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In July 2006, the Congregation held its first International Assembly that brought Xaverian Brothers, 
lay collaborators, and former Xaverian volunteers together to reflect on the Xaverian mission as a 
preparatory stage for the 26th General Chapter that would take place the following year. 
 
The Assembly was held at St. Francis Xavier Institute, the oldest of the Xaverian schools.  Each day 
began with a visit to a church that was significant in the early life of the Congregation: The Carmelite 
Church on Ezelstraat, a few steps away from the Foundation House; St. Giles Church, the parish where 
the Brothers later moved; and St. Walburgis Church, perhaps one of the first churches dedicated to St. 
Francis Xavier, where the Founder would go to visit his Jesuit spiritual director.  During each visit, in 
the context of a prayer service, General Superior Brother Arthur Caliman gave a short reflection on 
the significance of the Church in the early life of the Congregation.  Participants then had a period of 
quiet time and personal reflection at the Church before making their way back to SFX Institute where 
they shared their reflections and heard other presentations on Xaverian mission. 
 
These Reflections from Assembly 2006 are republished here for reflection in preparation for 
Assembly 2012 taking place in Brugge, Belgium in July 2012.  As you read through them, please do 
so in a reflective manner, prayerfully considering your own experience of Xaverian mission, and 
asking for insight as to how God may be inspiring us today to live out the charism of Theodore James 
Ryken as a gift for use in building the reign of God. 

 
 
 
 
  

“As  a  Congregation  in  mission,  we  need  to  reflect  on  the  
unfolding  Xaverian  mission  and  how  we  respond  to  it  …  to  
provide  a  compelling  articulation  of  Ryken’s  vision  (that  will)  
inform  the  ministries  of  the  Brothers  and  their  collaborators  
as  we  respond  to  the  needs  of  the  Church  and  the  world  
today.”    

Directive  on  Mission  Formation,    
26th  General  Chapter  
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Opening Session 
 
I want to welcome all of you on behalf of all the 
Brothers, and I would like to share a few thoughts on 
what we are doing here this week.  Actually, I want 
to reflect with you on that question with three 
different emphases: 

 
1. What are we doing here this week? 
 
2. What are we doing here this week? 
 
3. What are we doing here this week? 

 
First of all, what are we doing here this week?  I think 
we all realize that we come together in this Assembly 
as part of a larger preparation process for the next 
General Chapter of the Xaverian Brothers.  That process began last year when we invited Brothers and colleagues 
to reflect individually and together on their own personal experience of Xaverian mission, as lived out not in some 
dramatic accomplishments, but in “the common, ordinary, unspectacular flow of daily life.” 
 
We’ve taken this approach because we believe that the God who has called us and missioned us speaks to each 
one of us individually, and we believe that discerning God’s will for us as a community requires us to be still and 
explore the promptings of our own hearts and the meanings of our own experiences and then listen respectfully 
and caringly to the experiences of others who share the call of Xaverian mission in its many forms.  This type of 

personal and shared discernment is different from debating or 
planning or coming up with a “mission statement,” no matter how 
valuable that might be.  The process is meant to be more 
prayerful and experiential than intellectual or analytical.   
 
Moreover, we have deliberately referred to this process as a 
“re-imaging” of Xaverian mission.  Not simply a re-statement or 
a re-definition, but something that is more complex and visceral 
than simply words on paper.  If I can use an image myself for this 
type of process, it would be that of a patchwork quilt – a craft 
that involves weaving a type of blanket or tapestry by stitching 
together many different pieces of cloth, each with its own type of 
fabric, size, shape, color and pattern. 
 
More specifically, as I reflected on this process over the past 
weeks, I recalled a quilt I had seen ten years ago in Washington, 
DC -- the AIDS quilt that has traveled around the US and 
elsewhere since 1987 to raise awareness and funds.  It consists of 
more than 83,000 panels, each one with words, pictures, fabrics, 
shapes, designs and colors that reflect something of the life of 
one person who has died of AIDS.  I recalled walking around it 
and across it, and being overwhelmed by its immensity, its 
diversity, its creativity, but most especially the reality that each 
individual life was a unique expression of a tragedy hard to 
define or describe in meaningful words.  No two patches were 
alike, nor was there any discernable pattern or design in how 

Brugge,	  Belgium	  –	  One	  of	  the	  most	  photographed	  scenes	  in	  Brugge:	  the	  
canal	  looking	  towards	  the	  town	  square.	  

The	  Foundation	  house	  on	  Ezelstraat	  at	  number	  68.	  
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they were pieced together.  Yet, one could not help but come to a deeper appreciation and understanding of 
what AIDS means in our world. 
 
While this may seem like an unusual image as we come together today (and, perhaps, a very unfamiliar image to 
those of you from other warmer cultures where quilts may not be very common), I would suggest that our challenge 
over the next week is something similar to appreciating and respecting this type of quilt made up of the fabrics of 
our own lives as Xaverian Brothers and colleagues.  Each of us brings a uniquely experienced version of Xaverian 
mission.  Our challenge is not to sort out the patches of that quilt into a spreadsheet where common or similar 
themes are properly entered in the correct rows and columns, nor is our task to re-arrange those patches into some 
grand design.  Rather, I believe we are challenged to come to an appreciation and understanding of some other 
“patches” – perhaps some with quite different shape, pattern, color, language, age, gender or culture than our 
own – and let those very differences invite us into a deeper appreciation and understanding of our shared mission.  
The challenge isn’t to see or catalog every single patch in the quilt, but to allow just one or two of them to serve as 
some type of window or door or opening for us to enter into a deeper understanding of Xaverian mission today. 
 
Secondly, what are we doing here this week?   Why us?  Why the 42 of us?  We are – deliberately – quite a 
disparate group from many different countries, cultures, ages, races, ministries, and forms of involvement in 
Xaverian mission.  Some of us have been engaged in this mission for over 60 years, some others only recently or 
only for a year or so.  We know that literally we are here because we were selected and invited by the 
congregational leadership in the hope that collectively we would reflect some of the diversity and complexity of 
Xaverian mission.  But most especially, you were invited because we hoped you could listen to, reverence and 
appreciate your own call as “a unique expression of God’s love” and could listen to, reverence and appreciate 
that call in the experiences of others who might have quite different backgrounds than you as an individual 
involved in Xaverian mission. 
 
As I speak about the diversity we bring to this experience, however, I want to stress that none of us is here as any 
kind of a representative for anyone else or any other group.  We don’t represent or speak for the Brothers in 
Kenya or Belgium or the US or the Congo.  We don’t represent teachers in XBSS or ministers with street kids or 
schools in Belgium or any other group.  We have to listen to one another and to our own experiences, not the 
voices of anyone else. 
 
Most importantly, I hope that each of us can come to a sense that we are here this week because we have been 
called by God.  Quite simply and profoundly, we’re here together now because God has called us – has called us 
to come to a deeper appreciation of ourselves as a “unique expression of God’s love” and a deeper sense of call 
to carry on the mission that began with Theodore James Ryken.  So, I hope we can all sense our presence here as a 
call and a mission in itself. 
 
Finally, what are we doing here this week?  Why 
Belgium?  Why Brugge?  Obviously, there are quite 
practical reasons regarding travel distances and visas 
that make this a good location.   The more significant 
reason, of course, is that the community began right 
here in the city of Brugge almost 170 years ago.  We 
are here at SFX Institute, the oldest Xaverian ministry 
in the world, where the founder lived, worked and 
died.  But we will miss the deepest opportunity 
offered to us here this week if we come merely as 
tourists or even as historians – if we merely visit a few 
spots of historical significance for the Xaverian 
Brothers or are distracted by the charm, beauty and 
bustle of modern-day Brugge. To appreciate more 
fully the founding story of the Xaverian Brothers, we 
need to enter into a more prayerful consideration of 
what Brugge was like at the time of our foundation in 
the mid-19th century, when the sea had long receded, 
the commercial interests had re-located, the crops 

St.	  Francis	  Xavier	  Institute	  (St.	  Franciscus	  Xaverius	  Gesticht)	  on	  
Mariastraat,	  Brugge,	  Belgium	  
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had failed and the city was filled with paupers.  That context for the beginning of the Xaverian mission right here 
was dramatically different than the Brugge of today, which was designated as the “cultural capital of Europe” just 
a few years ago.  So, in the coming days, we will try to get some sense of these realities as we spend time 
together reflecting in some of the same places where the Xaverian mission began and took shape in the very 
beginning. 
 
But, for now, I just welcome you and invite you to get to know one another a bit and enjoy the hospitality of our 
Brothers and colleagues here where it all began!  Thank you.  
 
 

Participants	  at	  the	  first	  International	  Assembly	  outside	  the	  Church	  of	  St.	  Walburga	  in	  July	  2006.	  
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Reflections at St. Joseph’s Church of the Carmelites 

(Ezelstraat)  
 
This place was, in effect, the very first chapel, oratory, place of 
prayer for Theodore James Ryken and his first companions.  Our 
foundation took place in 1839 in a rented house a few doors from 
here at #68, a house which is now abandoned and boarded up.  The 
small house had no space for an oratory or chapel, so Ryken and his 
early community celebrated morning and evening prayer and Mass 
here with the Carmelite Fathers;  they also made their own private 
prayers and community devotions here each day. 
 
Aside from these historical facts, we can only imagine the content of 
their prayers and reflections here in those first two years, but we 
know there was certainly much to pray about . . . . 
 
In the very first days, Ryken was here alone and confused.  After 
many false starts, he had received the Bishop’s permission to “make a 
modest start” and had rented the house.  He had agreed that his first 
two companions (originally referred to him by the Redemptorists at 
St. Truiden, where he himself had just completed a probationary 
period of formation and discernment) would join him in the new house 
on Saturday, June 15, 1839.  Saturday came and went, and no one 
arrived.  Of course, no Blackberries in 1839, not even phones or e-
mail! So he had no way of knowing what had happened or if they 
would ever come.  He came here alone several times each day for 

five more days.  On June 20 they arrived:  a 34-year-old tailor, 
William Duchateau, and a 30-year-old weaver, Lambert Smisdom, 
both from another part of Belgium. 
 
Their arrival meant that his venture, his dream was finally under 
way.  In a few months they were joined by a Dutchman, Henry 
Martin, a 31-year-old copper and tin smith.  But just as this small 
community began to take shape, it was clear they didn’t all share 
fully in Ryken’s dream, particularly of the American mission.  Life in 
Brugge at that time was hard enough, as I mentioned yesterday.  
One indication of this was their ability to convince Ryken to name 
the community “the Congregation of the Infant Jesus,” the title he 
used for the first two years while living on the Ezelstraat. 
 
Within a few months, Ryken was having doubts about the 
suitability of his first entrants.  Smisden  had already withdrawn, 
and Ryken described him in a note to the Bishop as “this insane 
young man.”  In fact, of the 8 people who joined Ryken at the 
Ezelstraat in the first two years, only 3 persevered in the 
community.  So, he and they must have spent much time in this 
place reflecting on these arrivals and departures, struggling with 
the very human dynamics of incorporating new people and letting 
them go. 
 

The	  Carmelite	  Church	  on	  Ezelsraat,	  Brugge	  –	  where	  
the	  Founder	  and	  early	  Brothers	  worshiped	  

Interior	  of	  the	  church	  of	  the	  Carmelite	  Fathers	  
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This “revolving door” also meant that there was no financial stability in the community.  They lived by their trades 
as best they could, but Brugge in the mid-19th century was a very poor community with over 50% pauperism.  
Smisden’s weaving had generated the only consistent income, and at his departure Ryken wrote to the Bishop: 
 
For the time being we cannot find any means of subsistence on which we could live together.  Consequently, I do not 
know what I should do:  either continue blindly along the same way, with the risk of becoming indebted to these 
brothers, or call on generous hearts in this country and in Holland. . . . Or should we just wait and quietly rely on Divine 
Providence? 
 
From the very beginning, this financial insecurity and personal poverty marked the Xaverian community and its 
immediate environs.  Partly because of this, Ryken had to take several trips during that first year – both to seek 
financial support and recruit candidates.  I’m sure that he must have spent more than a few anxious moments here 
in prayer wondering if he should go, and wondering what – and who – he would find upon his return, especially 
since he didn’t have great confidance in Duchateau, the eldest who would be in charge during his absence. 
  
But they did hold on, and by the following summer of 1840, four others joined the community, and a young man 
from the neighborhood was a type of non-resident candidate.  Three of these newcomers would prove to be very 
solid “building blocks” for the new community.  With these signs of progress, the Bishop of Brugge finally gave his 
official letter of approval for the new community in the Fall of 1840, and by the following summer Ryken was 
searching for a larger property – but that’s tomorrow’s story! 
 
So this morning we are invited to pray and reflect in this place where Theodore James Ryken and his first followers 
prayed, pondered and wondered about their call and where it would eventually lead them.   

Carving	  of	  St.	  Joseph	  and	  the	  Child	  Jesus	  at	  the	  
Carmelite	  Church	  on	  Ezelstraat	  

For Further Reflection … 
In the earliest days of the Congregation, even 
before the move into apostolic work, in the 
midst of great confusion and uncertainty, with 
a constant influx and departure of members 
and little finances, Ryken and the early Brothers 
experienced a call to mission. 
 
We find ourselves living in a modern world 
and in a Church where we experience great 
confusion and uncertainty.  How do I describe 
my experience of this? How do we experience 
this call to mission in the early Twenty-first 
century? Personally? Communally? 
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Reflections at St. Giles Church 
 
The significance of St. Giles in our history is that this was the 
parish that Ryken and the early community moved to from the 
Ezelstraat in July of 1841.  He had located a much larger 
house (nicknamed het Walletje) and a sizeable piece of land 
(about three acres) at #34 on the Vlamingdam and managed, 
despite his limited finances, to get a mortgage from a friendly 
banker.  While the physical move was only a few blocks, it 
represented a very different environment.   St. Giles parish was 
the poorest in Brugge, with over 80% of its 5,000 parishioners 
living as paupers. 
 
This reality was a challenge for the new community, which at 
Ezelstraat had been fairly self-contained and busy attending to 
its own survival.  That changed quickly at St. Giles.  We arrived 
at the end of July, and a few months later a new pastor 
arrived just before Christmas.   Fr. Van Coillie (who is buried 
here on the right side of the church about mid-way down the 
side) was far more energetic and activist than his predecessor.  
He quickly asked Ryken how his brothers could help respond to 
the pastoral and religious needs of the young working people 
of the parish – and that discussion began Xaverian Brothers 
ministry in Brugge and beyond. 
 
By the Spring, in May of 1842, the Brothers established the 
Sodality of Our Lady, a movement begun by the Jesuits in 
Rome centuries before and recently revived.  This was an effort 
to gather young working boys at the Brothers’ house every 
Sunday and holiday evening from 4 to 8 p.m. for “games, instruction, devotions” and a small snack.  This form of 
youth ministry or evangelization was not (as the name might imply in other centuries and cultures) for the most 
pious, but for the most unchurched among the working class – built on the three components of any form of 
effective youth ministry:  someplace to go, something to do, and something to eat!  Within a few years, these 
gatherings involved over 300 boys at 3 parish locations. 
 
A year later on July 12, 1843, the Brothers started a free “infant school” in their home, which grew rapidly from 
92 children to 169 in its first year.  The school ran six days a week from 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. and provided day care, 
free lunch and “the rudiments of religion, reading, writing, arithmetic and even geography” to prepare them for 
the regular primary grades.  It was supported by a city-wide committee of women who were attempting to 
respond to the needs of poor children in Brugge. 
 
And just a few months later in September of 1843 the Brothers added a primary school for paying students, which 
served 80 boys (including 2 borders), also in the house.  Another “middle class” primary school was added the 
following year in October of 1844 in a rented house behind the Cathedral and eventually grew to what is today 
St. Francis Xavier Institute. 
 
So, St. Giles was clearly the scene of the first expressions of the Xaverian mission.  But, I believe the deeper 
significance of these first Xaverian ministries was how they shaped our way of life and our style of community.  In 
simple terms, life became much more complicated.  During the first two years on Ezelstraat, the small community 
had pretty much kept to itself.  The lifestyle was simple and even monastic:  prayer, study and some work to try to 
make ends meet.  They rarely even went to the parish church since the Carmelite church was closer to home.  If they 
were living in the US or Europe today, they’d be suspected of being a terrorist cell:  four single men living together 
who didn’t speak the local dialect, kept most of the windows shuttered (since they had no “window treatments” and 

St.	  Giles	  Church,	  Brugge	  
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little furniture), who all went out together several times a day to the abbey down the street, who had no regular 
employment, and who occasionally spoke about going to foreign lands! 
 
That rather self-contained lifestyle changed dramatically when we moved to St. Giles. 
 
First of all, we became a very apostolic community.  Within three years we had established the Sodality, the infant 
school and two primary schools.  We quickly had to begin to balance the demands of ministry with the need to 
continue to develop our own community and continue our own personal growth and formation in the spiritual and 
religious life.  Remember that all these new ministries began while the group was still a community of young men in 
various stages of initial formation and discernment about their calling to religious life – before any of them had 
even become novices (which happened at the end of 1843) and long before the first group professed their vows in 
1846. 
 
Secondly, we became a very open community.  Our house was fairly large with a good bit of property.  But 
remember it accommodated about 200 pre-schoolers and 100 primary school children six days a week – and 100 
or so young men at a Sodality meeting on Sunday afternoons.  This was not a quiet monastic environment.  I suspect 
the brothers may have relished those few hours on Sunday morning when the house and grounds were theirs alone! 
 
Thirdly, we became a much more collaborative group.  We began ministries, not on our own, but as part of the 
parish and expanded those ministries in response to needs that were brought to us by pastors and others in the 
city.  We functioned in a very poor environment, but with a variety of complex requirements and relationships with 
public authorities, with benefactors and with “paying customers” (i.e., students and parents in the primary schools) 
who supported the community and its ministries.  
 
Fourthly, we began to struggle with the reality that mission among the poorest and most marginalized, as we saw 
in St. Giles parish, had to be complemented by other ministries, valuable in themselves, that enabled the community 
to survive through new forms of ministry, not just trades or handiworks.  All of our early ventures in crafts and 
agriculture proved unproductive, and it was the revenue from the first two schools at the Walletje and at the 
Cathedral that enabled the community to continue and to prepare for other ministries.  [The school directors here 
today might take note that tuition collection was a challenge that began for us in 1843!] 
 
Finally, the community make-up itself became much more diverse and international.  By the end of the first decade, 
the community in Brugge included 24 Brothers:  9 Dutch, 7 German, 6 Belgian, 1 French and 1 Irish.  And the 
membership continued to fluctuate with many arrivals and departures.  In addition to the 24 Brothers remaining at 
het Walletje in 1849, 22 others had come and gone during those first ten years. 
 
So, this morning we are invited to pray in this place where Theodore James Ryken and his first followers prayed, 
pondered and reflected on how their call and way of life was developing and becoming more complex in the 
midst of great poverty and challenge.  

For Further Reflection … 
A few years after the foundation of the 
Congregation, the Brothers became engaged in 
apostolic collaboration to meet the desperate 
needs of the people of nineteenth century 
Brugge. 
 
What needs are we as a Congregation called 
to address in our contemporary world?  To 
what needs am I personally being called to 
attend? 
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Reflections at St. Walburgis’ Church 
 
Although this church today is joined to the parish of St. Giles, that was 
not so at the time Ryken and his early community were living on the 
near-by Vlamingdam at het Walletje.  Nonetheless the church had 
great significance to Ryken because it was the very first church in the 
world named in honor of St. Francis Xavier.  It had been dedicated in 
1643, just 20 years after Xavier had been canonized, and was 
staffed by the Jesuits up until 1773, when the Society was 
suppressed.  From that time on, it was a regular parish church with a 
new name of St. Walbergis.  But the statue of Xavier high over the 
front entrance always remained in place. 
 
In Ryken’s time, a year after he had started the first foundation on 
the Ezelstraat, the Jesuits returned to Brugge and established a new 
community just behind this church, where they resumed ministry in the 
parish, but did not have authority over it.  We know that Ryken came 
here often to meet with his good friend and advisor, the Jesuit Fr. 
Isidore Vanderkerkov, who stayed here in the Jesuit community when 
he was giving retreats or preaching in Brugge.  No doubt on such 
occasions and others, Ryken gazed up at the statue of St. Francis 
Xavier, whom he described as “that insatiable laborer for souls.” 
 
So, the significance for us here is to reflect on the name and image of Francis Xavier, whom Ryken preferred as the 
patron of the new community.  It is clear that this was his preference at least as early as his Plan of 1837, but – 
like so many parts of his early planning – it did not turn out that way at first.  As I mentioned on Tuesday morning, 
his first companions convinced Ryken to name the community “the Congregation of the Infant Jesus,” and that was 
the title he used for the first two years.  Although there was no real status to any name at that time (since we had 
no formal approval just yet), there were multiple suggestions, including the Brothers of St. Joseph.  Shortly after the 

move to St. Giles parish, when the first “rule” of 13 articles was 
approved, the question of the community’s name was officially 
resolved when the Bishop concurred with Ryken’s preference for the 
name of St. Francis Xavier. 
 
The importance of all this, of course, is not simply historical curiosity or 
interest.  Ryken knew what he intended for this fledgling venture, and 
the images of the Infant Jesus or St. Joseph – no matter how 
significant in themselves -- were simply too “domestic” for him.  The 
image of Francis Xavier, on the other hand, was a reminder to “stand 
ready” to respond to a call to move beyond the familiar, to move out 
of our own “comfort zone.”  But, even as the approved rule 
established us formally as the Brothers of St. Francis Xavier, this 
young missionary community seemed very unlikely to venture very far 
very soon for three very sound reasons: 
 

•  there was tremendous social and pastoral need all around them 
in the parish of St. Giles and the city of Brugge, 

 
•  they were barely able to keep up with the ministerial 
commitments they had begun with the Sodality, the infant school 
and the two primary schools; when all of these were functioning in 
1843, there were still only 13 Brothers, 

Brother	  Arthur	  Caliman	  speaking	  at	  St.	  Walburgis’	  
Church	  in	  2006	  

The	  statue	  of	  St.	  Francis	  Xavier	  above	  the	  portico	  at	  
St.	  Walburgis,	  Brugge	  
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•  most were ill prepared for any foreign mission in terms of language abilities or formation in 

religious life, and only a few had any professional and practical training. 
 
 
Yet, despite all these practical obstacles, Ryken held to his dream and encouraged his followers to look to the 
image of this “insatiable laborer for souls.”  Despite all these demands, he promised to send “two or three Brothers 
to Baltimore” in August of 1844 (a promise he couldn’t keep), and he succeeded in sending three Brothers to begin 
our mission in Bury, England (just outside of Manchester), in April, 1848, less than ten years after the foundation. 
 
The image of St. Francis Xavier continued to inspire Ryken and his followers to the point that it might seem to some 
that being ill-prepared and over-extended are truly part of our charism.  And to a point that is accurate.  Ryken, 
like Xavier before him, knew that there would always be reasons to settle in to the very good work that we do;  
that there would always be good and reasonable objections to moving on right now;  that there would always be 
need for more planning and preparation.  But Ryken, like Xavier, was “insatiable,” even relentless, in his mission 
impulse – seeing people and places in desperate need of hearing the Good News of God’s love for them, he 
could not wait for a better moment. 
 
Today, that mission impulse is just as complex.  Whether the need and the call is to travel across the globe, or 
across town, or to a different group of students or others in the very same location, it’s never the ideal time to 
make such a move.  No one of us is ever fully prepared, and none of us can easily be spared from the good work 
that we already do.  And none of us finds it easy to take leave, to let go and to move on.  Yet, if we are true to 
the image of St. Francis Xavier that Ryken gazed up at on the outside of this building, we will continue to “stand 
ready” to respond to even greater challenges as we re-image our mission as we pray together here this morning.  
 
 
 

For Further Reflection … 
Early in the life of the Congregation, inspired by St. 
Francis Xavier, Ryken and the early Brothers felt a 
strong missionary call to “stand ready”, to move 
out of their “comfort zones”. This impulse soon led 
to Brothers being sent to England and then 
America. The early members responded to this call 
despite the reality of being “ill-prepared and over 
extended”. 
 
How is this missionary call experienced by us 
today? How are we being called to “stand ready” 
and move out of “our comfort zones”?  In what 
way does the seeming legacy of feeling “ill-prepared 
and over-extended” affect our response to this call 
today? 

 


