ASSOCIATION AND SPIRITUALITY IN THE NEW LASALLIAN COMMUNITY

 

Associating is a standard feature of human behaviour. It is true that some people are by inclination "loners", but in general people like to associate, and even the loners are obliged to associate for certain things. "No man is an island." At the same time, it is clear that associating is not something people do for its own sake. People associate for a reason, for a purpose. They hope to achieve something by it, and so they are prepared to make compromises with regard to parts of their independence for the sake of a common goal. The goal underpinning Lasallian Association is "the mission". If we are associating for any other reason, then our associating is not Lasallian, although it may well be useful and praiseworthy. 

So the word "mission" needs careful consideration. Theologically there is only one mission, and that is the Mission of the Word Incarnate sent by the Father in the Holy Spirit. Every individual Christian is called to participate in the Mission of the Word Incarnate as the supreme goal of his or her existence. This is the "view faith" which was so fundamental to the spirituality of St. John Baptist De La Salle. The Trinitarian theology of the formula of vows is central to the Lasallian understanding of association. So is the theology of the Incarnation and of the Mystical Body of Christ. We are called by our baptism to enter into communion, with the Trinity and with all humanity. All the rest flows from that.

Translating all that into real-life terms, "Lasallian Association" can be seen as a loose community of people who share certain features. They are inspired by a particular spirituality, which includes a vision of themselves and the world they live in. They feel the need to act together with others for a common purpose. The goal is essentially religious and transcendental, in that it looks to values beyond the purely material, although the material dimension is by no means excluded. The Lasallian community is made up of people who are really fired up by the desire to respond to the desperate need that young people have for an education inspired by faith and gospel values. This is the "zeal" which is the second fundamental element in the spirituality of St. John Baptist De La Salle.

The advantage of viewing association in terms of community is that it forces us to focus on the people rather than on the structures. Associating is more important than forming "Associations". The challenge involved in talking about association as community is that this forces us to rethink our ideas about community itself, especially with regard to where the boundaries of community are and who exactly is in and who is out. This is as all part of the general shift from "exclusive" to "inclusive" thinking, which is affecting every area of human society, including the Church. Some people see the post-modern secularisation of western culture as a tragedy for Christianity. It is certainly a threat to established institutions and the myths behind them. On the other hand, it will have its "up" side, if it helps us to do away with the narrow circles and boxes into which we had all imprisoned ourselves by the middle of the twentieth century.

It is an historical fact that the concept of the Lasallian Educational Community and its concrete expressions, have undergone changes over the three centuries of its existence. Over the last few decades in particular, our understanding of it has moved rapidly from the exclusive to the inclusive. For a long time "the Lasallian Community" just meant the Community of the Brothers, whether at the local, the national or the international level. In more recent times, "the Lasallian Community" came to include all those lay colleagues in various capacities who worked along with the Brothers and contributed to the vitality of the schools. Today, things have gone a stage further. People are discovering that Lasallian values and spirituality are relevant to their sense of mission outside the framework of schools or other types of institutions. In many places (including great Britain) we are confronted with the existence of local Lasallian communities in situations where there are few or even no Brothers at all. The lines of demarcation are crumbling, or at least being redrawn. The circle is wider and more inclusive.

The specific task facing us today is to envisage and to bring into existence a new kind of Lasallian Community in this country . This will necessarily involve the development of new forms of Lasallian commitment that are relevant to today's realities. Community for the Lasallian mission depends on people sharing a common vision and inspiration of gospel compassion and being companions to one another ("brotherliness") in very practical terms. It requires a willingness to grow in understanding and conviction (spiritual development), and a willingness to make a personal commitment. 

Association presupposes commitment which in turn requires spiritual maturity and a process of personal conversion. People will have different levels of commitment to the same goal, and their commitment will take on different forms. But, some kind of commitment is essential and it involves two aspects. There is the commitment to work for others (serving the poor through education), and the commitment to work with others (by associating).

Community does not mean uniformity and conformity. This was one of the false circles of the past that we have managed to break out of. People are different, even when they are united by a common motivation. While not losing sight of the essential constants, we need to allow for a measure of diversity under the general umbrella of Lasallian community. To live and work in association is to live out one's personal itinerary in the context of a group itinerary. There is no single type of itinerary for everybody. People have different itineraries based on their different backgrounds, experiences, personalities and their individual response to God in their lives.

Lasallian Association is a matter of finding one's personal itinerary as a communion with others who are similarly committed to exploring the validity of the Lasallian mission as their expression of their own inner values. At the same time the group itinerary exists and is significant. The Lasallian Community in Britain since 1855 has had its itinerary of which we are all part. Indeed we are currently engaged in opening up a new chapter in the story.

Lasallian spirituality provides us individually and communally with signposts for this journey. Today as always, Lasallian spirituality leads young people and adults to discover in their own lives how to live the Gospel and how to make it come alive for others. This is the heart of De La Salle's method of personal prayer. Lasallian spirituality leads people to personal transformation through a series of commitments. "Step by step, one thing leads to another." The reference point for a Lasallian spirituality of community today lies in the personal journey towards association made by St. John Baptist De La Salle and his first Brothers.
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