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Dear Fellow Oblates,

The General Chapter of 1972 issued a 
mandate to me to send a message to 
all Oblates underscoring “ our renewed 
determ ination to give high p rio rity  to 
revita liz ing our com m unities The fo l­
lowing le tter, w ritten  by your General 
Council team, is our humble attem pt to  
fu lfil that mandate. It is my hope that it 
w ill promote the renewal of our apostolic 
com m unities in our service of the King­
dom of God.

Fraternally 

Superior General

- Rome, October 12, 1972.



COM M UNITY

Dear Fellow Oblates,

In th is  le tter, w ritten  in answer to  the 
request of the Chapter, we would like 
to restore confidence in Oblate Com­
m unity. Com m unity and m ission were 
inseparable in the th inking and planning 
of Bishop de Mazenod. They have 
retained th e ir close association through­
out our life  as a Congregation. As 
was said at the Chapter, “ W ithout the 
apostolic com m unity the m issionary 
outlook is a m irage...” A lso the socio­
logical survey showed that 79-90% of 
Oblates th ink com m unity is essential

to the Oblate life  style and also essen­
tia l as a means of apostolic com m it­
ment. We would like to encourage new 
experim ents in com m unity living. Where 
Oblate com m unity does not ex is t we 
would like to foste r the developm ent 
of fraternal living.

I. OBLATE COM M UNITY TO D A Y

1. For a good number of Oblates the 
present s ituation is one of insecurity 
and even agony. Many of the form er 
elements of our life  style are no longer 
present: a daily schedule, including set 
tim es fo r prayer; the physical presence 
of many Oblates under the same roof; 
a large measure of separation from  the 
w orld; an accent on the vertica l rela­
tions of the individual toward the Supe­
rior, the regulations, the rule. The disap­
pearance of these elements has brought 
confusion and suffering to older Oblates 
who greatly valued such structures
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Fluidity

because they found them beneficial. 
Many of our younger Oblates seek a 
style of com m unity bu ilt around a more 
intim ate degree of inter-personal shar­
ing. They value spontaneity and shared 
sp iritua l experiences more than exter­
nal order and conform ity to a rule. They 
also suffer much from  what appears to 
them as a rtific ia lity , impersonalism  and 
a tendency to subordinate the person 
to the system.

2. The present situation, moreover, is 
also one of great flu id ity . Large commu­
nities are breaking up and being replaced 
by new groupings of m ultifunctional 
com m unities wherein groups and indi­
viduals are engaged in d iffe ren t aposto- 
lates. In some provinces there is a free ­
dom of choice to join a common m ission­
ary project. Again, some Oblates have 
le ft the trad itiona l com m unity to live 
among the people they serve. Many com­
m unities are growing more and more 
open to other religious, to  diocesan

priests and to lay co-operators. If these 
developments have undoubted advan­
tages, they have also caused confusion 
and called into doubt the precise form  
our Oblate life  should assume.

3. Because th is  situation causes unhap­
piness and confusion, it is harmful to 
our m issionary life . We of the General 
Council, aware of th is  situation, would 
like to remove com plete ly these obsta­
cles, but we cannot. We are convinced 
that renewal of com m unity cannot come 
im m ediately nor from  le tters. A long 
period of tim e w ill be needed as w ell as 
much patience on our part. Renewal w ill 
require personal and co llective  action on 
the part of all, fo r our present d ifficu lties  
w ith  com m unity are part of a universal 
phenomenon which touches the whole 
of modern society as w ell as the Church. 
Our Oblate com m unity does not ex ist in 
isolation but is always part of the larger 
process of the search fo r com m unity in 
world and Church. The Oblate is con­



Signs of the Times

cerned w ith  com m unity problems in two 
ways: f irs t because his m issionary and 
pastoral work is largely connected w ith  
form ation and growth of human and 
Christian com m unities; second, because 
he him self lives his relig ious life  in the 
normal m ilieu of com munity. Solutions 
to the problems of Oblate com munity can 
only come if they are situated in the 
w ider context of our m issionary work 
of com m unity form ation. W hat is ex­
pected of us is that we discern w ell the 
signs of the tim es and take seriously 
the message of the gospel. Guided by 
th is  double light we can confidently set 
about developing a style of com m unity 
which w ill correspond to the needs of 
today and w ill express in contemporary 
form  our vocation to m ission ad com­
munity.

II. CHALLENGES PUT TO  US BY 
THE WORLD AND OUR FAITH

4. In modern society many of man's 
contacts are superficial and casual. Man

feels tha t his life  is being shaped by 
social forces too big fo r him to contro l—  
by the primal forces of money, greed, 
power and the abuse of pleasure. The 
consumer society and the powers-that-be 
in our urban civ iliza tion  have lit t le  or no 
place fo r the lit t le  ones on the earth— the 
poor, the oppressed, the marginal and 
those who possess no economic and 
social power. As a result, man is today 
in a situation of alienation, isolation and 
co llective  neurosis. Security and identity  
are jeopardized and consequently sought 
in m aterial possessions and false social 
prestige.

5. Our fe llo w  men are reacting against 
th is  socie ty in both East and W est. They 
w ant to  restore the great values which 
com m unity has always promoted. Each 
person wants to  be h im self or herself, 
wants to  have an identity and to le t his 
unique personality grow in se lf-fu lfil­
ment. Each person wants to feel he is 
useful and accepted in his uniqueness
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in Christ

by others. He wants to be protected from 
hostile  forces in the re la tive ly  safe haverf 
of community. People want to share what 
they have: ta lents, education, senti­
ments, material goods. They want to 
share w hat they are in an intim ate com­
munion of values. They want to be co- 
responsible fo r the ir social groups, tak­
ing part in the decision-making process. 
They want, besides th e ir personal iden­
tity , to have a group identity. As a crown 
to all of th is, they desire profoundly to 
experience an integration and unity in 
the ir lives.

6. The core of the Good News which 
Jesus announced is that com m unity is 
necessary and possible among men. The 
Kingdom he inaugurated is one where 
love —  note fear, violence or in justice —  
is the basic relationship among men: 
“ ...Jesus was to die . .  .to gather together 
in unity the scattered children of God" 
(Jn. 11:52). A t Pentecost h e 's e n t his 
S p irit as the agent of unity among men.

Do we not see in the infant Church the 
spontaneous growth of com m unities as 
an organic part o f the Christian expe­
rience? (Acts, 2:42; 4 :32). Is not the m is­
sion and the life  of the Church the con­
tinual form ation o f comm unity? C hrist 
wants us to m anifest, by living together 
in spite of d ifficu lties  involved, tha t his 
love and his S p irit are stronger than all 
the forces of d isruption. He wants us to 
m anifest through our lives that the liber­
ation of man is already begun.

7. Fraternal life  is meant to be an ex- An Experience

perience of salvation. A t the root of th is  0 Savation
fraternal communion is acceptance of 
the spiritual poverty of C hris t and the 
desjre to  share our lives w ith  others as 
C hris t shares his life  w ith  us. His com­
mandment is tha t we “ have love one fo r 
another” . Where there is love, there is 
com m unity; where there is community, 
there is the Kingdom of God in process; 
and where there is the Kingdom, there 
is salvation. Sure enough, salvation is
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not yet defin ite ly  won. The idy llic  style 
of Acts should give us no illusions. 
Sometimes the forces of separation are 
v io lent and seem legitim ate. But we are 
called to welcome C hrist who makes us 
return to our brothers and travel the 
same road w ith  them once again. Com­
m unity may be interrupted by moments 
of separation and disharmony but it can 
also rise to heights o f pardon and re­
concilia tion. This is its normal itinerary 
and the basis of our hope.

8. In th is  manner we can show the world 
tha t the hidden mainspring of our lives 
is the unity that C hrist gives us, to  which 
we bear w itness. This is a sign that the 
w orld may believe (Jn. 17:21). Although 
we hesitate to pretend tha t we are ex­
amples fo r others, we w ish in all s im p li­
c ity  and firm ness to offer them “ the sign 
of d isc ip lesh ip ” (Jn. 13:15). Because we 
are sure that the power of C h ris t’s love 
is stonger than egoism and cupid ity, we 

can contest the w o rld ’s false absolutes,

money, power and explo ita tion. This we 
do by our manner of life , not confiding in 
ourselves but seeking to live the poverty 
and availab ility  of Jesus as radically as 
possible (Lk. 9:57-62).

9. A m issionary is not a s ilen t w itness. 
Community has an apostolic orientation. 
Jesus set up around his person a com­
m unity of disciples to found a new Israel. 
A fte r Pentecost apostolic groups were 
form ed. Soon apostolic com m unities ex­
tend over the Mediterranean world. St. 
Paul insists on the bond which must exist 
between com m unity and m ission. He 
cannot describe an authentic Christian 
com m unity w ithou t envisaging its m is­
sionary aspect (I Thess. 1:8 f f ) .  He can 
never speak of m ission w ithou t evoking 
com m unity. He h im self is never alone 
but always w ith  a team (Col. 4:10-14). 
In all of th is  we have a sure pattern fo r 
our own m issionary work.

Community 
and Mission



III. WHAT ARE WE TO DO?

Freedom to 
find Personal 
Fulfilment

10. We must f irs t of all preserve a posi­
tive  a ttitude and refuse to lapse into 
senseless com plaining. God has called 
us to live in these tim es and we should 
do so w ith  confidence and joy. Consi­
dering the challenges put to us by the 
w orld and by our fa ith, we can discern 
some of the principal elements we must 
develop in our com m unity living.

11. For us com m unity should be more 
than a mere clerical club or a refuge from  
prying eyes. It should be more than a 
boarding house or a m ailing address. It 
should be a live communion of persons, 
an atmosphere fo r personal growth and 
self-realization. W hether Oblates live 
together or are scattered through a d is­
tr ic t, the individual's presence w ith in  the 
com m unity should be fo r him a circum ­
stance leading to growth and fu lfilm en t 
in life 's  human, Christian and m issionary 
dimension. Any type of com m unity s truc­

ture which sacrifices the individual per­
son to something external to h im self is 
not a genuine com m unity, fo r "man is 
the end of in s titu tio n s ” (Gaudium et 
Spes, n. 25).

12. There can be no growth unless there 
is respect fo r one’s uniqueness, unless 
one is free to respond to his personal 
graces and charism. True, we have bound 
ourselves by vow and we have, as a com­
munity, accepted com m itm ents. We must 
therefore respect the common good. But 
our obedience does not condemn us to 
a life  of passivity. The S p irit w ill give 
rise to a d ivers ity  of in terests w ith in  the 
comm unity. We must respond to his in­
v ita tions w ith  liberty, even when the 
changes suggested are radical. This w ill 
at tim es put a strain on our institu tions 
and the com m itm ents we have. In such 
situations it should not be im m ediately 
concluded tha t it is the freedom of the 
individual tha t m ust give way. Rather, 
the com m unity as a whole, together w ith
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Acceptance 
and Communion

the Superior, should seek a solution 
through prayer, dialogue, a discernm ent 
of sp irits , a reevaluation of our com m it­
ments and a rea listic  appraisal of needs 
and our capacity to meet them.

13. Community should s ign ify a web of 
relationships w ith in  which we are “ at 
home". This means that we are accepted 
as we are. The charity of which we speak 
as the bond of comm unity is scarcely 
charity if it remains cold, d is tant and 
in term itten t, always questioning and 
nearly always criticizing. Is acceptance 
really present if all a ffective sharing is 
perpetually banished from  among us? 
Although a healthy measure of privacy 
is necessary, are not many today seeking 
a degree of human sharing tha t goes 
beyond mere sociability? Many seek the 
type of relationships which are going 
to support them in the ir d ifficu lties, chal­
lenge them in the ir convictions, forg ive 
them the ir faults and provide that mea­
sure of opposition which alone brings

out tha t which is m ost authentic. In 
short, the growth o f the individual is 
sought through his life  in community, 
through interaction on the human and 
sp iritua l plane w ith  others.

14. Our com m unities need not be all of 
the same kind. They can vary in life ­
styles, works and structure  according to 
m issionary need and the desires o f the 
persons involved. W hat is necessary is 
that each individual feel at home in the 
Congregation. Each must know tha t he 
can contribute to prom oting the values 
of com m unity. Certa in ly our more expe­
rienced Oblates have much to contribute 
out of th e ir w isdom and years of dedi­
cation. The young also have th e ir parti­
cular views and should know they are 
gladly received. Thus there may be com­
m unities which correspond to  the tra ­
ditional structures, others which are 
composed of men doing the same w ork 
and sharing the same sentim ents and 
values, s till others which are m ultifunc­

Plurality



Simplicity 
and Sharing

tional. But in each com m unity there 
m ust be a serious e ffo rt to  respond to 
the challenges the world and our fa ith  
present us.

15. S im p lic ity  in our lifes ty le  has be­
come absolute ly necessary. Has not our 
mode of life  brought upon us the re­
proach of over-institutionalization? If we 
cannot become poor in fact as w ell as 
in sp irit, can we not at least become 
more sim ple in our way of life? This is 
necessary if we are to dem onstrate that 
degree of detachment from  material 
things which alone can provide the anti­
dote to the rampant m ateria lism  of the 
day.

16. The sharing of goods is a venerable 
Christian custom. The Chapter discussed 
sharing on the general level and steps 
are being taken to im plem ent th is  d irec­
tive  and deepen the degree of sharing 
between provinces and regions. W hile 
we w ork towards th is, we m ust keep 
in mind tha t the m ost im portant part

of our sharing is w ith  the poor and the 
needy. We m ust guard against the tem p­
tation to spread more and more of our 
resources on ourselves and our ins titu ­
tions. If our resources and institu tions 
are open to the needs of the communi­
ties around us and are freely, made avail­
able to 'th e m , we w ill not excite envy 
and jealousy; our goods and equipment 
moreover, w ill be properly used along 
the lines of our m issionary thrust.

17. The Sociological Survey showed that 
76% of Oblates place a high value on 
com m unity prayer. O ther studies rein­
force th is  and show in addition tha t th is 
is an area about which there is a great 
deal of d issatisfaction. C ertainly one of 
the more intense moments in the apos­
to lic  com m unity's existence is the tim e 
when it  turns itse lf co llec tive ly  ,towards 
the Lord to seek his guidance, sing his 
praises, implore his forgiveness and ask 

.fo r the strength to continue in his ser­
vice. Much evolution has taken place

Community
Prayer



in the form  o f prayer, both litu rg ica l 
and otherw ise. Concelebration o f the li­
turgy w ith  group evangelical reflections 
is assuming a central role and is by all 
means to be fostered. In addition, prayer 
sessions which consist in general re flec­
tions on the gospel have proved valuable 
fo r some; others like charism atic prayer 
meetings or prayerful discussions of the 
apostolate. Apart from  the litu rgy, should 
not the other form s of com m unity prayer 
and the tim e of prayer emerge from  the 
com m unity ’s life? W hat is absolutely 
necessary is tha t the com m unity be 
prayerful. For th is  to  be so, the ind iv i­
dual m ust be prayerful and m ust main­
tain a healthy personal relation w ith  
God.

IV. FACING THE FUTURE

New Forms of 18. Before and during the Chapter there
Community wgg muc|1 a[30Ut new f orms 0f com­

m unity and new ways of belonging to

the community. The discussion did not 
proceed suffic iently fo r any clear orien­
tation to be taken. We must carefu lly 
distinguish tw o things:

a. New styles of Oblate com m unity 
living;

b. New ways of belonging to and co­
operating w ith  the Congregation 
w ithou t necessarily involving com­
m unity living.

There are already many experim ents in 
progress of new styles of community. 
In all o f these the Oblate com m unity 
should be concerned w ith  retaining its 
identity  so tha t it  may continue to be 
the leaven of the Christian community. 
Thus the Oblate way of life  necessarily 
includes community, along w ith  the vows 
of poverty, chastity and obedience. These 
vows have as th e ir purpose the liber­
ation of the individual to fac ilita te  his 
ab ility  to  love and share. Our commu­
nity also necessarily includes p riest­
hood since its m ission is the fu ll evan-



gelization of the People of God, in the 
hope of presiding over an assembly 
gathered to celebrate the Eucharist.

19. The other questions of non-juridical 
belonging to the Congregation must be 
faced also. The Chapter has strongly re­
commended the M issionary Association 
of Mary Immaculate as an eventual 
means of affilia tion to the Congregation. 
(Adm. Structures, No. 42). Here we 
should also place such m atters as the 
membership of catechists w orking in 
our m issions, of lay m issionary co-oper­
ators whether married or celibate, of 
young persons orientated toward our 
life , of those w ishing to be associated 
fo r a lim ited tim e, and of those who 
have le ft our institu te  but ask to maintain 
some link w ith  us in order to continue 
the ir m issionary vocation. If we see our 
Oblate com m unity as a core com m unity 
w ith  other com m unities grouped around 
it, such form s of affilia tion can be use­
fu l. This is, indeed, a far reaching and

complex question but we should not be 
tim id  in facing it.

20. The incorporation of younger Oblates 
into existing com m unities w ill require 
delicate care. W hile they have much to 
learn, they have much to give. We 
should not be offended if they come 
w ith  a questioning attitude, fo r in consi­
dering the ir questions we can learn 
much about ourselves. By way of exam­
ple, here are some questions worked 
out by a group of young re lig ious as 
points they would like to ask before 
jo in ing a com m unity:

1. How do you specifica lly  involve the 
com m unity in social problems pe­
cu liar to your area? (drugs, cris is  
centres, unwed mothers, drop­
outs)

2. In what specific ways does your 
com m unity provide fo r its members 
to share and deepen th e ir fa ith  
w ith  others? (la ity, nuns, etc)

3. How does your com m unity speci-

The Young
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fica lly  confront the issue of po­
verty? (Is s im p lic ity  a high p ri­
ority? Are goods and salaries 
shared?)

living 21. To fu lf il the proclam ation of the
gospel, many Oblates m ust live alone or 
in small groups. This makes it  d ifficu lt 
fo r them to express the ir so lidarity  in 
com m unity living. We m ust not forget 
that the Oblate com m unity is a fe l­
lowship of sharing in fa ith , values, goods 
and works. This can take place in a 
v ita l communion even if there is no 
liv ing together under a common roof. 
The com m unity of sp ir it is encouraged 
by the “ Cor unum" rather than by sim ple 
physical proxim ity. Bonds can be strong­
ly kn it between such Oblates who should 
be encouraged to meet often in d is tr ic t 
and sector meetings, who should be 
served w ith  Oblate inform ation and who 
should take the ir part in decision ma­
king. Better com munications today ren­
der all th is  possible and the needs of

the m issions make it  im perative. Let 
these isolated Oblates also draw 
strength from  form ing real com m unities 
w ith  th e ir flocks w hile  attaching them ­
selves w ith  strong ties  to  neighboring 
Oblate core com m unities.

CONCLUSION

22. M ission and Comm unity: tha t is our 
vocation at a tim e when the pursu it o f 
neither the one nor the other is easy. 
Comm unity renewal, i t  seems to  us, is 
a task tha t calls fo r action on all levels. 
A ll of us must pull together in th is  ef­
fo rt. The central government, the provin­
cial and local authorities m ust be deeply 
concerned and consider them selves at 
the service of com m unity in a particular 
fashion.

23. A ll renewal of com m unity m ust be 
m ission oriented. Such renewal is not a 
panecea fo r all ills  but none can deny 
it is a powerful agent of rebirth. We



must never fo rget that the revita liz ing 
of our com m unities cannot be divorced 
from  the ir apostolic function as living 
cells fo r the form ation of com m unities 
on a broader fron t both in the Church 
and in the w orld. It  is in th is  context 
alone tha t we can face the dom estic 
problems that now disturb us. In the 
measure that our com m unities embody 
the substance and not jus t the appear­
ance of true fra te rn ity , we prepare in a 
modest but real way fo r the coming of 
the universal com m unity of all men that 
is the Kingdom of God (Rev. c. 21).

24. On the last day of the Chapter, 
Father Deschatelets, in a sp irited burst, 
predicted that the Holy S p irit would 
perform  wonders through the Congre­
gation in the years to come. There is 
no reason why th is  cannot be true. We 
possess a m agnificent heritage. W ith 
the examples of our predecessors be­
fore us, courageous and forcefu l, w ith  
our hearts open to what the S p irit wants

to accomplish through us, w ith  “ un­
bounded confidence" as de Mazenod had, 
“ united in prayer w ith  Mery the M other 
of A pos tles ” , we can play our part in 
bringing the Kingdom of God to his poor 
through our apostolic com m unities.

Your Brothers in the General Council 

—  Rome, October 1972.
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