Father and the Son, is a love so perfect that the three persons are one God
.


This same connection between the trinitarian mystery and community was emphasised in the recent synod on the consecrated life: 


“For all, the community life is an ideal and a way. It reflects the transcendent model of the Trinity, with whose life of unity Christ wishes his disciples to be characterised; but it is a demanding way which demands maturity in the human and evangelical virtues, sharing in the fraternity, friendship in joys and sorrows, solidarity in the apostolic mission, constant generosity in mutual love even to the giving of life”
.


The way to arrive at the unity which makes community a sign of the presence of God is, above all a turning to God himself. Very pointedly our Holy Father added to the phrase from the Acts of the Apostles “of one mind and one heart”, a focal point towards which all the forces of the community should be directed, the words in Deum. This unity is not solely or principally the result of our own human efforts, but comes from our point of reference, which is God: the orientation, the straining towards God will create unity in the community. The nearer we get to God, the nearer we shall be to each other. God, supreme and perfect unity, will create unity in the community.


As a consequence of this theological vision is the emphasis on the community dimension. The Order has underlined in particular this aspect of our life considering it to be the most original contribution of our Holy Father to the life of the Church in his establishment of the consecrated life. For this reason I have affirmed “communion as a value and community as a structure constitute simultaneously our ideal of life and the point of departure of our mission in the Church and in the world”
.


In this sense we cannot understand the Augustinian religious life primarily in terms of individual consecration, without emphasising the charismatic and witness values of community life. In a pre-conciliar vision the prevalent concept of religious life was as a state of perfection, putting the accent on individual perfection, to be sought after through total consecration to God and through a life of asceticism. The recovery of the communitarian vision is particularly significant in the context of your lives. The Pope has reached the conclusion: “that the whole fruitfulness of religious life depends on the quality of fraternal life in common”
.


The revision of our life in the light of the demands of the community dimension has brought great benefits to our religious life: “It has permitted the regeneration of the texture of our living together, liberating it from unacceptable inequalities between members of equal profession, and from arbitrariness on the part of authority which was not always accessible to dialogue. In many cases, also, from the poison which produces in communities cliques of power and of opposition”
.


It has recovered the value of the person and his/her initiatives. But at the same time “it has stressed in a sharpened sense the idea of community understood as fraternal life, which is built more on the quality of interpersonal relationships than on the formal aspects of regular observance”
. For that reason “to foster the communion of hearts and souls” it is necessary “to cultivate the qualities required for every human relationship: education, amability, sincerity, self control, sensitivity, a sense of humour and a spirit of cooperation”
. 


Nevertheless, in spite of the above human aspects of living together, our community is not based on congeniality or compatibility of persons but on faith. We are not to seek in community a source of personal gratification but a way to seek and search for God.



c) the model of the primitive community


The model of the primitive christian community particularly attracts the attention of our Holy Father, presenting it as a model of the religious life he founded. The reason is that this community expresses with extreme clarity the community dynamism of the faith. The profound experience of God carries it along. It is nourished and grows on this experience of God, while the reference to God (in Deum) creates unity. 


The spiritual authors of the Order present the communitarian model of the primitive christian community as one which for us has a “founding” importance. Thus Saint Thomas of Villanova affirms: “The blessed Augustine formed his religious community in imitation of these christians. He considered it sufficient for his monks to follow the way and rule of life of these early lay christians”
.


Recently the Ratio Institutionis of the Order refers to the relevance of this model for Augustine. “Augustine considered it important to revive this ideal in his time, and he saw in it a decisive contribution to building the Kingdom of God among men. It is sufficient to look around us in our present world to realise that this ideal has lost nothing of its relevance for today”
.


Augustine looked on the religious life as an alternative model of social relationships which differ profoundly from those existing in society. A monastery has a social function of love and seeks to renew authentic human relationships inspired by humility and not by power
.


A spirituality of this kind has profound practical consequences for the religious life in the monastery. Faith has to be shared and human relationships fostered as a basis for community life. It means cultivating dialogue and using community mechanisms which promote common resposibility. For us the local chapter and human communication are of supreme importance. Fear not to take on the demands of the community dimension of our charism.

5
Ongoing formation


Community renewal has been greatly helped by the idea of permanent formation recommended in the document Potissimum Institutionis . It would be desirable that the daily monastic life should imply in some way the process of permanent renewal
.


You constitutions outline precisely the fundamental ways at your disposal of living to the full the augustinian life. Some are of a general character, common to all consecrated life in the Church, but they form part as well of the doctrine of Saint Augustine and the tradition of the Order. Others are more specific to our spirituality.


Your Constitutions say:


“The objectives of the Order are achieved as follows:


a) consecration to God by means of the vows of religion, which are the foundation of community life, path of contemplation and fountain of apostolic fruitfulness:


b) the divine cult, especially the cult of the liturgy;


c) common life in fraternity and friendship;


d) dedication both personal and communitarian to the interior life and study ;


e) zeal for the needs of the Church;


f) dedication to work, both manual and intellectual
.


The instrumentum laboris of the Synod records the insistence of the preparatory responses to the document on the need for solid, initial and ongoing, biblical, theological, liturgical, and spiritual formation, suitable to the kind of life and in accordance with one’s charism, in the light of the directives of the Church
.


In another place it affirms “the future of the consecrated life depends on the dynamic capacity which the institutes have for the formation of their members”
.


Today this challenge of formation comes into your horizon as one of the principal tasks to be undertaken. It is a question not only of the proper formation of new candidates, but also of the continual formation of the community. In this way continual formation is an instrument cultivating and revitalising in an ongoing way the grace of your special vocation
.


Your style of life acquires in the Church a profile which becomes clearer every day as one of contemplative life. It imposes an obligation of delving into what it means to be a contemplative and of using the means to foster this dimension which characterises and gives the name to your way of life. The liturgy, the reading of Scripture, the reading of Saint Augustine, the study of augustinian spirituality and the religious life, spiritual reading and all the means at your disposal to deepen your life in a personal and communitarian way, are instuments which foster this contemplative dimension. 


Your life will be all the more full in the measure you find space in the rhythm of your life to elevate the human and spiritual tone of the community, integrating it harmoniously with the manual work of each day. This is a task which calls for a continual formative effort, but one which is destined to produce abundant fruit in the community and in each sister.


Nobody is more capable than yourselves of indicating the direction that these tasks should take towards the future. The challenge of formation implies also the preparation of some sisters who would be of service in giving a lead to the Federations and Monasteries. At a time when the Church and society are calling for a position of more autonomy and responsibility for women you are under an obligation to dedicate some of your energies to a better specific preparation (in theology, spirituality, augustinian studies, the theology of religious life) so as to be able to provide a reason for your kind of vocation to those approaching the monasteries and so as to promote growth in the human and spiritual dimension of the enclosed life.


At the same time there is an obligation to know better the thinking and spirituality of our Holy Father Saint Augustine. Fortunately, the publications available today give us direct access to his works.


Finally, in order to consolidate an awareness of our own identity and foster the internal culture of the Order, you should make an special effort to learn about the spirituality of the Order, above all by getting closer to the great examples of sanctity who have received public recognition by the Church.
6
The challenges of our time


Experience shows us that in many countries, particularly in the more developed ones, religious life is meaningless for many people. Without reference to God it is very difficult to understand it. It comes from this phenomenon of secularism, whereby man considers himself autonomous and thinks he has no need of God. We are dealing with a social change which carries with it serious consequences for the religious life.



a) vocations crisis


Perhaps the crisis in vocations is the most telling consequence of the social evolution in the most developed countries, where the greater part of our monasteries are to be found. Nevertheless, your way of life continues to be a valid witness, a living sign, capable of raising questions in people of good-will or in people who are victims of circumstances and who feel the yearning for the infinite which God has placed in our interior being.


History teaches us that after times of spiritual devaluation, of loss of ethical values, of materialism or rampant hedonism, there has been sometimes a resurgence in mysticism, a new understanding of the Spirit, a new path of intimacy with God. We do not know if a similar phenomenom lies in wait for us in the near furure. Perhaps when humanity hits rock bottom in a humanism which is so self-centred that it becomes dehumanising, we may experience a spiritual renaissance.


In the meantime, it is our lot to live this moment of time with profound humility accepting it as “a sign of the times”, with the conviction of being the small christian community in a pagan world, capable of being able to bear witness and awaken in consciences the discovery of God. It falls to the consecrated life to help man find God, because he has lost the sense of the transcendent. As contemplatives you should be well versed in the knowledge of the interior life, where it is possible to find a meaning for everything. 



b) ageing and diminution of numbers


To live in times of growth and expansion is relatively easy. It gives a profound sense of achievement and exaltation, even a spiritual one, a conviction that God is on our side. Eventhough a vocation is the gift of God, to be heard and followed his voice comes through many human factors. Of fundamental assistance is the christian environment of society and the family; but the influence of the one’s own community is also important. The Lord avails too of our witness and our instrumentality to promote vocations. A community with a sense of direction and clear identity, in which a good spirit exists and in which the members find joy in their vocation is without doubt an apt means of vocational promotion. Recently the Congregation for religious remarked ”A witness of joy and happiness proves enormously attractive in drawing people towards the religious life and is a fountain of new vocations and a support for the perseverance of others”
.


Some of these factors escape the attention of religious. It is not always possible to choose the reality of one’s life. Many of you entered religious life when the monastery was flourishing, full of young people and of hope. Gradually the whole community began to grow old and now you run the risk that the vocational problem and ageing weighs excessively on community life.


Nevertheless, it is necessary to live serenely the reality of one’s life. God’s will is wrought not just in success. The religious option involves also the carrying of the cross, sharing in the sufferings both physical and moral with Christ and with all our suffering brothers and sisters in the world.


Growing old in itself has meaning. It is a way of showing solidarity with the sorrows of humanity. People grow old and contemplate the approach of their personal end and sometimes that of their families. Many live this experience in despair and without meaning. Our role as religious is to proclaim that old age leads not to an end but to a new beginning; and also to proclaim that human realities which give a context to our lives are temporal realities to which we ought not pin our hearts. Having made the supreme gesture of leaving family and personal ambitions to follow Christ we should not allow the stones and mortar of a monastery to become an obstacle to following him in a spirit of freedom.


There will in fact be occasions when circumstances push us to extremes, as in the case of uniting two monasteries. A solution should be sought in a realistic and tranquil way. Worthy of respect and understanding are sisters who have to face up to situations of this kind in order to preserve the quality and health of community life. Here we are dealing with a difficult test for the sisters who are forced to abandon their monastery and a golden opportunity for the monastery receiving those coming from a closure to do so with the utmost spirit of welcome and acceptance.



d) the challenge of coordination and collaboration: the Federations


The voice of the Church has spoken very clearly about the desirability of Federations of monasteries and the necessary role they are called to play. Recently the Synod on the consecrated life also spoke about it
. It is not a question of suppressing the autonomy of monasteries, but obviously certain projects are only possible through collaboration coordinated by a Federation and also some community problems have a better chance of being solved within the bosom of a Federation. Particularly the problem facing monasteries which find themselves in a critical situation because of diminishing numbers of religious should find in a Federation the best hope of saving the monastery, and if that is not possible find help in discovering a peaceful way of incorporating the community into another convent. In the Order there exist very encouraging experiences which demonstrate the valuable contribution made by Federations in the field of coordination.


With a view to the future the power and authority of Federations ought to be increased. This is the only way in which solutions can be found for certain situations which are beyond the possibility of an individual monastery.



 e) the cloister (clausura)


Possibly this may be the aspect of your life which comes as the biggest shock to present day society. Not just because it signifies your withdrawal from the world and isolation from reality, but because of some of the external elements which surround it, especially the grilles. This theme was treated by the Synod fathers who in general in their interventions vindicated the value of this tradition. It is hoped to have more concrete indications about the subject in the immediate future.


Eventhough frequently in the past, and even today, you are often referred to as “enclosed nuns”, I believe that the element of being enclosed should not be considered as the fundamental characteristic of your way of life. What should really define you is the element of contemplation. For this reason it is appropriate to refer to you as “contemplative nuns”, because this defines your principal mission in the Church, which is prayer. To foster contemplation the enclosure (clausura) has been a valuable asset, in that it signifies a separation from the outside world, gives solitude and silence which are means of seeking the one God
 with more intensity, and of growing in the experience of the Absolute. 



f) elevation of the cultural level of the monasteries


The evolution of society has given prominence to certain values, which we should assimilate as fruits of the Spirit. The general increase of obligatory instruction, with the resulting higher level of education and social emancipation of women, means that present and future candidates for the contemplative life come better equipped culturally and with a more complete human formation. This fact must be a stimulus for you to endeavour to raise the cultural level of monasteries. Without prejudice to the extraordinary sanctity of the many women who never did have the opportunity of a better human formation, but who have been and are examples for those who are capable of reading the heart, human preparation is an important instrument of enrichment for community life and also an aid to a more incisive dialogue with those desiring to know more about your kind of life and learn more about your contemplative experience.


What was said before about ongoing formation is particularly applicable in this context. Monastic life must be conscious of the importance of a better cultural preparation in order to offer a better human basis to future vocations.



g) presence in the local church

The document “The contemplative dimension of religious life” invites institutes which are specifically contemplative to “offer with fidelity the contribution of their specific vocation and mission to the universal Church and to the particular Churches into which they are inserted ”
. 


Today there is an emphasis on the role to be played by monasteries of men and women contemplatives as schools of prayer. They should teach those coming to monasteries to pray, whether those who approach are just coming out of curiosity or from an existential restlessness. This is a way of providing a most valuable service to the local church by making its presence felt in the context of the diocese. An activity which could also have important repercussions in the vocational field.


In this context of the presence of religious contemplatives in the local church, allow me to remind you of the importance of bringing the experience of the contemplative way of life to the young churches. The Council placed high value in a very positive way, on the efforts being made to bring the contemplative life to other churches where it did not exist before: “Worthy of special mention are the various successful attempts made to establish the contemplative life (in mission territory) ... Given that the contemplative life pertains to the fullness of the presence of the Church, it is essential that it be established everywhere in the young churches”
. Our Order has a contemplative presence in thirteen countries, but about ninety per cent of the monasteries are concentrated in two nations only: Spain and Italy. There are young churches, in mission countries, which are opening up to the contemplative life. This presence is an indication of maturity in a local church. Our Order should follow this process by being courageously open to these new realities. Our missionary dimension should urge us on to bring your way of life to other areas also.

7
a most valuable service to the Church


I wish to conclude by quoting the words which the Pope addressed to all women of the consecrated life and apply them in a special way to yourselves: “Thanks to you, consecrated woman, that together with the example of the greatest woman, Mother of Christ incarnate, you open up with docility and fidelity the love of God, helping the Church and all humanity to live with God in a “nuptial” response, which expresses marvellously the communion which He wishes to establish with his creature”
.


Thank you sisters for your fidelity to prayer which is a great support for the Order.


May Mary, the mistress of contemplation, be your guide and help in following Christ faithfully and make your lives a living and effective witness in the Church and society.


Affectionately in Saint Augustine,


Miguel Angel Orcasitas


Prior General, OSA

RENEWAL AND SERVICE

A LETTER TO ALL THE BROTHERS OF THE ORDER


Cebu, Philippines. 7 February l996. 


At the beginning of this new sexennium, I would like to present myself to each one of you, together with the new General Council, in order to send our fraternal greetings and express our desire to serve you in the ministry which you have entrusted to us.


"There is no time to lose". With this provoking phrase, the General Chapter has wanted to present to the Order the very immediate concerns of the Church and of society during this historical moment in time. The celebration of the last General Chapter opened a new period whose duration ought to bring us to the threshold of the third millenium. Without intending to give a millenarist reading of the time, it is certain that the beginning of a new and significant historical period offers us a singular occasion to revitalize our life. "The year 2000 invites us to discover ourselves with a renewed fidelity and profound communion in the banks of this great river; the river of revelation, of christianity and of the Church, which flows through the history of humanity from the time of what happened in Nazareth and afterwards in Bethlehem two thousand years ago. It is truly the 'river' which with its tributaries, according to the expression of the Psalms, 'recreate the city of God' (46\45,5), (TMA 25).


The Pope invites in his letter Tertio Millennio Adveniente to look back to Jesus Christ "who is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow" (Hb 13,8). The beginning of our religious life has its roots here. "My origin is Christ. My root is Christ" St. Augustine used to repeat (C. Litt. Pet. lib.1, cap. 7,8). We find in Jesus Christ the affirmation of God and the affirmation of the truth of what is being human Only from an existence rooted in Jesus Christ can the City of God be constructed and serve to interact with a society which lives in an horizon of non-transcendence .


It is for this reason, brothers, that with our greetings we invite you to strengthen your experience of the living God and a joyful living together in fraternity. Both experiences are founded in the person of Jesus Christ, who wanted to make of us a one community of brothers.

FAITH, HOPE AND ANXIETIES


Last month of  September we celebrated in Rome the Ordinary General Chapter. It was an event of grace for the service of the continuing renewal of the Order.


Ninety-two capitular brothers, representing all the Provinces, evaluated our present reality, in a climate of prayer, reflection and dialogue, in order to open new paths for the future from the undeniable mandate of the Gospel. We have experienced our personal limitations, our fragility, but also the power of the Spirit, ardently invoked by the Augustinian Family and, in a particular manner, by our contemplative sisters. God acts in us over our weariness and our fears.


Faith, hope and anxieties are the three words which synthesize the message that the General Chapter would like to communicate to the whole Order. Faith and hope as the fruits of the close presence of the Lord, nourishing the life and activity of each brother and sister in the Order. The actual crisis of the western world has caused a profound preoccupation in the whole Order.


The Chapter has expressed its desire that we become new Augustinians to be able to face the challenges of the future. This newness springs from the ever flowing water of the Gospel, the Good News of the entire generation.


No healthful change could come to the blossoming tree of the Order if it does not procede from the unique root which the vivifying sap can transmit.: Christ and his Gospel. For this reason the first preoccupation of the Order in each historical moment is how to be faithful to Christ and then, as a consequence, to the present reality, which questions us through cultural restlessness and search for meaning. "Only the fidelity to our history and to our authentic spirituality can we realize the necessary permanent conversion which will bring us to harmonize with the new times and with the church of the third millenium" (PD 3)

THE PROGRAM OF THE CHAPTER FOR THE NEW SEXENNIUM


The General Chapter looks for tomorrow with courage, by analyzing the problems that affect us and the lines of action in which to work in the future. To a great extent it reiterates and recommends some of the directions which were presented during the l989 Chapter.


Two fundamental lines of renewal could be identified on synthesizing the chapter's deliberations, contained in the "Program Document" and in the "Program of the Chapter". One line looks into the interior of our life, asking fidelity to our spirituality. The other is oriented towards the renewal of our service to the church.


1. Spiritual Revitalization


Called by Jesus Christ and chosen to follow him, "we have to be solicituous to make our call and our election permanent" (2 Pe 1,10). Faith and experience of God are the source of unity and of community - anima una et cor unum in Deum. All renewal should start from the affirmation of this principle, drawing necessary consequences. The prayer dimension, personal and communitarian, is the required way to orient oneself towards the center, Christ himself "It is he who is the only Savior of his body, our Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, who prays for us, and prays in us, and is prayed to by us. He prays for us as our Priest, prays in us as the Head, is prayed to by us as our God" (En. in Ps. 85,1). Moored in Christ, we adapt our life adequately, without any concessions to the secularized environment, and maintaining the symbolic and prophetic value of our consecration.

a) Communion of life and goods


Faith brings us to live in community. Common life demands equally the sharing of what we have, that is to say, the communion of goods (Rule, 1,4), and who we are, that is, share our life, friendship, spiritual goods. In this manner, the door to a more communitarian climate of togetherness, participation and mutual help, and the multiple forms of interprovincial collaboration in the field of formation, studies, etc. are opened (Cfr. CGO ’95 Doc. 5). The Chapter invites us to review these essential points of our life, so that these values could become an evangelical alternative and a lifestyle in the church. For this reason it appeals to the responsibility of each brother and also of the superiors (CGO ’95 Doc. 5; Ord. 6). The communion of goods is not limited to the local community. It has to be effective also within the confines of the Province and to a certain extent also of the Order, by fomenting a greater sharing of financial and human resources among the circumscriptions and between these and the General Curia (CGO ’95 Ord. 5). But this could become a nearsighted vision if we only contemplate on the necessity to share material goods. Does responsible membership in the Order today not demand - in tone with other actions that the society ask - different forms of voluntarism which means a greater willingness to undertake or reinforce reasonable common projects?

b) Formation and vocations


A good number of the decisions and recommendations by the Chapter touch on vocations promotion and formation. The Chapter was very much aware that the future of the Order depends a lot on these two complementary dimensions of our life and , therefore, asked that special attention should be given to it (cfr. CGO ’95 Ord. 13).


However, I would like to point out now the importance that formation has in the living of our spirituality. Experience teaches us that certain grave problems existing in some circumscriptions may have had their origin in a deficient formation. Both the initial and the ongoing formation should make us understand better the nature of our life and service to the church. At the same time, it can help us understand adequately what can we expect from life in common and, above all, what we can contribute to the common life. We have to avoid rhetoric and sweet talk when we speak about community and to understand that there is a non-renunciable ascetic component of common life which has to be valued and maintained. Community life is not exclusively nor primarily the place to satisfy our personal needs but a freely chosen means to express our consecration and render service to the church. It should promote better interpersonal relationships which comes about through sharing of faith experiences and of open attitude towards human relationship. It can also be expressed in, perhaps, a more concrete manner in the personal dedication to serve the community and to accomplish the programs of the community as a concrete service to the church and society.


2. To Serve The Church As Augustinians


The Chapter wanted to underline the importance of serving the Church from the perspective of fidelity to our spirituality. The postconciliar reflection within the Order has developed with more clarity our identity as Augustinians. The relevant document to this effect is the Ratio Institutionis, approved officially by the same Chapter. It is now the competence of each one, as part of the initial and ongoing formation, to deepen his knowledge of and make effective its consequences in our life and organization.

a) Reorganization of the Circumscriptions


The numerical reality of the Order demands a review with realism the circumscriptions of the Order in its totality. This is something also which affects the monasteries of our contemplative sisters. The quality of our life as Augustinians and the efficacy of our service to the church are at stake. From the juridical point of view, it is in this field that the Chapter effected major decision, confirming various decisions made in the last Intermediate General Chapter. As a consequence different circumscriptions of the Order have been reorganized, uniting some and changing the juridical administration of others (CGO ’95 Ord. 33 to 40). It is still an ongoing process which affects the whole Order. To this effect, the General Chapter recommended to the General Council the task of studying the juridical situation of those circumscriptions which do not meet the minimal requirements, established by the Constitutions, for constituting a circumscription (CGO ’95 Ord. 46).


One important decision is the creation of the Vicariates in places where the Order is experiencing growth in number. The letter of convocation in fact mentioned the houses of formation erected in the last sexennium in Korea, Costa Rica, India, Nigeria, Tanzania, Philippines, Panama, Argentina, Peru, Brazil and Zaire. The creation of the four new Vicariates, in Japan (VIL), Zaire (Fed. GER-BEL), Panama (MAT) and Cafayate (HIS) could be considered as the fruit of this missionary effort. New foundations of the contemplative sisters have also been effected in new territories. The love for the Order and the conviction on the validity of our service to the church should inspire us to maintain and increase this missionary effort, as what the Order did in the past with such spirit and dedication. It is in this line of thought that the General Chapter encouraged the circumscriptions to find value in opening new frontiers.

b) Internal reorganization


The General Chapter also asks us to have courage in reorganizing the internal life proper of the circumscriptions, by employing all available means to renew such life in line with Augustinian spirituality. Some apostolates which have had great importance in the past may have lost its relevance today. We could not allow ourselves to be stagnated by the inertia of the past. It is necessary to study the present reality and after a thorough evaluation make an attempt to align our services to the actual needs of the Church while preparing for the future. The right time to act is at present and let us not allow the hope and possibility of realizing this objective to cool off.

c)Community life, the fountain of our apostolate


As to the manner of effecting our ministries, the communitarian principle of our spirituality should be observed (CGO ’95 Doc. 13; Ord 8, 23,b). The affirmation of community life as a specific character of our spirituality, for the past 25 years or more after the Vatican II, should not be reduced to simple rhetorical affirmation. It is necessary that our life and the demands of our apostolate should be aligned to it. For this reason, at the time of restructuring our circumscriptions, we should identify clearly the criteria which must guide the required reorganization, in order to maintain a more significant presence even if with reduced number of religious. As already established in some circumscriptions, the Chapter appeals to the needs of community life as the privileged channel of the new evangelization (CGO ’95 Ord. 8). The support of the community and the enriching presence of the laity who are collaborating in our apostolates from the perspective of their own lay vocations ought to give a new image to our presence in the church.


The valuing of the communitarian life style must animate us to deepen this line of affirmation of our spirituality. The Chapter invites us to exchange experiences and to promote common reflections to understand better and interiorize the demands of the Augustinian lifestyle as well as the manner of how it could affect the different activities and diverse cultures (CGO ’95 Doc. 12; Ord. 7).

d) Poverty, Justice and Peace in the light of the communion of goods


The communion of goods is oriented towards the poor. A relevant event this present year is the international objective of eradicating poverty in the world. Concerned with the human reality and conscious of the gravity of this problem, we should make ourselves an echo of this international call. The response could be made concrete, following the suggestions of the General Chapter, by strengthening the programs of the Secretariate of Justic and Peace in all our circumscriptions (CGO ’95 Ord. 29). Likewise, by fomenting initiatives which affirm in an explicit manner the profound links that exist between evangelization and human promotion (EN 29). Concrete acts are necessary. The Chapter itself recommends a putting aside of a respectable percentage of the income of each circumscription in order to create a solidarity fund, which will promote projects in favor of the less fortunate or marginalized (CGO ’95 Ord. 25). Our goods and the fruits of our labor have a social dimension, very much emphasized by Our Father, which goes beyond the satisfaction of our personal needs and of the our houses of formation. Justice and solidarity, the nucleus of the Gospel and of Augustinian spirituality, should occupy a central place in our personal convictions and our actions. Also we can express our openness by undertaking as community other ministries which oblige us to cross beyond our social boundaries in order to be present in places where so much marginalized people live.

e) Share our spirituality with the laity and especially with the young

With a renewed awareness of the validity of our charism, the Chapter invites us to share our spirituality with the laity, in the context of the rediscovery of Christus totus. A group of lay people had a significant presence in some sessions of the Chapter, and they presented their aspirations to share in our spirituality, which forms part of the splendid ecclesial patrimony. The Chapter urges us in its conclusions to adopt an open and dynamic attitude to be able to discover new forms of interrelation and participation(CGO ’95 Doc. 17; Ord. 31).


The world of the youth merits certain special attention. On one hand, we have to reaffirm the value and importance of education apostolate, which should take a strong pastoral dimension, in order to form academic communities which are at the same time christian (CGO ’95 Ord. 27). On the other, we have to continue celebrating international encounters of the youth, and consider holding them outside of Europe (CGO ’95 Ord. 29). The international Commission on Youth Ministry is tasked to elaborate a program and offer appropriate assistance to the circumscriptions (CGO ’95 Ord. 30). Local communities must be open to the lay and the young (CGO ’95 Ord. 31), as a base for pastoral ministry and vocations promotion (CGO ’95 Doc. 6).

f)Responsible commitment to our times and new history


The dialogue with the youth and the laity will only be fruitful if we take with them a common road and situate ourselves in that large square where there is place for "the joys and hopes, loneliness and anxieties of the men of our times" (GS 1). We cannot multiply the anathema over the contemporary society in which we have the mission of offering to people the path of salvation and hope. Our witnessing becomes today an exercise of faith which is translated into a contemplative view of things and rooted in reality, a solid hope present because the principal agent of evangelization is God himself, and a love which prefers the simple and those who suffer much. All these secured, religious life will recover its evangelical flavor and directs itself in a clearer manner to the Kingdom.

4. CONCLUSION

 
The General Council would like to assume responsibility for the programs of the Chapter, whose implementation has been entrusted to it.


For this reason, it considers its own the directives of the Chapter and has committed itself to prioritize in its program of government the following lines of action and their natural consequences: spiritual revitalization and service to the church as Augustinians, within the sphere of fraternal collaboration.


We make a profession of faith in the future that God will give us. We are confident that his plan for the Order is full of grace and not of misfortunes. He offers us hope in the things to come (Jr.29,11; 31,17).


Let us ask the Lord, knowing that prayer sustains hope (En. in Ps. 103,1,19), that with the assistance of the maternal protection of Mary, the Mother of Good Counsel, we can serve the Order and the Church in complete fidelity to our vocation and in service to those entrusted to our care.







Miguel Angel Orcasitas







Prior General OSA 

Letter to the Brothers and Sisters of the Augustinian Family

AUGUSTINE THE BISHOP (396-1996)


Dear brothers and sisters:


The purpose of this circular letter to the entire Augustinian family is to commemorate the sixteenth centenary of the episcopal ordination of Saint Augustine, which we are celebrating this year, 1996. The nomination of Saint Augustine as bishop was an unexpected event in his life, just as his call to the priesthood had been. It seems clear that we must read the life of Saint Augustine, and especially his religious journey, in the perspective of providence. It may be said that the mystery present in every vocation takes on a special meaning in Augustine. God's action broke into his life in unusual circumstances and situations, but that action was not to be identified with the instrumentalities that intersected in his exceptional history; his vocation was the work of grace alone.


One Sunday, Augustine was attending divine worship and mingling with the seafaring folk of the city. Bishop Valerius, who was elderly, happened to speak of his desire to choose a priest. Augustine was pointed out, and he tearfully accepted the burden in a spirit of obedience. The new priest confesses his feelings to his pastor in a letter in which he blames his sins for the fact that "second place at the helm has been entrusted to a man who does not know how to row". He asks for time to prepare himself for this new ministry, for he feels the weight of the responsibility he now has before the Lord. Augustine says: "Nothing is easier, more pleasant, and agreeable in the eyes of men than the dignity of bishop, priest, or deacon. But there is nothing more contemptible, disastrous, and reprehensible in the eyes of God than this same ministry when carried on negligently and for the sake of human applause" (Letter 21, 1).


In 393 a plenary council was celebrated in Hippo, and Augustine, the youngest priest in the city but one whose authority was acknowledged in ecclesiastical circles, was given the exceptional invitation to deliver the doctrinal address. Valerius was the first to realize that Augustine was a solid candidate for any see in Africa. Desirous of choosing a good successor for his diocese, and also giving evidence of his favor, which he did not hide from Augustine, he wrote to the primate in Carthage and asked that the episcopal dignity be bestowed on Augustine. The idea stirred great enthusiasm among the people, and Augustine was consecrated a bishop in 396. In that same year Valerius died, and Augustine took over the see of Hippo. His first biographer could write, without too much exaggeration: "As a bishop Augustine preached the word of eternal salvation even more diligently and fervently and with even greater authority than before. And he did so, not in one area only but eagerly and fervently wherever he was  asked to go, and the Lord's Church grew and prospered. He was always ready to give seekers an account of his faith and hope in God”
.

Augustine, 1609 Years a Christian, 1600 Years a Bishop


Augustine was forty-two years old when he took on the responsibility for the diocese of Hippo. Every year he celebrated the anniversary of his consecration. It provided a fine opportunity for him to reflect, along with his faithful, on the episcopal ministry. The sermons he delivered on these anniversaries point out the equality which all Christians have within the people of God because of their baptism.


Augustine feels dread at the thought of the bishop's responsibility. Yet the fact that he shares the name of Christian brings him peace. Bishop is the title of the responsibility one takes on; Christian is the name of a grace one receives.


Bishops have two interconnected titles: they are shepherds and, at the time, members of a single flock; teachers and, at the same time, fellow disciples. They are set on high as shepherds to watch over the flock, "but by reason of our lowliness we regard ourselves beneath your feet_.In relation to you we are your shepherds, but in relation to the supreme Shepherd we are sheep like you!" (Expositions of the Psalms 126, 3). The episcopal ministry is entrusted to a human being who is at once a Christian and a bishop. The fact that the bishop is a Christian means that his diocese will be a true brotherhood and sisterhood in which the elder brother, the bishop, who is the first to receive the word of God and the first to mode his own life on the gospel he preaches, will encourage the faithful by his pastoral activities and will give a salutary value to the functions he performs. Solidarity with the faithful is based on Augustine's consciousness of his vocation as a Christian and of the fact that God has chosen him a bishop so that he might serve: "The man, you see, who presides over the people ought first of all to understand that he is the servant of many masters. And let him not disdain this role; let him not, I repeat, disdain to be the servant of many people, because the Lord of lords did not disdain to serve us" (Sermon 340A, 1).


In the Church-as-people, the bishop is, before anything else, a Christian. In the Church-as-family, he is a "steward within the same household" (Sermon 101, 4). In the Church-as-flock, the bishop is part of that flock (see Sermon 47, 1). In the Church-as-vine, he regards himself as "your fellow worker in the vineyard" (Sermon 49,2). In the Church-as-school, he addresses "my fellow students in the school of the Lord" (Sermon 270, 1).


The description of the Church as People of God is central to what Vatican II has to say about the Church
. It has an extraordinary doctrinal scope and importance, and it has an acknowledged Augustinian flavor. Because he always thought of himself as a member of this people, Augustine stressed the unity of the people of God and the authentic equality that existed among all the baptized when it came to the common building up of the Body of Christ. He recognizes the common priesthood of all the baptized. Citing the Apocalypse: "they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with him a thousand years" (Rv 20:6), Augustine acknowledges that "only the bishops and presbyters are now called by the distinctive name of 'priests' in the Church," but he adds that "in virtue of their sacramental anointing we call them [Christians] all 'priests' because they are embers of the one Priest" (City of God XX, 11).


Augustine has a clear ecclesiology of communion, which leads him to understand ministry as service. It causes him to recognize the role of the laity in the Church and allow room for a collegial responsibility with the "lay elders"
. It leads him to call for the active participation of all in the life of the Church, because the Holy Spirit, like the soul in the body, is present in all the members to keep them in existence; the Spirit gives life to all, and to each member its own function (see Sermon 267, 4).


Although Augustine repeatedly asserts that he is a Christian, he does not lose sight of his role as bishop. It is a goad that constantly spurs him on. He would prefer to lose himself in the anonymity of the congregation gathered in the basilica of Hippo, but he must occupy the bishop's chair. He would prefer to be a hearer, but he must speak. He would like to be free of business, but he sees himself caught up in the special situations of his day. The administration of justice, for example, occupies part of his schedule. The student, the contemplative, and the monk is also a man of overflowing activity. "So then, brothers and sisters, lighten my burden for me, lighten it, please, and carry it with me; lead good lives. We have our fellow poor to feed today, and we have to show them humanity and share with them; the rations I provide for you, though, are these words. I quite lack the means to feed everyone with visible, tangible bread. I feed you on what I am fed on myself. I am just a waiter, I am not the master of the house" (Sermon 339, 4). But he does not give up his interest in the whole of ordinary life, because in human history nothing is trivial. Fidelity to the message and fidelity to the human beings to whom the message is addressed. As a minister, he is set on a high place and exercises a teaching office. As a Christian, he remains on the rock of truth, always on guard to avoid the danger of vanity. "And yet, my brothers and sisters, let me tell you something I would like you to believe, because you can't see it in my heart. Here I am, speaking to you so assiduously, at the bidding of my lord and brother, the bishop [of another diocese], and at your insistence; and yet I tell you that what gives me really solid satisfaction is listening. I repeat, the time my satisfaction, my joy is really solid and unalloyed is when I am listening, not when I am preaching" (Sermon 179, 2).


A minister owes fidelity to Christ, the one Shepherd. Peter and the others are shepherds "not in themselves but in the body of the shepherd" (Sermon 285, 5). The union between Christ and a shepherd is what guarantees the authenticity of an apostolate. This idea of Christ as the sole Shepherd is original to the thinking of Saint Augustine. There is but "one head, one body, one Christ. So both the shepherd of the shepherds, and the shepherds of the shepherd, and the sheep with the shepherds under the shepherd, are one" (Sermon 138, 5). What the shepherd gives is not his own, just as the sheep do not belong to him. Good shepherds know that they feed the sheep of Christ and that they must not feed themselves. "The one man Peter represents the unity of all the shepherds or pastors of the Church—but of the good ones, who know how to feed Christ's flock for Christ, not for themselves" (Sermon 147, 2). Bad shepherds try to make Christ's sheep their own (see Sermon 229O). Behind all this talk is the double role of which Augustine so often speaks to his faithful: He is a Christian and, at the same time, a bishop. 


Augustine the bishop is a bishop who is a neighbor, a friend, a brother, and the chief councilor of Hippo and other Churches. Educated, yet simple. Possessing no titles of nobility, an enemy of show, solicitous in allaying conflicts, strong in fact of the politics of his age, a faithful preacher of the word of God, a writer when his schedule allowed.


Augustine sees himself as servant of Christ and servant of the servants of Christ. As a bishop, he cannot have a relationship with God that is unconnected with the people entrusted t him. For this reason, Augustine urges bishops to be Christians like other Christians, with other Christians, for the sake of other Christians, because there is nothing greater than to be a Christian.

Bishop at the Service of God's Word and of the Church


One who presides over a Church, Saint Augustine says, must know that he is a servant of God (see Sermon 340A, 9). Love of Jesus Christ and of the faithful is the fundamental condition a good shepherd must meet. Even though he speaks the word from an elevated chair of honor, he is, spiritually, "under the feet" of his faithful (Sermon 146, 1).


The clearest and most sublime model of humility is that which we find in Jesus Christ, and it is in him that a shepherd must see himself. Jesus Christ did not hide his human condition Just as little does Augustine hesitate to introduce himself as a sinner, and he passes judgment on his own conduct in the presence of the people (see Sermon 137, 11.14). There is no question, however, of focusing his attention on the life of the bishop, but only of giving validity to what he offers. Augustine's power of expression is extraordinary: "If you are eagerly longing to eat [what we administer], don't let it bother you what sort of dish it is set before you in. In the great house of a gentleman, there are not only vessels of gold and silver, but also of earthenware (2 Tm 2:20). It's a silver vessel, a golden vessel, an earthenware vessel; what you have to consider is whether it contains bread, and whose bread this is, by whose gift it is being served you" (Sermon 340A, 9).


The word is one of the essential elements that shape the ministry for Saint Augustine. The expression word of God is not a conventional phrase. Augustine is conscious of being the bearer of a message that is not his own. At the beginning of a sermon he says: "While we may safely assume that what I have to say to you is God's word and not mine, nonetheless I can much more properly say what the apostle says so humbly: We have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the exceeding greatness of the power may be God's and not come from us (2 Cor 4:7)" (Sermon 51, 1) He uses similar language at the beginning of another sermon: "The holy gospel, as we heard when it was chanted, was advising us about the forgiveness of sins. That is what I have to remind you of in my sermon. You see, I am a servant of the word, not mine but God's of course, our Lord's" (Sermon 114, 1). Preaching is a means of passing on the message of God. On the lips of the preacher rests the responsibility for this proclamation. If preaching is the bridge that brings God close to human beings, the ministry is the arch that unites the two extremes.


In Saint Augustine's time, the proclamation of God's word was the duty, basically, of the bishop. The preaching of the message is necessary, but even more necessary is the living testimony of faith. Many people, when they hear the word, look to the life of the shepherd for a translation of what his lips proclaim. For his reason, the minister's life must have the persuasive power of example (see Sermon 94). The service of the word demands that the first person to be challenged by it is the preacher himself (see Sermon 125, 8). The first one to obey the word must be the preacher: "It's a futile preacher outwardly of God's word who isn't also inwardly a listener" (Sermon 179, 1).


Service of the Church is the other element of Augustine's thinking on the episcopate. The fullness of the sacrament of Orders makes the bishop a member of the apostolic college, before he becomes identified with a particular see. It is the mission of the Church—a mission that knows no frontiers—that gives rise to the concern of the bishops for the universal Church. Each of them, together with the others, is responsible for the Church
.


Saint Augustine's service of the Church is reflected in the exemplary witness he gave of availability and in his exercise of his episcopal office. Augustine had never dreamt of being a priest, much less a bishop. He did indeed have the Catholic faith, which he regards as necessary for a full and unconditional membership in the Church. Consequently, when he was chosen first for the priestly ministry and later for the episcopate, there were no reasons for him to refuse. His cherished plans for a peaceful life in a community, for study and manual work, took second place. "I, whom by God's grace you see before you as your bishop, came to this city as a young man; many of you know that. I was looking for a place to establish a monastery, and live there with my brothers. I had in fact left behind all worldly hopes, and I did not wish to be what I could have been; nor, however, was I seeking to be what I am now. So much, though, did I dread the episcopate, that since I had already begun to acquire a reputation of some weight among the servants of God, I wouldn't go near a place where I knew there was no bishop" (Sermon 355, 2).


He had not justification for drawing back from the call of the Church—neither his plan of life, focused on contemplation, nor the paradoxical tension between holiness and sin that he saw clearly present in the Church. "During this time," he wrote, "the Church is like a threshing floor on which chaff and grain are found at the same time. Let no one be presumptuous enough to get rid of all the chaff before the time for the winnowing comes. Let no one abandon the threshing floor before that time, even under pretext of avoiding the harm which sinners can do to him" (Expositions of the Psalms 25, 5).


Service, then, of the Church as a priest and a bishop who busies himself with the teaching of doctrine, catechetical instruction, and the celebration of the sacraments. Augustine was not only the Bishop of Hippo for thirty-five years, he was also the bishop of all the Churches. To his mailbox came requests for advice from other places in Africa and outside of Africa, and from his desk letters sent forth in every direction to be found on the map of the Church. In Christian communities, no matter how small and poor they may be, "the only, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church is gathered" (Answer to Faustus 12, 20).


This attitude of service sprang from his deep love of the Church: "I belong to the Catholic Church, whose members all the Churches are, and which we know from the canonical scriptures owe their origin, and their solidity as well, to the labors of the apostles. With the help of the Lord, I will never abandon its communion either in Africa or anywhere else" (Answer to Crescentius 3, 35). Such is the role of the Church in Augustine's theology and spirituality that he goes so far as to say: "I would not believe in the gospel if the authority of the Church did not move me to do so" (ibid., 5, 6). "Let us love the Lord, our God; let us love his Church; him as Father, her as Mother. Remain closely united to God as Father and to the Church as Mother" (Expositions of the Psalms 88, 2, 14). And he says this to his faithful: "I urge you, I beg and beseech you love this Church, continue to be in such a Church, be such a Church yourselves" (Sermon 138, 19).

Saint Augustine, Sixteen Centuries Later


When Pope Paul VI formally opened our Patristic institute, the Augustinianum, he reminded Augustinians, in a beautiful address, that the Order has rendered the Church an incomparable service by transmitting the inheritance of Saint Augustine, "whose thought and teachings are for you a spiritual patrimony that must be preserved and increased with all your strength"
. Consequently, while it is important to read Saint Augustine, it is no less important to reread him. The Fathers were not simply witnesses to the faith of the early centuries: "They also realized the need of adapting the gospel message to the mentality of their contemporaries and of nourishing with the truth of the faith both themselves and the people of God. It follows form this that, in their minds, catechesis, theology, sacred scripture, the liturgy, and the spiritual and pastoral life combined to form a life-giving unity, and that their works spoke not only to the understanding but to the whole person, appealing to thought and desire and feeling"
.


The Programmatic Document issued by the Ordinary General Chapter of 1995 sets us the twofold task of evangelization and the third millennium, and urges us to offer all our brothers "a 'good news' of freedom and salvation, through our joyful following of Christ in the life of brotherhood"
. What role can the celebration of the sixteen centuries since the episcopal consecration of Saint Augustine play to foster renewal and give an impulse to evangelization in our own life? As we reread Saint Augustine the bishop, what aspects of his life can nourish our spirituality today? 


In line with these two questions, I will emphasize three fundamental ideas: the necessity of constantly verifying the Christian meaning of our lives; loving fidelity to the Church; and an ecclesial service to our brothers and sisters as Augustinians.

It is not possible to be a Christian "if we do not open our hearts to the primacy of God, the God of Jesus Christ, and his Spirit"
. The primacy of God, the divine root of life, the presence of the values of the kingdom, a deliberate choice of the spirit of the Beatitudes: these are so many other points of  reference for determining whether our Christian faith is deeply seated in the heart of the gospel of Jesus. And since we bear the common name of Christian, we must experience as our own "the joys and hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the human beings of our age, especially of the poor and the suffering"
.


To verify the Christian meaning of our lives means to ask ourselves about the selflessness of our love, about the degree of our freedom as children of God, about our acts of mercy and forgiveness, about the evangelizing or missionary dynamics at work in our participation in society about the truth of our commitment to justice, about our tranquil acceptance of the stage of history in which we are living, together with it slights and shadows, because the Lord Jesus Christ remains with us and is in us (Jn 14:17), and about our unshakable hope, which is the source of joy (see Expositions of the Psalms 31, 2, 20).


Loving fidelity to the Church means being aware of our membership in the Church and our responsibility within it. Augustine devoted his best energies to the Church. The Church of his time bore the wounds of division and of the weakness inherent in the human condition of its children. Yet Augustine always looked at the Church with love and constantly deepened his filial devotion to it. He loved it fervently as a mother, worked tirelessly for its unity, and struggled to overcome its defects so as to make it outstanding in holiness. Like Augustine, we are sons and daughters of the Church, which is the sacrament of salvation, but which is also weak due to its historical embodiment in its children. Augustine's attitude should inspire us to an unconditional love of the Church, our common mother and to activity and prayer for its continual improvement.


Our service of the Church as Augustinians comes through a witness to brotherhood that takes visible form in the community. Common life is the foundation of the Augustinian way of life, as is clear from the Rule. If Saint Augustine brought the exercise of priesthood and the episcopate into harmony with his plan for a common life, should this not be a norm for our apostolic activity today? 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)


The Augustinian life of brotherhood and sisterhood finds its most authentic embodiment in the community, and community is at the same time our contribution to the universal brotherhood and sisterhood and to the Church. As Father Tarsicius van Bavel put it so well, "We ought to be what we are and to rejoice at what others are"
.

May the remembrance of Saint Augustine's ordination to the episcopate help us to prepare for our future as Christians and  Augustinians, on the basis of faith, hope, and love for the Church.

I send affectionate greetings, in my own name and that of the General Council.

Morogoro, Tanzania, 28 August 1996, the Feast of our holy father Saint Augustine.








Miguel Angel Orcasitas, O.S.A.








Prior General

Letter to all members of the Augustinian Family

MARIA TERESA FASCE AND ELIAS DEL SOCORRO NIEVES, 

TWO NEW AUGUSTINIAN MODELS OF HOLINESS

Dear Brothers and Sisters:


Barely two years after the beatification of P. Anselmo Polanco, Bishop of Teruel-Albarracin, the Pope will acknowledge publicly, in the same venue in St. Peter’s Square, the holiness of two other offsprings of our Order : Maria Teresa Fasce and Elias del Socorro Nieves. A contemplative nun and a shepherd of souls, an Italian of middle class origin and a Mexican of humble peasant stock. This acknowledgement constitutes an eloquent affirmation of the value of the Augustinian spirituality, in its diverse charismatic expressions, as the way to holiness in either cloistered life or pastoral service.


Let us thank God, giver of all good, for this gift which he bestows on his Church and, in a special way, on our Augustinian family.


Fasce and Nieves are two Augustinians of our contemporary world, practically born around the same time. Marietta Fasce was born on 27 December 1881, while Nieves on September 21, 1882. Fr. Nieves was assassinated on 10 March 1928, when he was 45 years old, while Mo. Fasce died on 18 January 1947, at 65 years old. The violent death of Fr. Nieves was not unknown to Mo. Fasce. She documented his martyrdom in an article printed in the bulletin of the Monastery of Cascia, which she had started to publish few years earlier. The chronological closeness, Augustinian spirituality, and the heroic exercise of virtue link the two of them.

M. Maria Teresa Fasce


“I love him even if it costs much,


I love him because it is worth much,


I love him at all cost”. 


This motto of Mother Teresa Fasce reflects how her life was marked by a tenacity to pursue, with perseverance and open-mindedness, noble objectives. The history of her vocation, her efforts to improve her community, her capacity to suffer and the great works that she accomplished as Superior of the Monastery of St. Rita in Cascia demonstrate such qualities.


The vocation of Maria Teresa, Marietta before entering the cloister, grew under the shadows of the Augustinian parish of Our Lady of Consolation in the city of Genova. She was an active young lady in teaching catechetics to children and in liturgy. There she learned to love the Augustinian spirituality and got acquainted with the extraordinary human and spiritual adventure of Rita of Cascia, whose canonization in the year 1900 was treasured by her with special affection. Captivated by this well-known figure in the Augustinian Scroll of Saints, Marietta wanted to become an Augustinian religious in the Monastery of Cascia.


But the monastery of St. Rita was situated in a place lost in the mountains of Umbria and it was very poor. Neither her family nor the community of Cascia itself considered that place proper for a lady coming from a well-off background. Nevertheless, Marietta insisted until she got what she dreamed about, entering in the monastery of Cascia in June 1906.


She took her simple profession on midnight of Christmas 1907, adding Teresa to her baptismal name. Soon she experienced the contrast between the ideal of religious life and the sad reality of the monastery. The community of Cascia was in utter decadence. For that reason she asked the Prior General for a period of exclaustration to have time to reflect on her future. After ten months with her family she returned to the convent in 1911, determined to realize her desire to become an Augustinian in Cascia and motivated by a fervent desire to work for the community’s renewal. She professed the solemn vows on 22 March 1912.


Immediately after, she assumed bigger responsibilities in the community, starting with her appointment as Mistress of Novices in 1914. Determined to improve the religious life of the community, she wrote three letters in 1916 denouncing the situation of the convent. One year later she was appointed Vicar of the community, and in the Conventual Chapter of 1920 she was elected Superior. She remained in this office until her death, which took place in 1947, having been re-elected nine times by unanimity.


Mother Fasce loved contemplative life. The profound dimension of this truth could be hidden by the magnitude of the projects she had undertaken. The process of beatification, nevertheless, testifies clearly to her fidelity to contemplative vocation and to her effort to let this spirit grow in her community. She wanted a community that was well formed. She used to exhort her sisters saying: “Read, teach yourself, meditate.” During her term of office, she pushed forward her monastery to reach such goal. Her deep spiritual life was the key to her community’s moral reconstruction.


She enhanced community life and initiated interesting activities, motivated by her devotion to St. Rita and moved by her sensibility to the less privileged. Under her government, the monastery started to undertake a decidedly external-oriented projects, exemplified by the the three magnificent works related to each other: the publication of the bulletin “From Bees to Roses”, with which she contributed to the surprising expansion of the devotion to St. Rita; the construction of the new church, despite the difficulties that arose around the project and the suspension imposed by the second world war; and finally, adjacent to the monastery she founded an orphanage for poor young girls in which the sisters of the community gave testimony to their maternal concern for the indigents and abandoned. The sisters saw in these young persons “the pupil of the eyes of God”. Other projects later, like the hospital of St. Rita, the house for spiritual exercises, and the Augustinian seminary give continuity to such orientation. In the implementation of all these projects the consistent and firm determination of M. Teresa always excel from beginning to end. It can be said that everything under the care of St. Rita of Cascia owes its popularity to Teresa Fasce, while M. Teresa Fasce owes her sanctity to St. Rita.


Teresa Fasce, the Mother Teresa of Cascia, was a woman of strong personality. She showed it by her ability to organize and also by her ascetical capacity to suffer the contradictions in life, particularly illness. The thorn of Teresa was a tumor on her breast which afflicted her for years and subjected her to surgical operation twice. Besides, she also suffered diabetes and diverse circulatory and cardiac problems. Because of this, adhesion to the cross of Christ was a constant in her spirituality, as in St. Rita’s. She said, “Our standard is the cross and we are contented to accept it.” Also, “He who suffers not does not love. The chosen souls ought to emulate the crucified Jesus.” Behind these phrases is hidden a profound Christological spirituality, in which all great saints, like Rita, Clare of Montefalco, or Augustine himself when he affirmed: “No one can cross the sea of this century if he does not sail clinging to the cross of Christ” (In Ioh 2,2), are in accord. This manner of living her own human limitations, which resembles much St. Rita’s, forged in Teresa of Cascia a maternal spirit through which she succeded in giving serenity and animation to her sisters.


With the peace which generates faith in providence and mercy of God, Teresa accepted her illness and death. She thus leaves us an example of a life which constantly struggled to overcome difficulties preserving her vocation, reforming her community, and realizing social projects of extraordinary importance.

Fr. Elias del Socorro Nieves


“Every priest who preaches the Word of God


 in times of persecution has no escape; 


 he will die like Jesus on the Cross, with arms tied.” 


These words of Fr. Nieves express with realism a clear view of the situation which he had to face then and his firm decision, rooted in faith, to embrace the cross of Christ, remaining thus faithful to his ministry. Despite the danger, he decided to remain with his flock during the time of persecution, following the example of Augustine: “Everytime that I nourish you, I nourish myself with you; the Lord has given me strength to love you to the extent of dying for you, both in reality and in disponibility” (Serm. 296,5).


Fr. Elias found the objective of becoming a priest very difficult. Illness, loss of both parents, family responsibility and poverty raised insurmountable wall between his desire to be a priest, cherished since childhood, and the reality of life. But once ordained priest, his commitment to his ministry was unconditional. He risked and lose his life for his sheep, winning it in turn in eternal lfe. As a martyr, he was an authentic witness of faith and charity (Lumen Gentium, 50).


Mateo Elias Nieves was born with a very delicate health and had to be baptized in urgency because of the danger of death. Afterwards he suffered tuberculosis and temporary blindness which caused him as a consequence certain visual disability. 


His infancy and childhood were difficult, principally because of the loss of his parents and of other persons who out of charity took care of him after his parents’ death.. He had no opportunity to study nor to realize his desire to enter the Augustinian Order. But his religious vocation matured through a living of an intense Christian life while residing in his parish as a young man dedicated to pastoral work. Only later was he able to enter the Augustinian seminary. 


When he started secondary schooling he was seen as a young man humanly matured because of the many sufferings he experienced, and also spiritually because of his intense Christian life. He accepted with humility the sharing of class rooms and seminary norms with adolescent companions. He was 28 years old when he took his first profession. At that very important moment of his life he put himself in the care of Mary by adding an Augustinian appelation del Socorro to his baptismal name. He was ordained priest on the 9th of April 1916 at 33 years of age, during a politically turbulent period. He knew beforehand that a difficult ministry was awaiting him, but the love for his people was urging him to go on. “Lord, save those who are disappearing!”, he was heard frequently saying.


He exercized his ministry among simple people, dispensing his services to them with joy and dedication. The school of poverty made of him a man who knew how to live with sobriety. It was not a moment to undertake great works. Elias del Socorro was great in his fidelity to live a simple life. Even so, he was concerned of the well-being of his people, helping them in their needs and exerting great effort to complete, in short period of time, the construction of the church of La Cañada de Caracheo. The so-called “watch of Fr. Nieves”, with which he decorated the tower upon finishing the construction, still perpetuates, as time goes on, the memory of this faithful pastor.


His life ended after a certain period of living in hiding in order to continue rendering pastoral service. Fr. Nieves did not comply with the order of the government to reside in the capital, for that means abandoning his fold. He was not disposed to go away from them in times of trouble. He wanted to stay put “despite everything”. For fourteen months he lived as a fugitive in a cave, protected by the charitable complicity of his parishioners, who frequented the cave to pray, participate in the eucharistic celebration and receive the sacraments.


The acts of the process of beatification illustrate the events surrounding his capture and death, as well as the moving accompaniment of his two parishioners who did not want to abandon their pastor even if allowed to go free by the squad of assassins. Despite Fr. Nieves’ pleading for them to go, these preferred to suffer the same fate that the Augustinian priest endured. Their names merit a word of remembering because they too, along Fr. Nieves, gained the palm of martyrdom: they are laymen Jose Dolores and Jose de Jesus Sierra.


Fr. Nieves died blessing the soldiers who were tasked to execute him. He bestowed on them his forgiveness and his scanty possessions to his executioner. The moment of his death was extraordinarily great. There is no better witness to it than the actual executioner of his death, Captain Manuel Marquez Cervantes. Years later, this soldier declared: “Fr. Nieves died like a hero and like a saint,” and preserved as souvenir the eyeglasses and the blanket which the Augustinian firar has given him before the execution. These words of St. Augustine were proven true: “If you wish to preserve your life in Christ, do not be afraid to die for Christ” (In Ioh. 52,2).


From the time of his execution, the faithful considered him martyr. His body was transferred later to the parish church and his memory, especially during the anniversary of his death, was being celebrated every year since then.


______________________________________


These two noble personalities of the Order of St. Augustine speak to us today with the contemporariness of their lives and the testimony of their works. They are eloquent witnesses of the faith which they professed. They conform with each other in their fidelity to their vocation and ministry. They rejuvenated Christ in their lives (In Ps. 38,9), they lived generously in service to others: “He who is perfect by the grace of God and in accord with the Gospel, lives not in this world except for others, hence to them life in this world is no longer necessary (In Ps. 30,2,5).


The two new Augustinian blessed, Teresa Fasce and Elias del Socorro Nieves, are two stories of God, two graftings of evangelical wisdom in the Augustinian Family. Their life history coincides with the moment of rebirth of the Order which was very noticeable then in the different parts of the world, after the great liberal suppressions of the 19th century.


They are persons of our times, still remembered by some of their contemporaries. If in Mo. Fasce we find surprising her capacity to initiate projects, her organizational intuition and her great deftness in governing, in Fr. Nieves we find surprising his simplicity and goodness, his total dedication to his flock, his evidently clear acceptance of the radicality of the Gospel with its ultimate consequences.


With the testimony of their holiness they speak to us of the foundation of authentic religious life, patterned after the following of Christ and love for brothers and sisters.


May these new models inspire our religious life and through their intercession may the Lord grant us courage to live it imitating their commitment and radicality.


On my behalf and of the General Council of the Order, my friendly and fraternal greetings to all of you in St. Augustine.


Rome, 12th of October 1997. Beatification of Fr. Elias del Socorro Nieves and of Mo. Teresa Fasce.


P. Miguel Angel Orcasitas


Prior General OSA

Open letter to the brothers and sisters of the Order on the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the UN

HUMAN RIGHTS:

A CELEBRATION AND A CHALLENGE FOR HUMANITY AND FOR THE CHURCH

Dear brothers and sisters:

1. – On December 10, 1948 the General Assembly of the United Nations approved the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a document destined to become a point of reference for all humanity.


This magna carta of human rights was born as a response to the dramatic need, felt by all nations, for an international basic code of rights, in view of the increase of barbarity experienced in the preceding decades. The violation of the most fundamental human rights due, above all, to the arbitrariness of the State, had reached in this century an unusual level of cruelty and violence, resulting in the outbreak of two World Wars. Thanks to the Declaration, the defense of fundamental rights and freedoms will be an international responsibility, and not subject to the will of the individual rulers. 


The Universal Declaration of Human Rights signifies an awareness on the part of all humanity of the dignity of individual persons and of all peoples. It is an important step of extraordinary symbolic value in the process of humanization that should lead society toward a more just organization, one in which each person and all people can find their place and their personal and collective rights will be respected. This constitutes, therefore, an important premise for the establishment of a more just universal order.


Several years after its promulgation, Pope John XXIII, reflecting on the rich doctrinal heritage of the Church, will elaborate in 1963 a splendid human rights declaration, enlightened by Revelation, in the great Encyclical Pacem in terris. 


Pope John XXIII welcomed the Declaration we now commemorate as well as the importance of the United Nations in the promotion of peace and justice in the world by stating: 

"A clear proof of the farsightedness of this organization is provided by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights passed by the United Nations General Assembly on December 10, 1948. The preamble of this Declaration affirms that the genuine recognition and complete observance of all the rights and freedoms outlined in the declaration is a goal to be sought by all peoples and all nations" (n.143). 


Pope John Paul II has also referred to this Declaration in his most recent message to the world on the occasion of World Peace Day (January 1, 1998):

"Fifty years ago, after a war characterized by the denial of even the right to exist of certain peoples, the General Assembly of the United Nations promulgated the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It was a solemn act which was achieved, after the sad experience of war, due to the desire to recognize in a formal way the same rights for all persons and for all peoples" (n. 2).

2. - A celebration for the Church as well


This document is fundamentally secular. An analysis of the philosophical and political underpinnings of this code of rights leads to this conclusion. The philosophical thought on the dignity of each person and the affirmation of their individual prerogatives, fruit of the period of Enlightenment, along the lines of the declaration that accompanied the independence of the United States and the French Revolution, can be found in this document. The Declaration prescinds from different creeds in order to pinpoint the common denominator that unites us as human beings.


However we can and should celebrate this anniversary because, as Christians, we are called on to accompany humanity and also because the deepest roots of the dignity of the human person, proclaimed in this Declaration, have in Christ and the Gospel their most perfect expression, the Church having been the herald of that dignity.


Vatican Council II expressed the vocation and will of the Church to accompany this human adventure in the following manner: "The joys and hopes, the sadness and distress of contemporary man, above all of the poor and of all the afflicted, are also the joys and hopes, the sadness and distress of the disciples of Christ, and nothing that is truly human does not find an echo in our heart [... ] And so, this community feels real and intimate solidarity with humanity and with its history" (Gaudium et Spes, 1).


This general principle has a very concrete application in the Declaration of Human Rights, noble reflection of the highest aspirations of humanity. It is an achievement in human history, since "its DNA can be found in the teachings of the greater cultural and religious traditions of the world" (Kofi Annan, "All human rights for all"). The basic principles found in the Declaration have been integrated in the legislation of nearly all countries. The Church has produced a great number of documents on the human person in recent decades, referring to topics related to human rights. But frequently neither the language, the interpretation of rights, nor the content of the legal texts coincide, in spite of the apparent clarity and simplicity of the text.

3. - The challenge which this commemoration presents


It has been asserted with insistence that these human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent, in such a way that one can not be asserted in prejudice of others. However, some fundamental principles, such as the right to work or to education, have a low priority in many countries. The primary right, to life, the very root of all other rights, does not always find adequate support, from our Christian perspective on human rights, but rather is interpreted sometimes in an arbitrary and restrictive fashion. The Church understands that, in the name of individual freedom, the fundamental rights of a large number of people are frequently violated due to lack of solidarity, denying many the opportunity of a life with dignity. Also the rights of the unborn are ignored. Therefore the Church, far from silencing her prophetic voice, denounces from the perspective of divine revelation what she considers a threat to human dignity. 


The Pope referring to these undeniable qualities of universality and indivisibility asserts: 

"These distinctive features need to be asserted with vigor in order to respond to the critique of those who attempt to exploit the argument of cultural specificity in order to cover violations of human rights, and those who impoverish human dignity by denying a legal basis for economic, social and cultural rights” (Message for World Peace Day, January 1,1998, n. 2).


We all form part of this great family that struggles to promote development, to consolidate peace, to guarantee justice and to defend the weak, asserting the rights of all people. We offer our particular contribution enlightened by our faith. This light has not been given to us for our personal benefit, to allow us to enclose our heart and our life in structures that are rigid and distant. Our heart has to be open, full of compassion and benevolence in the face of the problems and needs of others. Our life should signify a commitment to human dignity, bearing witness to the ultimate source of human nobility, received from our Creator and perfected definitively in Jesus Christ. As Christians we should announce "the civilization of love, founded on the universal values of peace, solidarity, justice and freedom, that find in Christ their full manifestation" (John Paul II, Tertio millenio adveniente, 10 Nov. 1994, n. 52; Cfr. also the allocution of John Paul II in the symposium "The Church and the human rights", 15 Nov. 1988).


We need to give witness to our commitment to humanity, as it experiences distress and confusion while reflecting on the transitory nature of things, by providing light from our faith perspective. This points out why it is important for us as religious to celebrate this significant event for humanity. The Holy See has set the standard, convoking recently a convention in commemoration of 50 years of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

4. - The example of Augustine and of the Order throughout history


The promotion of human rights is not only an obligation derived from our human, Christian and religious commitment. It is also because we are disciples of Augustine that we should show a particular concern for humanity. Augustine’s preaching, as well as his pastoral ministry, so often dedicated to attend the small needs of his flock, are an essential point of reference for us. 


Naturally, it would be anachronistic to pretend to find in Saint Augustine a declaration of human rights in modern day terminology or according to current Church teaching . But we find in him a shepherd with great sensitivity for the human realities of his flock, a lover of peace, a defender of justice, attentive to the cry of the poor. Augustine understood the equality of all human beings as elemental to God’s plan. He says, in effect, that God has created all human beings equal. Inequalities and slavery are the fruit of sin (Cfr. De civitate Dei 19. 14-15). This principle helps us to understand how, for Augustine, there is an essential injustice in slavery, and offers us in our days a clear direction for assuming postures in the face of international or national legislation that do not recognize in each human being the full dignity that derives from our condition of being created in God’s image. 


Augustine embraced the cause of justice, was an advocate for the poor, denounced abuses committed against slaves, occasionally purchasing their freedom, defended the right to asylum, and was a tutor to minors. In his vast literary contribution we find very precise expressions that give witness to his human and Christian rejection of the death penalty. For example when he begged the imperial delegate Marcelino not to execute several Donatists who had committed hideous crimes against the Catholic clergy (cfr. Letter 133). He also writes to the Proconsul Apringio, requesting that the death sentence not be applied to the Circuncellions who had confessed to having murdered and tortured Catholic clergymen. "So that this not happen, I as Christian beg the judge and as bishop I exhort the Christian" (Letter 134, 2.2). He adds in his letter to this Christian Proconsul that if he had to address a non-Christian judge "I would insist that the tortures suffered by the Catholics, God’s servants, be seen as an example of patience, and should not be stained by the blood of their enemies [...] for our part, if a more moderate penalty [than that of death] can not be found, then we prefer that they be set free, rather than avenge the sufferings of our brothers by shedding their blood" (Ibid., 3,4). Also, regarding torture, Augustine considers the imposition of physical tortures "foreign to our conduct [as Christians]" (Letter 104, 4.17; cfr. also: 1; 2.5).


This constant preoccupation of Augustine for the weakest, together with his desire to overcome the social consequences brought about by this situation, stem from the same source as the inalienable rights of each person. Augustine recognizes and asserts the dignity of each person, as child of God, created in God’s image; however, it is charity, in which is contained the whole law, that provides the motivation for its respect and promotion. Concern for our neighbor is the sure road leading to God: "Concern yourself with who is by your side as you walk in this world and you will arrive to be with the One you wish to stay with forever" (In Io. 17,9).


We hear the echo of the words of Terence "homo sum: humani nihil alienum puto" ("Man am I and nothing human is foreign to me") (Heauton timoroumenos, 1,1,75-77), when Augustine said: "Travel your road together with all people, you children of peace, you children of the one Catholic Church" (Com. Ps. 66,6), and also "what is my heart but a human heart?" (De Trinitate, 4, proem., 1).


Regarding what today constitutes an important democratic value, Augustine discourses positively on the capability of people to choose their own magistrates: "If there existed such a serious and careful people, so staunch in their concern for the common good, would not a law be just which permitted this people to choose their magistrates, responsible for administering their public affairs?" (De libero arbitrio 1.6.14).

* * *

5. - The history of the Order also provides illustrious examples of brothers who have defended the rights of the weakest, above all in violent situations or in the face of their violation. By its very nature, the Order embraces the cause of the poor willingly, due to our mendicant origins and by virtue of our vow of poverty. Our life style constitutes in itself a manner of being in solidarity with those who are materially poor due to a lack of opportunities. The proper interpretation of the sharing of goods, a value essential to our Augustinian spirituality, is that it must be reflected not only within the local community, on the Provincial level and that of the Order in general, but also open to the social dimension of our goods with all humanity. Together with the Church we are called to embrace the cause of the poor, accompanying them in their process of growth and awareness of their dignity, so that they can fulfill their calling as persons and as Christians. 


Some of our brothers at different times in our history have had special significance in the defense of the dignity of each person and in the promotion of peace, based on justice. Some figures worth mentioning in this regard are blessed Simon of Cascia, Simon of Camerino, St. John of Sahagún, St. Thomas of Villanova , Luis de Lion, Abraham of Santa Clara, and Nicholas Wite of Flanders. 


But where we find the most notable models in the defense of the rights and dignity of the most forsaken is in connection with the first evangelization of America. Alonso de la Veracruz is, certainly, the most important defender of human rights in the history of our Order. In De dominio infidelium et justo bello (1554) he published his university lessons on the human rights of the indigenous peoples of Mexico, while in De decimis (1555) he defended their exemption from the ecclesiastic tax.


The Augustinian bishop Luis López de Solís, whose diocesan process of beatification was brought to a close September 11 of this year in Lima, as well as bishop Augustine de la Coruña, also in process of beatification, were both Augustinian shepherds who distinguished themselves not only in the defense of their flock, but also by their respect for indigenous peoples, recognizing and defending their human and Christian dignity. 


In defense of the indigenous people of the Philippines Rev. Martín of Rada is significant, insisting in his reports to the authorities on obedience to the laws in defense of the indigenous people, against the abuses committed by soldiers. 


These examples, flourishing throughout the history of our Order, should serve as a stimulus to us who live in an intellectual society and, theoretically, one much more aware of the problems concerning the dignity of each person, spurring us on to be promoters of this cause in society and in the Church. "The mystery of the incarnation (Cf. Jo 1,14) means solidarity with our weaker brothers. And so, we Augustinians have the responsibility of proclaiming the rights of the weak and of being in solidarity with the defenseless" (Intermediate General Chapter 1998: Augustinians in the church for the world of today, n. 11).

6. – Committed to the cause of justice and peace


The topic of human rights is currently an exceptional platform, a common ground for dialogue between our faith and secular culture. In spite of different interpretations, there exists a common language and a common task which make it possible to bring the light of faith to bear on contemporary culture. The Church in our time needs meeting places where a dialogue between faith and culture can be carried out, one of the more significant pastoral exigencies of the moment, recognized and proclaimed by the authority of recent Pontiffs. "To carry forward our mission as servants of humanity, we should cultivate a special proximity that will permit us to listen, sincerely, to the voice of a world in transformation. If our proposals are not in tune with present day challenges, dialogue becomes impossible and our presence irrelevant" (Intermediate General Chapter 1998: Augustinians in the church for the world of today, n. 24).


Except for some passing incidents, the decisive contribution of the Church in this process of affirmation of human rights is undeniable. Not in vain has the Christian west been the cradle of the philosophical thought that brought us to the affirmation of the individual person and his or her rights. The Gospel can be found in its roots, as can be seen quite clearly and significantly in the documents of Vatican Council II. 


But it is not enough to simply reaffirm these principles. Our mission in the Church requires a certain level of leadership, even in the social dimension, on behalf of the faith. Our words and our actions have to accompany the process of humanization to which the Church aspires, by means of her teaching, to help each human being to discover their authentic transcendent dimension, directed toward God. "The world vision of Christian faith can contribute significantly to the establishment of a global ethic that would permit men and women, without exception, to enjoy equal rights and a new world order" (Intermediate General Chapter 1998: Augustinians in the church for the world of today, n. 29).


During the course of this year which marks the anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, many of the communities of the Order have reflected on its significance and on practical ways of applying this Declaration to their own circumstances. This reflection, faithful to the testimony of our history as a religious Order, must bring us to a greater commitment in favor of the defense and promotion of human rights and freedoms. 


As religious we should dedicate ourselves to promoting peace and justice. Human rights are the basis of human existence and coexistence, and therefore have so much civic and ethical significance. Their defense constitutes a very concrete commitment that must be assumed by all humanity. The Pope, in his message for the most recent World Peace Day, asserted: "Justice and peace are not abstract concepts or distant ideals; they are values that constitute a common patrimony and are found in the heart of each person. All are called to live in justice and to work for peace: individuals, families, communities and nations. Nobody is excused from this responsibility" (n. 1).


The concern of the Church for all humanity, and the moral authority of her preaching has made the Church a valiant defender of the rights of all human being. Her prophetic mission does not consist only in denouncing the violations of these rights, but also in promoting respect for them. 


As Church we represent in the world a religious and cultural tradition that has provided a substantial base for the proclamation of these rights. As an Order we have an historical commitment to accompany humanity on this path. Recently our Order has been linked as an NGO (non-governmental organization) to the United Nations. That permits us to make our voice heard in an especially meaningful forum, joining our efforts to those of the Delegation of the Holy See and other Catholic organizations represented at the UN. We need to speak out on human rights from our Christian and Augustinian view of life. We should add our voice to that of those who seek the broadening of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to include economic rights and to the consideration of the rights of other collective subjects, such as the family, minorities, peoples and nations. This will be an important contribution to the evangelization to which we have been called, because it will promote the dignity of each human person.


And so I conclude inviting all of our communities, be they convents, missions, parochial or educational in nature, and all those who perform other ministries on behalf of the community, to take concrete initiatives in commemoration of this anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to promote respect for these rights and to contribute to the discovery of their true anthropologic root, from our understanding of the transcendental nature of life and of the human person. In God’s compassion and respect for our freedom we can discover the way. I also invite you to consider the possibility of making Declarations on the local or provincial level on topics related to the dignity of the human person. The Holy Father has repeated frequently his invitation to condone the debt or to concede moratoria to developing countries that find in the weight of this debt an absolute impediment to advance in economic and fundamental social rights. 


Uniting our voice to that of the Church can serve as a way of contributing to making the Jubilee year 2000 a particular moment of grace and redemption for all humanity. 


In Rome, November 13, 1998, feast of All the Saints of the Order, I greet you fraternally in St. Augustine.

Miguel Ángel Orcasitas

Prior General OSA 

Allocution of the Prior General, Father Miguel Ángel Orcasitas, delivered on the occasion of the Encounter in Lima. Project Hippo. New Heart, 24th January 1999


Following the paths trodden in the encounters of Conocoto and Moroleón, we now meet for a third time with the Major Superiors with responsibility in Latin America, in order to evaluate the steps taken in the process already begun of renewal of the Order in Latin America, and to programme the next stage.


This encounter has as its title New Spirit. Lima 99. The process should in effect bring the Order and each of its members in Latin America to a life lived in a renewed spirit of vocation, both personal and communitarian and of service to the Church. A spirit which responds better to the demands of the Gospel and of the society and Church in which you are living.


Vatican Council II directed a pressing invitation to the religious life, to begin a process of renewal. The keys to this renewal were a return to the origins and attention to the signs of the times. Substantially it was the same programme which the Church set out for herself in order to bring about the desired aggiornamento, to open up dialogue with the contemporary world.


Unlike other epochs in her history, it cannot be said that the Church found herself coming into the Council in a state of grave moral decadence. The drama of the contemporary era was for the Church the chasm created between faith and culture, between Church and the modern world.


The beginning of the process of conciliar renewal has opened up for the Church and for the religious life some extraordinary significant evangelical values. It is sufficient to read some of the Council documents to appreciate the great qualitative jump taken in the appreciation of the dignity of the human person, with all its implications, and the incidence of the deliberations of the Council on the contemporary magisterium.


But alongside what the post-council brought, we have known too a disconcerting element, fruit of bitter revisionory history and of forgetting the first and most important criterion of renewal, which is a return to the Gospel. Religious life in this context, has been buffeted about and not infrequently it has been emptied of it most significant dimension, which is the radical following of Jesus Christ, poor chaste and obedient, in order to be a sign of the values of the Kingdom in contemporary society. The priest journalist, Martín Descalzo, spoke of council, post-council and “un- council”, using the last coined word to define the negative aspects of renewal which should never have lost their deepest spiritual roots.


All religious life had to link up with the adequate renewal requested by the Council. Return to the sources meant a re-encounter with the Gospel and with the spirituality proper to the congregation, so as to discover better the gift of the Spirit which is a gift for the Church and requires an authentic living of the charism of each institute. From another point of view, attention to the signs of the times, was certainly an important innovation, because it converts into a theological reference the reality in which we live. In these two dimensions – horizontal and vertical – are situated the co-ordinates of post-conciliar religious life. Fidelity to the renewal requested by the Church demands that both be kept in mind. Neither spirituality dis-incarnated nor inculturation devoid of the transcendental dimension are an adequate response to the aggiornamento required by the Council.


More than thirty years have passed since the Council, and today we can better understand the successes and errors during that long period. We have learned too that the process of renewal is never ending, because we are walking towards an ideal that is never reached or fully lived in the concrete historical reality. The classical adage “Ecclesia semper reformanda”, is valid also for our time.


No wonder, then, that theologians of the religious life, in order to maintain alive the renewal foreseen by the Council have presented a succession of various terms, to substitute for the already worn out ones, or to indicate new aspects of the process of renewal. Today they are talking about re-founding the religious life. We will return to this concept. Formerly we have heard other terminology such as renewal, revitalisation, restructuring, or reform …


The process of renewal of the Order in this continent is placed in the general context of the Church and in particular of the pilgrim Church in Latin America. The whole Order and each member who is part of the Order, to be faithful to our Christian and Augustinian vocation, ought to live in a permanent state of renewal. If Latin America has been singled out for special consideration, endorsed by the General Chapter, it is because of a series of circumstances, positive and negative, which I had the opportunity to explain, both in the letter convoking the first meeting and in the opening addresses of the encounters in Conocoto and Moroleón. 


There is a future for the Order and the Church in this continent which cannot find us impassive in facing the difficulties that stand in the way of development, difficulties stemming from the differences of problems, difficulty of dialogue and the frequent impossibility of collaboration. Religious life is undergoing a change in face, as is evident in many congregations. For centuries the principal drive came from Europe, while today it is a fact, ever more evident, that the vocational growth is happening in other geographical areas. Contemporary religious life, while retaining on one hand its missionary efforts - consistent with the evangelising dynamic of the Church - and on the other hand it has been reflecting on its evangelising methods, revising critically the practice of imposing on others its own western culture and making strong efforts to encourage a spirituality rooted in their own different cultures. From this fruitful interchange there is flowering in Latin America, Africa and Asia a rich harvest of vocations.


This missionary dynamic of inculturation is not born of a desire to survive, but of an awareness of the value of one’s own spirituality in contributing to the building up of the local Church and as a help to finding God through a spiritual way which has been endorsed by a long experience in history.


Religious life - like the Church – through a process of dialogue with the life and culture of each place, is called to pass from a Euro-dominated situation to a Church of communion, rooted in the different cultures. Others have to be respected in their own culture, and not convert one’s own culture into a means for judging the goodness of things (Aylward Shorter, in an opening talk for the course for formators of the Augustinian Family, Nairobi, January 1999).


Our Order needed to enter into this process in Latin America, following in the footsteps of the Church, which has got closer pastorally to the reality of the continent. In Latin America some theological and pastoral contributions have been forged and which now have become part of the universal Church. This historical change does not affect the content of the message, but only its expression and places a concrete emphasis on certain values. The doctrinal richness of the Gospel provides each age and each society with adequate answers to their problems.


It is important that the Order should follow the path of the Church, as it has the Church for mother and owes her the fidelity which is part of our charism. Not in vain is service to the needs of the Church an essential characteristic of our Augustinian spirituality.


The Church is asking us for a deep renewal, which should spring from our religious commitment, which is the radical following of Jesus Christ. We are also being asked to exercise our ministry in fidelity to our spirituality and to be sensitive to the signs of the times, that is, to the Church and the society we are serving. For that reason it is necessary to determine the Augustinian way to live our service to the Church and the society in this historical concrete context.


We are facing a very serious and demanding process. If it is to be carried out with honesty and consistency it could require from us important decisions, both in the personal and communitarian areas, so as to improve both the meaning of religious life , personal and community, and the service to the Church and society as Augustinians. These changes which affect the individual and the structures is what today is called re-foundation by the specialists in the theology of religious life. A re-founded community is called upon to put into practice what its founder would do in our own days. I myself do not have much sympathy with the word re-founded. I prefer the term creative fidelity, which well reflects the dual reference to the historic-spiritual root as well as the needs of the contemporary Church and society. This collective task will be possible only if the process is converted into a personal one for each brother in the continent and if the communities undertake the demands of our own spirituality.


This is the way we wish to travel in this continent of hope. Here is the root of the importance of the process, from which we hope new vitality will spring for the Order, which needs to be reflected not only in Latin America but which is called on to have important positive consequences in the whole Order.


Appealing to your responsibility as superiors or as brothers born in Latin America, I invite you to renew your commitment to travel steadfastly the road of spiritual and charismatic renewal, so that our Order, with God’s help may experience in Latin America, a new stage of creative fidelity to the deepest fonts of our spirituality. 

Miguel Angel Orcasitas

Prior General OSA


Letter of the Prior General, Father Miguel Ángel Orcasitas, to the brothers of the Philippine Province on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the death of Father Gregorio Tomás Suárez Fernández (1915-1949),on the 19th March 1999

FATHER GREGORIO TOMÁS SUÁREZ FERNÁNDEZ (1915-1949)

FIFTY YEARS AFTER HIS DEATH


Father Gregorio Tomás Suárez Fernández died in the Dominican convent of S.Esteban, Salamanca on the 23rd April 1949. He was only just 34 years of age, but in that short period he made an indelible impression on those who got to know him in the various stages of his life. With interest and fraternal solicitude we await the moment when the Congregation for Saints pronounces on the heroic nature of his virtues. But it is important keep his memory alive and to promote his devotion, so that reaching this objective, it may be possible to take the next step in the process of his beatification, which is founded on the existence of a miracle worked through the intercession of the Servant of God. Enlightened by his example and motivated by a desire to promote his devotion, I wish, through this letter, to be united with all the brethren of the Philippine Province, in giving thanks to God for his life and witness.


The life of Father Gregorio Suárez was illuminated by an Augustinian religious vocation, lived out in an exemplary and lovely way. Having heard the voice of God in the interior of his heart, he wished to know him through study and contemplation, celebrating him in the Eucharist and proclaiming him in love.

Passion for truth and passion for God


Among the outstanding aspects of Father Suárez’s life was his dedication to study. We frequently say that, often with difficulty, Christians retain fresh the formulation of the contents of their faith. The weakness of religious culture nowadays not only leads to a state of defencelessness in the face of doubt but also, in many cases, flows into the lack of identification with the doctrinal aspects of faith itself. But it would be dishonest if we did not acknowledge, with humility, that we ourselves contribute to the neglect of study, understood as a reflective analysis of reality. We are reminded in the document of the Intermediate General Chapter of 1998: “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, and 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 Saint Augustine and of the peoples and places where we live” (“Augustinians in the Church for the world of today”, number 17). The neglect of study certainly distances us from the Augustinian tradition and from the great men from whom we have received our inheritance. When the balance between activity and reflective analysis is lost, life becomes a state of improvisation (see Vita consecrata, 98).


The consequences are more grave when what is neglected is the study of philosophy, theology or scripture. This neglect can lead us to walking spiritual ways which bring us to the unsuspected. “The principal and almost sole cause of errors is a misapprehension about what God is” (Conf. V,10,19; VII, 3,4).


Anyone reading carefully the life story of Father Gregorio Tomás Suárez will arrive at the conclusion that he was a dedicated student, in the constant tradition of the Order, and also of the Province, which historically maintained a balance between the demands of mission and the foundation provided by study for all pastoral activity. Father Suárez knew how to absorb knowledge into his personal life, to the extent that each new discovery left in him a deposit of wisdom. He made sure in the ambit of his personal experience to heed Augustine’s principle: “God is sought in order to be found more sweetly, and found in order that he may be sought more eagerly” (De Trin. XV, 2,2). This is a search which at one and the same time affects the intelligence and the heart and which leads to the practice of prayer and contemplation.


Father Gregorio Tomás Suárez lived study as one who every day approached the spring of Truth, to drink its salutary water and offered it to others in the palm of his clean hands to slake their thirst. That was how he understood it, when in Rome as an outstanding student at the Gregorian University, and also when he occupied teaching posts in Valladolid and in Salamanca. For that reason his death notice said he died as a wise man and a saint (Positio super virtutibus beatificationis et canonizationis servi Dei Gregorii Tomás Suárez Fernández, pag.43). The knowledge of God belongs to those who know, suggests Saint Augustine (see De Ord. II, 18,47).

The apostolate as an overflowing outpouring


The life of Father Gregorio Tomás Suárez is neither long nor over active. He himself had a presentiment of a short life and for that reason, perhaps, he wished to live it intensely, recollected and experiencing daily events at their deepest levels. He did not do many things nor was he given the time to reach an intellectual maturity which would have allowed him to leave us great written works. His legacy, nonetheless, reaches us as a river which could be fecund for the religious life of our time.


The true face of Father Suárez would not be recognisable if we lose sight of the primacy of spirituality in his life. It is there that we can read a second reminder which recently the Intermediate General Chapter, celebrated in Villanova (July 1998) has given us. The document “Augustinians in the Church for the world of today” invites all Augustinians to return to our spirit. The return to the spirit does not signify a secret call and neither is it a invitation to erect barriers of separation with the world in which we live and which is our field of evangelisation. A return to our spirit is a strengthening of the conviction that the fertile core of the human being is in interiority. An interiority called to be communication. We are reminded by Pope Paul VI in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi n.24) that “It is unthinkable that anyone who has entrusted himself to the Kingdom and takes the Word to heart, could do so without becoming a person who in turn gives witness and announces”. 


Father Gregorio Tomás is undoubtedly a real model for those in the Province who follow in his steps, dedicated to study and teaching of theology, both in the Theological Centre in Valladolid or in the Institute of Santa María as also in other ecclesiastical centres of higher learning. But he is a model also for all religious, in so far as all are constrained by the need to exercise their critical capacity and to be active in search of the Truth. All are equally affected by the need to interiorise the spiritual life and pastoral activity which lead to contact with the Truth.


A true spiritual life, firmly anchored to values of the spirit, can illumine the restless search for God (see Conf. I, 1,1) in which modern man, though in a confused way, is now living. Without doubt this is one of the Augustinian ways of evangelising.


Father Gregory Suárez exercised the apostolate through his teaching but especially through his life. Those who knew him all coincide in remarking on his religious experience, his ever smiling face, his serene acceptance of situations however unexpected. It takes the genius and maturity of giants of the spirit to live in freedom in the assurance of the infinite nearness of God and in appreciation of the depth of the ordinary. 


Father Gregory Tomás is also remembered for his filial devotion to Mary. To her we have recourse in this anniversary, asking her to intercede with her Son to help us walk the way of sanctity traced out by this His faithful disciple, who loved Jesus with a fervent love, as also he loved Mary and the Church.


I greet you with affection in Saint Augustine,

Miguel Angel Orcasitas

Prior General OSA


Opening address of the Prior General, Fr. Miguel Ángel Orcasitas, at the I Congress of the Augustinian Lay people, July 16 1999


Augustinian sisters and brothers:


All our Order feels particularly honoured to welcome here in Rome this numerous group of sisters and brothers who, with the religious and professed religious, follow the same path of faith, assisted by the spiritual teaching of St. Augustine.


The organisation of this Congress responds to the growing awareness within the Order of the role of the laity in the Church.


Throughout the centuries, the Order has shared its spirituality with lay persons particularly attracted by the wealth of the human and spiritual experience of Augustine. These lay people have always been considered as members of the Augustinian Family. Through the religious, they have received spiritual guidance and stimulation to live a Christian life. Augustinian spirituality has been a guide for them in their way of living the Gospel.


Nevertheless, their role has generally been passive and receptive. This situation has changed starting from Vatican Council 11. After many centuries of a basically clerical Church, the Council has underlined the role of the laity in the Church, defining their special apostolic mission.


The Council, in placing less emphasis on the hierarchical structure of the Church and drawing more attention to the aspect of communion, drew attention to the dignity of all Christians by their participation in the same baptism, the integration in the People of God and the participation in the prophetic and priestly mission of Christ (Cf. LG 31). It affirmed the universal vocation to holiness, when it said: “all the faithful, of any rank or status, are called to the fullness of Christian life and the perfection of charity” (LG 40). A special document was likewise dedicated to the laity in the Church, entitted Apostolicam actuositatem.

Pope Paul VI also stressed the role of the laity in the Church, in the exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi (n.70).


More recently, the synod on the laity and the post-synodal document Christifideles laici has brought to the fore the role of the laity in the Church, inviting them to play an active role because we are all members of the Church and all share the common vocation to holiness, according to one’s own state of life. Consequently, all the baptized are called to the same holiness and have the same responsibility in the dissemination of the faith.


The Pope reiterated this teaching to the Augustinians in his allocution to the 1989 General Chapter when he asked that the Augustinian Family “be the sign and leaven of new ecclesial communities in which all Christians - lay persons, religious and priests - are considered as one sole body with Christ, the One Christ the Total Christ” (CGO ‘89, allocution of the Holy Father 4).


The Order is increasingly aware of the role of the laity in the Church. The relationship between the religious with the laity has increased considerably, participating not only in the same spirituality, but also in the same mission. The Holy Father reminded us of this in his address to the General Chapter of 1995, reconfirming us in the path taken: “You have also started a promising collaboration with the laity, who with renewed interest ask to participate in the spirituality and the mission of the religious institutions. On the itinerary of faith and holiness of the great Bishop of Hippo, they encounter a sure, very rich orientation, in the context of a widespread lack of religious and spiritual formation encountered today in many areas, and in many persons of good will” (CGO ’95 allocution of the Holy Father 5).


The text quoted here faithfully reflects the two main levels of the collaboration with the laity in the Order. On the one hand, lay persons and religious participate in the same spirituality. Augustine, as a spiritual master, presents us with an ever relevant path of faith and holiness, because it is firmly rooted in the Gospel. St. Augustine lives his Christian vocation in a very attractive way, because its point of departure is his own personal experience, seeking in the Gospel to slake the thirst for goodness, holiness and spiritual beauty. The Christian life, in the school of Augustine, is a way of human and spiritual fullness, satisfying the deepest needs of the human person.


Besides sharing spirituality with the laity, the Order is also committed to our world, to share with it their mission in the Church, in the unity of soui and heart. From our different ecclesial responsibilities we are called upon to work together in the saving mission of the Church. The Order is very much aware in our times of the responsibility of the laity and is firmly committed to promoting their active participation in the life of the Church and in its own institutional tasks. This collaboration is not the fruit of the needs of the religious for support in their own apostolates. It is more a matter of rediscovering the profound unity that must exist in the Church and the joint responsibility of all the members in the building up of the Kingdom of God (Cf. CGO ’89 Doc. 5).


The document of the Intermediate General Chapter of 1998 recalls this internal and ecclesial joint responsibility in the evangelizing task, based on communion and a complementary relationship. This Chapter also dealt with this double level of collaboration: in the same spirituality born of our common status as baptized, and in the mission, by means of the participation in our apostolic works. The Order considers that we have been summoned for the formation and accompaniment of Augustinian lay communities (Cf. CGI ’98 Doc. 12)


The result of this awareness was the creation of the Secretariat for the Laity in the Chapter General of 1989, confirmed afterwards by the Chapter of 1995. This awareness was also indicated by the presence of lay persons in the last Ordinary General Chapter of 1995 and in the Intermediate General Chapter of 1998. Another sign of the growing consideration for the laity in the Order is the holding of this international Congress in Rome, as decided by the 1995 General Chapter (CGO ’95 Doc. 28).


We wish to share Augustinian spirituality with you, because it is valid for your life as Christians and as human persons. This does not mean that you must be transformed into religious or that we religious must be transformed into lay persons. The construction of the Christian community must take place respecting the different vocations in the Church. This Congress will try to illuminate that spiritual path, reflecting on the rich variety of different experiences in the Order, in the hope of being able to set out general guidelines for an Augustinian lay community.


Starting in this congress we would like to stimulate the awareness of participating in the same mission in the Church, opening new paths of collaboration for the future.


I ask the Lord to make this Congress fruitful as it begins, both for your personal good and for the good of the Church and humanity.

To all the brothers of the Order and to all the contemplative sisters

CELEBRATING TOGETHER THE INCARNATION OF JESUS CHRIST

Introduction:


All of us Christians have been called on by the Pope to celebrate in a special way the Incarnation of Jesus Christ in the year 2000. This celebration will provide the opportunity to mark the occasion in the well established custom of the Church which has its roots in Biblical tradition.


The Order, following the lead both of the Church and of history, embraces this event inviting all the brothers and sisters, as well as all who form part of the extended Augustinian family, to live the jubilee as a time of special forgiveness, of grace and communion.


The Incarnation of Jesus Christ signified the beginning of a new history. To recall the beginnings of this history is to relive the meaning of the Incarnation of Jesus Christ and his entry into the present and the future. The jubilee year “will clearly underline the redemption wrought by Christ through his death and resurrection. Nobody, after that death, can be separated from the love of God” (Cf. Rom 8, 21-39) (John Paul II, Bull of convocation of the grand Jubilee of the year 2000, 6).


Jesus Christ became Man to save all humanity. The memory of his incarnation cannot be reduced just to a geographical location, because it is a universal event which exceeds the limits of time and space. It is not conditioned by an arbitrary division of time into eras, centuries or years, but it runs as the backbone of history, and of the trajectory of humanity. The celebration of the jubilee is an open invitation to all humanity and to the whole Church, here where it travels on pilgrimage towards the Father.


Through this letter I call on you to live this time of grace within your communities, united in faith and charity with the faithful around you, and taking advantage of this opportunity for conversion and for personal and community renewal. For this I propose to you three definite dates, linked to the Order’s liturgical calendar, on which to live together some of the values proper to the Jubilee. This way will be an opportunity of being at one with all the members of the Order, as we celebrate the jubilee in our own places. The Major Superiors could organise these celebrations in their respecetive circumscriptions, either by inter community gatherings, or by a general meeting of the Friars of the circumscription, wherever this is possible and feasible. In due course we will send some helpful material to the communities to facilitate the organisation of the pertinent liturgical celebrations.

1.- 
Feast of the Conversion of Saint Augustine: A day of conversion and pilgrimage.


In anticipation of the commemoration of the conversion of Saint Augustine (which in the year 2000 falls on Easter Monday), I propose that at the end of Lent there should be some penitential event or a pilgrimage.


The jubilee invites us to a renewal and purification of the spirit. The jubilee is designated as a critical review of our personal and collective histories: “the holy year is by its nature a time of call to conversion”  (Cf. The Bull of convocation … 11). We are all to gather near to the mercy of  God. The jubilee represents for us a special opportunity of re-establishing our friendship with God, by reviewing our lives. It means the re-building of the order of things wounded by personal sin, which dulls our relationship with God, and a return to the unity of our commitment to the following of Jesus Christ. “He alone is the gateway through which the sheep should enter”    (Comm. on John’s Gospel, 47,3)


The forgiveness of the jubilee also has a social dimension. The celebration of the birth of Christ should lead us to the recognition of others as brothers and repair the great and small divisions which tarnish our fraternity. “Co-citizens and companions of the pilgrimage” Augustine called his faithful. “They are your servants and my brethren, but you have willed them to be your children and my masters, and you have ordered me to serve them if I wish to live with you and share your life” (Conf. 10,4.6). The jubilee is a privileged time to re-establish interrupted dialogue with the brothers/sisters, or to change any overbearing attitudes in fraternal relationships. A jubilee is a time for reconciliation and pardon, that is to say, of conversion. A penitential conversion but a joyous one, because it is based on hope.The God of hope is at the same time the ultimate destiny of man (cf. Confessions 1,1,1) and the hope for a better future. Conversion is never complete while we are on the journey.The return to the Lord evokes the idea pilgrimage, which is intimately associated with the idea of jubilee. It is true that we are all prodigal sons who have left God our Father’s house; often we have gone outside ourselves (cf. Confessions 4,2,2) and we have distanced ourselves from the common house where the brothers live. To go on pilgrimage means to leave our own territory, to explore, to discover the unknown, to experience our own frailty. We need an inner pilgrimage which leads us back to the Father and which rekindles our best intentions which have been the hallmark of our religious life.


The Pope asks all Christians to acknowledge their faults, both personal and collective, taking on, in the name of the Church, a penitential attitude, by asking forgiveness for the errors committed and being reconciled with history. Our Order too should be part of this process of acknowledging past faults, for its connivance in collective sins in the Church and for not having been always an agent of reconciliation and peace.

2.-
Feast of Saint Augustine: Day of praise and solidarity 

The celebration of the Feast Of Saint Augustine in the year 2000 as an occasion to thank God for the gifts given to the Order and to each member.


An important dimension of the jubilee celebration is the grateful acknowledgement of the gifts which the Lord has lavished on each of us and for his provident presence in the Order, the Church and in humanity.


A look back at history allows us to discover the provident hand of God. Christ present in our personal history – interior intimo meo (Saint Augustine, Commentary on the psalms 118,s22,6) – and in all human history. From this grateful look at history should spring our recognition of such great human forces, the discoveries and conquests of science and technology, the hidden but fruitful results of studies, the witness of saints and martyrs, the love and tenderness which far outweigh the horrors of war and terrorism, those small and daily heroes, the action of God in each one of us.


The recognition of graces received should be translated into gestures of fraternity and solidarity. The whole world feels the need to proclaim in the new millennium the responsibility of promoting a culture of life based on justice and peace. This commitment in the first place ought to be undertaken by Christians, because we recognise in Jesus Christ the foundation of human dignity, the fount of human rights and a new order of peace and solidarity.


Today more than ever our collaboration is vital in the process of humanisation based on the fraternity taught by Jesus Christ. As fellow travellers in the history of mankind, we ought to make our jubilee a special moment of human fraternity, because our appreciation of men and women will be an indication of our depth of faith in Jesus Christ.


We are asked for concrete gestures, to be a voice for those without a voice, so that they can enjoy the most basic of rights, beginning with the right of life itself. Or, to be in solidarity with those who strive for a more just world: if our love for our brother /sister is a sign of our love of God, our witness ought to be concrete, direct, incarnate. Once again we are invited to practise justice, to love tenderly and to walk humbly in the presence of the Lord ( Micah 6,8).

3.-
Feast of all saints of the Order. Day of communion and holiness

Let the 13th November 2000  be a day dedicated to holiness and communion in the Order, renewing, as a community, our vows and our Augustinian commitment.


Augustine was an apostle of communion and unity in the Church. Communion is a precious and actual Augustinian value. In the post-conciliar Church the Augustinians are called to be agents of communion with the Church and with humanity. “To be a visible sign of communion and fraternity is, undoubtedly, a challenge with an Augustinian seal” (Augustinians in the Church for today’s world,14)


We live in community to seek together the Truth (cf. Rule,1.3 Soliq. 1,12,20) and for the service of the Church. Only a community seeking God can be a gift for the Church, by being a visible expression of faith lived in community. Only community solidarity, sharing goods and personal gifts and which is not motivated by self interest, can be a visible sign for society.


The Church needs the charism of community and communion, as gifts of the Spirit, because without communion there is no unity and God wishes his followers to be one (cf. John 18,21), as a authentic witness to the message of Christ.


To advance the process of humanisation, society needs the presence of people in solidarity, who base their lives on solidarity and not on self interest.


As Augustinians we have an important mission to carry out from the community, living in common with the Church. Community is a distinctive sign of our fraternity and is the jubilee door which opens up to us a future renewed and full of hope.


The feast of all saints of the Order offers us the opportunity of putting into practice our religious commitment, through communion with the Church and humanity.


This celebration will afford us the opportunity of renewing the bonds of fraternity and strengthen our calling to holiness both personal and communitarian. The liturgical act of renewing our vows could be an occasion for reinforcing our desire to live faithfully our Augustinian vocation.

*  *  *

Conclusion:


On the occasions of the Conversion of Saint Augustine, the Feast of Saint Augustine and the Feast of All Saints of the Order, the Brothers and Sisters of the Order are invited to deepen together some concrete values which are linked to the Grand Jubilee of 2000.

· Asking pardon and celebrating the mercy of God.

· Giving thanks to the Lord for the gifts and blessings received, both personal and communitarian in the course of our history.

· Renewal of our Augustinian commitment to the common life.


Three days of particular significance, linked to the jubilee experience, which all Augustinians all over the will celebrate together, in the most appropriate places designated by major superiors, in each community or in groups of communities, whilst the nuns of contemplative life will celebrate in their own monasteries. It will be a way of living the jubilee in our own places, experiencing solidarity in reciprocal communion.


Look to the past with a spirit of faith, thanking the Lord for gifts received. Above all look to the future with confidence and hope.


In the meantime, I greet you all fraternally in Saint Augustine, both in my own name and in the name of the General Council, and I invite you, finally, to recite in your communities during the jubilee year the enclosed prayer.


Chone, on the feast of All Saints of the Order, 13th November 1999 

Miguel Angel Orcasitas, 

Prior General OSA


Circular to the brothers and sisters of the Order

WE ARE A COMMUNITY OF BROTHERS WHO LIVE WITH THE PEOPLE OF GOD

Dear brothers and sisters:


The celebration in Rome of the 1st International Encounter of Lay Augustinians (Rome, July 16th-21st, 1999), prompts me to write this circular, to reflect on its conclusions and also with the intention of trying to carry out the expectations created among the participants by this international congress.


The Congress answered the objectives mentioned in its convocation: "A site to live an experience of ecclesial communion, to reflect on the vocation and mission of the laity in the Church, to share the Augustinian spirituality and to learn about the life of some of the lay communities existing in the world". In this way, another step was taken in the concrete implementation of the suggestions that emerged during the last General Chapters of the Order (Cf. CGO 1989: “The Augustinians towards the Year 2000”, n. 28-30; CGO 1995, “New Augustinians for the Third Millennium”, n. 27-32) and in the most recent documents (Cf. “Augustinians in the Church for the worldof today”, CGI 1998,n. 12). On the other hand, after the Congress, initiatives favouring the participation of the lay persons in the life of our Order emerged in various areas of Augustinian world.  


Without omitting other aspects, the most lasting achievements  must be sought in the conclusions of the Congress. They make up a solid foundation for the future and for guaranteeing new attitudes that we must create, in some cases, and reinforce in others. Everywhere, since Vatican II, the theological and ecclesiological figure of the laity has abandoned the lack of definition, but this is not the case regarding the practical models of collaboration and the insertion of the laity into the pastoral programmes of the Church. This general overview can also be clearly seen in the Order. 


The new convictions reached by theology demand a change in attitudes and behaviour because, otherwise, we are faced only with a sterile declaration of intentions. In the People of God, each member is bound to others because of mutual necessity (Lumen Gentium 10 and 32). "In Church Communion the states of life, by being ordered one to the other, are thus bound together among themselves. They all share in a deeply basic meaning: that of being the manner of living out the commonly shared Christian dignity and the universal call to holiness in the perfection of love. They are different yet complementary in the sense that each of them has a basic and unmistakable character which sets each apart, while at the same time each of them is seen in relation to the other and placed at each other's service" (Christifideles laici, 55).


The integration of the laity in the work of a community cannot stem just from reasons of necessity. Even less in the Augustinian community. However, it is true that sociology accelerates the reflective processes and the operational decisions. The image of the Church that Vatican II left as the "People of God" returned the ministry of the hierarchy as service and invites all the lay persons to take on participation of the triple function of Christ: prophetic, priestly and royal (kingly). On the other hand, our Constitutions remind us that we are a "Community of brothers who live with the People of God" (n. 10). And because of this, called to communion, "to live united what unites us and separately what separates us. And in this, being disposed to share this difference and mutually to enrich each one's vocational identity" (Conclusions of the International Congress, 4). 


The substance of today's theology on the laity undoubtedly emanates from Augustinian sources. Augustine preached the equality of the Christians in the People of God from the moment of baptism: "In relation to you we are your pastors, but in relation to the supreme Pastor we are sheep" (Commentary on the Psalms, 126,3). He recognised the participation of the lay persons in the priesthood of Christ and, because of this, their responsibility in the building up of the Body of Christ (cf. The City of God, 20, 10). "To be faithful to this Church as communion, as conceived by Saint Augustine, Augustinians cannot ignore that one of the signs of our communities must be openness to the laity and sharing the common grace of baptism and Augustinian spirituality with them" (Conclusions of the International Congress, 3). Do we wish for an active emanation of our spirituality beyond the borders of our Order? (Cf. Vita consacrata, 54) Are we open to new forms of pastoral co-operation with lay persons? Do we feel immersed in the common Christian life, without privileges? Among ourselves, are we convinced that the Church is the work of the Spirit and that the whole Church shares in His gifts and charismas? 


These and other promptings of ecclesiology, recognised by the Congress, demand an immediate response on our part. Otherwise, the time between the discussion, which precedes, and a courageous implementation of the involvement of the laity, might become excessively long. 

The need for an identity of the secular Augustinian brotherhoods


At one and the same time, we are also assisting at the decline and the dawn of movements in the Church. The problem that arises for many of these groups is that of their own identity and the inescapable need for adaptation to the historical moment. When a group does not renew itself it can quickly become archaic and loses its identity and disappear. We have experienced this in some of the lay movements with a great tradition in the Order. From one bold question - "Church, who are you?" - the great documents of Vatican Council II and fruitful later thinking, although included, emerged, and still serve as useful solid nourishment for us. Can we deny ourselves and the Augustinian laity sincere self-examination?


On Jesus Christ's part there is a intention of forming a community of followers. The book of the Acts of the Apostles confirms this idea and thus begins to organise the Church in its earliest stages. Saint Augustine also fixed his gaze on this model when he dreamt of a project for life in common. Not all the Christian faithful are equally sensitive when facing the community. Just as few accept the element of discipline inherent in the group. Because of this, we must not forget that we are facing the free option of the persons, whereas the community occupies a central position in the Augustinian spirituality. 


The Augustinian religious community, to be Christian, is essentially a missionary one. The contrary is true for any closed group, which sooner or later is impoverished and asphyxiated for lack of external sharing. An open community, because it does not live for itself but for others, experiences the power of salvation which is the Gospel, a pilgrim people among other peoples, and a community that has discovered the evangelical potential of Augustinian spirituality. From its historical beginnings, the Order communicated its own religious experience with the lay persons, as a path to live the Gospel and to attain holiness. To share a common spirituality opens the doors to unthought of relations between the religious and lay persons. At the same time, the innovative horizon that the signs of our times demand, require flexibility in some structural elements, abandoning defensive attitudes and practising the ability of social experiment proper to the religious life. 


Far from trying to go beyond certain boundaries, which would bring  confusion, they must be more permeable so that, through the variety of ministries, the unity of the mission might appear (Cf. Apostolicam actuositatem, 2). The lay persons do not pretend to occupy any area not proper to them, but, through baptismal grace, participate in the ministry of all of the People of God. Paraphrasing Saint Augustine: "For you we are lay persons, with you we are Christians". In this field of interrelationships, no one must forget the admirable variety or the equality common to all, through which the Church is governed.

The challenge of communion, the difference and the common responsibility


Religious and lay persons, from their roles and their own levels, distinct and complementary, are facing this triple challenge. Communion is the fruit of charity and leads to unity. The binomial unity-charity is at the centre of gravity of the thought of Saint Augustine. The division of the Church of his times awakened the passion for unity in him and he lamented that some "wanted to divide what should not be divided" (Sermon 107,3). Unity and charity are the signs of love for the Church. "If we love the Church, we hold to the Holy Spirit; and we love her (the Church), if we live in her unity and charity" (Treatise on the Gospel of Saint John 32,8). 


Underlining the difference does not mean disloyalty towards the unity because "although many, the living stones are united in the building of the temple of God, and they all become as one stone"(Commentary on the Psalms, 39,1). Ministers, religious and lay persons all have different roles in the building of the Body of Christ. It is not easy to delineate the lay person’s field in the world and even more difficult to give precise limits. Neither is it a cardinal point. Certain radical fractures have generated tensions and conflicts. Certain specific contributions and other less exclusive ones can be mentioned. It is precisely within this common terrain, the inseparable duality of the hierarchical structure of the Church and of the life of the entire body imposes itself. 


The co-responsibility is derived from the understanding of the Church as the People of God. Saint John Chrysostom already reminds us of this: "Therefore, all of you simple faithful become aware. And do not forget that united we form one body and that we differ from each other only as members of the same body differ from each other. Then, do not leave all the solicitude for the Church just to the priests" (In II Cor., hom 18: P.G. 61,527). A misunderstood faithfulness to the hierarchy brought about an inhibition when facing one's own responsibility in evangelisation in many Christians. Proof of this is that statistically there are few lay persons who have discovered their belonging in the living reality of the Church community. 

Towards a responsible and organised laity 


After the International Congress of Augustinian Lay persons, distinct national encounters took place and began taking relevant local initiatives. And, the OSA Secretariat for the Laity is finishing the draft of the Guide for the Augustinian Secular Fraternities, which intends to put into practice the text prepared by an International Commission, twenty years ago, entitled "Secular Augustinians. Rule of Life and General Statutes" (Rome, 1980). Everyone, religious and lay persons, must open up to the process of change that is coming about in the Church. Augustinian spirituality is the creator of an atmosphere of communion, of participation, of liberty. For fear of losing these talents in risky enterprises, we could become collectors of prejudices and fall into unfaithfulness to our spirit. There is also the danger of perverting the words and the best of projects, if priority is not given to formation, will not promote responsibility and will not inculcate adequate systems of evaluation. 


The attitudes of mutual suspicion, authoritarianism and improvisation block the dynamism of search, of dialogue and of shared participation. Fr. Congar pointed this out in a classical book on the laity: "Nothing, in effect, is as sectarian as the conviction of clearly seeing and having the one only way of serving the truth. Nothing is as fanatical as the conviction that is held by a member of a body (group) that he/she reflects perfectly the sentiment of the whole group and is able  adequately to lead the cause forward which he is meant to be serving” (CONGAR, I., Steps for a theology for the laity, 1963, p. 424).


Our era favours the little groups that affirm the individuals and temper isolation. The dynamics of the faith lead to expressing and living it in community. It grows when it is shared, because Christ is present wherever two or three meet in His name (Mt 18:20). This does not mean that, in general,  all the  hours are golden ones . Associations admit of different forms and, conscientiously, the Order offers a multitude of different proposals (Institute of consecrated life, Augustinian Secular Brotherhoods, Pious Confraternities and Associations, Youth Groups). We must ask ourselves, however, if all the group-experiences can be labelled in the same way and degree, in relation to their links with the Order. To be able to give relevance to a group, it must offer stability and dynamism. Stability means organisation and dynamism requires creative proposals, capable providing help in the exploring of one's possibilities and breaking away from the daily routine. 

A new attitude towards the laity


If today, we ask the lay people for organisation and responsibility, we must ask the religious to show a welcome, and, above all, to embrace this ecclesial and Augustinians mentality, of being  part of the People of God, which is a People of equals. The necessary definition and identification of Religious Life cannot be derived from exaggerated polarisation. Emphasising certain characteristics as one's own does not underline any form of superiority, but serves to allow us to speak of a specific identity. At the same time, Religious Life must be placed next to the forms of life that constitute the radical unity of the People of God. No type of ecclesial life can be encountered in isolation. Without losing the particular emphasis, the borders cross each other in the weave of brotherly evangelical equality. What are we willing to do to share the common path of baptism and Augustinian spirituality with the lay persons?  


Augustinian spirituality, has in us, Augustinian religious, its natural element of irradiation. In the Church, we are depositories not proprietors of the inheritance of Saint Augustine and we must become conscious of our responsibility in the birth and consolidation of the Secular Augustinian Fraternities. What these will become will depend, to a great extent, on our acceptance and accompaniment of the lay persons closest to us. This is a responsibility we cannot ignore or flee from. Without turning to forms already discarded of domination or control over other members of the People of God, but by showing the greatest respect for the autonomy and the secular talent of the laity, in us rests the possibility of making an irreplaceable contribution to the development of Augustinian spirituality in the lay field. 


While the memory of the 1st International Encounter of Lay Augustinians is still alive, I ask all, in my own name and in the name of the General Council, dear brothers and lay persons, to continue the process begun some time ago in the Order. I invite you to share the richness of Augustinian spirituality with lay persons. Become part of the splendid common patrimony of the Church, which no one can appropriate as his own exclusive property. The reason why we  are speaking about the Augustinian laity today is not the wish to find collaborators for our works and even less an exercise of survival, but the desire for them to participate in a same spirituality and mission - while remaining in the secular field. The criterion for the acceptance of any initiative is valid only if based "on adequate awareness of the individual Christian's vocation and of responsibility for this singular, unique and unrepeatable grace by which each Christian in the community of the People of God builds up the Body of Christ" (Redemptor hominis, 21).


On the Day of Pentecost of this Jubilee Year, may the Holy Spirit help us in making Augustinians understand that in the Church "each one has his/her own function, but all have the same life" (Sermon 267).


On the Feast day of the Pentecost, the birthday of the Church, I salute you fraternally in Saint Augustine, 


Rome, June 11th 2000

Miguel Ángel Orcasitas

Prior General OSA
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