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 Directive of the 26th General Chapter on Mission Formation  
 
 
As a Congregation in mission, we need to reflect on the unfolding Xaverian mission and 
how we respond to it….We ask that an international commission be established to continue 
to promote the study and explication of our Founding Vision and Charism and its on-going 
implications for the life and mission of the Congregation. A goal of this commission would 
be to provide a compelling articulation of Ryken’s vision, his choice of Francis Xavier as pa-
tron, and our congregational identity for our use in programs in initial and on-going for-
mation.  Furthermore, this articulation will inform the ministry of the Brothers and their 
collaborators as we respond to the needs of the Church and the world today. 
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R e a d i n g  1  
 

DECREE ON THE ADAPTATION AND RENEWAL OF RELIGIOUS LIFE 

PERFECTAE CARITATIS 
(28 October 1965) 

 
 

 2. The adaptation and renewal of the religious life includes both the constant return to 

the sources of all Christian life and to the original spirit of the institutes and their 

adaptation to the changed conditions of our time. This renewal, under the inspira-

tion of the Holy Spirit and the guidance of the Church, must be advanced according to 

the following principles: 

 

 a) Since the ultimate norm of the religious life is the following of Christ set forth in the 

Gospels, let this be held by all institutes as the highest rule. 

 

 b) It redounds to the good of the Church that institutes have their own particular char-

acteristics and work. Therefore let their founders’ spirit and special aims they 

set before them as well as their sound traditions – all of which make up the 

patrimony of each institute – be faithfully held in honor. 

 

 c) All institutes should share in the life of the Church, adapting as their own and im-

plementing in accordance with their own characteristics the Church’s undertakings 

and aims in matters biblical, liturgical, dogmatic, pastoral, ecumenical, missionary 

and social. 

 

 d) Institutes should promote among their members an adequate knowledge of the so-

cial conditions of the times they live in and of the needs of the Church. In such a way, 

judging current events wisely in the light of faith and burning with apostolic zeal, 

they may be able to assist men more effectively. 

 

 e) The purpose of the religious life is to help the members follow Christ and be united 

to God through the profession of the evangelical counsels. It should be constantly 

kept in mind, therefore, that even the best adjustments made in accordance with the 

needs of our age will be ineffectual unless they are animated by a renewal of spirit. 

This must take precedence over even the active ministry.  
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R e a d i n g  2  
 

APOSTOLIC EXHORTATION ON THE RENEWAL OF THE RELIGIOUS LIFE 

ACCORDING TO THE TEACHING OF THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 

EVANGELICA TESTIFICATIO 
(29 June 1971) 

 

CONTEMPLATION AND APOSTOLATE 
 
10. When your vocation destines you for other tasks in the service 
of all – pastoral life, missions, teaching, works of charity and so on – 
is it not above all the intensity of your union with the Lord that will 
make them fruitful, in proportion to that union “in secret”? In order 
to be faithful to the teaching of the Council, must not “the members 
of each community who are seeking God before all else combine 
contemplation with apostolic love? By the former they cling to God 
in mind and heart; by the latter they strive to associate themselves 
with the work of redemption and to spread the kingdom of God.” 
 

THE CHARISMS OF FOUNDERS 
 
11. Only in this way will you be able to reawaken hearts to truth and to divine love in ac-
cordance with the charisms of your founders who were raised up by God within His 
Church. Thus the Council rightly insists on the obligation of religious to be faithful to the 
spirit of their founders, to their evangelical intentions and to the example of their sanctity. 
In this it finds one of the principles for the present renewal and one of the most secure cri-
teria for judging what each institute should undertake. In reality, the charism of the reli-
gious life, far from being an impulse born of flesh and blood or one derived from a mentali-
ty which conforms itself to the modern world, is the fruit of the Holy Spirit, who is always 
at work within the Church. 
 
EXTERNAL FORMS AND INTERIOR DRIVING FORCE 
 
12. It is precisely here that the dynamism proper to each religious family finds its origin. 
For while the call of God renews itself and expresses itself in different ways according to 
changing circumstances of place and time, it nevertheless requires a certain constancy of 
orientation. The interior impulse which is the response to God’s call stirs up in the depth of 
one’s being certain fundamental options. Fidelity to the exigencies of these fundamental 
options is the touchstone of authenticity in religious life. Let us not forget that every human 
institution is prone to become set in its ways and is threatened by formalism. It is continu-
ally necessary to revitalize external forms with this interior driving force, without which 
these external forms would very quickly become an excessive burden.  
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R e a d i n g  3  
 

DISCOVERING THE FOUNDER’S CHARISM 

John Carroll Futrell, SJ 

The Way Supplement 14 (1971): 62-70 
 (excerpts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The desire to discover the founder‟s charism has produced some unhappy re-

sults. (1) On the one hand, some religious, threatened by experiments for adap-

tation to modern times, tend to give way to the temptation to „fixation‟: that is, 

they wish to identify the charism of the founder with the historically and culturally 

conditioned forms of its expression in the past, and thus, in the name of authen-

ticity and of loyalty to the founder, to reject any radical change of structures. (2) 

Other religious, impatient for immediate and revolutionary change, tend to seek 

to justify practically anything at all through a literal reference to the founder‟s 

charism, even when the change cannot possibly be in accord with it. 

The charism of the founder cannot be fixed in an abstract, verbal definition. To 

attempt to do so is to attempt to identify living, individual communities on the 

level of theoretical „natures‟. But religious communities, like persons, are living or-

ganisms actualizing their own individuality through their own unique way of expe-

riencing life and of integrating relationships….The founder‟s charism, as shared 

and lived by the members of the community today is a mystery, as is anything 

which is dynamic and alive. It cannot be defined. It can only be described, as 

we describe those presently visible characteristics of a living human being, by 

which we identify character and personality and history and body: by which we 

recognize him as an irreplaceable individual having his own face and name. 



 

 

 

6 

 
R e a d i n g  4  

 

DIRECTIVES FOR THE MUTUAL RELATIONS BETWEEN 

BISHOPS AND RELIGIOUS IN THE CHURCH 

(MUTUAE RELATIONES) 
(14 May 1978) 

 

 

THE “ECCLESIAL” NATURE OF RELIGIOUS INSTITUTES 

10. The religious state is not a kind of intermediate way between the clerical and lay condition of 
life, but comes from both as a special gift for the entire Church (cf. LG 43). 

It consists in the following of Christ, by publicly professing the evangelical counsels of chastity, 
poverty and obedience, and by assuming the commitment of removing all obstacles which 
could detract from the fervor of charity and from the perfection of divine worship. A religious, 
in fact, “dedicates himself wholly to God, his supreme love. In a new and special way he makes 
himself over to God, to serve and honor Him;” this unites the religious “to the Church and her 
mystery in a special way” and urges such a one to work with undivided dedication for the good 
of the entire Body (cf. LG 44). 

This clearly indicates that religious life is a special way of participating in the sacramental na-
ture of the People of God. Indeed, the consecration of those professing religious vows is espe-
cially ordained to this purpose, namely of offering to the world visible proof of the unfathoma-
ble mystery of Christ, inasmuch as in themselves they really present “Christ in contemplation 
on the mountain, or proclaiming the kingdom of God to the multitudes, or healing the sick and 
maimed and converting sinners to a good life, or blessing children and doing good to all men, 
always in obedience to the will of the Father who sent Him” (LG 46). 

THE DISTINCTIVE CHARACTER OF EVERY INSTITUTE 

11. There are many Religious Institutes in the Church, each differing one from the other accord-
ing to its proper character (cf. PC 7, 8, 9, 10). Each, however, contributes its own vocation as a 
gift raised up by the Spirit through the work of outstanding men and women (cf. LG 45; PC 1; 2), 
and authentically approved by the sacred hierarchy. 

The very charism of the Founders (Evang. nunt. 11) appears as an “experience of the Spirit,” 
transmitted to their disciples to be lived, safeguarded, deepened and constantly developed by 
them, in harmony with the Body of Christ continually in the process of growth. “It is for this 
reason that the distinctive character of various religious institutes is preserved and fostered by 
the Church” (LG 44; cf. CD 33; 35, 1; 35, 2; etc.). This distinctive character also involves a partic-
ular style of sanctification and of apostolate, which creates its particular tradition, with the re-
sult that one can readily perceive its objective elements. 

In this hour of cultural evolution and ecclesial renewal, therefore, it is necessary to preserve 
the identity of each institute so securely, that the danger of an ill-defined situation be avoided, 
lest religious, failing to give due consideration to the particular mode of action proper to their 
character, become part of the life of the Church in a vague and ambiguous way. 
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SOME SIGNS OF A GENUINE “CHARISM” 

12. Every authentic charism implies a certain element of genuine originality and of special ini-
tiative for the spiritual life of the Church. In its surroundings it may appear troublesome and 
may even cause difficulties, since it is not always and immediately easy to recognize it as com-
ing from the Spirit. 

The specific charismatic note of any institute demands, both of the Founder and of his disciples, 
a continual examination regarding fidelity to the Lord; docility to His Spirit; intelligent atten-
tion to circumstances and an outlook cautiously directed to the signs of the times; the will to be 
part of the Church; the awareness of subordination to the sacred hierarchy; boldness of initia-
tives; constancy in the giving of self; humility in bearing with adversities. The true relation be-
tween genuine charism, with its perspectives of newness, and interior suffering, carries with it 
an unvarying history of the connection between charism and cross, which, above every motive 
that may justify misunderstandings, is supremely helpful in discerning the authenticity of a vo-
cation. 

Individual religious, too, certainly possess personal gifts, which without doubt usually come 
from the Spirit. They are intended for the enrichment, development and rejuvenation of the life 
of the institute, in the unity of the community and in giving proof of renewal. Discernment of 
such gifts, however, and their correct use will be measured according to the consistency they 
show both with the community commitment of the Institute and with the needs of the Church 
as judged by legitimate authority. 

…. 

SOME CONCLUSIONS AS GUIDELINES 

14. From the above reflections on religious life, we can deduce some specific conclusions: 

a) Religious and their communities are called to give clear testimony in the Church of total ded-
ication to God. This is the fundamental option of their Christian existence and their primary du-
ty in their distinctive way of life. Whatever the specific character of their institute may be, reli-
gious are, in fact, consecrated in order to show forth publicly in the Church-Sacrament “that the 
world can not be transfigured and offered to God without the spirit of the beatitudes” (LG 31). 

b) Every institute exists for the Church and must enrich her with its distinctive characteristics, 
according to a particular spirit and a specific mission. Religious, therefore, should cultivate a 
renewed ecclesial awareness, by offering their services for the building up of the Body of Christ, 
by persevering in fidelity to their Rule, and by obeying their superiors (cf. PC 14; CD 35, 2). 

c) Religious superiors have a grave duty, their foremost responsibility in fact, to assure the fi-
delity of the members to the charism of the Founder, by fostering the renewal prescribed by 
the Council and required by the times. 

They should strive zealously, therefore, to direct and continually animate their members to 
pursue this goal. They should, moreover, consider it their privileged duty to bring about fitting 
and updated formation (PC 2d; 14; 18). 

Finally, aware of the fact that religious life of its very nature requires a special participation on 
the part of the members, superiors should strive to encourage it, since “effective renewal and 
right adaptation cannot be achieved save with the cooperation of all the members of an insti-
tute” (PC 4). 
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R e a d i n g  5  
 

SOWS’ EARS AND SILK PURSES: 

THE LIMITATIONS OF CHARISMS AND COMMUNITIES 

Anthony J. Gittins, CSSp 

Review for Religious 43 (1984): 706-13 
 (excerpts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conferences, articles and theses in profusion have set themselves to discover 

as charism, in individuals or institutions, something that is utterly without prece-

dent in the Church, something that is absolutely different from anyone or any-

thing else, something that is special to the point of freakishness. But such a “strain-

ing to find something terribly unique, special, extraordinary” is likely to be “not on-

ly fruitless but... frustrating.” 

Reflection will show, furthermore, that in recent years, when religious life has 

gone into decline, the word “charism” has often been used effectively to divide 

rather than to unite, to defend the status quo rather than to challenge people 

and societies to face the question of their own relevance, to befog rather than 

to illuminate, to parade as a banner rather than to act as a vehicle for ideas, to 

engender pointless competition rather than to harness creative cooperation…. 

So the term charism has been widely used, but not always with finesse. It has 

become a lazy and an irritating word, a catch-all term which hardly bears scruti-

ny. Far from having various charisms discerned in persons, persons have often 

been appointed to positions or recruited into societies first, and only then has an 

assumption or an explicit claim been made about their suitability! 

It is easy to sympathize with individuals and communities who fear irrelevance 

and isolation, and find some comfort in claiming special charisms; and it is under-

standable too, that some resistance should be mounted to ward off obsoles-

cence. Such is understandable, but not justifiable. For if imprecise and inaccu-

rate claims are made about charisms and their power, then it seems clear that 

serious injustice is being done to individuals and to the Church. 
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R e a d i n g  6  
 

CHARISMS AND RELIGIOUS LIFE 

Elizabeth McDonough, OP 

Review for Religious 52 (1993): 646-59 
(excerpts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

     First, either a religious community has a charism or it does not. If a community 

does not have a charism, it is not going to survive. Second, if a community has a 

charism, the members understand it or they do not. If a community has a charism 

but the members do not understand it, the community is not going to survive. Third, 

the community has a charism and understands it, the members can either strive to 

live it or they can decline to do so. If a community has a charism and more or less 

understands it but the members decline to live it, then that community is not going 

to survive. More pointedly: if any community lands on the negative side of any of 

the above disjunctive assertions, then it probably does not merit survival. But note 

again: this assessment is not directly concerned with the foibles and failures of hu-

man endeavors; it is concerned with the importance of the charisms of consecrat-

ed life as such. Precisely because charisms are gifts of the Spirit to and for the 

church, they are too precious to be left indefinitely in the trust of people who are 

heedless of a charism‟s inherent value or unmindful of their personal responsibility to 

embrace and live its practical consequences.  

     If members of a community cannot articulate clearly its fundamental spirituality, 

if they are functionally unaware of its sound traditions, if they cannot realistically re-

call or do not meaningfully practice its formative customs, if they cannot under-

stand its internal workings in keeping with who they are as religious, then the com-

munity probably does not have a charism. Although the full meaning of a charism 

can never be completely specified, any charism has at least some identifiable 

characteristics and some external lineaments for practical recognition. If members 

of a community have not a clue what these might be, then – more likely than not – 

the community simply does not have a charism. 

As disconcerting as the statement may be for the adherents of some contempo-

rary trends, it bears noting that no one can actually refound or reweave or re-

create a charism of religious life. In fact, in contrast to the Pelagianism of prevailing 

literature in this regard, I would suggest that – rather than refounding or reweaving 

or re-creating a charism – if anything, people receive it and respond to it. 
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R e a d i n g  7  
 

POST-SYNODAL APOSTOLIC EXHORTATION 

VITA CONSECRATA 
 (25 March 1996) 

 

FAITHFULNESS TO THE CHARISM 

36. There is the need for fidelity to the Founding Charism and subse-
quent spiritual heritage of each Institute. It is precisely in this fidelity 
to the inspiration of the founders and foundresses, an inspiration 
which is itself a gift of the Holy Spirit, that the essential elements of 
the consecrated life can be more readily discerned and more fervent-
ly put into practice…. In every charism there predominates “a pro-
found desire to be conformed to Christ to give witness to some as-
pect of his mystery”. This specific aspect is meant to take shape and 
develop according to the most authentic tradition of the Institute, as 
present in its Rule, Constitutions and Statutes. 

CREATIVE FIDELITY 

37. Institutes of Consecrated Life are thus invited courageously to propose anew the enter-
prising initiative, creativity and holiness of their founders and foundresses in response to 
the signs of the times emerging in today’s world. This invitation is first of all a call to perse-
verance on the path of holiness in the midst of the material and spiritual difficulties of daily 
life. But it is also a call to pursue competence in personal work and to develop a dynamic 
fidelity to their mission, adapting forms, if need be, to new situations and different needs, in 
complete openness to God’s inspiration and to the Church’s discernment. But all must be 
fully convinced that the quest for ever greater conformity to the Lord is the guarantee of 
any renewal which seeks to remain faithful to an Institute’s original inspiration. In this 
spirit there is a pressing need today for every Institute to return to the Rule, since the Rule 
and Constitutions provide a map for the whole journey of discipleship, in accordance with a 
specific charism confirmed by the Church. A greater regard for the Rule will not fail to offer 
consecrated persons a reliable criterion in their search for the appropriate forms of a wit-
ness which is capable of responding to the needs of the times without departing from an 
Institute’s initial inspiration. 
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FAULTLINES IN DISCOURSES ON FOUNDER’S CHARISM  
 

1. A few congregations could not pinpoint accurately and definitely who their founder 
is; 

2. The founding charism in certain congregation makes no sense in the modern age; 

3. Many congregations (mostly women religious) have replaced the founder they up-
held for a long time and now re-claims other significant persons in their history as 
their rightful founders; 

4. Not all founders are holy- even in the broadest sense. 

 

R e a d i n g  8  
 

THE FIRE OF THE CHARISM 

5TH CIRCULAR OF THE SUPERIOR GENERAL OF THE BROTHERS OF THE 

SACRED HEART 

José Ignacio Carmona, SC 

2 February 2010 
(excerpts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

     A few years ago at a meeting of religious men and women, I caught the drift of 

the following exchange between two religious sisters: 

“What is the charism of your institute? asked the first one. 

Well, that's not easy to say, replied the other. 

Ours is very straightforward: education,” declared the first, without the slight-

est hesitation. 

Having overheard this exchange, I began to ask myself a few questions. Is educa-

tion really a charism? Or is it a mission? Or is it simply a profession or a service? Is it 

really that easy to define the charism of an institute? Can charism be reduced to 

simply a mission?... 
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WHAT A CHARISM IS NOT 
 

1. A charism cannot be defined; it can only be described; 

2. A charism cannot – and should not – be reduced to one phrase or sentence or even a 
paragraph; 

3. Charism and ministry are not the same; 

4. Charism should not be simplistically equated with “exceptional personal qualities in a 
gifted individual which attracts others” (χαρισμα= charisma) or “ecstatic phenomena at 
divine worship “ (χαρισματα= charismata ); 

5. A charism could not be described through theology and history alone.  

6. A charism is not the same with the “spirit of the congregation,” i.e. “the manifestation in 
feeling and behavior of the congregational charism as it is operative… when members of 
a congregation come together in significant events.” 

7. The Founder’s Charism is not the totality of the Congregational Charism. 

 
R e a d i n g  9  
 

SOWS’ EARS AND SILK PURSES: 

THE LIMITATIONS OF CHARISMS AND COMMUNITIES 

Anthony J. Gittins, CSSp 

Review for Religious 43 (1984): 706-13 
 (excerpts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

     What does “charism” mean? In the Vulgate, St. Jerome translated the Greek 

word charismata by the Latin dona, simply, “gifts” – except in 1 Cor 12:31: “Be ambi-

tious for the higher gifts,” where he retained the Greek word, and intimates that 

here it means something extraordinary or miraculous. But the term “charism” hardly 

appears again until the Second Vatican Council, in the documents of which it oc-

curs fourteen times! 

Charisms in the New Testament are seen as the – one might say “ordinary” – gifts 

of the Spirit of God, and are to be found throughout the Church among the People 

of God… Charisms specifically are for others, for the building up of the kingdom. 

They are not simply self-enhancing, but demand to be “turned outward toward 

others rather than toward self-fulfillment alone.” A charism, then, is a gift for others, 

and also a dynamic giving of that gift. It is for the community, and at the same time 

creates and maintains the community. But charisms are not static, once-and-for-all 

phenomena. The Spirit who makes all things new and renews the face of the earth, 

is active, always giving gifts in abundance and variety and freedom. 
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WHAT A CHARISM IS 

1. Charis (χάρισ) signifies “gracious gift” and “gracious disposition”; 

2. Charizomai (χαριζομαι), the verbal form of charis, is construed as “to give” in the basic 
sense; 

3. Charism should first be understood as the Spirit of God’s gracious Self-giving to the 
world, whether human being ask/seek for it or not, out of (com)passion for all creation; 

4. Personal Charism (whether that of the Founders or their followers) should be under-
stood as personal “giftedness”, not in the functional sense, but in terms of a person’s po-
tencies and potentials – realized or unrealized – rooted in his/her graced being, and at 
the service of the realization of one’s deeper calling; 

5. The (com)passion of the Spirit is actualized in human history by women and men who 
perceived a necessary aspect of it to alleviate the social drama unfolding in their partic-
ular cultures and times and acted on it. 

6. Through the “yes” of founders of religious congregations, the Spirit irrupted in human 
history. Through their present-day followers, the Spirit continues to irrupt in the here 
and now. 

 

R e a d i n g 1 0  
 

SELLING ALL: COMMITMENT, CONSECRATED CELIBACY, AND  

COMMUNITY IN CATHOLIC RELIGIOUS LIFE 

Sandra M. Schneiders, IHM 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

     The category of charism as it applies to a congregation is best understood as the 

ongoing “deep narrative” developed throughout the community‟s history with its 

attendant myths and symbols, outstanding events and persons, struggles and tri-

umphs, projects and challenges, psychology and spirituality that the group has de-

veloped from its origins to the present and that has become the inner heritage of 

each member down through the years, generating among them a shared identity. 

In other words, the theological category of congregational charism may well be 

understood as the “field” structuring the space of the congregation. The charism 

may derive in part from the personal influence of some outstanding founder like 

Benedict or Teresa of Avila, but that is very often not the case. The issue of charis-

matic identity is not so much one of “Who founded us?”  as “What have we be-

come together by the grace of God?”   
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WHAT IS A “DEEP NARRATIVE”? 

 A  structuralist method for interpreting group identity 

 It presupposes that group identity is rooted in a narrative structure, that is, in recurring 
patterns of relationships and social activities.  

 It is constituted by sacred stories “that cannot fully be told, because they live, so to 
speak, in the arms and legs and bellies of the celebrants. These stories lie too deep in 
the consciousness of a people to be directly told: they form consciousness rather than 
being among the objects of which it is directly aware.” 

 It is exhibited in rituals that celebrate the congregation (e.g., rituals of profession) and 
in special words and phrases that belong especially to the congregation.  

WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN REFER TO RELIGIOUS LIFE AS A “LIFEFORM”? 

 When we speak of Religious Life as a lifeform, we are stating that it is an organic reality 
within the Church; 

 Because it is organic, Religious Life evolved and continues to evolve; 

 It also implies that Religious Congregations are not simply organizations. 

 

R e a d i n g  1 1  
 

FINDING THE TREASURE:  LOCATING CATHOLIC RELIGIOUS LIFE IN A NEW 

ECCLESIAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Sandra M. Schneiders, IHM 
 

 

 

 

 

 
  

     In selecting this organic model for understanding Religious Life I am not deny-

ing the appropriateness or usefulness of other sociological categories such as 

intentional community or theories of social movements or organizations, which 

are helpful in analyzing some aspects of the life as a sociological reality. Rather, 

I am trying to suggest a holistic model that will enable us to see the internal 

structure and dynamics of the life as a simultaneously sociological, theological, 

and spiritual. In arguing that Religious Life is a lifeform, I am proposing that it is 

better understood as an organic rather than as a mechanical or ontological 

phenomenon. My suspicion is that the unrecognized but operative model un-

derlying the discussion of membership issue [in Religious congregations] thus far 

has been an organizational one that is either mechanistic (aggregational) or 

implicitly Platonic (essentialist)…. While there is an important sense in which a Re-

ligious congregation is an organization…, it is much more than that, and its or-

ganizational aspects are in service of its more intrinsic features. The Religious 

community, in other words, is not really analogous to a health club that anyone 

may join who can afford the fees and is willing to obey the house rules or even a 

business enterprise that people join or leave in terms of mutual benefits. 
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COORDINATES OF RELIGIOUS LIFE 
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DIMENSIONS OF EACH COORDINATE 
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SUMMARY OF THE CONTENTS OF THE COPIEBOEK DER BRIEVEN 
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R e a d i n g  1 2  
 

AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN 

(prob. 1871) 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R e a d i n g  1 3  
 

RYKEN’S APOLOGIA TO BISHOP JAN BAPTIST MALOU 

(1864) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
  

     It was my very first idea and intention to establish a religious community be-

cause I myself had been summoned to Religious Life…. Consequently, what I es-

tablished in 1839 must remain an authentic religious society…. The spirit that the 

Xaverian Congregation must have is the Religious spirit. This is the whole com-

munity‟s calling as intended by the founder for himself and all those who wish to 

associate with him.  Therefore it is and should be the calling for all and nobody 

should dare to enter the congregation without primarily striving after the same 

religious spirit…. If its concerns are focused mainly on financial and professional 

problem, the congregation would be reduced to a ridiculous association of 

teachers. Thus, its good spirit would be completely lost. 

     The Holy Spirit is an admirable artist. He is not bound either by rules or models, 

and He works where and how He wills.  Of the winds we do not know where they 

are going. It is quite the same with the Divine Spirit. In order to detect the origin 

of this congregation down to the deep roots, these same roots become as thin 

as very thin hair, so that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to find their first germ. 
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R e a d i n g  1 4  
 

BROTHER IN LAY RELIGIOUS INSTITUTES 

USG Commission of Superiors General of Institutes of Lay Religious 
Rome, June 1991 

(excerpts) 

 

From its very origins, the Church has 
appeared as the People of God, whose 
structure was determined by the minis-
tries which came into existence as new 
needs arose. It was only with the Letter of 
Clement (40,6) that the word laikôs ap-
pears to identify the simple believer and 
distinguish him or her from the repre-
sentative of the ministry, the klerôs. This 
would seem to indicate the existence of a 
Church which was entirely ministerial, 
made up of communities which were or-
ganized, directed and animated by compe-
tent authority. 

From the outset, there have been vari-
ous forms of consecrated life in the 
Church, but religious life itself sprang 

from a return to essentials, at a time when the power of the Spirit of Pentecost appeared to 
have waned. Religious life was not needed when “all Christians were religious.” When reli-
gious life did appear, however, it was in a lay setting. It fitted the word laikôs in its sense of 
consecrated people, as distinct from profane people. The layperson is someone called, con-
secrated, chosen to follow Jesus, someone committed to being a sign and witness of holi-
ness to the world. John Paul II has stated that, “Religious life began in specifically lay form. 
It sprang from the desire of some faithful Christians to harvest the abundant fruits of their 
baptismal grace and to free themselves, by the profession of the evangelical counsels, from 
the obstacles which might have distanced them from fervent charity and the perfection of 
divine worship”.  (Discourse to the plenary session of the Congregation for Religious and 
Secular Institutes, 24 January 1986) It is incontrovertible that lay religious life appeared 
before the other forms of religious life – so much so that some have stated that, basically, it 
is religious life. 
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R e a d i n g  1 5  

 

SISTERS AND BROTHERS OF THE COMMON LIFE 

John Van Engen 
(excerpts) 

 

  

 
  

In the experience and language of late medieval Europeans, “convert” 

denoted, often first of all, those who left family, friends, status, and careers to 

take a dedicated spiritual life. Converts sought to realize a “perfect” life, im-

plicitly calling into question the adequacy of ordinary religious practice. This 

deliberate reconfiguring of life toward an envisioned perfect form released a 

dynamic that energized and upset medieval society. In medieval history, con-

version came to represent a life form in church and society…. Throughout the 

Middle Ages converts, moved by inner conviction, also by social pressure or 

material need, turned away from the “world” – sex and family life, goods and 

private ownership, power and mastery over one‟s will – toward “things on high” 

as well as “things within.”… In the beginning, to convert was to enter a monas-

tery and take vows under a Rule. The cloister, however, could never fully con-

tain the potency latent in conversion. 
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CITIES OF LADIES: BEGUINE COMMUNITIES IN THE MEDIEVAL  

LOW COUNTRIES, 1200-1565 

Walter Simons 
(excerpts) 

 
 
 
  

Around 1200, lay women of the southern Low Countries began to lead a kind of 

religious life that became popular rapidly. James of Vitry, a famous preacher, mor-

alist and cardinal (d. 1240), noted that by 1212, many holy maidens “had gathered 

in different places…; they scorned the temptation of the flesh, despised the riches 

of the world for the love of the heavenly bridegroom in poverty and humility, earn-

ing a sparse meal with their own hands although the families (they left behind) 

were wealthy.” Between 1225 and 1228, Caesarius of Heisterbach, a Cistercian 

monk, affirmed that “although these women live among people wearing lay 

clothes, they still surpass many living within cloisters in the love of God. They live the 

eremitical life among the crowds, spiritual among the worldly, and virginal among 

those whole seek pleasure.” The movement of these lay women, soon to be called 

“beguines,” originally presented. Still others, increasingly more numerous, practiced 

the lifestyle for a longer time, often until death. Churchmen sympathetic to the 

movement called them mulieres religiosae (women religious). Others “maliciously 

slandered the ascetic life of these women” and demanded that they be clois-

tered. 

Like many other religious movements, the beguines demonstrated both a desire 

to withdraw from the contemporary social life and a wish to be involved in it. These 

seemingly contradictory goals were embedded in the apostolic model that in-

formed renewal and dissent in that age. The model celebrated the ideals of volun-

tary poverty, material asceticism, simplicity, and a more profound and introspec-

tive religiosity – all of which were favored by seclusion. Yet the model also empha-

sized the need for charity toward the weak and the sick, and advocated a greater 

attention to pastoral care in the world. These two tendencies coexisted in the 

beguine movement. Their involvement with the world – comprising of charity, man-

ual work, and teaching – was preceded by a conversion to a more contemplative 

life that, although not as definitive as the monastic life, demanded a distinct break 

with social expectations. 

In the 13th and early 14th centuries, some beguines were certainly highly edu-

cated and determined to share their knowledge with others. Although writing in 

the vernacular, the work of the most famous beguine writers – Hadewijch of Bra-

bant and Marguerite Porete (as well as the Cistercian nun Beatrijs of Nazareth who 

lived for a while as a beguine) – displays the breadth of their “learned” knowledge 

as well as their desire to instruct others in their circle. Some were esteemed as 

teachers for more than their formal instruction in letters or proper behavior. Girls 

and women sought their guidance on a wide range of moral and ethical issues. 
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TAMERS OF DEATH: THE HISTORY OF THE ALEXIAN BROTHERS 

Christopher Kauffman 
(excerpts) 

 

 

 

  

The late medieval ancestors of the modern Alexian Brothers evolved from a 

popular lay-religious movement in the Low Countries and in Rhineland. First ap-

pearing in Cologne, Aachen, and Antwerp during the first half of the fourteenth 

century, the Cellebroeders experienced a continuous struggle for existence until 

they were finally approved as a religious order in 1472. For over a century and a 

half, they traveled what is commonly referred to as the via media, the middle 

path. As laymen who chose a life of apostolic poverty and service to the impover-

ished of the towns, the early Brothers dwelt midway between the monastery and 

the secular city.  

Relatively little is known about the foundation, the organization, the specific 

motivations, and the particular religious and social worldview of these “poor 

men”…. In Cologne they were called Lungenbrüder and Begarden, in Aachen 

Brot Begarden, and in Antwerp Matemannen (which can be translated as “poor 

men who live a humble existence”) or Lollarden (which has suggested that they 

stammered in their preaching because of their lack of formal education)  . They all 

shared the name willige Armen, i.e. the “voluntary poor.” By the fifteenth century, 

their most common names were Cellebroeders, Celliten, and Fratres de Celles. 

These specific appellations place them under the popular generic term Beghard, 

one which has been used by their contemporary observers and by today‟s histori-

ans to designate the male counterpart of the earlier and more numerous female 

travelers along the via media, the Beguines…. The “poor men” of Aachen, Co-

logne, and Antwerp are associated with the late medieval reform movement 

against the abuses of the church, particularly the worldliness of the clergy. They 

were harassed by local bishops and papal inquisitors, the charge of heresy played 

a major role in their early history….. The Begharden in the Netherlands were exclu-

sively Webbeghards, i.e. semi-religious communities characterized by stability and 

a common trade, particularly weaving. One medieval chronicler, Bertirjn, re-

counted that the Matemannen of Antwerp were “devoted men who served the 

sick and buried the dead, and exercised many works of love toward their neigh-

bors.” 
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JAN VAN RUUSBROEC: MYSTICAL THEOLOGIAN 

OF THE TRINITY 

Rik Van Nieuwenhove 
(excerpts) 

 

 

 

contemplation only for themselves. 

 

 

    Jan van Ruusbroec was born just south of Brussels, in the little village of Ruisbroek, 

in 1293. He died in winter 1381, at the age of eighty-eight, and was beatified in 1909. 

According to his friend and biographer, the Cistercian brother Geraert van Saintes, 

Ruusbroec was first the diocesan chaplain of Sint-Goedele in Brussels. With Vrank van 

Coudenberg, a “pious man of means”, Ruusbroec withdrew in 1343 to a dwelling in 

the Sonian Forest (Zoniënwoud), in the Groenendaal valley, to pursue a more seclud-

ed life. Coudenberg welcomed both laypeople and monks into the retreat. Geraert 

notes that although Ruusboec would have preferred to stay away from these gather-

ings, he did not object, because he knew that Coudenberg wanted to increase the 

piety of these people and – significantly – because he “knew, as he teaches in his 

writings, that he could be active „in earthy matters and simultaneously rest in God.‟” 

Geraert mentions that the ten members of the Groenendaal community adopted 

the Rule of St. Augustine in 1350. He claims that this happened under God‟s guidance 

and in order to secure the community‟s permanence. It is likely, however, that the 

community was subject to external pressures, especially the growing general hostility 

toward people living in community but without taking canonical vows. 

 Ruusbroec is generally considered as the most important of the Middle Dutch mys-

tics. Since he wrote in the vernacular and not in Latin, ordinary people were able to 

access his thoughts on the spiritual life. Two-hundred years after Ruusbroec‟s death, 

every spiritual writer from the Low Countires would have been influenced by his major 

works, notably Die Geestelike Brulocht (The Spiritual Espousals), and built upon his in-

sights. 

 Ruusbroec lived in a time of great political, cultural, sociological, and religious 

turmoil in the Low Countries. During his lifetime he witnessed the decline of the men-

dicant orders due to the rivalry of the Dominicans and Franciscans, the crisis of the 

papacy (the “Babylonia captivity” between 1309 and 1378, and the western schism 

between 1378 and 1417), bad harvests and virulent plagues, and the rise of extra-

ecclesial movements like the extravagant Flagellants, the Brethren of the Free Spirit, 

and the beguines. Ruusbroec‟s attitude towards the beguines was quite positive. He 

was also in close contact with them and was very familiar with their writings – his own 

works were significantly influenced by those of Hadewijch of Brabant and Beatrijs of 

Nazareth.  
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SISTERS AND BROTHERS OF THE COMMON LIFE: THE DEVOTIO  

MODERNA AND THE WORLD OF THE LATER MIDDLE AGES 

John Van Engen 
(excerpts) 

 

 

  

   Beginning in the 1380s, in the market towns along the Ijssel River (east-central 

Netherlands) and in the county of Holland, groups of women and men formed 

households organized as communes and a lifestyle centered on devotion. They 

lived on city streets alongside urban neighbors, managed properties and rents in 

common, and prepared textiles or books for local markets – all the while refusing to 

profess monastic vows or to acquire spouses and property as lay citizens. They de-

fended their lifestyle, self-designed, as exemplary. And sustained it in the midst of 

opposition from those who wanted to mock or cast suspicion against them. For the 

most part, in the first generation or two especially, these “Modern-Day Devout” puz-

zled contemporaries, their zeal surprising neighbors and churchmen, its intensity 

evoking not only admiration but also worry. For the Devout it was all the negligent 

parishioners and self-indulgent religious, the corruption of the ordinary, that seemed 

worrying. Parish-goers appeared to them as “crude and beastly” in matters moral 

and spritiual, resistant to anything but required worship and professed monks and 

nuns mostly compromised and hypocritical. The Devout resolved – over against in-

different parish routines, over against those who vowed religion but lived in privilege 

– to embody “piety” in the “present day,” the rhetorical force of the term they gave 

their movement – Devotio Moderna. 
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REVITALIZING RELIGIOUS LIFE: SOME OPERATIONS  

OF THE PHENOMENON OF CHARISM 

Cuthbert Michael Whitley, OSB 

Review for Religious 36 (1977): 70-77 
 (excerpts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

   A founder facilitates a sudden eruption into history of new ideas, new forces and 

new energies. This eruptive process can also be described by the phrase “charis-

matic breakthrough.” Reciprocally, individuals with unrealized religious aspirations 

may see in the charismatic founder‟s vision an expression of ideas which are inter-

preted by them as viable strategies which should realize their own aims. The realiza-

tion of the Founding Charism becomes incorporated into the life of the religious 

community…. (After the founder and first members die), they leave behind an ever-

cooling, ever-decaying, ever-ossifying body of followers. The process of institutionali-

zation of charism involves the evaporation or fossilization of the Founding Charism of 

a religious group. Or, put differently, subsequent generations of adherents are only 

carrying on a dress rehearsal rather than living their religious life as a spontaneous, 

exhilarating and creative experience. By the time a religious order enters its period 

of decline, the founding experience is no longer felt by the members. The Founding 

Charism has been changed into a pile of cold ashes. In such a predicament, the 

community loses its sense of purpose and identity, and its service to the Church be-

comes haphazard, lacking direction. Hence through the process of institutionaliza-

tion charism evaporates. Nevertheless, if a community desires to revitalize itself, then 

one of the features of its revival program must be a re-appropriation of its Founding 

Charism. Somehow this procedure in conjunction with the other features of the revi-

talization process re-ignites the ashes of the burnt-out Founding Charism. This resur-

gence of charism transforms the evaporated Founding Charism into a life-giving, 

spontaneous and creative force which gives the members of the religious commu-

nity a restored sense of identity and purpose. The community experiences revitaliza-

tion as a Second Realization. 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

1. Over the course of my religious life, how have I experienced the need for a 

more compelling articulation of Ryken‟s vision: 
 

a. in my own ongoing formation 

 

 

 

b. in our shared life in community 

 

 

 

c. in the appraisal and living out of my unique participation in the mission 

of the Congregation?   

 

 

 

2. In what ways do you experience your life of Consecrated Brotherhood as a 

unique gift of God to the Church and the world? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How have the day to day practices of my life as a Xaverian Brother served to 

deepen and strengthen my aspirations for communion with God? 
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CONFERENCE 2 
 

X A V E R I A N  S P I R I T U A L I T Y  
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 Spirituality is the experience of consciously striving to integrate one‟s life in terms 

not of isolation and self-absorption but of self-transcendence toward the ultimate 

value one perceives.  [Sandra Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality: Strangers, Ri-

vals, or Partners?” Horizons 13, no. 2 (1986): 266]      

 Spirituality is a way of consciously striving to integrate one‟s life through self-

transcending knowledge, freedom and love in light of the highest values perceived 

and pursued. [Michael Downey, Understanding Christian Spirituality (Paulist Press, 

1996), 15] 

 If the ultimate concern is God revealed in Jesus Christ and experienced through 

the gift of the Holy Spirit within the life of the Church, one is dealing with Christian 

spirituality. [Sandra Schneiders, “Spirituality in the Academy,” in Bradley C. Hanson, 

ed., Modern Christian Spirituality: Methodological and Historical Essays (Atlanta: 

Scholars Press, 1990), 23] 

R e a d i n g  2 1  
 

DESCRIBING SPIRITUALITY 

 

 

 
 

SPECIAL SPIRITUALITIES refers to “schools” of spirituality developed from certain Catho-
lic religious traditions – Benedictine, Franciscan, Carmelite, Ignatian, etc. – which are 
strongly influenced by the spiritual apprehensions of its founders and mystics. 
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     What determines the character of a Special Spirituality? The personality of the 

man or woman who initiated a spirituality may be a prime determinant. We can 

readily see that Francis of Assisi was a different type from Ignatius of Loyola. This dif-

ference must be reflected somehow in their way of living the spiritual life. 

 Culture can be another determinant. For example, the Basque culture is different 

from that of Italian Umbrian. It may give rise to distinct emphases in the spiritualities 

initiated in such environments. 

 History can be a strong determinant. Living and growing old together, facing 

problems as a community, creates a certain mentality that influences the further 

development of a spiritual life style. 

 Also the work persons share, the common task, the questions it poses, the an-

swers given in dialogue with one another can shape to some degree our spiritual 

way.  

R e a d i n g  2 2  
 

IN SEARCH OF SPIRITUAL IDENTITY 

Adrian Van Kaam, CSSp 

 

POINTS TO REMEMBER ABOUT SPECIAL SPIRITUALITIES 
 

 Special Spiritualities did not arise in an instant.   

 Special Spiritualities were further developed by the followers of spiritual masters after 

their death. Such a process can last centuries to become well-articulated and elaborat-
ed.  

 Spiritual masters are influenced by one another at least indirectly.   
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IN SEARCH OF SPIRITUAL IDENTITY 

Adrian Van Kaam, CSSp 

 

 

 

  

     We can distinguish between fundamental, special, personal, and infused dimen-

sions of spirituality. These are dimensions, not separate spiritualities, in the person 

who actually lives them. Special, personal, and infuse spirituality are a modulated, 

personalized, and graced actualization of fundamental spirituality. A spirituality that 

would not include the fundamentals would be a false spirituality, hence not a spirit-

uality at all. The one spirituality a person lives has thus fundamental, special, person-

al, and perhaps infused aspects.  

 Fundamental Spirituality deals with the natural and revealed necessary and suf-

ficient conditions for the emergence of a spiritual life. If we know and live the essen-

tials, we are less likely to get “hooked” on certain specials forms that may be 

changed, for example, by a Chapter in a religious congregation or by new cultural-

religious movements. Fundamental spirituality provides us with criteria for discovery 

and evaluation of fundamental insights, explicitly or implicitly present in all spirituali-

ties and especially elaborated in Special Spiritualities. For example, Ignatian spiritu-

ality is filled with insights that are fundamental and not just part of a special spirituali-

ty.  

 How should members of a religious congregation approach the Special Spiritual-

ity of their community? They should deeply know the community spirituality as dis-

tinguished from and yet related to Fundamental Spirituality…. This awareness of the 

community spirituality can help members later – when particular ways may be 

changed – to fall back on fundamentals that are perennial. Out of these they may 

come to new personal particularizations of the fundamentals. They should respect 

the community spirituality in word, behavior, and inner attitude and honestly try to 

live up to it.  

 Personal spirituality is man‟s unique articulation of Special or Fundamental spirit-

uality. For example, not all Dominicans are alike. Even those who live the Dominican 

spirituality will necessary live it in their own way.  
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FINDING THE TREASURE:  LOCATING CATHOLIC RELIGIOUS LIFE IN A NEW 

ECCLESIAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Sandra M. Schneiders, IHM 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is to the advantage of both monastic and ministerial congregations to become 

more explicit and articulate about the specificity and distinctiveness of their own 

charismatic form of the life, not only for increased self-understanding but espe-

cially in order to help prospective new members discern their calling….  The least 

helpful linguistic distinction is that between contemplative and apostolic. By con-

templative I do not mean a type of prayer (as distinct from vocal prayer or medi-

tation, etc.) but the full development toward union with God of the life of prayer. 

In this sense every Religious is called to the contemplative life, not as an accom-

paniment of other activities or as one feature among others, but as the very 

meaning and end of the life they have undertaken. A Religious Life which is not 

contemplative (at whatever stage of development at a given time) is a contra-

diction in terms and tragically pointless. By the same token, and as the Council 

pointed out, all the baptized are called to mission (which is the Latin form of the 

Greek derivative apostolate). If Religious profession is a radicalization and speci-

fication rather than an alternative to baptismal consecration, then all Religious, 

by virtue of profession, are equally called to the apostolic life. The apostolate is 

not an optional extracurricular activity for any Religious but belongs to the nature 

of the life itself. (pp. 302-303) 
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN 

(prob. 1871) 

translation in ROOTED IN HISTORY 

 
 
 
 
 
 

APOLOGIA OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY PHRASE IN BRABANTIAN DUTCH 
 

door eene diepe vernedering bekeerde en op den dienst  

van God verlieft wierd 

 

 

  

     I led a worldly life from my fourteenth or fifteenth year until about the age of 

nineteen when, thanks to a deep humiliation, I was converted and fell in love with 

the service of God.  I felt strongly inclined to works of penance and to prayer, and 

to avoid all social interaction with my worldly companions. 

 Thanks to the reading of good books, I finally felt an inclination to a solitary, peni-

tential, and contemplative life. In order to reach that goal, I adjusted my rule of life 

in the world completely to the same purpose, so that it could serve as a prepara-

tion. Moreover, I made several attempts to enter a monastery, particularly that of La 

Trappe….  

 For some four years, I made many and strong attempts to enter it, yet everything 

remained in vain. The conditions of the country, by which all religious orders were 

forbidden, and also a bodily defect, were as many obstacles preventing me from 

reaching my so much desired goal.  

 In the meantime, I was asked to instruct the children in Christian doctrine…. My 

confessor, a saintly old Capuchin said: “This is perhaps the thing for which God has 

destined him, meaning the instruction of children.” I however accepted this as noth-

ing but as a matter of secondary importance, not intending to devote my whole life 

to it, intending always to strive after my first purpose. 
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DIE GEESTELIKE BRULOCHT (THE SPIRITUAL ESPOUSALS) 

Jan van Ruusbroec  
ca. 1340 

 

 

WHAT IS “PREVENIENT GRACE”? 

 In theology, it refers to divine grace that precedes human decision, i.e. one that exists 
prior to and without reference to anything human. 

 
 
 
  

     God is a common good (ghemeyne goet) and His fathomless love is common. 

He therefore gives His grace in two ways: prevenient grace and the grace, by 

which one merits eternal life. All people, pagans and Jews, good and evil, have 

prevenient grace in common…. But even if God‟s love is common to all, the shoot 

of God‟s grace is not planted in all. If this shoot of God‟s grace is to be planted in 

our soul, three things are necessary: the prevenient grace of God, a will freely 

turned to God, and purification of conscience. Prevenient grace moves all, for God 

grants this. But not all freely turn toward Him (vrijen toekeer) and purify their con-

science and for that reason they lack the grace of God by which they would merit 

eternal life. [63-66; 85-91] 
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DEVOTIO MODERNA: BASIC WRITINGS 

Intoduction by John Van Engen 
 

he Devotio Moderna was recognized from the outset as a movement of spiritual re-
newal. The person of Jesus Christ stood central for the New Devout.  They sought on 
the individual and affective levels to identify with particular moments in Christ’s life, 

chiefly his passion, the result or purpose of which was ideally fourfold: to “relive” with 
Christ his virtuous life and saving passion, to have him ever present before one’s eyes, to 
manifest his presence to others, and to orchestrate, as it were, all of one’s mental and emo-
tional faculties around devotion to him. This emphasis was entirely positive: to have the 
New Devout live in Christ and Christ in them. To focus on the life and passion of Christ was 
to read the Gospel and the “things that explained and ordered it. The contemplative reading 
of Scripture was prescribed for all brothers and sisters and made certain that it was availa-
ble in the vernacular as well.   As mainly the representatives and products of the lower 
clergy and an early lay literacy in late medieval towns, the new Devout were mostly not of 
the university elite. Learning was for them neither an end in itself nor the prerequisite to a 
career, but rather and quite simply a means to an end, the increasing of personal holiness. 
They were certainly moralistic in their constant emphasis on personal progress in the vir-
tues. Every aspect of the brothers’ and sisters’ religious lives turned finally on a deepened 
“inwardness” or “interiority.” They sought to develop the inner person, an affectionate de-
votion to Christ, the subduing of the old nature and all carnal impulses, together with the 
training of the “heart” in all the virtues. Scholars agree that these four points – an emphasis 
among the New Devout on living in Christ, reading Scripture, progressing in moral sanctity, 
and developing interiority – characterized them as a movement.  

 The contours of their life of devotion may be grasped by way of eleven terms that came 
up repeatedly in their writings and shaped the tone of their spirituality: 

1. Conversio: Bekeerynge/zich keeren 

 There was no fascination here for “conversion” with the moment or the means, as in 
modern revivalist traditions, but only with the reality and its results. It was in essence a 
“turning toward,” a “taking up,” of this new way of life, the only one, as they saw it, that 
marked a sure path to salvation. But “conversion” and “turning toward” were used in over-
lapping ways. Turning toward the Lord was after all a continuing process, to be lived out as 
a whole way of life. The life of the New Devout began and ended in conversion, in turning 
the self toward the Lord. This conversion they sought to nourish in one another, to effect in 
those who came to visit their houses and collations (i.e., the gatherings they held and 
opened to others, usually on Sunday afternoons, to complement or deepen the sermons 
given in their parishes) and also to represent to all those still out in the world. 

2. Resolutio/intentio: een goede opzet maaken 

 “To make a good resolution” was at the heart of that process of conversion. However 
much the devout conceded the need for divine grace and the reality of providential inter-
vention in their lives, and whatever their theological reflections in this regard, their em-
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phasis fell in practice on a personal resolution to change one’s status in life and to start 
down a surer path to salvation. The New Devout were constantly urged “to make a good 
resolve” to carry out all that was expected in the way of prayer, work, and training in the 
virtues. A good resolution required submission of the human to the divine will; this each 
devout tried to accomplish in exercises and resolutions worked out concretely for himself. 
In practice, steady encouragement to make a good resolution could generate enormous 
tension and insecurity, evidenced in the lives of several sisters who suffered anxiety and 
depression or even left the house. It could also produce great inner strength, a personal will 
or resolve tried like iron in the fire, when brothers and sisters were constantly urged to 
turn to the Lord and submit to the divine will. 

3. Exercitium: oefening 

 For the spirituality of the New Devout, the importance of “exercise” cannot be overstat-
ed. They could apply the word at times virtually to their entire way of life, including their 
prayer and work. More specifically it referred to the “spiritual training” they regularly sub-
jected themselves to. It is most evident in its meditational aspect. When they read in Scrip-
ture or a devotional book, when they systematically focused on the life and passion of 
Christ at certain times of the day and attempted to absorb and relive it, all of that counted 
as “exercising,” as training their spiritual selves. The same held for practice in the virtues. 
When they put themselves out in a matter of obedience, fasted to counteract wicked imagi-
nations, accepted chastisement from a brother or sister without demur, and so on through 
a long and nearly endless list, this too came under the category of spiritual exercises. Exer-
cises were the practical manifestations of a good resolve, and shared the same strengths 
and liabilities: They could instill a powerful inner assurance but they could also generate 
anxiety as to whether someone had exercised enough, whether negligence, laziness, slug-
gishness, and so on (words also common in their treatises) had not impeded their progress 
and even threatened their salvation. 

4. Profectus virtutum: in doegeden voert Bane 

 “Progress in the virtues” might well be labeled the “leitmotif” of this entire movement. 
Different words were employed – “advancing,” “progressing,” “bettering – but the basic 
idea held throughout. The concept, although apparently general enough to fit any serious-
minded medieval Christian, in reality served to distinguish the Modern Devotion from oth-
er movements in the Western contemplative tradition. For these brothers and sisters, the 
point of focus was not askēsis, although they also undertook a fair measure of self-denial. 
Poverty, fasting, chastity, and the like were never to become virtual ends in themselves. For 
them, the point was rather growth in the virtues, and their goal was to have all evil instincts 
and impulses so purged or subdued within them that a brother or sister could commune 
with God and other human beings in perfect love and harmony 

5. Charitas: liefde 

 Love or charity was the goal, the endpoint, toward which their whole way of life was 
directed. Although a principle they held in common with all Christians, theirs was a love 
that was to arise from the depths of the heart and to reach out to embrace God and all peo-
ple. The love that bound them to God was almost never described as “ravishing” or “self-
annihilating”; it was rather “sweet” and “delightful,” bringing “peace.” Love for others was 
expressed, in practice, primarily within each congregation, and reached out chiefly to those 
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students and “good people” who associated with the houses and came under their influ-
ence. These communities were ultimately contemplative, not directed in the first instance 
to acts of mercy like those that ran hospitals and hospices; as contemplatives voluntarily 
withdrawn from the world, their love was first for the brothers and sisters who shared 
their New Devotion. Ranked high among acts of love, therefore, were matters of spiritual 
encouragement and mutual admonishment. 

6. Humilitas: oetmoedichlicheid 

 However the brothers and sisters may have ranked the virtues and vices in formal lists, 
nothing received more emphasis in actual practice than humility.  Arrogance and self-
assertion was common enough in the Middle Ages too, and nowhere more so than in the 
merchant, artisanal, and petty noble circles from which most of the New Devout came. To 
acquire humility and to break down the mechanisms of self-assertion, of insisting on your 
own rights and dignity, ran contrary to nearly everything in their social upbringing and set-
ting. Indeed their whole way of life was humbling and even humiliating, for by voluntarily 
choosing a state between the world and the cloister they effectively gave up all the privi-
leges attached in the Middle Ages to either way of life. 

7. Obedientia: geborsambeid 

 Parallel to this emphasis on humility, and with the same ultimate aim, came a concern 
with obedience. This was obedience conceived as a virtue. Obedience to the community’s 
way of life was expected and insisted on, but that remained a voluntary commitment, an 
internalization of the legal and religious requirements that would have come with a reli-
gious vow. Obedience was directed to superiors and to God; it was humble submission 
without demur. Within the community it probably differed little, in function and un-
derstanding, from obedience inside a cloister. Toward God it took the added dimension of 
submission to the divine will, of which all events, good and bad, were seen as a providential 
expression.  Closely related to obedience, and probably a clear expression of what was ul-
timately intended, was the mandate to “break your own will,” expressed just that graphical-
ly. Willfulness was an expression of sin, deeply rooted, and purged only after much exercis-
ing. To break that self-will, a lifelong task, was crucial to becoming humble and obedient 
before the sight of God and in the company of your fellow devout. Breaking your own will 
in humility was therefore the counterpart to making a good resolve. The New Devout were 
to turn “willingly” toward Christ and then to submit their wills totally and inwardly to his. 

8. Cor: Hert 

 All that transpired in the remaking of a Devout took place essentially in his or her heart. 
The Devout also spoke of the mind, the “reason” or rational faculty that had to control the 
passions, but that innermost part of a person to which their new devotion was directed 
they called the “heart.”   All the progress in the virtues, the whole strength of their resolu-
tion, that complete inwardness of the truly devout – all of this was to grow out of the heart.  

9. Affectus (affectio): begheerlichheid 

 The New Devout thought of the heart or soul as carried along by desires, instincts, and 
impulses of all kinds. As a result of the Fall, the dominant desires in most people were evil 
or concupiscent, twisting the heart toward all manner of vice. The soul could not, however, 
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be void, without affection or emotional force of any kind. The point therefore was to culti-
vate the right kinds of affections and impulses, desire for God and delight in the good. Few 
words were so common in their texts as desire, delight, and affection. A heart purged of 
carnal affections and evil desires but full of godly affections and goodly desire was the goal 
of their way of life. 

10. Ardent: vuurig 

 The language and writings of the New Devout have little or none of the subliminal sex-
ual language in other Middle Dutch mystical texts. Yet all their emphasis on inwardness and 
resolution was not lacking in intensity. By far the most common image, one that appears so 
often as to become the translator’s despair, was that of being “afire” or enflamed, “ardent” 
in Latin and English. Every brother or sister who had caught the spark, whose inner life 
was moved with desire toward God and goodness, was described as “ardent” or “kindled” 
or “fervent.” The New Devout looked for that glow, for that inner radiance, that inner light, 
marking a heart now following down the path of the new devotion with intensity, with 
“fire.” 

11. Puritas cordis: reinigheid des hertes 

 The ultimate goal of this inwardness, resolution, and moral progress was purity of 
heart. This could be described – in language now standard and bland for us – as someone 
“of good conscience” or dying “in good confession.” The emphasis on inwardness and moral 
progress, however, carried additional connotations. This was a person who was directed 
toward the Lord with resolve and in love, whose passions and affections were in order, 
whose whole moral and emotional being was focused on what God first intended, love of 
God and man, without inner conflict, wayward desires, or an unresponsive carnal self. This 
was a goal, not reachable finally in this life, but it was the ideal toward which all their writ-
ings pointed. 

   
 Many more words might be cited, but these eleven, taken together with the most com-
mon expressions for Jesus, meditative reading, the last things, and interiority, will serve to 
signify the inner world of the Devotio Moderna. Neither the devout themselves nor their 
contemporaries, it must be remembered, thought of this devotion as “new” in the sense of 
novel or extraordinary. The main features of their spirituality had been distilled out of ele-
ments common to much of late medieval religious life as practiced in observant orders and 
preached in parishes. Contemporaries seem to have recognized that and rarely commented 
on the actual teachings or spirituality of these communities. What struck contemporaries 
as remarkable, eliciting both scorn and admiration, was the resolve of these individuals to 
live a devoutly religious life in places and ways of their own choosing, together with the de-
gree of ardent intensity they brought to that resolve and their “methodical” organization of 
voluntary religious exercises – and this from people, lay men and women and minor cler-
gymen, from whom such “devotion” would hardly have been expected, especially not in this 
“modern age,” when so much else in the Church seemed to suffer from indifference and 
corruption. 
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SISTERS AND BROTHERS OF THE COMMON LIFE: THE DEVOTIO  

MODERNA AND THE WORLD OF THE LATER MIDDLE AGES 

John Van Engen 
(excerpts) 

 

 
 

STAGES OF THE MYSTICAL LIFE IN MIDDLE DUTCH MYSTICISM 

 
 

 

  

     All the writing and preaching efforts of Ruusbroec was focused on converts, true 

or false, professed (with monastic vows) or unprofessed, their lives in order or disor-

der, each worried about how and how often to approach the altar. It was for them 

alone that he wrote, as he explicitly noted, those who wanted to live in the Spirit 

(ghi die inden gheeste leven wilt, want niemen anders en sprekic toe). He had no 

single word for such people, though he often characterized them as “turned within” 

(the inghekeerde).  To become a “sparkling stone” (Rev. 2:17) a person had to sep-

arate from sinners, typified as five-fold: people full of themselves and material life; 

knowingly in a state of mortal sin; unbelievers or false believers; shamelessly persis-

tent in mortal sin; hypocrites giving only the appearance of living well. What inter-

ested him were the spiritually intense. 
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DIE GEESTELIKE BRULOCHT (THE SPIRITUAL ESPOUSALS) 

Jan van Ruusbroec  
ca. 1340 
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COLLACIEN: VAN DER BERKERINGHEDIE  

Johannes Brinckerinck (d. 1419) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

     At times God gives people brief glimpses (blicke) into their spirit, just like lightning 

in the heavens. These glimpses come as a brief flash (blic) of particular brightness, 

shining through the person simple bareness, and thus the spirit is elevated above it-

self in the wink of an eye (oghen blicke). Then suddenly, the light is gone and the 

person comes back to himself. God Himself produces this, and it is very noble, for 

these often become enlightened persons. [b484-491] 

     We should be most careful to sense the grace and visitations of God (vandinge 

godes). St. Bernard considered it very bad when we fail to mark the presence of the 

grace of God. In the presence of his grace, we should make a firm resolve and do 

our very best not to receive that grace idly or indifferently. With Jacob, and with 

humble sorrow, we should say, “I will not let go of you until you bless me.” 
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DIE GEESTELIKE BRULOCHT (THE SPIRITUAL ESPOUSALS) 

Jan van Ruusbroec  
ca. 1340 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

     When the soul stands empty of ill will and of evil deeds and reproved and strick-

en and in dread as to what it should do as it turns toward God, then there arises a 

natural sorrow for sin and a natural good will. This is the highest of that prevenient 

grace. If a person does what he can, and if he can do no more on account of his 

own weakness, then it pertains to the fathomless goodness of God to perfect that 

work. Then there comes the higher light of God‟s grace, just like a flash (blic) of sun-

light, and it is poured into the soul unmerited and undesired, according to its worthi-

ness. For in this light, out of free goodness and generosity, God Himself gives, Whom 

no creature can merit before possessing Him. This is a secret inworking of God in the 

soul above time, and it moves the soul with all its faculties. Herewith ends prevenient 

grace and then begins the other kind, which is this supernatural light. 

 This light is the first point, and from it there springs the second point, and that is 

the soul‟s work: namely, the free conversion of one‟s will (vri toekeer dies willen), in 

the wink of an eye (oghen blicke); and there, in the uniting of God and the soul, 

love springs forth. These two points are so interdependent that one cannot be 

complete without the other. [110-127] 
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DE ORIS OSCULO (THE KISS OF THE MOUTH) 

Willem Jordaens  
ca. 1390 
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DIE EVANGLISCHE PEERLE (THE EVANGELICAL PEARL) 

anonymous 
ca. 1500 

 

  

     In natural, worldly love, which mirrors the divine love, we usually distinguish three 

stages before we arrive at the kiss of the mouth.  The first stage is a loving gaze, and 

here love takes root. After this, there is a loving conversing, while the third stage is 

acting toward one another in a friendly manner. Finally, we attain the kiss of the 

mouth…. If you desire to be kissed with the kiss of God‟s mouth you should practice 

loving gazing. Make use of the reasonable eyes that God has given you to perceive 

Him. 

The first address of the soul to God in the morning: “My Beloved, who are you? You 

are the one, eternal, immutable, supreme God. Now I give myself once again en-

tirely to you.” 

God: “I kiss you with the kiss of my mouth (Song of Songs 1:1); that is, I kiss your es-

sence with my divine essence, and you feed on and are nourished by the marvel-

ous food that is within me. And you grow in all your members (that is, the faculties 

and the sensibilities of the soul), and you grow so much that I can lay the burdens of 

my humanity upon you. Fed on my food, you become intelligent and wise, and un-

derstand my will, desires, and intentions. 
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DIE GEESTELIKE BRULOCHT (THE SPIRITUAL ESPOUSALS) 

Jan van Ruusbroec  
ca. 1340 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

     When the innermost core of the heart, the origin of life, is wounded by love; 

when the one who turn toward Him cannot obtain that which he desires above all 

things and must continue to remain where one does not wish to be: then affliction 

proceeds out of these two conditions. Here Christ is raised up in the highest point of 

the mind, and casts His divine rays into the heart‟s yearning avidity and lust; and this 

shining burns and dries up and consumes all the humidity, that is the power and 

might of nature. The lusty, open heart, and the shining of divine rays within it, pro-

duce an affliction. When one can neither obtain God nor forgo Him: out of these 

two arise impetuosity and disquietude in some persons, without and within. In the 

moments when one in impetuous, no creature can be of help to him as far as rest or 

anything else, either in heaven or on earth, is concerned. In this impetuosity, sub-

lime, useful words and special teachings and wisdom are sometimes granted within 

and announced. In inner impetuosity, one is prepared to suffer all that can be suf-

fered in order to obtain what one loves. [b433-47] 
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OPSTEL (THE SCHEME) 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1838-39 

 

 

  

10th. means: That it be well established, by the Constitution… that the Brothers have 

sufficient time left for their own perfection and spiritual exercises, and therefore not 

undertake any new house or mission unless it is possible to do so according to the 

above established way. This is indeed an important item, which should be given 

special attention. 

11th. means: That, in the Constitution, wise stipulations be made in order to maintain 

the above mentioned item, #10, because it is indeed important and, on the other 

hand, there is a great danger of losing sight of it; consequently, from now on every-

thing must be done and established in the Constitution that can prevent this dan-

ger…. 

     In case all the above mentioned means are not available regarding quantity as 

well as quality, regarding places as well as persons, and as far as the latter are con-

cerned,… then one should refrain from starting a new mission if one wants to avoid 

destroying the whole Congregation and perhaps promoting the loss of souls rather 

than their salvation. 

    Since this is so, one should quote important arguments which should convince 

those who would try to disaffect us from this viewpoint. By humble petitions we 

should request the spiritual authorities, to whom it belongs to change our Constitu-

tion, not to make any change with regard to this item, not even under the pretext of 

doing good or of whatever necessity there may be; in fact, too often experience 

has proved the truth of this opinion. Look at Jesus Christ himself spending thirty years 

in solitude and only three in preaching… One should not tell us that we do not need 

all this so badly…. Let us keep all this in mind, even when we have a good number 

of such Brothers, so that the care for one‟s personal perfection may remain con-

stantly alive. I do believe, indeed that a soul who has worked during many years for 

itself in a solitary corner, and gathered much spiritual riches, will afterwards convert 

many more souls than, perhaps one hundred others would do.  
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LETTER OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN TO FRANCIS XAVIER DONDORFF  
20 December 1849 

 

  

I had intended to visit Germany toward the end of last summer and to call to see 

you, but business prevented me from doing so. I can now foresee the possibility of 

making this journey at the beginning of next March or, God willing, toward the mid-

dle of May. I hope you will be patient till then and that at that time we will be able 

to solve your problems. Meanwhile be patient and above all do not think that I look 

upon you as a stranger with no connection with us. Remember that I often have 

you in mind and that my one wish is to have you with us very soon. 

 If my information is correct, there is some talk of founding some congregation of 

teaching brothers in Germany. My personal opinion is that this would be a mistake 

for very probably those concerned would come up against many obstacles and 

reversals which they do not envisage. It would require many years before anything 

could be realized. No one can imagine how many obstacles are to be overcome 

and what amount of determined perseverance is demanded on the part of any-

one who wishes to found a religious congregation of Brothers. It is much easier 

where women are concerned. 

 At present, the number of members in the congregation is 23, among whom we 

have a Frenchman and an Irishman. A bishop from Bengal in East India dined with 

the Brothers. He had come along to ask for Brothers for his mission. Later from Mu-

nich, he renewed his request by letter. I have not been able to comply with his re-

quest immediately, but I have promised to keep it in mind for some later date. 

 You can see the urgent need for good candidates. Take courage then, my 

good Brother. Place your trust in God; always have the Divine Majesty before your 

eyes and all will turn out well. 
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CONSTITUTION AND HOLY RULE OF THE XAVERIAN BROTHERS 
1900 
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LETTER OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN TO G.N. HERMANS 
6 November 1844 

CHAPTER V 

of the Profession 

Art. 3 The Brothers are admitted as actual members of the congregation and are 

espoused to Christ by virtue of their religious profession, by which they pronounce 

the three vows of Poverty, Chastity, and Obedience. 

    These vows are simple and not solemn; they are binding upon the Brothers who 

pronounce them so long as they remain Members of the Congregation, that is to 

say, until they are lawfully dispensed from them. 

Which person who has some experience of spiritual matters would desire that an 

angel come from heaven in order to make known God‟s will, when it is possible to 

know it by following the common way? Are not all obliged to follow their vocation? 

Would it not be quite wrong not to follow it? God does not have to give an account 

to anybody of His actions. If His Majesty wants to use an ordinary, simple and uned-

ucated person – yea, a sinner; if God wants to make this person turn toward Him in 

view of a special work; if God does not take the direction which people think He 

usually follows. In all this His Majesty is completely free and nobody is entitled to dis-

approve God‟s actions, let alone oppose them. God chose uneducated men as his 

apostles. Saint Peter was a fisherman. Although he committed such a grave sin after 

his call, he was nonetheless destined for a lofty task. Who can ask an account of 

God and who can detect His ways? Perhaps objections will be raised because I am 

not a priest. But Saint John of God, the founder of the Hospitaller Brothers, was not a 

priest. Blessed Hippolytus Galantini, the founder of the Congregation of the Christian 

Doctrine and our patron, was not a priest. 

 A little more than five years ago, we started from scratch, nearly without any 

material help, with little influence, and in spite of much opposition, criticism and 

slander. Nonetheless, the community did grow. Is it not possible to see in this a gen-

tle but strong action, something special, which is similar to the action of God‟s Spirit 

who arranges everything without any hurry or rashness but gently, yet strongly? 
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DIE GEESTELIKE BRULOCHT (THE SPIRITUAL ESPOUSALS) 

Jan van Ruusbroec  
ca. 1340 

  

 

 
 

  

 In the beginning of the holy Church and of our faith, popes, bishops, and 

priests were common…. But now everything is just the contrary. For those who 

now possess the inheritance and the rents which were given out of love and for 

their holiness are unstable in their ground. They are unappeased and manifold 

for they are totally turned towards the world, and they do not thoroughly con-

sider the things or the matters which they have in their hands. Therefore they 

pray with their lips, but their heart does not savor what it speaks about…. They 

do not feel it at all. That is why they are so coarse and obtuse and unenlight-

ened in divine truth. Some seek to eat and drink well and to have bodily comfort 

in an unseemly fashion – and would to God that they were pure of body! As 

long as they live in this way, they will never be enlightened. [b1116-26] 
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VAN DEN GEESTELIKEN TABERNAKEL (ON THE SPIRITUAL TABERNACLE) 

Jan van Ruusbroec  
ca. 1350 

 

There are people are lazy and slow to serve God, but hasty and quick to please the devil 
and their own flesh. At night, when good people sleep and rest, they go dancing and feast-
ing, eating and drinking, and indulging their lust. In the morning, when good people get up 
to serve God, these slaves, who served the devil, go to sleep, because they take the day for 
the night (John 17:12). Others do go to church and attend mass, but only to be able to show 
their fashionable appearance to the people. Look, they all make up that world for which 
Christ did not want to pray to his heavenly Father (John 17:9). And they do not desire it ei-
ther because they live without any spiritual feeling and without desire for any virtue. In 
this way they are the young sons from the gospel, who moved away to a foreign country 
and lived there in lust after they had already received a part of their inheritance from God. 
But the eldest sons, who stayed at home with their father and possess his inheritance, those 
are the prelates of Holy Church and all those who live off the inheritance of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. It seems that they have all fallen asleep because of their great slowness, because 
they neither live nor teach, speak nor work to improve their people. 

Yet Christ entrusted these prelates with the sheep for which He Himself suffered death, 
but that does not touch them. Their sheep lose their way and err, but they do not care. Alt-
hough their sheep are sick and wounded, they do not anoint them. Although they are in-
jured and crippled, they do not bind up their wounds. Although the devil and the world 
drag them along into the abyss of hell, they do not show them the way of truth. The good 
shepherd walks in front of his flock: he calls, he pulls, he comforts his sheep with the prom-
ise of God’s grace. He also comes behind the flock, and then he reprimands, scolds, and 
threatens with God’s justice. Those who do not act in this way look more like the wolf than 
like the shepherd. The good shepherd tries to gather all his sheep into the sheep’s pen, but 
the greedy wolf bites them to death on the field (John 15). 

Let us observe whether the princes of Holy Church are good shepherds. Their salons 
and palaces are full of people who serve them. You see power and riches there, and great 
splendor as is the manner of the world, abundant food and drink, a large choice of clothes, 
valuable jewels and all the pomp the world can offer. Yet they are not to be satisfied: the 
more they receive the greedier they remain. In this way they utterly resemble the wretched 
world that is always out for worldly goods, because they have no taste for God. 

But Christ (the Good Shepherd) teaches us another way, because He had neither house 
nor hermitage. With the price of His life and all His possessions He acquired man, that is His 
little sheep. At the moment when the world showed Him its highest honor He was sitting on 
an ass. His entourage then consisted of the apostles who followed Him on foot. And yet, He 
would have been able to find a horse, then, or a white mule if He had wanted to! But He 
wanted to teach us the way of humility. Therefore, we also see that in the time of the primi-
tive Church, the apostles and holy bishops of those days traveled all over the world on foot 
with great zeal and converted the people from false faith. 
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But now we see exactly the opposite. When a bishop or an important abbot visits his 
people, he rides with forty horses, with a great entourage, and at enormous cost. He does 
not have to pay himself anyway. His visitation fleeces the purse of his subjects without 
touching their soul. He must be given pomp and circumstance, great feasting, and abun-
dance of food and drink, or big buttons of gold. And when he has received those the visi-
tation and the chapter are over, because they do not want anything else. Whoever is subject 
to their power, canons, monks, or nuns, they all have to pay. Such must be the custom, since 
I know of no other explanation. The subjects pay against their will, but the bishop receives 
with pleasure. In this way the abuses do not grow smaller, but bigger. 

Parish deans in the countryside also regularly call together the chapter of their priests. 
But you can see every day how much the priests improve their way of life. Those deans 
have yet another habit, namely that they visit every parish once, to render justice on public 
and grave deadly sins. Those who are found guilty of these have to give money. Such is their 
penance for their sins. After that they are allowed to live on quietly in the same way and 
serve the devil all year until the same conciliation money is levied again. Even if they are 
begging for their daily bread they still have to pay the money. But if they are rich, and if 
they have been accused of important misdeeds, they have to give much money—indeed, 
the highest possible sums are demanded of them. That way they are absolved from year to 
year, until the moment when the devil himself comes and takes them away to the pains of 
hell that are without end. And so everybody gets what he wants: the devil gets the soul, the 
bishop the money, and the foolish people their short pleasure. 

This is the income the bishops and their servants live on. And even though some bish-
ops are holy and well-intentioned, their servants and officials are evil and ruthless and so 
greedy that nobody can approach them or ask a favor of them without paying them well. 
And the highest bidders achieve the most in these courts. Absolution, letters, seals, and 
bans: those who have much money receive them all. And this hateful illness is contagious: it 
has spread and infected the whole of religion and all the clergy of the whole world. And so 
the cold Winter has chased away the hot Summer. Because of this only a few spiritual fruits 
have remained in Holy Church. 

You can see for yourself: even though a man has four or five prebends at the same time, 
he always wants more. And the more he has, the less he deserves them, because those high 
lords only want to say mass on the high holidays. Their chaplains have to stand in for them 
on other days. They are so taken with themselves that they think it unseemly for them to 
say mass, unless on holidays. Even though they are of low descent, they become arrogant 
the moment they begin to make a career. Although they are very learned and gifted with 
worldly wisdom, if they chase after earthly possessions and worldly honor they are blinded 
in their spirit and obtain no knowledge of any virtue. The pope may give permission for 
them to possess various prebends, but he cannot give them permission to be greedy and 
miserly. Greed and miserliness are therefore two prebends the devil gives to some rich re-
ligious people and canons and they can keep those prebends for all eternity. And in that 
way they are unfaithful both to God and to their own conscience, because they want big 
prebends that give little trouble. And if the prebends were totally free and did not oblige 
them to any liturgical service in honor of God, they would even prefer that. Most against 
their will they would then pay a poor little priest the wages of hunger to sing for them, say 
mass, and serve God. They make a big fortune for themselves from the possessions of the 
poor. With what is left in their hands they buy new dividends, or start a trade. Some spend 
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it on beautiful and valuable clothes, on tasty food and drink. Others waste it on dice or card 
games or spend it on other dishonorable things. Still others neglect mass and offices even 
though they are legally obliged to attend them and become managers and stewards for 
burghers, to manage their levies and dividends, and so they are busy with what is not their 
business. In this way they save on their own possessions in a miserly fashion, and gain their 
sustenance from others in a greedy manner. Sometimes they escort high placed ladies to 
church and render them humble service, although that is not fitting, either to them or to the 
ladies. You also find other clerics who go stand in church in an undignified manner to beg 
for alms as if they were crippled or blind. It is right to fear that many more masses are said 
for material profit than for the honor of God. You hardly find one who is content with what 
he has. Whoever already has a prebend is glad to add another one when given the chance. 

You can see for yourself when they ring the bells for the service of the Lord, for matins 
or some other office. If there is money to be made everybody gets up in a hurry and runs to 
church in thick throngs. But if there is nothing to be gained the bells can be rung until they 
break to wake them from their deep sleep: nobody appears, except for those who have to, 
namely the substitutes and the religious sent for that office. Rarely does anyone come there 
purely and only for the honor of God. And even if the high lords appear, they contribute lit-
tle to edification because they either talk among themselves, or they remain silent the 
whole time, or they leave again, quickly, at the slightest opportunity. They do not find the 
least taste in the service of God. 

You also find religious men who have to take care of the people and to whom the care of 
souls has been entrusted in the name of God. Neither their life nor their works are to be im-
itated and their words but rarely, because their words often resemble their works. And so 
all values are rotten in the core, alas. For sin and shame have become honorable deeds, at 
least in the eye of the world, but not before God’s seat of justice. Religious people who live 
off the goods of Holy Church should be pure in soul and body. And yet there are those 
among them who allow their children to run around in their own house, publicly, and with-
out shame, indeed with great satisfaction as if they had been given them by a legal spouse. 
If the priesthood had lived as offensively at the inception of Holy Church as it does today, 
the Christian faith would never have spread so far and wide. But now all ranks have strayed 
far from their first ideal. 

You can observe the same phenomenon among monks the world over. You still find 
monks and nuns in monasteries and convents who strictly observe the discipline of the 
rule, who seem pious and ardent, and who behave in an exemplary manner in every way. 
Some religious are really well-intentioned, simple, and holy, but such religious are not held 
in high esteem. Others are bad and double-hearted and act differently from what they are. 
These are often chosen above the first to become prelates. And then only does one get to 
know their real face. They consider themselves elevated high above the others, as if goods 
and honor had come to them as an inheritance from their ancestors. From that moment on 
they no longer think of holiness, but devote themselves exclusively to the running of their 
earthly affairs and the exercise of their authority. They entrust the prior with the care of 
souls and divine services because they themselves are too hard pressed for time and too 
busy with so many things that they can hardly attend a mass. And whoever approaches 
them has to bend and bow, because they have the right to the first places of honor. That is 
exactly why they should consider themselves the very last in humility of heart and in faith-
ful service to their people, because they are carrying the staff that belongs to the shepherd. 
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With its sharp point they have to prick the slow sheep and urge them on. The straight shaft 
in the middle means that their holy life and their example assist the sick and weak sheep on 
the path of virtue. With the staff’s crosier they have to make the sheep turn back that wan-
der off to the world outside, and lead them back to the solitude. 

For so it was in the beginning of monastic life. The old fathers, abbots and monks, left 
their fathers and mothers, family and friends, honor and possession in the world. They 
went to the wilderness and sought God and a holy life by leaving society and by seeking sol-
itude for their heart. But now it is exactly the reverse. The abbots and monks of our time 
turn their backs to God and their faces to the world. They leave loneliness behind and ride 
and run outside, to family and friends. They look for food and drink and the pleasures of 
the body, and those are sometimes followed by shame and public dishonor. As long as they 
can hide the evil they do from the eyes of the people they care little for God or a good con-
science. 

You can see for yourself! If a sister or a nun has to go outside the walls of the convent 
she dresses up as if she wanted to sell herself to the world and the devil, which frequently 
happens. For without her knowing it she gives rise to many sins and she will have to ac-
count for them before God’s seat of judgment. Look, for such people the convent is a prison 
and the world a paradise because they do not find the slightest taste in God and in eternal 
blessedness. 

This, too, everybody can observe. When there are forty monks in a monastery they 
hardly say more Masses than is necessary—namely those at which the whole convention is 
present. And if they ring for matins at night four or five monks appear, who have to because 
they have been told to. For them it is much more a matter of having to than of wanting to. 
All the others sleep and prefer their rest and ease. There are many meetings and chapters. 
That is good and useful, and yet the religious spirit diminishes day by day. If everybody 
prefers to judge his neighbor, rather than himself, reproach becomes unmerciful and 
brotherly love is lacking in humility and concord. There are those who know no displeasure 
with themselves and no lament for their shortcomings: when these are reprimanded they 
find it hard to bear. 

When the prior himself, or a monk ordered by him sounds the bell for the refectory, 
three or four of the youngest monks will appear there, to create the semblance of a well-
ordered monastery. My lord the abbot stays in his house together with his entourage. And 
the rest of the monastery is sick and weak and indulges in meat and all the tasty food they 
can find. Those who have many dividends accumulate big heaps of money or give lavish 
feasts. Those who have little have to be content with less, because everybody keeps what 
he has and does not share with others. 

Even though the abbey itself possesses great riches, it will not give more to the commu-
nity of monks than it has to. If that community itself is also rich, they will eat and drink all 
the better, without giving anything to the abbey. Everybody collects his own dividends and 
takes care of himself only, as if he were living in the world. And all of this happens with the 
prelate’s permission. For if the prelate wanted to abolish those dividends or distribute 
them among the community, that would only be accepted with great difficulty, or not at all. 
In this way they live without individual possessions, at least in their words, but, for many, 
not in their hearts. 
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Now tell me yourself, can this kind of behavior be squared with the rule of Saint Bene-
dict or Saint Augustine? It seems to me it cannot, unless those straight rules are written 
crooked with commentaries. Neither the color (of their habit) nor their works seem to fit 
those rules. For they show us a life of turning inward and renouncing the world, so as to 
find God and to possess Him in the solitude of our spirit. The founders of the (more active) 
mendicant orders possessed God in the solitude of their spirit. Moved inwardly by God and 
the love of their neighbor, they arrived at outward apostolate among the people and filled 
the whole world with their holy life and their pure teaching. They held goods and honor in 
contempt, as well as physical pleasures and all the comforts of the world. They followed 
Christ in self-chosen poverty, both inwardly and outwardly. They were sober in what they 
wanted for themselves, just in the eyes of God, and good for all men. They did not seek any-
thing beyond God’s honor and the general well-being of the whole world. 

The mendicant orders have grown very large by now. There are many brothers begging 
for alms, but few observe the rule. For what those first brothers left behind and held in con-
tempt is now sought and chased after by their successors. You can ascertain this yourself in 
many ways. They are extremely eager for earthly goods and worldly honor, and also for 
spiritual honor on account of virtues they hardly cultivate. They want to eat and drink well 
and to wear a fashionable habit. Nothing seems too expensive as far as food, drink, and 
dress are concerned, as long as they can get it. They build tall churches and big houses and 
they try to get the rich to side with them, rather than to direct those people toward God and 
the cultivation of virtue. They want to pass for poor and complain about their need, and at 
the same time possess all goods in abundance. If they get much money for the divine ser-
vice, or many gifts at the gate of the monastery or at a devoted layman’s, they do not regard 
this as their possession, but they still spend it to the last penny. Their ingenuity stretches so 
far that they regard everything they receive as the possession of the pope or the people 
who give it to them, down to the very moment when they have spent or eaten it. But if 
somebody wanted to demand it back, it would certainly not be at his disposal. You find rich 
and poor brothers among them, just like in the world. One has three or four habits, another 
hardly has one. They flatter the sinner who is able to give much, but torture the poor man 
who has little and would therefore rather receive than give. 

They organize begging forays at regular intervals, both in the city and in the country-
side. They preach much in words, but little in deeds. And that is why their words bear little 
fruit. They seek more the wool than the sheep, that is, more their own profit than the bless-
edness of the people. They are misers and not to be satisfied, and nothing can make them 
content. Wheat and seed, eggs, cheese, and money: they want everything other people have. 
And if there were only one monastery within a seven mile radius, they would easily devour 
everything that can be found in that region. Many benefactors give to them more because of 
what people would say and because of their own reputation than out of Christian love. But 
they do not think this important, as long as they get what they want. And in this way true 
virtue regresses, both among them and among the people. A brother who is good at begging 
and brings in much is held in high esteem among them. 

They say many masses and sing loudly, by day and night. For they live among the peo-
ple and they must therefore try to win the people over with something. But when the 
brothers go to the refectory, the prior, the custodian, the guardian, and the master of the 
refectory go to another room to indulge in tasty food there, together with other rich broth-
ers who collect dividends from their family or from spiritual daughters. But the poor 
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brothers have to go to the refectory where they get the usual bread pudding,  two herrings, 
and watery beer. The rich also think that the poor get enough when they get this, too much 
even. The poor envy the rich because they keep back so much of what belongs to the whole 
community, in their opinion. And so hatred and envy originate in this way of life that is too 
unequal. After eating the brothers fly out of the convent like bees out of their hive—all 
looking for loot. Has a rich man fallen ill in town? They immediately send two brothers with 
the request that he should select his burial place in their church. Other brothers run here or 
there or go visit their spiritual daughters, which yields few useful results, but often sires 
shame and scandal. Yet nobody can read them their lesson because they are arrogant and 
do not allow themselves to be told anything by anybody. If the community wants to send 
them away because of their faults, they look for powerful protectors outside to help them. If 
they have money, they will be allowed to stay by their superiors, very much against the will 
of the others. If a good man lives in their community, who is turned to the inner life and 
fears the Lord, and who would like to observe the old rule, they will pester him and mock 
him. He shall have more suffering than anyone else. 

From this you can see that all orders and religious communities have become unfaithful to 
their origins and similar to the world. Except for the religious who do not go outside their 
monasteries or convents: the Carthusians and all the women who live in convents under 
enclosure. These remain most faithful to their origins. 
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The most ordinary persons are those who are the most satisfied and most at peace 

with themselves. They are the most deeply immersed in God (and) good works, and 

the most wide-ranging in the way their love flows out to all in common.  They are 

the least hindered in love, for they are the most God-like. The more we are united 

with God, we remain grounded in the ordinary, consider all things with enlightened 

reason, and flow through everything with common love. For God is ordinariness in 

His being, charity in understanding, and an outflowing of common love in His work-

ing. The more God-like we are in these three, the more we are united with Him. And 

therefore, we shall remain ordinary in our ground and consider all things with en-

lightened reason, and flow through everything with common love. [b1767-76] 

There are some people whom God takes and sets apart. There are others he leaves 

among the crowds, people he does not “withdraw from the world.” These are the 

people who have an ordinary job, an ordinary household, or an ordinary celibacy. 

People with ordinary sicknesses, and ordinary times of grieving. People with an ordi-

nary house, and ordinary clothes. These are the people of ordinary life. The people 

we might meet on any street. They love the door that opens onto the street, just as 

their brothers and sisters who are hidden from the world love the door that shuts be-

hind them forever. We, the ordinary people of the streets, believe with all our might 

that this street, this world, where God has placed us, is our place of holiness. We be-

lieve that we lack nothing here that we need. If we needed something else, God 

would already have given it to us. 
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TWO POLARIZED DELUSIONS OF ORDINARINESS 
 

  on one hand, the ordinary elicits fear among those who have bought in to the media-

fed notion that what one should aspire for is the glamorous and bourgeois lifestyle; 

  on the other end, there are those who equate the ordinary as the mediocre, making a 

virtue of achieving what is only the middling when, sadly, they are tragically giving 

in to physical, spiritual, and intellectual laziness.  
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 (Our formation) will try to detect every person‟s character and temperament, his 

natural and supernatural gifts. His weaknesses should also be known so that, in a 

balanced manner, measures can be taken so that the profitable capacities to 

which he is well-inclined would be promoted instead. On knowing his capacities, 

everything should be ordered in such a way that these may be developed so that 

he may successfully fulfill the tasks that are assigned to him. In so doing, the little 

members of this whole body as well as the great, the weak as well as the strong, 

may act harmoniously with each other. Through this, powerful works may then be 

produced through this body. [§ 13] 
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Now understand how we should meet God in each work and increase in greater 

likeness to Him and more nobly possess the enjoyable unity. Each good work, no 

matter how small it is, which is borne into God with love and uplifted, single inten-

tion, merits greater likeness and eternal life in God. Single intention draws the scat-

tered faculties together in the unity of the spirit and places the spirit in God…. That 

intention is single when it intends nothing but God and all other things in relation to 

God. A single intention drives out hypocrisy and duplicity. A person should retain 

and practice such an intention above all else in all his works, for it keeps a person in 

God‟s presence, clear in understanding, zealous in virtues, and free of needless 

fear…. A single intention is the inward, enlightened, loving inclination of the spirit. It is 

the foundation of all spiritual life.” [b1531-36; b1539-44; b1546-48] 

We keep oneness with God above our activity, in bareness of our spirit in divine 

light, where we possess God above all virtues in rest. For charity in the likeness must 

be eternally active, but oneness with God in enjoyable love will be forever at rest. 

And this is what it is to love. For in one now, in one instant, love acts and rests in its 

beloved. And the one is reinforced by the other. The higher the love, the more the 

rest; and the more the rest, the more inner the love. [b1706-12] 
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DIE GEESTELIKE BRULOCHT (THE SPIRITUAL ESPOUSALS) 

Jan van Ruusbroec 
ca. 1340 

According to Ruusbroec, when individuals achieve the contemplative life of the ghemeyne 
mensche, they attain “union with God beyond distinction.” This union is based on the fact that 
God’s ground is one with and indistinct from the ground of the soul.  

The common person (ghemeyne mensche) is unspectacularly ordinary, empty of 

any complacency and filled with love for every vulnerable being, big and small. 

Familiar with the ways of the world and uniquely „all-around‟, the common person is 

thoroughly human, notwithstanding the unparalleled energy that sustains and 

pushes him forward. 

 For we find indeed that the bosom of the Father is our own ground and our 

origin, in which we begin our life and our being. And out of our proper ground – that 

is, out of the Father and out of all that is living him – there shines an eternal bright-

ness, which is the birth of the Son.... The ordinary ground of our eternal image al-

ways remains in obscurity. But the incommensurable brightness which shines out 

from this ordinary ground reveals and brings forth the hiddenness of God. All those 

who are elevated above their creaturehood into a contemplative life are one with 

this divine brightness, and they are the brightness itself. They see and feel and find, 

by means of this divine light, that they are they are themselves the same one-fold 

ground out of which this brightness immeasurably shines forth. And thus the con-

templative persons are attaining their eternal image to which they were made, and 

they contemplate God and all things without distinction in a one-fold seeing, in di-

vine brightness. And this is the noblest and most profitable contemplation to which 

we can come in this life. [c136-39; c145-53; c182-86] 



 

 

 

58 

R e a d i n g  4 8   
 

VANDEN BLINKENDEN STEEN (THE SPARKLING STONE) 

Jan van Ruusbroec 
ca. 1343 

 

  

The common man who is sent by God down from these (transcendent) heights, into 

the world, is full of truth and rich in all virtues. He seeks nothing for himself but only 

the honor of the One who sent him, and therefore he is just and true in all his ac-

tions. He has a rich, mild foundation which is grounded in the wealth of God, and 

therefore he must always flow into all those who need him, for the living fountain of 

the Holy Spirit is his wealth which cannot be exhausted. He is a living, willing instru-

ment of God with which God does what he wants, the way he wants. He does not 

claim this for himself, but gives the honor to God. Therefore, he remains willing and 

ready to do all that God commands. He is strong and courageous to suffer and 

bear all that God allows to befall him. Thus, this common man has a common life, 

for contemplation and action come just as readily to him and he is perfectly at 

ease with both. No one can have this common life unless he is a contemplative 

man. [781-93] 
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We want to give now our attention to the total picture of this present plan and con-

sider two excellent qualities which will be found in this Congregation and which are 

considered to be great in the Church, namely the contemplative and active lives. 

In fact, if it is God‟s pleasure to lift our proposed plan to that very height that we in-

tend and of which  we hope  that it is pleasing to Him, then the members will have 

the privilege of following both the lives of Martha and Mary. In fact, by living the re-

ligious state and following its exercises, such as prayer and meditation, they follow 

Mary in the contemplative life, while by catechizing children and older people and 

working at those people‟s salvation, they follow Martha in the active life. (§61) 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

1. When have I experienced being “put in my place” in a way that became 

formative or transformative for me? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

2. When did I experience a significant moment of turning towards God and 

how am I now being asked to turn more completely toward God? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. At this time in my life, what does it mean to me to be in love with God? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. When can I remember making a deliberate choice to reject privilege and 

entitlement? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What would most help me to deepen my way of living as a “common per-

son”; as attuning to the Divine presence and call in each moment of my life? 
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CONFERENCE 3 
 

X A V E R I A N  L I F E  F O R M  
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POVERTY, CELIBACY, AND OBEDIENCE: 

A RADICAL OPTION FOR LIFE 

Diarmuid O’Murchu, MSC 
 

 Traditionally, we use the preposition “of” to describe what the vows denote. We allude to 
the vow of poverty, of celibacy, of obedience. The use of the word “of” indicates that something 
is being contained, defined in terms of specific boundaries and characterized by clear-cut pa-
rameters…. Applied to the vows, the preposition “of” strongly signifies function, one that has 
been legitimated legally over the centuries and now denotes clear-cut guidelines for living. The 
vows as presently and popularly understood set the boundaries for personal, communal, and 
moral behavior within which the person is expected to live and whose transgression incurs 
censures of various types, the ultimate one being expulsion from the order or congregation. In 
this understanding, the legal connotation overrides all others. The vows are about laws that 
indicate what is and is not appropriate to the living out of the vowed life.  

 A reformulation of the vows is long overdue, and it seems to me that we cannot develop a 
new theology or spirituality of the vowed life without a radical change in the language we use. 
At the outset, I suggest we replace the preposition “of” with “for.” It looks rather simple, but the 
shift in emphasis is quite substantial. “For” is a much more generic word than “of.” It denotes 
something to be done, to be achieved, a goal to be reached or a process to be activated. It de-
notes movement, action, growth, change, and possibility, but not necessarily an eventual out-
come. It has echoes of freedom, creativity, initiative, possibility, exploration, search, and the 
expansion of horizons. 

 Celibacy as a vowing for relatedness is a call to engage with the emerging issues of psycho-
sexual relating in the contemporary world, to read the unfolding reality with discernment and 
sensitivity, to unearth the deeper, archetypal meanings of this unfolding, to name the unfolding 
process in a way that is holistic and liberating, to highlight the spiritual implications of this new 
understanding, and to promote social and political strategies to reintegrate what for so long we 
have split off in our destructive asexual, disembodied ways of living. 

 Poverty as vowing for mutual sustainability calls us to more soulful living, rediscovering the 
sacredness within and without all living things. We are called to befriend both the ordinariness 
and complexity that characterize reality. Vowing for mutual sustainability is more about being 
rich in soul rather than poor in spirit. The language we employ is one that liberates us from the 
oppression of the past in order to engage us with the liminal task of demolishing competitive 
consumerism and replacing it with a politics of care and compassion. 

 Obedience as vowing for mutual collaboration is not just about exercising authority in a 
more egalitarian fashion. It is much more about a conversion of heart and mind that allows and 
enables us to see life differently. It is about seeing with the evolutionary eyes of our human sto-
ry in its wholeness and not in the fragmentation and decimation wrought by patriarchal reck-
lessness. It is about seeing with the critical eyes of wisdom and suspicion that will not accept at 
face value the oppressive perceptions of patriarchy. It is about seeing with discernment and 
seeking the guidance of a God whose wisdom and judgment far exceeds the religious “truths” of 
the past five thousand years. 
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     Much more fundamental and important than either entering a congregation or 

joining a community is becoming a Religious. Religious Life is not really something one 

“enters” or “joins” so much as a life one lives. One becomes a Religious. Being a Reli-

gious is not primarily something one does but something one is. Before there were 

such things as congregations or orders, before Religious banded together in commu-

nities, and long before specific ministries were undertaken by congregations, there 

were Religious. Religious Life is a life form, like marriage. Profession establishes a stable 

set of permanent and distinctive relationships to God, one‟s congrega-

tion/community, and the Church. Although rooted in the baptismal commitment 

common to all Christians, Religious profession shapes that commitment in a particular 

way that is distinctive within the Christian community. 

 A member of the congregation makes a choice for the community as the primary 

affective horizon of her life. This choice is analogous to that of persons who get mar-

ried to make the family that the spouses found the primary affective horizon of their 

life. Such a choice involves “leaving home” both physically and psychologically. 

One‟s family of origin is no longer one‟s primary affective context. This certainly does 

not mean that love for parents and siblings diminishes but it does mean that one is no 

longer primarily a child in a social system that exists to a large extent to foster one‟s 

own development. The Religious, like the married person, has become an equal adult 

in a system that has other objectives which the community pursues together. 

 Religious make a total and lifelong commitment within the congregation that en-

tails responsibility for the community. The members of the congregation are ultimately 

responsible for its community life. They are the guarantors of its ongoing life, of its nur-

turing of new members and its care of older members, of its availability for partici-

pants who affiliate at different times and in different ways. The members of the con-

gregation have a right to depend on one another for the love, support, understand-

ing, forgiveness, challenge, and encouragement that everyone within a primary af-

fective system needs and deserves. 

 Religious members of the community face the challenge of belonging in a way 

that goes well beyond turning in their salary or putting congregational initials after 

their names. Affectively and psychologically, the priority of the community‟s claim on 

congregational members shapes the various decisions they must make about other 

relationships…. One‟s closest friendships may well be with people who are not mem-

bers of one‟s own congregation or even part of its extended community. Such re-

sponsibilities and relationships do not necessarily conflict with community belonging, 

but they certainly can and often do. But the issue is how the priority of one‟s primary 

affective commitment, namely, that of the Religious to her or his Religious community, 

is best honored and expressed in such situations. 
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DYNAMICS OF INTERCULTURALITY IN RELIGIOUS CONGREGATIONS 
 

 Religious Life itself is a charism of the Spirit to both Church and society-at-large as a 
manifestation of Her continued presence in and passionate solidarity with the cosmos.  
As its early history shows, however, Religious Life has an innate countercultural char-
acter manifested in its resistance to uncritical conformity with accepted ways and be-
haviors in both Church and society-at-large; 

 However, each congregational charism is also contextual because the founder/s of each 
congregation realized the Spirit’s pulsing (first in prayerful thought, then in meaningful 
action) within the a particular historical time and cultural location; 

 Because of its pneumatic origin, the understanding of a charism cannot and should not 
be limited within the vocabularies and worldviews of its initial actualizers. The charism 
of every religious congregation is transcultural because the Spirit, from Whom it origi-
nates, transcends and goes beyond any cultural expressions; 

 As a congregational charism finds itself rooted in other cultural matrices, it expresses 
itself in and becomes identified with what are (1) life-giving in those cultures and (2) 
consonant to its unique identity. Thus this charism becomes cross-cultural. 

 However, the members coming from these new cultural matrices must not simply mim-
ic the expression of the charism lived by those who brought it to them, nor be satisfied 
with its adaptation to the accidents of their culture. 

 They are challenged to inculturate the charism, that is a creative and dynamic dialogu-
ing between their culture and the current expression of the congregational charism. 
This  could result in (1) the firm rooting of these new members in the congregational 
charism on one hand and (2) the interior transformation and re-expression of the con-
gregational charism on the other. 
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CONSTITUTION AND HOLY RULE OF THE XAVERIAN BROTHERS 
1900 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

of the Profession 

Art. 1 There are two kinds of Vows in the Congregation: Vows of Admission and 

Vows of Stability.  

     The Vows of Admission are the ordinary three Vows of Religion.  

     The effects of the Vow of Stability is to attach the Member who emits it in a 

more stable and intimate manner to the Congregation, and to entitle him to the 

special rights provided by this present Constitution. 
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APOSTOLIC CONSTITUTION “CONDITAE A CHRISTO” 
8 December 1900 

The Church founded by Christ has, by divine institution, such and fecundity that 

in former times it has brought forth many, and in present age is giving birth to an 

even greater number of religious societies both of men and of women; these, hav-

ing undertaken the sacred obligation of simple vows, make it their object to devote 

themselves in righteousness to various works of religion and mercy. The majority of 

these societies, being urged on by the charity of Christ, have reached out beyond 

the narrow limits of an individual city or diocese; and having acquired something of 

the character of a perfect society, in virtue of one and the same rule and a com-

mon government, they are constantly expanding further. 

These Congregations are of two kinds: some, having received only episcopal 

approbation, are therefore called diocesan ; there are others concerning whom 

there has been also a decision of the Roman Pontiff, either by his examination of 

their laws and statutes, or because in addition he has given them his commenda-

tion and approbation. 

Now there are some who hold that uncertainty still prevails concerning the rights 

of bishops in relation to these two classes of religious families, and likewise concern-

ing their obligations towards the bishops. In fact, as far as diocesan Congregations 

are concerned, the question is not difficult to solve; because they have been intro-

duced and flourish solely by the authority of the sacred prelates. 

But a more serious problem arises in connection with the others, which have 

been honored by the approbation of the Holy See. Because these in fact extend 

into several dioceses, and everywhere they follow the same law and are subject to 

the same regime; in consequence, the episcopal authority over them must admit a 

certain restriction and accept certain limits. 

How far these limitations extend may be gathered from the form of decision cus-

tomarily employed by the Apostolic See in giving approval to such associations, 

namely that a certain Congregation is approved as a pious society of simple vows, 

under the direction of a moderator general, without prejudice to the jurisdiction of 

Ordinaries, in conformity with the sacred canons and apostolic constitutions. 

By this it is made clear that such Congregations are not classed as diocesan, 

and that they cannot be subject to the bishops, save within the limits of each dio-

cese, without prejudice however to the administration and rule of their supreme 

moderator. As it is unlawful for the supreme superiors of these societies to intrude 

upon the rights and power of the bishops, similarly bishops are forbidden to arro-

gate to themselves any of the authority of these same superiors. If the contrary were 

to be allowed, these Congregations would have as many superiors as there are 

bishops in whose dioceses their members reside, and there would be an end to uni-

ty of administration and rule. 
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PLAN 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1837-38 

 
  

 We intend to elevate this Congregation the religious state. Our spirit is overflow-

ing with joy and inclined to embrace this very state. One reason is the great goods 

that are inherent to the religious state itself. But the other motivation is its necessity 

for the American mission and this for many important reasons. America is a large 

and extended country, where often missionaries are at great distances one from 

the other. Consequently, he who works alone is too much left to his own self. Being 

without any rule, superiors and confreres who look after him, he is in the greatest 

danger to suffer shipwreck, living among all kinds of worldly people. Among these 

people he hears hardly anything except that which is harmful. Moreover, since the 

nation is much inclined to the matrimonial state and has no knowledge of the value 

of celibacy, these people detest those who remain unmarried and often urge them 

to marry, telling them in earnestness that this is more in agreement with reason. This 

is the more dangerous for spiritual persons who are not bound to God by perpetual 

vows the more it is covered by the mantle of something that seems to be good, 

since it gradually gains influence on man‟s heart because of the examples and 

continuous temptations. Indeed, the devil entertains a greater hope in those cases 

in which he can attack with the mask of virtue on his face. Such an opportunity he 

has not, however, when he finds the door locked and the persons bound by a rule. 

If in that case he has to propose quite ugly things, which would frighten that soul, 

and if he would do this slowly, such an action is soon detected by the superior and 

the confreres and counteracted by them. Likewise, the nation is extremely in favor 

of liberty. Independence is most highly praised there under all aspects. Conse-

quently, the person who is working in the missions, without the bond of obedience, is 

tempted to be independent and become his own master, encouraged by the ex-

amples of those around him  and by his own corruption, and again under the cover 

of something that seems to be good. [§59-60] 
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Name of Group Founder Place Founded Date Founded 

Christian Brothers of Ireland Edmund Ignatius Rice Waterford, Ireland 1802 

Brothers of Charity Fr. Petrus Josephus Triest  Gent, Belgium 1807 

Brothers of St. Patrick Bp. Daniel Delany Tullow, Ireland 1808 

Brothers of the Presentation Edmund Ignatius Rice Cork, Ireland 1814 

Marist Brothers of the School Fr. Marcellin Champagnat Lavalla-en-Gier, France 1817 

Franciscan Brothers of Mount Bellew Friar Bonaventure Lee and Friar 
Michael Dillon 

Galway, Ireland 1818 

Brothers of Christian Instruction Fr. Jean-Marie Robert de La 
Mennais and Fr. Gabriel Des-
hayes 

Plöermel, France 1819 

Brothers of the Sacred Heart Fr. André Coindre  Lyons, France 1821 

Brothers of Our Lady of Lourdes 
(Brothers of Good Work) 

Fr. Étienne-Modest Glorieux Rennaix, Belgium 1830 

Brothers of St. Joseph Benedict Cot-
tolengo 

Fr. Joseph Benedict Cottolengo Turin, Italy 1833 

Brothers of the Holy Family Fr. Gabriel Taborin Belmont, France 1835 

Brothers of Our Lady of Mercy Fr. Victor Scheppers Malines, Belgium 1839 

Brothers of St. Francis Xavier Theodorus Jakobus Rijken Brugge, Belgium 1839 

Brothers of St. Jerome Emiliani Bp. Joseph Delebecque Gent, Belgium 1839 

Brothers of St. Aloysius Gonzaga Fr. Guillaume Hellemons Oudenbosch, Nether-
lands 

1840 

Brothers of the Immaculate Concep-
tion (Maastricht) 

Fr. Ludovicus Hubertus Rutten 
and Bernard Hoecken 

Maastricht, Netherlands 1840 

Brothers of Our Lady, Mother of 
Mercy 

Bp. Johannes Zwijsen Tilburg, Netherlands 1844 

Brothers of the Christian Doctrine of 
Matzenheim 

Fr. Jacques-Joseph-Eugène Mer-
tian 

Strasbourg, France 1845 

Brothers of Mercy of Mary Help of 
Christians 

Peter Friedhofen Weisterburg, Germany 1850 

Brothers of Our Lady of Seven Sor-
rows 

Fr. Johannes Hesseveld Amsterdam, Netherlands 1851 

Brothers of St. Gabriel Fr. Louis-Marie Grignion de 
Montfort ; Fr. Gabriel Deshayes  

Boulogne, France 1853 

Brothers of the Immaculate Concep-
tion (Breda) 

Bp. Joannes van Hooijdonk Huijbergen, Netherlands 1854 

Canisian Brothers Bp. Johann Bernhard Brink-
mann 

Kevalaer, Germany 1854 

Brothers of Mercy of Montabaur Peter Lötschert Hadamar, Germany 1856 

Franciscan Brothers of the Poor Philip Hoever Aachen, Germany 1857 

Franciscan Brothers of the Holy 
Cross 

Jakobus Wirth Waldbreitbach, Germany 1862 

Brothers of St. Joseph of Heerlen Fr. Petrus Joseph Savelberg Heerlen, Netherlands 1872 

Brothers of Our Lady of the Sacred 
Heart 

Bp. Andreas Ignatius Scheaep-
man 

Utrecht, Netherlands 1873 
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COMPARING 1979 DRAFT OF THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES  
WITH THE 1983 DRAFT 

 

1979 1983 

 
Your poverty  
is to recognize 
that all you have and are  
come from God, 
and that all your knowledge and love of 

Jesus Christ, 
poured out on you by the Spirit –  
a gift to be shared with others 
 
Your celibacy  
is a gift from God –  
the desire to open yourself totally  
to God’s love  
and to share it with others. 
 
Your obedience  
is the openness  
to listen and respond  
to God’s will  
wherever and however it may be ex-

pressed. 
 

 

Your poverty  
is to recognize 
that all you have and are  
comes from God. 
 
 
 
 
 
Your celibacy  
is the desire to open yourself totally  
to God’s love  
and to share it with others. 
 
 
Your obedience  
is the openness  
to listen and respond  
to God’s will  
wherever and however it may be expressed. 
 

 

 
VOWING AND RYKEN’S PRIMORDIAL SPIRITUAL AWAKENING 

 
 Obedience as a lifelong act of turning toward God: “Your obedience is 

the openness to listen and respond to God‟s will wherever and however it 

may be expressed.” 

 Celibacy as an act of falling in love with God: “Your celibacy is the desire 

to open yourself totally to God‟s love and to share it with others.” 

 Poverty as putting oneself in God’s service in the present: “Your poverty is 

to recognize that all you have and are comes from God.” 
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MEMORANDUM 

John Seghers  
 

  

For a short time the new community of Mr. Ryken in Ezelstraat consisted of seven 

members who did not possess any material means for their daily support. Hence, 

they depended entirely upon Divine Providence and the goodwill of their friends. 

House furniture of any kind and ordinary home comforts were luxuries. They did not 

have even the necessities of life. The floor was their bed; old clothes their covering; 

an old box their table; old bed sheets their curtains; an empty stove their warmth; 

old cabbage leaves with potato peelings mixed with fat their dinner; dry  bread 

with black coffee their breakfast; boiled peas or beans with dry bread their supper, 

cold water their beverage. Their clothes were scanty and poor. But in spite of this 

wretched poverty, no murmurings or complaints existed. Each and all were con-

tented and happy. 

The members of the community were differently employed. Mr. Ryken made 

shoes for the public. Another [Lambert Smisdom] was a weaver by trade and was 

employed in weaving; another [Willem Duchateau] was a tailor. These three were 

the only support of the house. The other members were employed in household du-

ties and study. 

One day, two priests who knew Mr. Ryken came in a cab to pay a visit. The cab 

man rang the bell two or three times, but no one answered the bell. Mr. Ryken, per-

ceiving that no one went to answer the bell, ran in his shirt sleeves and apron to 

open the door. To his astonishment he saw the priests in the cab. He went to meet 

them and escort them into the house but to his misfortune while he was talking to 

them at the door step, the door was closed by the wind. Hence all there were left 

on the street. After a long series of ringing the bell and knocking at the door, some-

one came to open the door. 

Such were the beginnings of the new Institute. It was no wonder that it had be-

come the laughing stock of both the clergy and people of Bruges. The members 

were looked upon by many as Freemasons. In the midst of poverty, many difficul-

ties, and severe trials, Mr. Ryken never lost his courage but ever trusted in Divine 

Providence to help him to surmount all difficulties…. Mr. Ryken‟s faith was simple, his 

confidence firm, his prayer fervent, his courage undaunted, his zeal for souls ex-

traordinary, his patience persevering. 
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PLAN 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1837-38 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 If one always keeps the freedom to leave the spiritual life, one finally and most 

willingly gives ear to those fleshly people who consider it to be silliness not to marry. 

To be alone, without any advice, conversation, or help in spiritual and corporal 

needs; to live in distant places far from others and often in difficult conditions, with-

out belonging to a band of Brothers who mutually help, encourage and edify one 

another and work together; to live, finally, without a Rule which has been well 

planned and composed for this particular lifestyle – all these contain so many dan-

gers. [§60] 

You who are called by God to this state, we compare you to a small diamond 

which wonderfully glitters and is an adornment in a golden ring. Yet on its own and 

apart from the ring, it is not so much appreciated because it is not in its properly 

noble place. It could easily be lost and trampled under people‟s feet. In that same 

way, if you remain alone, outside your center, you would be little appreciated in 

your mission, produce little fruit, and dangerously get lost. Be incorporated into the 

assembly of the Brothers, for which your form was shaped and to which you are 

called. You will give a great light and shine wonderfully if you are in the ring of the 

Congregation, and you will serve as an ornament and great aid for the Church. 

[§69] 
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COMMUNITY IN THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES 

Your life with your brothers,  
centered on the word and worship of God,  
is a sharing  
in the memory of Christ. 
 
You are called  
to be of one heart and one mind with 
them,  
so that you can participate  
in the building up of the kingdom of God. 
 
This was the vision  
Theodore James Ryken had in view  
when he founded the congregation: 
 

A band of Brothers  
who mutually help,  
encourage,  
and edify one another,  
and who work together. 

 
You are called then by your Founder  
to enter into a true mutual sharing  
with your brothers.  
This sharing will demand of you  
an opening and a giving of yourself to them  
at many levels,  
and a ready acceptance of each of them  
in all their sinful and graced humanity. 
 
Cultivate a sincere friendship  
and a warm affection for your brothers,  
for it is in the manifestation  
of honest fraternal concern and love for 
each other  
that you and they will show  
you are sons of Ryken and disciples of Je-
sus. 
 
Listen to your brothers,  
be compassionate with them in their diffi-
culties,  
bear with them in their weaknesses,  
encourage and support them.  
Affirm your brothers in their gifts,  
for by doing so you enable them  
to realize the gifts that God has given 
them  
for His service. 
 

In turn,  
allow them to affirm you  
and call you forth  
to even greater service of the Lord. 
 
Above all,  
enter into an ever deeper sharing  
of faith and prayer with your brothers;  
reflect with them on how you find Him  
in your lived experience. 
 
In this way  
the community searches out  
the needs of the times  
and the desires of the Lord in its regard. 

 

In this shared faith of the community  
you will experience  
the ongoing revelation of Jesus. 
 

I no longer call you slaves,  
for a master does not confide in his 
slaves;  
now I call you friends. 

 
You will find  
your fraternal love and friendship  
within the community  
one of the chief joys  
with which the Lord blesses you,  
and a most powerful means of evangeliza-
tion. 
 
As a follower of Jesus  
and a brother of your brothers,  
keep ever before you  
the motto of the congregation: 
 

Concordia res parvae crescunt. 
In harmony small things grow. 

 
For it is only in harmony  
that you will grow,  
that your community will grow,  
that the love of God will grow in your 
world,  
and that the kingdom of God will grow to 
completeness. 
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PLAN 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1837-38 

  With regard to the administration of the superior of the central house over there, 

he will take into account the following points. First, he will not send any of the 

Brothers deeper into the wilderness, except those who are well suited for this. 

Moreover, before sending them he should be well-informed with regard to the 

conditions and quality of the place. As far as the character and dispositions of the 

Brothers are concerned, these he will know already for a large part from the moth-

erhouse. 

 Second, he will see to it that, once they are at their destination, they will never 

go out but in two‟s, so that they can give witness about one another‟s conduct 

through letters to the superior. If possible they will write every four or five weeks to 

the central house. 

 Third, he will not leave them there for a long time so that, through the continual 

contact with people, they do not lose anything of their zeal. Therefore, he will call 

them back, from time to time, to the harbor. Through meditation and prayer and 

the good example of the others, we hope that they could revive their life of devo-

tion and endeavor to heighten and deepen their interior life. Meanwhile, the supe-

rior will send others in their place. He will establish the length of time they will be 

there according to their personal dispositions, the manner of their behavior, and 

the fruits they produce or may produce. 

 Fourth, the superior of the central house will take into account whether these 

brothers have lost themselves or made progress in the ways of perfection and in 

the necessary dispositions for gaining souls. If he deems that something is lacking, 

he will try very hard to provide for this need and he will not send them before they 

are well disposed, so that they do not incur any danger for either themselves or 

others.  

 In fact, the superior will consider the Brothers as being like a water reservoir un-

der a fountain. The more water is flowing into it, the more water is running out from 

the reservoir. Yet the reservoir remains filled with water and only gives from its own 

abundance. The same is true for the Brothers. According to the measure in which 

they themselves are filled with devotion and divine love, they will pour these out in-

to their fellow men. For if they themselves are not afire, how will they set afire oth-

ers? Further, if the reservoir is not built on solid ground, it will collapse and become 

unfit to give any more water. Therefore, a constantly vigilant eye will be kept on it, 

so that it does not collapse and does not break down; consequently, care will be 

taken to give it a good foundation. [§36-38] 
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FRANCIS XAVIER DONDORFF’S  

TESTIFICATION OF LIFETIME AFFILIATION 
2 August 1870 

 

 

    I, the undersigned, hereby testifies as follows: 

1) to have bound myself with my free will and full knowledge to the vows and obli-

gations thereof in the Congregation of the Xaverian Brothers; 

2) to be disposed to live up to the obligations, contained in the vows, rules, and cus-

toms of the said congregation; 

3) to be willing to render all my services for the pure love of God… 

4) to be ready to accept willingly any charge or  office which might be assigned to 

me… 

5) that I know that I am bound to the Congregation by virtues of my vows and the 

obligations thereof for life;…. 

6) that I am aware that the Congregation binds herself to me to provide for all my 

necessities either in sickness or in health…. 
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

Isidore Kuppel 

 
 
 
 

  

This period, 1870-1873, made a lasting impression on me. The Franco-Prussian War 

was on. In our community the German Brothers were in full sympathy with Germany. 

The Superior, Brother Peter (Klyberg), who was either a Belgian or a Hollander, was a 

hot French sympathizer. I, of course, as a German favored the German cause, but I 

made no demonstration one way or the other. We were of several nationalities but 

we were religious living together as one family. Although I was with the youngsters I 

did notice the hot discussions. At one time I was almost scandalized. The table was 

hammered now by a German and now by a French sympathizer. Finally the Superi-

or commanded silence. This display of nationalism and its consequent effect on the 

American Province made such an impression on me that forty-seven years later at 

the beginning of the World War, I forbade any discussion. I was then the Provincial. 

At the Institute in 1870 the German Brothers unfortunately regarded the Superior, 

who was violently pro-French, as the mouthpiece of the Congregation. Discontent 

brewed and defections followed. From fifty-three members in 1870 we dwindled to 

twenty-seven in 1873. One of the first to leave was a Brother George, novice master 

and counselor to the Superior. One by one others followed; in June, 1871, several 

left at one time. Some of the German Brothers went to Cincinnati to join the Fran-

ciscans or to organize a teaching group within the regular Order. Shortly after 

Brother George left, he visited Father Leander, pastor at St. Martin‟s, where I was 

teaching.  The pastor called me out of class and after extolling the priesthood told 

me that if I aspired to that state he would furnish the means. I told him that I had no 

such aspirations and that I was sure that I could do equally good work as a religious 

teacher. Then he told me that Brother George was over in the parsonage awaiting 

my answer. I told him to tell Brother George that I had selected my state of life and 

that with God‟s help I would persevere. In due course Brother George who joined 

the Black Franciscans was ordained. In 1891 or 1892 when I visited Louisville, I went 

to see him. He encouraged me to persevere and not to act as foolishly as he had 

done. Of the offer Father Leander made to me I never told anyone. For some rea-

son he became displeased with the Brothers, and in 1874 they left his school. 
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HISTORY OF THE BELGIAN PROVINCE 

PART III: TOWARDS AN AUTONOMOUS PROVINCE 

Jan Devadder 
 

 

  

The “Flemish question” largely influenced the life of our Belgian communities in 

the period between the two World Wars…. This period was characterized by a 

strong crisis of authority. In the Belgian Province, this was manifested by a growing 

discontent among the Brothers and a simultaneous decrease in confidence in their 

major superiors….  

Lack of understanding for the needs of the times, due to poor information, was 

one of the weaknesses of the then superior. In his letter of July 24, 1930, at the height 

of the struggle for “flamandisation”, Brother Paul Scanlan, Superior General, ad-

dressed himself to the Belgian brothers, “May I ask you to perfect yourselves in the 

knowledge of the French language, which is the key language of Europe.” Conse-

quently, to this letter the Belgian Provincial Chapter of December 1930 went on 

record as follows: “The Chapter reminds the Brothers of the desire of Frére Général 

that the Brothers should speak French to one another, particularly in the dining 

room.” Authority most seriously harmed itself by such decisions and actions. 

In the communities themselves lack of charity was often, on both sides, manifest 

in painful situation. Brothers would be seen leaving chapel when, particularly after 

Benediction, some religious hymns in which the words “Flanders” or “Flemish” were 

used would be intoned; on the other hand, when occasionally a French hymn was 

sung, other Brothers would loudly protest. Even jubilees would become a cross for 

several Brothers. At dinner the large groups of young people would then start the 

singing of Flemish songs which they pretty well knew would hurt other Brothers who, 

by way of protest, would leave the table in hurry, unhappy and with the feeling of 

another lost feast. 

When things became normal, when Flemish students were educated in their 

mother tongue in Xaverian schools, when Brothers were no longer obliged nor 

urged to converse and pray in French, when communities were allowed to do their 

spiritual reading in Dutch (1930) and to subscribe to Flemish reviews and newspa-

pers, the tension gradually diminished. But the life of a whole Province had been 

stigmatized by this national social movement for about two decades. 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

1. How have I and do I experience in my life the Founder‟s sense of a perpetual 

vowing for a lifetime of formation? 

 

 

 

2. How does my life of celibacy help me to live out my own experience of “fall-

ing in love with God”?  Has it ever been an obstacle to love?   What practic-

es in my day to day life serve my perpetual vowing for celibacy? 

 

 

 

3. In what ways do I experience the vow of obedience as aiding me in a con-

stant “turning toward God”?  Has it ever been an obstacle to such a “turning 

toward God”? 

 

 

 

4. In what ways do I most acutely experience the vow of poverty in my life?  

When has it served my attempts to put myself in God‟s service in the present 

moment? 

 

 

 

5. In my life have I experienced my participation in the Xaverian Community as 

space for being in touch with and developing my giftedness?  How have I 

experienced my participation in the Community as a service to others in 

coming in touch with and developing their giftedness? 

 

 

 

6. Do I experience the Founder‟s dream of interculturation and internationaliza-

tion as a reality in my life as a Brother so far and as a possibility for the future? 
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CONFERENCE 4 
 

X A V E R I A N  E C C L E S I A L I T Y  
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BROTHER IN LAY RELIGIOUS INSTITUTES 

USG Commission of Superiors General of Institutes of Lay Religious 
Rome, June 1991 

(excerpts) 

 

Women religious and lay men religious constitute a sizeable group, nearly a million all told, 
of whom 67.000 (7%) are men, and 930.000 (93%) are women. They continue the mission of 
Jesus in the world by making the following of Christ their supreme rule of life. 

Vatican II had this to say about the way of life of these religious: “Lay religious life, for men 
and for women, is a state for the profession of the evangelical counsels which is complete in 
itself. The holy synod holds it in high esteem, for it is so useful to the Church in the exercise of 
its pastoral duty of educating the young, caring for the sick, and in its other ministries. It con-
firms the members in their vocation and urges them to adapt their life to modern require-
ments.”(Perfectae Caritatis, 10a) In other words, lay religious life is complete in itself. To define 
it by what it is not, rather than by what it is, is to miss the point altogether. 

Pope John Paul II has also stated, “I am convinced that this form of religious life, which has, 
throughout history, been of such great service to the Church, is still today most suitable for the 
new apostolic challenges which the proclamation of the gospel message must face”. (Discourse 
to the plenary session of the Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes, 24 January 
1986)  

These citations can help to correct the more or less explicit prevailing attitude toward 
Brothers, who are seen merely as a sort of hybrid: neither priests nor laypersons, but some-
thing “halfway in between”, ill-defined and incomplete. There is no denying that lay religious 
life for men has not always been well understood in the Church, by either the hierarchy or the 
laity. Brothers themselves have sometimes been more concerned about defending it than deep-
ening their own understanding of it. The Brother’s life has its own significance and content, 
which is what led one of them to say, “I am a layman because I made a positive choice. In other 
words, I am not a layman because I refuse to become a priest, but because I want to remain a 
layman. That same positive choice means that I am satisfied with being a lay Friar Minor, and 
that I do not long for the ministerial priesthood. I am not a non-priest, just as a priest is not a 
non-layman”.1 Religious life for men therefore includes a choice of the lay state. 

In that context, we read in Lumen Gentium that: “This life form has its own place in relation 
to the divine and hierarchical structure of the Church. Not, however, as though it were a kind of 
middle way between the clerical and lay conditions of life. Rather it should be seen as a life 
form to which some Christians, both clerical and lay, are called by God so that they may enjoy a 
special gift of grace in the life of the Church and may contribute, each in his own way, to the 
saving mission of the Church”. (Lumen Gentium, 43b) 
 
 

  

                                                        
1 J.F. GODET, OFM. Clerc ou laïc? La bonne question, p. 1.  
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ADDRESS OF BISHOP JOHANNES FAICT 

DURING THE GENERAL CHAPTER OF 1869 
 

One major item of the 1st General Chapter was the lay character of the congregation. In the ses-
sion of 6 August 1869, the capitulants judged that a clause should be inserted in the formula of 
vows, namely, that by his profession the Brother “renounced the priesthood.” Two days later, 
Bishop Faict made an intervention. The minutes of the chapter recorded the response of Bishop 
Faict: “His Lordship answered that this (proposal) seemed to be superfluous.” Afterward, he 
delivered the following address: 

 The desire which reveals itself in Brothers to become a priest is nothing but a 

fraud of the devil. For, first, wherefore do they want to become a priest? Is it to do 

more good? Not at all, for I know no priest who should want to do what you do. Is it 

because priests alone will go to heaven? Still less, then I should be obliged to make 

you all priests. The deacons whose place you take, St. Lawrence, St. Stephen and 

many others, are very high in heaven. God, who is infinitely good in all his works, on-

ly gives the grace of his vocation one time, generally speaking; now, could a reli-

gious who, after many prayers and serious examen, finally knows the will of God 

and who has felt all the sweetness of the religious state, could he still doubt wheth-

er God called him to that state? 

 But, one will ask me: can it never happen that God calls somebody from the re-

ligious state to the priesthood? Hereupon I answer: yes, but it is an extraordinary 

case. What then has that Brother to do, who feels that desire in his heart? He must 

throw away that idea. If it comes back, throw it away again, yes, until three, four 

times; meanwhile he must fulfill very faithfully his duties as a religious and go to God 

with a simple heart. If this idea continues to come up in his heart in spite of all his 

efforts to throw it away, he must tell it to his confessor and afterwards write his idea 

to the Bishop who, together with the confessor, will conclude if this idea really 

comes from God or if it is not really a temptation of the devil, what is the case 99 

times out of 100. The priesthood is more brilliant in the eyes of men than the state of 

a simple religious, and it is that which seduces many persons, but it is not of greater 

merits. When a priest's post is vacant, look, several present themselves to fill it; but 

tell me, who will take the place of a Brother who would leave his duties?... It often 

stems from a failing of esteem for his state if a Brother leaves it to become a priest. 

So, the better the Brothers will know their state, the better they will esteem it; it is 

therefore your duty to take care that the novices you prepare for their vows are 

well instructed about the elevation and dignity of their state. 
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OTHER ASSERTIONS OF THE NON-CLERICAL CHARACTER OF THE  

XAVERIAN BROTHERHOOD BEFORE THE 19TH GENERAL CHAPTER 

 

 

CONSTITUTION OF THE CONGREGATION OF ST. FRANCIS XAVIER (1846) 

Art. 5 

The congregation consists of lay Brothers (leeke Broeders) who are not priests and 

who consecrate themselves to Our Lord Jesus Christ by the three religious vows in 

the manner fixed and determined in this Constitution…. 

Art. 6 

The congregation has a Superior General who is not a priest and must be one of its 

members; he is charged with the administration of the entire Congregation, as of 

the religious discipline, of all temporals and of all its undertakings. 

 

MINUTES OF THE 16th GENERAL CHAPTER (30 March to 7 April 1953, Rome) 

“Are the members of the General Chapter in the opinion that it would be desirable 

to introduce the priesthood into the congregation?”  

A long discussion followed, after which the following decision was made: 

“Since our constitutions are explicit on the subject and state that the Brothers are 

not priests, neither may they aspire to the clerical state. The matter should not be 

further discussed.” 

 

MINUTES OF THE 18th GENERAL CHAPTER (30 March to 12 April 1965, Rome) 

“This 18th General Chapter does not favor the introduction of either the diaconate 

or the priesthood among the Xaverian Brothers.” 
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LETTER OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN TO  

MOTHER MARIE JOSEPH RAAYMAKERS 
13 May 1851 

 

On 21 January 1851, Ryken wrote to his friend Mother Raaymakers (1781-1867), founder of 
the Penitent Recollect Sisters of the Immaculate Conception of Roosendaal. She was agonizing 
over the government of her ministry-oriented community was given Constitutions more suited 
for a monastic group. Ryken advised her to shift to the Jesuit Constitutions. Unfortunately, 
Mother Raaymakers misunderstood that he was advising her to leave the group she began: “I 
have been a member of a religious community for fifty years. All the goods of the world would 
not make me separate from it.” She found his unsolicited advice as an unacceptable meddling in 
her congregation’s internal affairs. Ryken wrote the following apology in response: 

 

  

I am much too poor and too small in comparison with a person like yourself who 

has grown old in religious life, in years and in experience. Consequently, I should not 

give advice to such a person, especially when it is not asked. In this I am at fault 

and I have to confess my guilt, but I hope that you will pardon me…. 

He who looks well into the matter will certainly say that it is far from my intention 

to draw you away from your Order, but that my propositions were intended not only 

for Your Reverence but also for all your spiritual children – to confirm them more 

strongly and steadfastly in their Order so that, after your death, they would have 

more assurance of continuation as a Congregation. 

Since the welfare of your Congregation was ever very precious to me, I was 

moved to pity when Your Reverence, with tears in your eyes, in a very friendly and 

confidential manner, told me of  the miserable state of your Congregation and how 

schism was brewing, and how the Bishop took the side of the others and seemed to 

favor separation, and, as I understood, that he even forbade you to write to your 

Sisters and how another house, for the same reason, was on the verge of falling 

away or separation. 
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THE OBLATES’ HUNDRED AND ONE YEARS 

Grace (Hausmann) Sherwood 

  

A new and imperative question arose during the Mother Mary Frances (Fielder)‟s 

administration, one that was not easy to answer at first, namely, how to obtain the 

higher training necessary if the Oblate Sisters of Providence were to keep abreast of 

the times and fit themselves for teaching accredited high school courses. In this 

emergency, Mother Frances, as early as 1917, appealed to Brother Isidore (Kuppel), 

provincial of the Xaverian Brothers. Brother Simeon (Jolivet) came over to the con-

vent to offer his services as a consequence of this. 

Brother Simeon, then sixty years of age, was a man of varied gifts. Born in Que-

bec, Ludger Jolivet by name, he had been a practicing physician, having graduat-

ed from the University of Paris. But at the age of forty-two, he gave up his practice 

ad entered the Xaverian Brotherhood, being professed in 1901. He was assigned at 

one time to teach at Mount Saint Joseph‟s College in Baltimore. It was while he was 

stationed there that he undertook the work of organizing a summer school for the 

Oblate Sisters….  

Brother Simeon continued his summer school work, assisted by some Sisters of 

Charity and Benedictine Sisters, until he was transferred to Detroit in 1921 where he 

died shortly afterwards. His work was taken up by Brother Bede (Rouse), who con-

ducted summer classes at the mother house until 1926. 

 
      Simeon (Ludger) Jolivet, CFX 
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BROTHERHOOD – A RENEWED MISSION 
Thomas More Page 

I prefer the word brotherhood to describe the life and the mission of brothers in the 

church because it has about it a quality not only of being a brother, but also a 

sense of relationship, companionship, friendship, and communion. So rich is its 

meaning, so fully satisfying a calling is it, that any attempt to define it fully is bound 

to fail. Only one who has lived brotherhood in all its richness and who continues to 

plumb the depths of its meaning knows that his life, his calling, cannot be captured 

fully in canonical definitions, nor yet in Constitutions or Chapter documents. The 

brother knows that his continuous encounter with his vision of brotherhood shapes 

the inner landscape of his soul and gives him a voice that is only an echo of what 

lies at the deepest level of his being, where he finds a companionship with his fellow 

brothers that enables him to bond so readily with all men and women. 

This ability of brotherhood to bond readily with all others was seen and grasped 

by a black woman in southern Maryland who summed up in six words what broth-

erhood is all about: “You brothers are with the folks!” Being at home “with the folks” 

has always been a characteristic of brotherhood. Brother Kirby Boone writing from 

Ruby, Alaska, where he ministers to the Inuit in the Yukon territory, gets to the source 

of his brotherhood: “As in my previous locations, the word Brother gives me a won-

derful calling card, one that Jesus initiated at the last supper.” Recently a third-

grader asked me: “Are you a Preacher-Man?” “No. I am your brother in Jesus.” 

I have known many brothers who have been called by name in their bonding 

“with the folks.” There was Brother Peter Celestine, a genuinely simple religious who 

practiced ecumenism before the word became fashionable. At his wake, Joe Berg, 

his Jewish friend at whose Newton Market in Newton Highlands, Massachusetts, Pe-

ter had shopped for the orphanage, approached the casket, withdrew a prayer 

from his pocket, and, putting on his yarmulke, prayed: 

May the death of my brother Peter, for whom I now mourn, cause me to reflect 

and repent. My brother has been an inspiration, example, and guide during his 

life on earth. I know no purer spirit, exponent of love, and man among men. May 

I be as positive about my salvation as I am about my brother. 

After completing his term as provincial, Brother Nilus Cullen, volunteered to go to 

Bolivia, where he opened the first school in that country exclusively for the campes-

inos. He soon became known in all the tiny villages in the Alto Plano high in the An-

des, and whenever he came into a village, he was greeted everywhere with the 

simple words, “Hermano! Hermano!”  

These brothers, and more, have borne the title brother for a lifetime among and 

“with the folks.” In bonding with all whom they have met in their varied ministries, 

they have had no need to explain who they are. 
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LETTER OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN TO THE BISHOPS OF ENGLAND 
 3 July 1848

  

 The English Brothers when incorporated in the Society will be bound to the Eng-

lish mission. I wish to retain the power of recalling any brother in extraordinary cir-

cumstances. 

 If your Lordships refuse to the Superior a freedom of control over the Brothers it 

would have an injurious effect on the latter and materially impair the salutary influ-

ence of the former. Their minds would be distracted between two powers and thus 

their vocation would be endangered the spirit of obedience which they had ac-

quired in the parent house would be weakened and their zeal and ardor in the 

cause would surely be cooled. And thus many scandals might arise to the detriment 

of religion and education. A Superior from the knowledge he possesses of all the 

members of the Society and who thoroughly understands all its workings, must be 

admitted the best judge of all matters which concern it. 

 It is desirable also that the Superior have the power to remove a brother from 

one school to another as many evils might arise for the want of it, By it he might be 

enabled to check an evil in its commencement which if neglected might lead to 

serious consequences. Being fully aware of their different characters, he will be able 

to place them to the best advantage and remove them from a danger to another 

place where they would not be exposed to it. 

 If the Brothers knew that the Superior had not the power of removing, they would 

strive more to please the Priest with whom they were than to labor in the spirit of 

their vocation. Thus they would acquire the favor, and support of the Priest whose 

representation would naturally meet the approbation of a Bishop and thus an evil 

would remain unredressed and incalculable evils might follow. Thus the Superior 

would have the grief to see his cherished members falling away and the whole 

body weakened for the want of this power. But I need not dwell on this subject 

longer as I feel sure that your Lordships will admit the propriety of this power remain-

ing in the hands of the Superior. 
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LETTER OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN TO FR. FRAPPS OF HULL, ENGLAND 
17 August 1850 

 To your first enquiry if a branch of the Society could be separated from the parent 

stock I beg leave to reply that no circumstances could induce me to consent to such 

a separation. To whatever part of the world the members may be sent or however 

numerous they may become it is absolutely necessary that they remain under the 

direction of one .general head. Until the Order has received the approbation of 

Rome we must continue to be dependent on the Bishop of Bruges and the Superior 

of the Society. When that approbation is obtained it will of course be subject to the 

Holy See and the Superior of the order. Should we consent to a separation it would 

enfeeble its powers and very probably lead to its destruction, but suppose we exhib-

ited an easy compliance to admit such concessions what reliance could you place 

upon such a body of brothers? What reasonable hope could you entertain for their 

perseverance? 

 Let it be supposed that they are under the Bishop of the district. I foresee that 

when they become Bishops in ordinary and no longer subject to removal they will be 

more anxious to promote the interests of their respective dioceses and might object 

to allow Brothers to be removed into other dioceses, where from death or for other 

causes they might be required. Now it must be admitted that the Superior of the Or-

der has a far better knowledge of the disposition and talents of its members than any 

other and thus he is the best qualified to allocate them. Should he however be de-

prived of this regulating power and it should be placed in the hands of several per-

sons some perhaps little cognizant of a religious life the opinions of such a body 

might be as various as the individuals forming it, thus lead to conflicting directions 

and would as a natural result introduce into the society as enfeebled and disor-

ganized state of discipline. 

 That a Society could be established in every diocese under the control of the 

Bishop there is no doubt. But in my opinion it would be far less effective than a socie-

ty under the sole direction of a member of the body power to enforce all the mem-

bers to harmonize with the rules and discipline of the parent house, whose whole 

care is centered not only on promoting the well-being of the Brothers, but of the 

great cause in which they Are engaged, who is ever active in providing new and ef-

ficient subjects to meet all exigencies, in a word whose energies are devoted to the 

extension of a Catholic education amongst the rising generation. Under such super-

intendence, the missions would be carried out much more extensively and much 

more advantageously than it could be under a multifarious direction. 

 Your second enquiry is if security can be given that a branch of the society estab-

lished in England would be permanent. I reply in the affirmative, if you will ensure to 

the Brothers liberty to live in accordance to their Rules and Constitutions both as re-

gards themselves and their schools without imposing other obligations than those 

agreed to at the commencement. Subsistence for the Brothers would of course be 

essential. Let these be ensured to us and we shall be prepared to give you every rea-

sonable security for the permanence of our mission. 
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LETTER OF THEODORE JAMES RYKEN TO BP. JEAN-BAPTISTE MALOU  
28 June 1854 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Monsignor Spalding says that we should seek his advice – something which he al-

ready insisted with me and which he even put in writing. This insistence on seeking 

his advice makes me fear that difficulties will emerge. In fact, I do not understand 

how he sees the seeking of advice. Usually when people desire that advice be 

sought, they also desire that the advice be followed. In general, it is no longer an 

advice but rather an order, in particular when the advice is given in a forceful man-

ner. Some priests and other people might make plans in our regard and suggest 

these to the Bishop. They will ask this way, especially if they know that we are 

obliged to follow the plans, proposal, and interventions of the Bishop concerning 

the government and regulation of the Congregation. 

 Yet, the Congregation will only flourish and produce great fruit if it is concerned 

with the preservation of its vocation which, it seems to me, has been proven by 

clear signs and consists, I think, in laboring at the formation of a good and Christian 

coming generation for the whole Church. In order to reach that lofty purpose, it 

seems to me that it is most necessary, within the limits of recognition and respect for 

the canonical rights of the Bishop, that we have freedom to act, so that we can 

work and live according to the spirit of our foundation and Constitution; that we are 

not hampered nor that our hands are bound; that we do not pursue the well-being 

of one diocese and are not obliged by a bishop, who is usually only concerned with 

the good of his diocese, to bind ourselves to the local well-being. If we did so, we 

might forego the vocation of the Congregation and of its individual members. 
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 HISTORICAL SKETCH OF THE ENGLISH PROVINCE
Patrick Mulroy (formerly, Plunkett) 

 

The term of the second English Provincial, Bro. Gabriel Coene, came to an end in 

1908. Bishop Peter Amigo of Southwark had made it clear to the Superior General, 

Brother John Chrysostom McDermott, that he did not want Bro. Gabriel reappoint-

ed, presumably because the shrewd Provincial would not purchase Duddell‟s Villa, 

a property in Brighton designated for a secondary school, at the Bishop‟s price. It 

seemed that Bro. Cyril was the candidate of the Bishop and personally most ac-

ceptable to Brother General. One of Bro. Cyril‟s early actions as Provincial was to 

purchase the Brighton property, thus saddling his province with a huge debt it could 

ill afford to pay. His decision to purchase this property has been seen as his charac-

teristic deference to the clergy, a deference which to some amounted to subservi-

ence.  

The shooting of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, 

sparked World War I. After the Germans invaded Belgium on August 4, 1914, it was 

deemed prudent that the ailing Bro. Chrysostom, a British citizen, should cross to 

England. After the fall of Liege and Antwerp in October 1914, several Belgian broth-

ers fled to England, among them Bro. Theophile Verschaete, provincial of Belgium, 

first assistant to the Superior General, and, since the summer of 1913, coadjutor to 

Bro.  Chrysostom. On February 12, 1915, Bro. Chrysostom died peacefully at May-

field. Not long after, Bro. Theophile made his headquarters at Clapham College in 

London, which is within the jurisdiction of the diocese of Southwark. From his London 

headquarters, Bro. Theophile attempted to keep abreast of Belgian affairs through 

the Xaverian community of refugees in Sluys, Holland, just about fifteen miles from 

Bruges. On February 14, 1915, he wrote to Brother Isidore Kuppel: “Considering the 

state of Belgium, we can do nothing in consequence for our Congregation and 

must wait until the end of the war.” 

Around September, talks surfaced among the leaders regarding the election of 

a successor to Bro. Chrysostom. Bro. Ferdinand de Muynck recorded that 

Bro. Cyril... has been spoken to three times on the matter by Bishop Amigo of South-

wark. His Lordship says that as we cannot communicate with the Bishop of Bruges, 

and as we have three houses (Mayfield, Clapham, and Brighton) in the diocese of 

Southwark, he trusts we shall not take amiss the advice he gives us on the subject. 

This advice is that we should apply to the Holy See (through the Bishop of Southwark) 

for sanction of the present state of affairs, namely - not electing a Superior General 

during the war, but having an acting Superior-General. The Bishop maintains that we 

have no authority to dispense with the election of a Superior General, unless Rome 

authorizes so to do. His Lordship says that Rome had sanctioned such an arrange-

ment in other Orders and Congregations similarly placed. 

Bro. Ferdinand wrote to Bro. Isidore in September 1915 and brought up arguments 

against the Bishop of Southwark taking the matter in hand. 
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In late May 1916, Bishop Amigo summoned Bro. Theophile and spoke of the ne-

cessity of applying in writing to Rome that very night to regularize the situation and 

insisted that Bro. Theophile add a note that he was not anxious about retaining the 

office and that he was ready to resign it to whomsoever the Court of Rome would 

appoint.2 Harassed by all the implications of the situation, Bro. Theophile sent a pla-

cating letter stating that he was considering the matter instead of the desired sub-

mission. In the meantime, he requested with Bro. Ferdinand an audience with Car-

dinal Francis Bourne of Westminster and drafted a long letter on the subject to Bish-

op Gustavus Waffelaert of Bruges, the legitimate higher superior of the Xaverian 

Brothers as the Congregation was then constituted. 

In the course of the discussion held at Brighton between Brothers Theophile, Cyril, 

and Ferdinand, and reported by Bro. Ferdinand, many possible dangers to the 

Congregation were reviewed, among them the appointment of a priest to govern 

the Congregation, or ordering it joined to another group: “‟In the last two cases,‟ 

says Br. Cyril, „that would mean a secession in the Congregation. America would 

secede.‟  Br. Ferdinand replied: „I don‟t think so, because all the Brothers as one 

man would rise and join America.‟  Br. Cyril: „Not England! and even Belgium...‟ Br. 

Ferdinand: „Belgium might have difficulties on account of delicate position with the 

Bishop of Bruges, but certainly would look upon America as the old Xaverianism, 

and try their utmost to maintain union with America.‟ Br. Cyril: „You are too violent!‟ 

Br. Ferdinand: „Because I consider every hypothesis, even that of Bp. Amigo being 

violent.‟ The conclusion of our meeting was that Br. Cyril was not to sign for fear of 

the possible consequences to the three Xaverian colleges within the jurisdiction of 

the Bishop of Southwark and we were to meet the Cardinal and ask for a confiden-

tial advice.” 

In a confidential interview of Bro. Theophile and Bro. Ferdinand with Cardinal 

Bourne the latter advised them to send the letter to Bishop Waffelaert through dip-

lomatic pouch. Bro. Theophile wrote to the Bishop of Southwark that he had written 

to the Bishop of Bruges for advice. Msgr. Amigo answered next day that he was sor-

ry that Br. Theophile had written to the Bishop of Bruges. He maintained his opinion, 

and repeated that in order to rectify the situation, it was necessary that Bro. Theo-

phile write to Rome. Br. Theophile acknowledged the receipt of the bishop‟s letter, 

appreciated duly his kindness, but stated that he thought it the most correct thing 

to do was to ask for guidance from the Bishop of Bruges.  In September 1916, Bro. 

Theophile wrote to Bro. Isidore: 

It was necessary recently to obtain the dispensation of a Brother of the English Prov-

ince from his vows, and the Holy See sent the dispensation to the Bishop of South-

wark, instructing him, however, not to issue the dispensation without the consent of 

the Superior General. Unfortunately, the Bishop of Southwark declines to recognize 

me as such, unless the sanction of the Holy See be obtained to my appointment.   

                                                        
2 Bro. Ferdinand expressed suspicion about Bishop Amigo’s motive, quoting in his report that the bishop had 
said some years before to Bishop Waffelaert of Bruges and Bro. Theophile that Bro. Cyril would be the best 
successor to Bro. Chrysostom. 
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 LETTER OF BEDE ROUSE TO ISIDORE KUPPEL
11 December 1916 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

1. How do we experience our lay character as central to our identity and self-

understanding?  What are its implications for our sense of mission, for our vari-

ous ministries, and for our ways of collaborating with other lay persons? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What are the implications of our non-hierarchical identity (“a band of broth-

ers”) for our modes of discerning direction and decision making?  In the 

words of the formational shift of the Chapter Directive on Discerning Direction 

how can we increasingly move toward “an engaging and collaborative rela-

tionship with one another that promotes dialogue, communal discernment, 

and a sense of shared responsibility? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. As a Congregation that is non-clerical at its core, how do we see ourselves as 

Catholic in a highly clerical Church?  In what ways do we unconsciously mim-

ic the clericalism of the institutional Church? 
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CONFERENCE 5 
 

X A V E R I A N  M I S S I O N  
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IN OUR OWN TONGUES: PERSPECTIVES FROM ASIA  

ON MISSION AND INCULTURATION  

Peter C. Phan, SJ 
 

 The planting of the church in mission lands before Vatican II followed what has 

been called the “reduplication model.”  That is, the missionaries sought to transplant 

or reproduce in another culture the type of church of their origins, with its organiza-

tional structure, law, ways of worship, and theology. And since these elements of 

their original churches were tightly woven with European culture, mission often 

meant Europeanization. Even the enlightened Schmidlin thought that conversion of 

the natives requires them to leave their cultures and adopt Western civilization, with 

its nobler “moral precepts”, “better methods of work”, and “higher culture”. Already 

in the 17th century, Jesuit missionary Alexandre de Rhodes noted, with deep regret, 

that Indian converts were required to dress like Portuguese and Chinese male con-

verts to cut their long hair.  In light of this mission theology we are in a better position 

to elaborate its answers to the five questions mentioned above. (1) What is mission 

for? It was to save individual souls and to establish Churches for this purpose in for-

eign lands, outside of Europe and North America. The emphasis was on their moral 

and spiritual welfare, even though their material well-being was not neglected, es-

pecially by means of education, health care, and social services. (2) To whom? To 

the “pagans” who were considered to be living outside the sphere of God‟s grace 

and on the way to eternal damnation. The pagans were the “objects” of the mis-

sionary‟s conversionary efforts, not the “subjects” with whom the missionary could 

enter into dialogue. Their religions were superstitions which they must abjure and re-

ject in order to convert to the only true religion, that is, Christianity. (3) By whom? 

Mostly by special agents, such as priests, members of religious orders, both male 

and female, and some élite laity. All these agents had to be especially commis-

sioned by the hierarchical Church which sent and controlled them, especially 

through the Propaganda Fide Congregation. (4) With whom? Certainly not with 

other Christians, especially Protestants, who were competing with Catholic mission-

aries for members among the pagans; not with the local Churches, which were still 

regarded as immature. The immediate collaborators of the missionaries were the 

layfolk back home who supported them with prayers and money, and who tried to 

raise other missionary vocations. Finally, (5) how? By planting churches, that is, by 

replicating the Western church models. This strategy was adopted not only because 

Western culture was considered superior but also because it was used as a way to 

ensure “unity”, that is, uniformity in the church. 

 But the Church no longer occupies the centre nor the top position in the new 

theology of mission. It is, as John Paul II puts it, “effectively and concretely at the 

service of the Kingdom” of God (Redemptoris Missio, n. 20). It does so by “establish-

ing communities and founding new particular Churches, and by guiding them into 

mature faith and charity in openness toward others, in service to individuals and so-

ciety, and in understanding and esteem for human institutions”. Furthermore, the 
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Church serves the Kingdom of God “by spreading throughout the world the „Gospel 

values‟ which are an expression of the Kingdom and which help people to accept 

God‟s plan”. Finally, it serves the Kingdom of God “by her intercession, since the 

Kingdom by its very nature is God‟s gift and work” (ibid., n. 20). 

 In light of this new theology of mission, it is useful to revisit the five questions and 

their answers given above. 

1. For what is mission? Exclusively for the Reign of God, or simply God. Anything else 

that is made into the goal of mission, even as noble as church growth is or the 

salvation of souls, smacks of idolatry. 

2. To whom? To the world, primarily. Mission is not primarily for the benefit of Chris-

tians; it is not inward but outward looking. This world is a complex reality and in-

cludes at least the three situations outlined by the Pope. Mission is therefore not 

primarily, much less exclusively mission ad gentes. The geographical frontiers that 

once served as useful markers between what is Christian and what is non-

Christian are now superseded. Mission is in the midst of the Christian community. 

3. By whom? By the whole community of believers, as we have said, but above all 

by God, or more specifically, by the Holy Spirit. In one of the best chapters of his 

Encyclical, John Paul II affirms that the Holy Spirit is “the principal agent of mis-

sion”. The Holy Spirit is said “to direct the mission of the Church”, to make “the 

whole Church missionary”, and to be “present and active in every time and 

place”. It is here that we find one of John Paul II‟s most revolutionary statements 

about the mission of the Church: “The Spirit‟s presence and activity affect not 

only individuals but also society and history, peoples, cultures and religions. In-

deed, the Spirit is at the origin of the noble ideals and undertakings which bene-

fit humanity on its journey through history” (RM, n. 28). If this statement is true, 

then Christian mission can no longer be what it was, a one-way proclamation of 

a message of salvation to a world of pagans totally bereft of God‟s self-

revelation and grace, but first of all a search for and recognition of the presence 

and activities of the Holy Spirit among the peoples to be evangelized, and in this 

humble and attentive process of listening, the evangelizers become the evan-

gelized, and the evangelized become the evangelizers. 

4. With whom? Of course, with all Catholics, each in his or her position in the 

church and the world. However, in mission oriented toward the Kingdom of God 

and not to the growth of one‟s own church, missionary collaboration must not 

be limited to fellow Catholics. Rather, crossing denominational barriers, Catholic, 

Orthodox, and Protestant missionaries must abandon mutual antagonism and 

competition and work together in a common witness to the Gospel. It is well 

known that divisions within Christianity have been a scandal to non-Christians 

and a serious obstacle to a credible evangelization. There is no reason why 

church divisions, which are the results of internal quarrels among the Western 

Churches, should be exported to the Churches in the other parts of the world.  
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Furthermore, mission must be carried out in collaboration with followers of other 

religions as well. Since these are not “objects” but “subjects” of the Church‟s mis-

sion, they must be treated as responsible agents of the Church‟s mission with 

whom missionaries must enter into dialogue of the various kinds described be-

low. In addition, where the Christians form only a tiny minority of the population, 

for example in Asia, the Church‟s mission of promoting liberation and integral 

development cannot be carried out successfully without an effective collabora-

tion of non-Christians. 

5. Finally, how? Because of the presence and activities of the Holy Spirit in every 

time and place, the most effective method of evangelization is dialogue. By dia-

logue is meant a fourfold activity: dialogue of life, i.e., sharing of joys and sor-

rows; dialogue of action, i.e., collaboration in furthering liberation and human 

development; dialogue of theological exchange, i.e., deeper understanding of 

the religious heritages of others and better appreciation of their spiritual values; 

and finally, dialogue of religious experience, i.e., sharing of spiritual riches 

through common prayer and other religious practices. 
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REPORT 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1834-35 

 

 

RYKEN’S FIRST SOJOURN IN THE UNITED STATES 
[April 1831 to August 1834] 

 

Our Plan is namely to establish a congregation of Brothers who live under a religious 

Rule in view of the education of Indian children and also of others, to train them to 

become perfect Christian people, which training would include the teaching of lit-

erature, education for the priesthood or to become a Brother in this institute, also 

the training in handicrafts, trades, agriculture, etc., whatever is useful for people in 

secular society.  
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PLAN 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1837-38 

 

 
 
 
 

  

Rejoice, O layman, because the Supreme Being found a means to satisfy your 

zeal for souls and to make you rich in merits. If you feel a call for the conversion of 

souls and the religious state, then you will find in this Congregation the object of 

your destiny and a goldmine of merits. Moreover, for greater encouragement, we 

will try to adorn this congregation with the lofty name of Brothers of St. Francis Xavi-

er, in order to become, through his example and intercession, real children and fol-

lowers of this apostle of the gentiles and to walk in his footsteps. 

 The name of this insatiable laborer for souls will indicate, with one word, what is 

intended with the Congregation. According to his example one will not listen to this 

voice: you can do good also in this country here, but rather to this one: Go 

throughout the world and teach all peoples; and look at this example: The good 

shepherd who is giving his life for his sheep – a fact which is yet more important than 

leaving one‟s fatherland and friends. Again, does he not leave those ninety-nine in 

the desert in order to find the one that was lost? In the same way, if you are called 

to this by God, leave those ninety-nine in the desert, in Europe, where they have so 

many to keep them, and go to America, not to seek one sheep that is lost, but 

thousands that are deprived of all help, and lead them into the fold.  It is a consola-

tion to know that each religious order has received a special grace and help from 

God to reach that degree of perfection to which its followers are called.  If God 

founds a particular religious order for a certain purpose, He must give it means and 

help to reach it, otherwise, God‟s work would be imperfect. If the Supreme Being 

finds His pleasure in establishing this Congregation in order to labor in America for 

the conversion of souls, should we not count with certainty on His special aid by 

which this Institute will produce great fruits? [§66-67] 
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PLAN 

Theodore James Ryken  
ca. 1837-38 

 

 
 
 
 

  

 Since the only purpose of the Congregation is to promote the salvation of souls, 

and since we have applied ourselves in particular to be useful not only for the Indi-

an children, but also for other services in the American mission, therefore, in the 

motherhouse and in other places those means will rank the highest which are most 

closely related to this objective. 

 The first means is that the brothers forcefully work at their own perfection, for how 

will they inflame others if they themselves are not afire? Indeed, one usually pro-

duces that which is similar to oneself. 

 The second is that the members are in possession of such knowledge that goes 

together with the zeal of teaching others the first principles of the Christian religion 

and that, besides this, they have the ability to educate children in the ways of vir-

tue. 

 The third means is that the members have knowledge of the language of the 

people they have to educate; 

 The fourth means is that the Brothers have the necessary capacities to guide the 

Indians and their children, so that they can learn how to work for their own liveli-

hood. By doing so, they will also help them to lead a regular life, to assure the salva-

tion of their souls and to render their conversion more stable. 

 The Brothers should also have such capacities that they can provide the house 

with temporal means. 

 Although these four means are nearly all interconnected, yet the first numbered 

are of a more lofty nature and more efficacious to reach the proposed goal, while 

the others are less necessary. [§18-19] 
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LETTER OF FR. MARTIN VAN BEEK TO BISHOP JOSEPH ROSATI 
summer 1840 

 
  

The nine brothers living in Bruges zealously try to become worthy for the three re-

ligious vows and for rendering in America those services which will be requested 

from them…. Several other young men have presented themselves (as candidates). 

This gives us good reason to trust that a sufficient number will annually present them-

selves in order to implement the proposed plan. 

The house in Bruges will serve for the formation of the Brothers who are destined 

for America, and also for their instruction in an authentic way of religious life, in the 

English and French languages, in handicrafts and trades, especially in such handi-

crafts which Your Excellency will indicate to us as being the most suitable for the 

service of your flock. 

We presume that the instruction of deaf-mutes will also be extremely useful for 

the cause of religion in your State, and that the State of Missouri will provide the 

necessary building with some grounds, for such an institution, and that it will not de-

ny the Brothers the usual funds. 

With this purpose in mind, I will place at least two of the Brothers at my institute 

for deaf-mutes (in Gemert, Holland) and make them acquainted with our com-

pletely new method. I am quite confident that their deaf-mute students will learn 

more in the fields of language and of religion in four years than others in America 

are used to do in seven years. 

The aforesaid house in Bruges will, as much and as soon as possible, be orga-

nized as a religious community…. We are confident that, after (some years)  we will 

be able to send to Your Excellency an expedition of Brothers who will be capable of 

instructing deaf-mutes and orphans and others in languages, religion, mathematics, 

geography, history, etc., and further in the necessary or most suitable handicrafts. 
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CONSTITUTION OF THE CONGREGATION OF ST. FRANCIS XAVIER 
1846 

 

 
 
  

Art. 4 

The spirit of the members of the Congregation shall be a spirit of prayer, ordinariness 

(eenvoudigheid), mortification, great zeal for souls, and above all an extraordinary 

obedience which will dispose them to submit in all difficult circumstances and when 

sent on foreign missions. 
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A “UNIQUE” VISION? 
 Jan Devadder

 
  

Ryken himself was conscious of the unique character of his foundation. The his-

torical development of the de La Salles made them a much more international and 

universal institution than that of the Xaverian Brothers. This is also true for other large 

congregations of Brothers like the Marists, the (Irish) Christian Brothers, the Brothers of 

St. Gabriel, the Brothers of the Sacred Heart, or the Brothers of Christian Instruction 

(Lamennais Brothers).  

But what I am trying to stress are these: That Ryken‟s original vision was different 

from that of all other founders of existing lay institutes of men. That it was different 

from that of most of the numerous founders and foundresses of institutes of women 

in the nineteenth century. That it was even different - I mean, because at its origin it 

was more universal in scope - from the foundation of the Salesians by St. John 

Bosco, no matter how global the expansion of the Salesians was in later years. 

I do not want to be misinterpreted. Above all, I do not want to exalt our own 

founder in an absurd and triumphalistic way. In fact, a few years ago, I held a lec-

ture about Ryken and his pedagogical views for a group of teachers of our schools 

in Belgium. On that occasion I explained how Ryken, with some of his ideas and pro-

jects, was ahead of his younger contemporary Saint John Bosco. One of the teach-

ers reacted rather sharply to that statement, although it was nothing but a state-

ment of chronological fact. 

Therefore, let it be very clear. Ryken‟s vision was unique in that it was more uni-

versal than that of most of the other founders of institutes like his. As a rule, the oth-

ers were mainly concerned with “local” needs - the need of a parish, a city, a dio-

cese. For example, it was practically about the same time that Don Bosco in Turin 

(December 8, 1841) and Ryken in Bruges (May 5, 1842) opened a “sodality.” But in 

spite of Don Bosco‟s famous “dreams and visions”, at that time he was only trying to 

meet the needs of the young people of his oratory in Valdocco. Ryken, on the con-

trary, considered his first apostolic activity in St. Giles parish, Bruges, as being only a 

necessary step towards the implementation of his more ambitious missionary pro-

ject. 
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DIARY OF PAUL SCANLAN 
 November – December 1929

Tuesday, 26 November 1929. Seven weeks today since we left Antwerp! Seven 

weeks of a new experience in my life, in a strange country. These weeks have really 

been one of the best retreats I have ever made. Arrived Elisabethville (present-day, 

Lubumbashi) at 8 a.m. Met by Benedictine Prefect Apostolic, Msgr. de Hemptinne 

and a Father. Msgr. drove me in „Ford‟ to mission. The room assigned me is fit for a 

Bishop. Now, please God, for the real object of my visit. Just had a long talk with 

Msgr. Jean-Félix de Hemptinne about the school situation. Likasi, a copper mining 

district, (where) there are at present 2,500 whites and 30,000 blacks, the Msgr. said, 

needs our Brothers for the larger white boys now being taught by the Benedictine 

Sisters who have 165 boys in class. Of these 75 could be taken over by the Bros. 

leaving the smaller boys with the Benedictine Sisters. The great need now, is (also) 

for a central boarding school for secondary education, where the whites may send 

their boys. At Likasi there is great need, too, for education of the blacks. Many em-

ployed here in post-office etc. are from the south where there are many Protestant 

missions, hence these are not Catholics and their influence on their uneducated 

brethren is not the best. 

Saturday, Dec. 7, Msgr. de Hemptinne asked me to give some thought to plans for 

Brothers‟ house and school for white boys. 

Feast of St. Francis Xavier, Tuesday, Dec. 3, 1929. At 9.30 a.m., with Msgr. Hemptinne 

and Fr. Augustin in Sisters‟ auto went to site of proposed new church and boys‟ 

school in Likasi, about 2 miles from here. The site is beautifully situated. I buried a 

medal of St. Francis Xavier on the spot, where, some day, I hope to see a Xaverian 

school. 

Thursday, Dec. 5, I am giving considerable thought and prayer to Msgr.‟s proposi-

tions of yesterday. The decision should be in favor of the work in which we can do 

the most good for God and humanity! Left for Elisabethville in car at 3.10 and ar-

rived at 5.35 p.m. The ride, about 90 miles, was very enjoyable, the roads were good 

and the weather perfect. 

Sunday, Feast of the Immaculate Conception of our Blessed Mother! About 4 p.m., 

the Msgr. came to my room and we conferred about two hours (...). I have finally 

committed our Brothers to the work of the Missions in Katanga on this day - The 

Feast of the Immaculate Conception of our Blessed Mother and within the octave 

of the feast of our Holy Patron, St. Francis Xavier. This work, then, I will place under 

the patronage of the Immaculate Conception and St. Francis Xavier! May they ac-

cept the charge and be our intercessors before the throne of God for the success 

of our first foreign mission! A.M.D.G.! 
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LETTER OF PAUL SCANLAN TO THE MEMBERS OF THE BELGIAN PROVINCE 
24 July 1930 
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FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES 

It is through your life of gospel witness  

lived in community with others 

that God desires to manifest 

care and compassionate love 

to those who are separated and estranged, 

not only from their neighbors, 

but also from their own uniqueness;  

to those who suffer 

from want, neglect, and injustice: 

the poor, the weak, and the oppressed  

of this world. 

 

They too are called 

to experience, 

express, 

and share 

the love of God with the world  

through their own giftedness. 

I have made an official visit to our English and American Provinces…. As you know, I 

have been to the Missions of this Province many times during the past two years and 

have studied quietly the workings of each. I cannot speak your language; hence, I 

feel that an official visit would lose its principal virtue – an interview with each Broth-

er. This Bulletin, then will take the place of an official visit. 

That the Congregation is the work of God we cannot doubt, else it would have 

perished long ago. Our work then is to keep up the spirit of our holy Founder…. That 

animated all his actions, if we wish to succeed in our two-fold mission of our own 

sanctification and the salvation of souls…. 

The Belgian Province should be proud of sending out Missionaries to England and 

the United States. Now there is another opening – the Congo! Oh, how much good 

can be done there for God and our holy religion! Pray that we may respond to this 

Divine Call – that our Brothers going there may be real, apostolic men after our holy 

patron, St. Francis Xavier. 
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A FOUNDER FOR TOMORROW: T.J. RYKEN’S CHARISM  

AND THE 1977 GENERAL CHAPTER 
 Jan Devadder

The service Ryken wanted his institute to render to the Church was limited to educa-

tion.  But he did not intend this limitation as a brake or a hindrance but as a source 

of power and strength for a more efficient apostolate. In fact, while he formally ex-

cluded “the care of the sick, the aged and the insane”, in the narrow sense of cus-

todial assistance, yet he viewed the Congregation‟s educational work rather 

broadly. 

From the beginning, Ryken had envisaged the possibility of extending educa-

tional services to adults. He even underlined the need for a well-organized form of 

“social life” as a necessary basis for a “flourishing Christianity.” He hoped that his 

Brothers would contribute to this, even by the “construction of houses and the (ma-

terial) formation of villages.” Engagement in direct catechetical work, adult educa-

tion, and educational activities with a conspicuous social dimension are alternatives 

that require serious attention. All three of these alternatives were already consid-

ered by Ryken, at least in theory, and – as in the case of the social project for the 

poverty-stricken town of Bruges to which he gave heartfelt support in 1854 – it was 

not always his fault when they did not materialize. Direct catechetical work outside 

the classroom was explicitly mentioned by Ryken in the plans he drew up before the 

Congregation‟s foundation, and it was the very first apostolic activity the Brothers 

undertook in Bruges, in May 1842. This catechetical work was not separated from 

the life of the young people who were instructed but formed an integrated part of 

the sodality organization which the Brothers started at that time. These sodalities or 

congregations, as they were also called, were a kind of youth movement and they 

have survived, developing into modern forms, until today. Adult education, even for 

“prisoners”, was also envisaged by Ryken. The early Brothers dedicated much of 

their energy to it, particularly in their evening and Sunday school classes in England. 

As for educational activities with a clearly defined social purpose, the rather 

utopian project which Ryken shared with his Dutch friend, Father Martin Van Beek, 

for the creation of Catholic agricultural cooperatives, is perhaps the most striking 

example. His endeavors to collaborate, about 1845, with the Redemptorists in the 

foundation of “St. Mary‟s Colony” in Pennsylvania or, about 1851, with the recently 

founded Bonifatius-Verein (St. Boniface Association) of the German Count Joseph 

Stolberg, are other expressions of his involvement with the social needs of his time. 

Yet, Ryken‟s major concern was with the regular classroom work in which most of 

his Brothers were engaged. In fact, he held schools in extremely great esteem since 

he saw in them adequate means for the realization of his general purpose: “the re-

ligious education of youth”, the formation of “perfect Christians”, and the promo-

tion of “a flourishing Christianity”. Some of his contemporaries describe Ryken him-

self as a most talented teacher and they underline the fact that, in spite of his duties 
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as Superior General and his many travels, he used to visit the classrooms frequently 

and “assiduously”. Extensive references could be produced about the ways he tried 

to improve the methodology of his Brothers, the travel he undertook for that pur-

pose, his interest in books and reviews: dealing with education, etc. 

However, Ryken's outlook was never limited to the local scene. His institute, with 

its international membership from the very beginning, was the first missionary con-

gregation founded in Belgium and Ryken's pedagogical and social concerns were 

directed towards the needs of the whole Church. These needs were, of course, dif-

ferent from those of today. Present-day social awareness cannot forego such uni-

versal issues as the problems of hunger, violence, war and peace, and an active 

co-responsibility in environmental and ecological questions. Educators have here a 

tremendous challenge and Xaverians are, hopefully, still flexible enough to adapt 

themselves once again, extending their attention and efforts to all the educational 

needs of today‟s industrialized and technological society as well as to those who 

may be victims of our sophisticated modern way of life. 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
 

1. What in our personal and Congregational histories have led us to contract 

the expansive vision that impelled Ryken to go “out to the world”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Do I experience and appreciate in a practical way the inseparable connec-

tion between our life form and our mission? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How can the deepening realization of the Congregational social vision ex-

pand our understanding of education? 
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A S S E S S M E N T  
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On embarking in this anamnestic journey, our past – remote and proximate – re-appeared 
before us – times of exultation and times of despair, moments of hope and anger, crises and 
crossroads, partial failures and successes. When we behold these glimpses of the past in anam-
nesis, we begin to see how they are interconnected with the deeper narrative of the brother-
hood… and perhaps this interconnection begins to show us what our past and present are for, 
the deeper calling within them, and what our outstanding future as a brotherhood could be. 
Thus we gradually discover that our life has been going somewhere, however unaware we have 
been to its direction and however unhelpful to it we ourselves may have been. We find in an-
amnesis a connective thread that has been forming beneath the surface of our lives, revealing 
the congregational charism that has been trying to establish itself in our existence. 

We Xaverians are sons (and daughters) of a man who be-
held within him – once and continually – the crucible of hu-
man experience: certainty and uncertainty of one’s deeper 
calling; fidelity and infidelity to one’s resolution; satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction with the real. 

Brother Ryken came to an awareness of a life direction for 
him (and his followers) – the non-dichotomized life of Martha 
and Mary, the ghemeyne leven – and aspired to achieve that 
lofty purpose. Incarnating that aspiration occurred, however, 
within the ground of his graced humanity.  It was an “ordi-
nary” graced humanity in two ways: (1) self-determined to be 
without privilege and entitlement, and (2) open to the con-
stant yet quiet irruptions of God in the unspectacular flow of 
daily life.  

The first way to ordinariness was a resolution he took on. 
It was difficult to make, but Ryken resolved to take it with 
“single intention”; the second way to ordinariness was the mystery he would be summoned to 
turn toward through all his life. It was difficult to make but Ryken was undoubtedly self-
disposed to stand ready before the inscrutability of God’s ways and to rest in adoring them: “O 
Heere, ik kan Uw wegen niet begrypen, maar moet die aanbidden.” (Letter to Marie-Jeanne de 
Knuff, baroness d’Osy, 20 September 1843). 

The (com)passionate fire  of the Spirit which beguiled Ryken  would be actualized by ordi-
nary men like him who, by living the vowed life in communities that are centered around the 
Word and worship   of God, will become   a band of brothers in touch with and responsible  for 
their giftedness by freely choosing an ordinary life that foregoes privilege and entitlement, turn 
toward God constantly and are transformed into common men who lead truly contemplative 
lives who would mission beyond their  comfortable worlds, locate themselves at the margin of 
the margins…  and form the inhabitants of these margins to discover  their own giftedness. 

The six men who helped Brother Ryken realize the Spirit’s deeper summonses and perse-
vered in the Life to the end were unmistakably ordinary as he was. In 1855, Joannes Baptista 
Broeders (the former Brother Nicolaus) wrote the following assessments on each of them: 
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Br. Alphonsus (the 39 year old Belgian Dieudonné 
Tomballe)… He was born of well-to-do parents... For 
some time he was the Superior of our house in England. 
At present he is director of the boarding section in 
Nieuwstraat, Bruges, and full-time teacher in the second 
highest class of that same school. He is endowed with a 
good intellect, an extraordinary memory and great 
prudence. However, he is melancholic and faint-hearted. 
In general he approaches everything with apprehension 
and he hardly dares to undertake anything. He has a 
reasonable knowledge of teaching and education. He 
also has a relatively good command of the French, 
Flemish and English languages as well as of the method 
for the instruction of deaf-mutes. On the other hand his 
pronunciation is not clear, because of his weak chest. 

Br. James (the 38 year old Dutchman Petrus Joseph 
Antonius Schmitt)… He is of average intellect, gifted 
with a very good memory and, in general, well educat-
ed. He has little courage and looks at the dark side of 
things. It is hard for him to overcome difficulties and he 
needs support and encouragement in all circumstances. 

He has a good command of the Flemish language and knows French and English relatively well. More-
over, he is very capable in drawing, mathematics, bookkeeping, etc. Unfortunately, he is not talented 
for the instruction of children. His vocation is firm. He is very pious and has a good spirit. The only 
problem is that he is easily upset because of his melancholic character.  

Brother John (the 33 year old Belgian Leopold Franciscus Segers)… He is in charge of the junior 
classes, has a relatively good intelligence, an average memory, and is highly gifted for dealing with 
children. He is gentle, but obstinate and sticks to his opinion. He has a profound inclination for piety, 
loves prayer and has a great zeal for the salvation of souls but wants to do things his own way. 

Brother Paul (the 36 year old Dutchman Martinus Van Gerwen)… He served in England before be-
ing assigned as the Superior in America. By nature he is gifted with a good intellect but he has neither 
a penetrating judgment nor presence of spirit. His memory is good and his temperament is very gentle. 
He has little formal education but great capability for a large number of subjects. He is strongly at-
tached to his own opinion and cannot easily be brought to change his mind. He is very concerned with 
economy. This makes the situation painful for those who are subject to him since he hardly gives them 
what they need. He really is not well fit for being a superior because he has no compassion with the 
weaknesses of others and is inexperienced in the guidance of souls. 

Brother Stanislaus (the 38 year old Belgian Peter Lucas)… At present he is the Superior in England 
and teaches the intermediate class. Of average intellect, he has a good memory and an excellent teach-
ing method. He is very gentle and is well liked by everybody. In the church it is he who plays the organ. 
He also gives lessons of chant to the children. He has a great zeal for souls, but is absent-minded, has 
little courage and no common sense. 

Brother Ignatius (the 39 year old Dutchman Antonius Melis)...  He has an average intellect, a good 
memory and much zeal for further study. He already spent 6 years in England, where he taught the 
senior class. At present he is in charge of the highest classes in the English school in America. He is very 
punctual, even scrupulous. He is afraid and hesitant in everything. This is the major reason why he was 
not appointed as superior in a branch house. Thanks to his efforts he became quite capable in English, 
mathematics and geometry, etc., but his knowledge of religion and history is really outstanding. He is 
very pious and patient. He possesses a very good spirit, but he is too punctual and must be guided in 
everything like a child. 
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It is with these ordinary men that we, present-day sons of Ryken, find our life narratives in-
tertwined. From their stories and of the men who followed them – those whose memories we 
continually bless as well as those whose memories are continual warnings – we find the rea-
sons for what we have become today as a congregation. What was true for our predecessors 
are true for us too, for we remain that band of brothers summoned by the Spirit to go out to the 
world, crossing boundaries, widening frontiers, educating within spaces both familiar and un-
known. Their history, thus, is our on-going story… 
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