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ONE FAMILY, ONE MISSION

Lasallians associated for the educational service of the poor

Fraternal greetings to each one of you and my most cordial welcome to the Generalate.
Meeting for the second time in our recent history is reason for great joy. We assemble as
members of one Family committed to the same mission, to evaluate what we have lived in the
last seven years and, above all, to plan the future of the ministry that the Lord has placed in
our hands, in service of children and the young, especially the poor, the unloved, the excluded
and forgotten – of our world. As the Founder reminded us: You should look upon the children
whom you are charged to teach as poor, abandoned orphans. In fact, though the majority of
them do have a father here on earth, they are still as if they had none and are abandoned to
themselves for the salvation of their souls. This is the reason God places them as if under
your guardianship. He looks on them with compassion and takes care of them as being their
protector, their support and their father (Psalm 68: 6), and it is to you that he entrusts this
care (Meditation 37.3).

I believe that all of us begin this Assembly with the same conviction: ONE FAMILY, ONE
MISSION: Lasallians associated for the educational service of the poor. It is the belief
that our hope in the Lasallian mission should be anchored in God. It is the belief in a God
who wants all to be saved and arrive at the knowledge of truth, as our Founder recalled with
such insistence and which gave origin to our Institute and its mission. For me this is so clear
that if I were asked what is the purpose of our association, represented today in an
extraordinary way in this International Assembly, my response would be that we
fundamentally and primarily associate together because we want to be instruments of
salvation for the young, especially the poor, the unloved, the confused, those who do not find
meaning in their lives, those who have lost their way.

Personally I believe that it is useless to ask the question Who are the poor? It is enough to
open your eyes and see their growing number even in the so-called developed countries and
the new kinds of poverty that we have to face today. I hope that we will have the necessary
discernment that will allow us to identify those young people on the margin of society that
have more problems and fewer solutions, and to discover and invent tailor-made programs for
them that will help them live with hope and dignity. And I believe that our international
dimension can have far reaching results in this regard.

I think that it is also important to keep in mind how we live this out in practice. One of the
experiences that impacted me the most, especially in Asia and the Middle East, was to know
the stories of children and young people from diverse cultures and religions for whom we
should be the instruments of salvation, open to differences and with a deep respect for
persons and their creeds.

That is why I think, as I have expressed on other occasions, that our Association for the
service of the poor is a prophetic word. It is true that for more than 300 years we Brothers
have lived this almost exclusively. But today, with the invitation that Vatican II – which
celebrates 50 years now – makes to all the baptized, who are called to holiness and to full
participation in the evangelizing mission of the Church, and the new interpretation of the
charism, as a gift of the Spirit to the Church, this can now be lived in different ways starting
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from one's own religious or lay vocation. This opens to us a path filled with challenges and
possibilities without precedent in the past. This wonderful process that we have lived on the
level of the Lasallian Family in this regard is seen in Circular 461: Associated for the
Lasallian Mission...an Act of Hope.

Responding to current reality means to be aware that we are going through a difficult time in
the history of humankind. This is not only about the financial crisis, but also the crisis of
values that deeply affects the educational world of the young. This situation helps us to
discover even more the current situation of and the need for the Lasallian mission, just as the
Founder had experienced it in his own time. Aware on the one hand of God's saving plan and
the current situation of our ministry on the other, we should make our own the words of the
final Message of the Synod of Bishops on the New Evangelization: We are not intimidated by
the circumstances of the times in which we live. Our world is full of contradictions and
challenges, but it remains God's creation. The world is wounded by evil, but God loves it
still. It is his field in which the sowing of the Word can be renewed so that it would bear fruit
once more. There is no room for pessimism in the minds and hearts of those who know that
their Lord has conquered death and that his Spirit works with might in history (6).

The Founder and the first Brothers lived in the context of a Church that was on the defensive
during the Counter-Reformation. It was a time when more importance was given to the
institution than to the community of believers and therefore, it was the hierarchical dimension
that dominated the scene. But the closeness of the poor and the work with the first teachers
were leading the Founder to sense a servant Church starting from a community ministry. On
the other hand, his familiarity with the writings of Saint Paul, especially in the Meditations
for the Time of Retreat, gave him a mystical view of a servant Church, one in which the
Brothers, with their lay vocation, are ministers of God and dispensers of his mysteries,
ambassadors of Jesus Christ, builders of the Church. There is no doubt that this was a
prophetic word for the Church of his time and that this view anticipated some of the thinking
of Vatican II. It is up to us to make this word a reality, aware that today this responsibility and
ministry belongs not only to the Brothers but also to the laity and other Lasallians with whom
we share the mission and which is broadly represented here at this meeting. An attitude of
service and ministry are two fundamental elements of our Lasallian charism.

1. Associated with the compassionate action of the Father: Our kind of education

Lasallian education has touched many generations but we have to be honest and say that if
often in the past it was about creative and cutting-edge education that inspired civil society
itself, educational systems and academic publications, today this is not so obvious. It is not
about simply copying or extending the past, but about being able to develop a kind of
education that responds today to a world very different than it was just a few years ago. We
will invent it to the extent that we clearly identify the mission of our schools, universities,
centers for challenged youth, street children or immigrants, and all Lasallian works. We will
invent it  if we take the risk of creating new, significant initiatives or making bold and
innovative changes that will respond to current needs and that will better incarnate the
purpose of this mission.

We know very well that educational systems tend to lean more towards tradition than towards
innovation. Today we need to overcome this tendency, giving more force to our capacity to
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invent, create, and innovate because what is in play is the future survival of humankind. It is
important that we not be satisfied with the innate tendency to duplicate structures, but rather
to look for ways to modify and improve them, especially those structures that will ensure a
world that is more just and a society that is more participatory and includes a more radical
living out of Christian values.

Therefore, the first condition for innovation is getting to know and love the reality in which
we live with its lights and shadows, its pluses and minuses. This contact with reality should
lead us, secondly, to pass along a kind of knowledge that is not content with content. But one
which gives priority to the ability to search, aware that it is more important to help the young
find meaning in their lives than to fill their heads with ideas; to have the ability to continue to
learn, rather than knowing a lot. Finally, starting from a profound spirit of solidarity, we need
to have the ingenuity to see that our students are committed to building a better world.

Rather than starting from certainties, we should begin by asking ourselves some questions
and discovering the insights that will make our education viable and current. Among others, I
would include the following:

– How would you characterize the Lasallian school of the future in a world that is so
economically, culturally, socially and religiously diverse?
– How would you value and care for the local situation, while still being open to and
aware of our global world?
– How would you strengthen educational communities in a world that is individualistic,
fast-paced and which is characterized by superficial and unstable relationships?
– How would you create trust, peace and security in a violent, aggressive, and unjust
world?
– How would you really opt for the poor; for the unloved; for those who do not find
meaning in their lives; for those who find it difficult to learn; for immigrant children
and young people? Are you learning how to join gratuity with effectiveness?

Our concern in thinking about and designing today's and tomorrow's education is realized by
offering a community and personalized environment where each child and young person
flourish as human beings, and where they are open to hope and have a positive sense of life;
an environment where each one discovers themselves as children of God and as brothers and
sisters to others. At the same time this process needs to deeply appreciate the quality of
relationships and to promote working together in common and a sense of the educational
community. This type of education promotes horizontal communication more and coercion
and paternalism less.

2. Associated with Jesus to proclaim his Word: Our evangelization

In a book published some years ago Brothers Miguel Campos and Michel Sauvage defined
the Lasallian mission as Proclaiming the Gospel to the poor. Today I read that invitation in
three ways.

– To proclaim the Gospel to the poor because for Jesus the first recipients of his saving
message are the poor and we, too, are called to carry on his mission. "The Spirit of the
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has
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sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the
oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord" (Luke 4: 18 - 19).
– Secondly, we should proclaim the Gospel to the religiously poor and to the world of
the young, who are secularized in many places. Where, paradoxically, there is a thirst
for "something more," that does not find ways to satisfy that thirst. We should proclaim
the Gospel to the world of the young which is open to religious values but often
experiences a discrepancy between faith and life.
– Finally, to proclaim the Gospel also means to have the mind of Jesus with regard to
the Roman centurion, the Canaanite woman...and with regard to so many other non-
Jews whose faith he admired.  I am convinced that the deepest roots of interreligious
dialogue are in the Gospel and in the teaching, freedom and actions of Jesus. For him,
the principal commandment is to love God and neighbor. For him, at the end of life we
will be judged on how we loved. I was hungry and gave me food, I was thirsty...
(Matthew 25). I believe that we can say that outside of fraternity there is no salvation.
The dialogue of life, beyond religious differences, should lead us to build God's
Kingdom together based on welcoming, pardon, humility, closeness, tenderness,
solidarity, compassion and mercy.

To evangelize, deep down, is nothing more than opening ourselves to God's mystery  and to
the human mystery. It is to discover a God who searches for humankind unconditionally and
gratuitously, and to discover that human beings are eternal seekers, never satisfied, always
open to new adventures who respond to their insatiable desires and aspirations, marked by
deep longings as they face daily experiences of loneliness, abandonment, alienation,
rootlessness, boredom, overpopulation, frustration, exclusion...

Lasallian education, in its essence  is called to be permeated with the Gospel. The school
climate, relationships, discipline, various subject areas, catechesis, witness, apostolic
experiences, faith sharing groups, service of the poor, the way of understanding
authority...these are the normal ways the Gospel is made manifest.

Pastoral ministry is the means that facilitates the encounter of the person with God and the
discovery of his plan of salvation. Pastoral ministry translates into a vast array of possibilities,
inspired by creativity and by apostolic zeal: Faith education programs, commissions,
volunteer programs, Christian life communities, youth groups, prayer groups, missions,
apostolic groups of service to the poor, retreats, study groups...

3. Associated with the Spirit to share our faith: Our educational community

"The foundation event which links the Institute today to its origins is that of June 6th, 1694,
when John Baptist de La Salle and twelve of his followers came together to consecrate
themselves for life, to the Christian education of poor boys" (Circular 447, page 2). Our
fundamental reference point since the beginnings is association for the service of the poor
which expresses and makes manifest the Lasallian charism. Association is part of the
community dimension, but it goes beyond the limits of time and space that belong to a local
community. Each associate, although belonging to a local community, see their belonging as
secondary to being integrated into the greater community of Lasallian associates who serve
the educational mission wherever they are needed.
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Moreover, one of the principal insights of our founding origins has always impelled us to
promote educational reform that enhances the sense of community, fraternity and teamwork.
Today this idea is gaining new relevance as we are faced with individualism and mass culture
which often characterize our postmodern world. We know that Together and by Association
for the Founder and the first Brothers was a mystique, an ideal, an essential characteristic. It
had to do with living the style of the first Christian community. Of not being just teachers for
the young, but also brothers, friends, servants, of collaborating in God's work by building a
fraternal world in the image of the Trinity. Our strength is in the educational community as
communion for the mission, a fraternity in service of the poor, of children and of young
people.

The original Lasallian community was aware that it was not simply a collection of individuals
who were brought together by accident or by chance. It was an association of persons who
wove together fraternal ties, starting from identical experience; that of having been called by
God to serve poor young people. It was about a personal and a communal vocation, and not
just an individual profession. I have to say that, thanks be to God, one of the impressions that
has moved me the most in my travels across the length and breadth of the Lasallian world was
the quality of human relationships among the members of the educational community that
exist within the various schools and the fraternal spirit that breathes inside their walls. I
would like to share with you the testimony of a young Muslim boy that I met in New Zealand.
As we were saying goodbye, he asked me to pray for him and later on he wrote me a letter:
We are branches of the same tree and I am very happy that you, Brother, kept my request in
mind and I am certain that my successes have depended upon your prayers for me. I know
now that God led me to attend a Lasallian school and I will always be grateful for that
because I have no blood brothers in my family. Our Lord has now given me thousands of
brothers and you are one of them.

Our association for the mission, our fraternity for the service of the poor, our educational
community is not fundamentally a structure but a spiritual dynamic that is manifested in
different ways. One way is to live and promote solidarity and not just personal success as we
listen to the calls of the poor and, by means of them, to the children and young people who
need us the most. Another way, no less important, is to participate actively in the
responsibility for the mission on the part of all members of the educational community. And,
finally, seeing this as our dream for the future; an availability to serve the Lasallian mission
beyond our own borders, where our presence may be more needed, with regional or
international initiatives, a sign of a universal fraternity that responds creatively to urgent and
timely situations.

It is also interesting to see that the structures created to ensure association for the educational
service of the poor are all defined in terms of community. Some of them would be: Lasallian
Educational Mission Assemblies and Councils on the Institute, Regional or District level, the
Signum Fidei Fraternity, the Lasallian Fraternity, mixed communities of Brothers and lay
persons and other forms of association.

CONCLUSION

It is wonderful to see a group like yourselves gathered here at the Center of the Institute,
representing its international dimension and the Lasallian Family, united in the same spirit
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and called to live according to the charism of Saint John Baptist de La Salle and his values.
One Family, One Mission: Lasallians associated for the educational service of the poor. I
think that it is wonderful to experience today that we are participants in a common vocation,
starting from our respective identities and called to share, as disciples and apostles, the same
mission of being instruments of salvation for the young.

My hope is that at the beginning of this Second International Assembly for the Educational
Mission we all feel that we are brothers and sisters who, in an attitude of discernment, find
ways that will make us able to offer hearts that are open to the young and to be available to
listen to them, understand them and help them to find meaning in their lives. This will be
done through fraternal and welcoming educational communities, educational centers that are
close to their concerns and needs, and exercise a pastoral ministry that will help them to feel
the transforming presence and the fullness of God.

Brother Álvaro Rodríguez Echeverría
Superior General


