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LETTER
 FROM FATHER GENERAL.
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DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS,
As our Constitutions state, "since its origin the Congregation has had a secular branch" (art.9).
In the early days of the Congregation this branch took the form of " an association of the faithful, which by reason of its origin, its purpose, and its spirit, constitutes an integral part of the Congregation, as its extension. It was approved by the Holy Apostolic See at the same date as the Congregation, and it was canonically erected by a Decree dated January 10th 1827, and it was confirmed on November 17th of the same year by the Bull 'Pastor Aeternus' of Pope Pius VII". (1)
Historically, it is clear that the original association as it was conceived by our Founders, was not simply 'another work' of the Congregation, but rather (with all the force that the term signifies) it was to be an "extension of the Congregation". (2)
This is also the meaning of these new Statutes of the Secular Branch approved by the Holy See on June 29th 1993. It is true that despite the original intention of our Founders, in the course of the years, the role of lay people in the mission of the Congregation became limited in many places to the ministry of adoration, but in recent years there is a new awareness of the full role the laity are called to play in the life and mission of the Congregation.
We regard this re-discovery of the role of the laity in the Congregation as a movement of the Spirit and as part of a growing awareness in the whole Church with regard to the responsibility of the lay faithful to play their full part in its mission of evangelization. This awareness was given a strong impulse by the Synod of 1987. In fact, the Post-Synodal document Christifideles Laici insists on the irreplaceable role of the lay faithful in proclaiming the 'good news'. We are very happy that the "breath of the Spirit" has also been very much felt in the Congregation in these years, with a growing awareness of the
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need for all of us to really collaborate with the laity. (3)
According to our Constitutions the members of the Secular Branch "commit themselves to live the mission and the spirit of the Congregation" (Art.9). Those who are called to membership are co-responsible with the Religious Brothers and Sisters for that mission "as it is expressed in the first Chapter of our Constitutions" (4). They are called to join with the Brothers and Sisters as equal partners in a relationship of mutual trust and respect. This is absolutely essential. The full identity of our sscc vocation will only be seen in communion with each other. Someone once described communion as an exchange of gifts...it is not threatening, but enriching.
We are conscious of the fact that there are lay people in various parts of the Congregation who wish to share the richness and the support of our charism in a real communion. During the visits I have met many people who consider themselves members of our sccc family, and who express their joy in discovering the richness of a lived sscc spirituality that makes them enthusiastic in receiving and giving new life. They want, more and more, to join with us in mission - and often they express the wish to have some structure of 'belonging' in order to be in closer union with us. They seek a structure which would enable them to live our  sscc vocation and mission, and which would be in accordance with a renewed understanding of the dignity and the vocation of lay persons today. I think that these newly approved Statutes respond to that expressed need.
Collaboration between the religious and the members of the lay branch can only be based on full equality. Sometimes perhaps in the past we merely paid lip service to this concept. Lay people who share our charism have their own particular gifts and service to offer. The lay faithful are not there simply to help the religious get more work done! It is not simply a pragmatic response to a vocation crisis. Rather, all must respect the unique character of the lay vocation. As members of the Secular Branch they are an integral part of the Congregation with their own special contribution to its mission...a true "extension of our Congregation".
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As indicated in CHAPTER ONE of the New Statutes, "The mission of the members has to be realized in the milieu proper to the laity". It is not so much a question of increasing our numbers, but of extending the levels and the horizons of our mission. There are levels and milieus where lay people can perhaps be more effective ministers of our charism than the religious. They can fulfil aspects of our mission, reach certain people and go to certain places, develop more energy...in certain situations.
425
165
The contribution of lay people in living out our charism and the orientations of the Congregation will deepen our understanding of our identity, giving us a new confidence in our vocation and a new sense to our ministry...a ministry not simply for lay people but with them. The challenge of their presence as equal partners in our sscc family can help all our Brothers and Sisters to renew their commitment and to rediscover the enthusiasm of our beginnings. They are a providential gift of God's love to our religious family.
In their turn, our lay members can draw from the rich spiritual patrimony resulting from nearly two hundred years of the living of our charism, thus deepening their faith and enriching it by values which have a resonance in their hearts and which call them to mission.
In CHAPTER TWO of the new Statutes, the members of the Secular Branch will find the broad lines for a program geared precisely to enable them to deepen their christian lives. They are called to incarnate in a special way the charism of the Congregation, especially on the levels of prayer life, communal life and apostolic life...all in a spirit of solidarity among themselves and with the whole community.
As you will note in CHAPTER THREE, the organizational structure of the Secular Branch is simple and uncomplicated. The intention was to make room for a certain diversity and pluralism, with a text that is open, flexible and adaptable to different situations and circumstances, while retaining that which is essential for our vocation and mission. Perhaps the single most important points in this Chapter of the Statutes are the references to the need to establish a good formation for aspiring members. The formation of the laity is, in any case, a strong priority for the Congregation .(5) Also in the context of the Secular Branch the words of the Synod Fathers hold true: " Possibilities of formation should be proposed to all, especially the poor, who can also be a source of formation for all". (6)
These Statutes were drawn up after a serious study of the history of the Secular Branch, and after much consultation, not only with the Brothers and Sisters, but also with many lay persons and communities who feel called to our life. They are a response to the prayers and to the desires of many.
Now that we have new guidelines, approved by the Holy See, we have a unique opportunity to put our confidence in the laity in a very significant way. I invite all our Brothers and Sisters to reflect on how they might do so. "In the Church's openness to ministries and in a continuous orderly communal growth, religious are able to discover new forms of active participation, involving the Christian community in their initia‑
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tives and works," (7) thus multiplying the evangelizing power of our Congregation. It is time to do all that is possible so that the lay faithful who feel called to share our charism might be able to realize to the full the rich potential of their vocation.
If we really believe in the value of collaboration with the laity, our religious Brothers and Sisters will need to take more concrete steps. It is a relatively new development in the Church. Perhaps our Provincial Governments might consider the naming of a person or persons in their Province(s) to examine and make concrete recommendations on how to approach this dimension of our life, which will be so important for our mission in the future. I think the new Statutes of the Secular Branch also merit this kind of serious approach, if we are to have a vibrant group of lay sscc's sharing our vocation and mission. *
___             ------------------
(1)	Statutes of the Exterior Association 1958 no I,1.
(2)	Letter of Fr.Jean Baptiste Proust sscc to Fr.Ignatius Baños sscc(28-4-1953).
(3)	Cfr. Chapter XXI in 'SS.CC. Vocation and Mission'. Rome 1992
(4)	Statutes of the Secular Branch 1993 n23
(5)	General Chapter 1988. Recommendations 30-36.
(6)	Christifideles Laici no 63.
(7)	Religious and Human Promotion no 6.

* The above is an elaboration of the letter of the Superior Generals presenting the new Statutes.
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