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UCESM 16th General Assembly in Tirana (Albania) - March 23-28, 2015 

 

"Religious men and women in Europe: Witnesses and Shapers of Communion" 

 

Javier Álvarez-Ossorio SSCC (on behalf of the USG) 

 
 

I appreciate the invitation to participate in this Assembly and I bring you cordial 

greetings in the name of the Union of Superiors General and in particular of the 

Executive Committee and our President Fr. Adolfo Nicolás SJ.  

 

The USG brings together around 220 superiors general of male religious institutes who 

represent round 200 thousand male religious worldwide. The main instrument for our 

work consists of the two three-day meetings that we hold each year. Additionally there 

are different committees that work on specific topics.  

 

My intervention is divided into four points: one on the current context in which the USG 

is evolving (the time of Francis), and three that relate directly to the central theme of 

this UCESM Assembly: communion. 

 

The Time of Francis 
 

"The renewal of the Church didn’t begin with Francis!" protested one of my colleagues in 

one of our assemblies protested. "Conversion to the poor, cordiality, mission at the 

periphery, etc., we have been doing all of that; it seems as if Francis had discovered the 

Gospel..." It is true. Bit it is also true that the arrival of Francis has suddenly changed the 

vital tone of the Church and the priorities through his gestures and his language. A new 

wind is blowing. It is the “Francis effect”.  We have noticed it in the USG, we are (mostly) 

pleased with him, and we try to adjust our steps to the path that he is opening. 

 

The USG’s meeting with Francis in November of 2013 has been the most significant 

moment for our organization in these past two years. We left that meeting content, 

thankful, encouraged in our life and vocation, happy, committed and sent.  

 

Francis’ style stirred up a reflection among us about the way to exercise the service of 

authority and leadership in our communities. By way of synthesis we can say that we see 

ourselves called to conversion in three areas: 

 

1. Conversion of personal attitudes: in order to focus ourselves on what is essential 

(Jesus and his Gospel), with interior freedom and authenticity of life, with 

profound humanity, fleeing from any kind of “princely-ness”, participating in the 

revolution of tenderness. 

 

2. Conversion of relationships: expressing ourselves in a simple and direct way, 

walking with the brothers, seeking the will of God together. 

 

3. Conversion of perspectives and missionary style: trying to offer a prophetic 

service (distanced from what is worldly); having as a value, going out to the poor 

and to the existential margins; (“advancing along the path of a pastoral and 

missionary conversion which cannot leave things as they presently are” EG 25), 

and promoting the culture of encounter (contrary to the throw away culture) 

 

Communion at interior of consecrated life 
 

As a regular meeting place between general superiors of male religious institutes, the 

USG is a place of communion. The relations with the UISG (of female institutes) are 

good. This is already a value in and of itself.  
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The challenges go in the direction of involving more institutes in the meetings (there are 

always some who never show up), of making more and better use of our own 

experiences as a source of dialogue and reflection, and of doing things together. 

 

This last one is carried out in certain initiatives of "intercongregationality”, a concept the 

represents a world yet to explore. One of the stronger projects along this line is the 

Solidarity with South Sudan (SSS), which at this time is under consideration to see 

whether, or not, it should become a permanent structure of collaboration among 

congregations, beyond the specific Project in the South Sudan. 

 

Communion in the Church 
 

In this also, Francis indicates to us the style to follow when he tossed out the following 

invitation at the beginning of the Extraordinary Synod on the family in October 2014: 

"Speaking honestly. Let no one say, “I cannot say this; they will think this or this of 

me…” This is not good, this is not synodality, because it is necessary to say all that, in 

the Lord, one feels the need to say: without polite deference, without hesitation. And, at 

the same time, one must listen with humility and welcome, with an open heart, what 

your brothers say." 

 

Speak clearly and listen with humility. We wish that this spirit of “synodality”: might 

permeate the whole Church. Moreover, let us hope the whole world too!  

 

It is with this dynamic that the USG participated in the Extraordinary Synod on the family 

and now prepares for its participation in the Ordinary Synod that will take place in 

October of this year.  

 

Similarly, at the expressed request of Frances we are involved in the process of 

developing a new text for Mutuae Relationes, which must replace that of 1978. The USG 

and the UISG have asked for a broad consultation to be made at the grassroots of 

consecrated life, that the theme be set in the framework of the missionary character of 

the entire Church, and that the accent be placed on communion among all of the actors 

in evangelization (not only bishops and those consecrated, but also laity, movements, 

etc.).    

 

Certainly, the ecumenical dimension of ecclesial communion is most important. In this 

arena, I can point out that the USG and the UISG have been represented at the EIIR 

(Association of Interfaith Meetings of Mena and Women Religious) and at the CIR 

(Interfaith Congress of Religious). 

  

Communion in a wounded and divided world 
 

There is no doubt that the heart of the mission of the Church and, within it, of religious 

life, consists of serving the redemptive, healing and reconciling mission of Christ, who 

came to repair broken hearts and reconcile people with one another and with the Father. 

I do not have anything to say to you that you do not already know about the terrible cry 

hurled at us from the violent and merciless reality in which humanity struggles today, in 

Europe too.  

 

Therefore, I limit myself to recalling another call of Pope Francis in his letter addressed to 

all of us for the occasion of the Year of Consecrate Life: "Men and women religious, like 

all other consecrated persons, have been called ‘experts in communion’. So I am hoping 

that the ‘spirituality of communion’, so emphasized by Saint John Paul II, will become a 

reality and that you will be in the forefront of responding to “the great challenge facing 

us” in this new millennium: ‘to make the Church the home and the school of 

communion.’" 

 

Thank you very much. 


