a) The Formation for Brothers

The following is a presentation on the formation for Brothers made at the gathering of formator of the Conference of Europe in Trois Epis from April 9th to the 13th, 2018.  It is presented here as an aid to the reflection on the Formation of Brothers and also a background resource for the establishment of formation Programs.
We have to cast our minds back to the beginning of the Institute and to the lived experience of the Congregation down through the centuries in order to try and identify the role of the Brother. If we are not clear about the role of the Brother, we will never get his formation right. The first premise of good formation is to know what we are forming people for. And as with those who are destined for the priesthood, those who are called to be Brothers are being formed for Redemptorist life. It is as simple as that; although of course we need to refine it in a specific way, because formation should be as personal as possible for each individual. However, let to look at the historical facts involved.
From the very beginning we had non-priests with us, and indeed as we all know, at one stage our infant Congregation consisted of only two people - one of them was a priest and one of whom was a Brother... Alphonsus and Vitus Curtius.  

We are also conscious that right from the beginning, the status of the non-priests was something that was never clear. In a letter to Fr. Falcoia who was the Direttore, St. Alphonsus asks, “What are we going to call these men who are working with us? Helpers, collaborators, Brothers, co-adjutors, or what”?  Many believe that to a certain extent the “or what” nature of the Brothers’ vocation has remained down through the ages with the emphasis changing in each age.  

Coupled with this, we have two different messages from the magisterium of the Church. We have Lumen Gentium am telling us that there are only two states of life in the Church - the clerical state and the lay state - and therefore by logic, our Brothers are lay men who live in the Congregation. And then we have Perfectae Caritatis – another Conciliar and Magisterial document which tells us that there are three states of life in the Church - the clerical, the Religious and the lay states, which of course we find comforting, as it gives our Brothers status in the Church as full members of our Religious family. 

Many will be aware of the great struggle the Congregation had in having our Constitutions approved back in the 1980s, and the particular that phrase in Constitution 1,  where we described ourselves as “a missionary religious Institute”; and the Holy See sent it back amended to read “a clerical missionary Institute”. You may also know this was a ping-pong game of sending this Constitution back five times to the Holy See, until eventually we decided we were not going to win, and so we reluctantly accepted this wording of the Holy See – but it is important to remember that this was not the mind of the capitulars at the Chapter.
However, throughout the Constitutions we make no such distinction -referring to “All the members” on numerous occasions. Indeed Constitution 35 states: “Therefore all the members are of themselves equal”. While Constitution 73 (the section of the Constitutions and Statutes on Obedience) says that “all the members are co-responsible”.  

This is certainly a break away from our past practice of life in which the Brothers were segregated, eating at a separate table and recreating in a separate part of the common room. We remember this well. We also remember cringing every Friday night as we read the Rule in the refectory, when it came to the part which said, “After their profession the choir novices shall sign the register and the Brothers will make their mark”! – a reference to the fact that it was expected that some of the Brothers would be illiterate. We can also recall - and we can laugh now - the line in the old Rule, “Even the Brothers may have an umbrella”!

So we all have to admit that in the past for at least two centuries, Brothers were regarded very often as domestic workers, who contributed mainly to the home life - and even that early apostolic outreach of the Brothers - going on missions - began to be lost very quickly after the 1764 Chapter.  

Now in this new age, the formation of Brothers is vital. However, men will only join us to be Brothers, if we observe what is said in the Constitutions, which is that they are equal and co-responsible with the others for the mission of the community. This does not mean that some of the men who join us may prefer to work as the catering managers or house bursars or look after the sacristy. But what it does mean, is a huge shift in mentality, to be open to see what opportunities, and especially which apostolic opportunities, may be waiting for these men who wish to share in the mission of the Congregation. 

Now in terms of the recruitment of Brothers, we will already have dealt with this, and therefore this specific brief is to look at formation possibilities for Brothers. In essence we are only repeating what is written in the first Manual of Formation, Section 8. An anxiety would be that some formators and some formation Secretariats have not studied that sufficiently. So we really giving a précis of that - but since it was written in 2009, we are now 10 years forward and working with yet another generation and so we really need to read in the light of contemporary society. The first section is on vocation discernment and this we can read for ourselves.
In practical terms we have to ask what is possible in terms of quality and relevant formation for those who wish to live our way of life as non-clerics. We can begin with an example from the Region of Zimbabwe where we have a good number of Brothers working in a variety of professional situations. 

There is always the delicate balance between lumping everyone together as students who are being trained to be finally professed Redemptorists, and at the same time respecting the specific call of a Brother to live at the heart of the Congregation manifesting a different form of service and even  at times appearing to be living a vocation with a vocation. 

And this is the point at which the challenge begins. We are aware that some of the Units of Latin America have a separate programmes or training for Brother candidates. These programs are well thought out, and relevant for the Brothers. Some even have separate formation houses for Brothers. 
Many have always resisted this, mainly because of the fear of isolation of a man joining us. Here in the West, we are not getting large numbers joining us as Brothers and to put them in a separate formation setting, it seems to some would not assist them to integrate into the life of the community.

So certainly, in the postulancy I believe that it should be experienced with the rest of their confreres in formation. The challenge is that some Units do not really have a formal and separate preparation and integration time as postulancy, and several regard the study of philosophy as the time of postulants. And of course, the question is, “Should the Brothers candidates be asked to study philosophy - or from the beginning should be sent for other training”?  

It is difficult decision but many believe that as much training and education with the peer group as is possible, should take place. It is believed that a separate novitiate for Brothers is wise or desirable. 

In the case of Brothers in Zimbabwe for example, most have done philosophical studies in order to get a bachelor’s degree, although two did go to Teachers Training College which did separate them from the group. However, after the novitiate, all Brother candidates are required to do two years in the theologate - and this for two reasons. 

The first is that the Brother in today’s age needs more than a basic catechetical knowledge. Whatever his ministry will be, he needs some theological education for this ministry. I managed to devise a two-year theology certificate whereby the Brother does leave the theological college with a qualification in theology.  

But much more importantly is that he has experienced these two years in the company of his peers, and not as an isolated individual doing something entirely different and only ducking in and out of the community according to what his studies will studies allow.  

After this, according to aptitude, the Brother in discussion with the formator and the superior, will embark on studies to prepare him for a specific ministry. In the case of Zimbabwe, some have chosen education, and some have chosen degrees in social work.   We now have Brothers who are headmasters, teachers, running social work programmes and running Aids programmes, which of course is a speciality.  

In addition, we prepare Brothers for leadership. In our Congregation leadership is for everyone and not for the few, but of course we have those called to special roles of government. Even during that time of formation, they should be given at least mind of leadership roles. 

As we all are aware the question of Brothers and leadership was raised at the General Chapter and Fr. General was asked to approach the Congregation for Religious to see if it would exempt us in some situations from the clerical rules, and then to allow some of our confreres who are  Brothers to officially assume the role of Superiors. We await a response.

However in the meantime, and having researched Canon Law, the role of community leader in the Region of Zimbabwe has been taken by three Brothers whilst the new Regional Leader – and we are avoiding the use of the word superior – Brother Benjamin Posvo have been appointed to this role. This is possible because the major canonical superior is the Provincial of London. So, it is finding a way within the law to empower our Brothers who our Constitutions say are equal. 

Over the years we have seen young men coming into the Congregation and deciding that seeing good role models of Brothers, and not clear that they were fully called to the priesthood, then deciding to change to the Brothers’ formation programme.  

Again, you may ask what is this programme?  Simply it is the programme for the formation of a Redemptorist. However, it is tailored in order to meet the specific needs of those who will not be ordained and will exercise a non-clerical ministry in our communities and for the people of God.  

One of the vital areas of this formation is giving these men a true sense of themselves. We are all too aware that in the Church, Brothers have often been thought of second-class citizens and are frequently asked questions such as, “Why don’t you go the whole way”? or, “You are intelligent, so why are you still a Brother”?

So in our formation and in the lived experience of the Brothers’ life and ministry, we simply must offer a credible way of life for intelligent men who want to share plentiful redemption with the People of God - but not as ordained priests. I have chosen the word priest deliberately, because we do have in the Congregation Brothers who are deacons, and that of course is a separate issue. 

At times I know I have been tempted to suggest to Brothers that they become deacons in order to circumvent the law that only clerics can be superiors, but it is reacting to a situation in the Church which we did address at the General Chapter and which is unnecessary in most cases. 

We offer here an overview of what may be possible for the formation of Brother candidates and not being too specific, because we continue to believe strongly that each Unit and indeed each culture has to face the issue honestly and with integrity. We know that in one of the Provinces in India they do not recruit brothers – and I often wonder is this has something to do with the legacy of the caste system. But it is not me for me to judge. 

What is vital in the formation of a Brother is above all, QUALITY ACCOMPANIMENT. Again, if you returnee to the formation manual you will see that accompaniment and regular and in-depth colloquia are the very stuff of good formation. And it is in the accompaniment that a credible discernment in terms of ministry, lifestyle, integration, and uniqueness can take place. The Brother is very much at the heart of the Redemptorist vocation. In my own Province we have two Brothers working in the prison ministry and they have a very real sense of themselves as Redemptorist missioners. 
And if the Brother in formation has to be absent for some time for a specialized course – e.g. a college or training centre which is not located near a Redemptorist community, then frequent visits back to the formation community, together with visits to the Brother by the formator are essential.

Finally, we really do need to reflect on entry or integration into ministry. It is also important that when the Brother takes up an apostolate, his work has as many links to the mainstream life of the Unit as possible. It may be advisable to encourage the Brother from time to time to participate in meeting with other Brothers from neighbouring Units – or even at an international level and I am aware that the Secretariat for Brothers is dealing with this. 

The following are a few points for discussion:
· We need to be challenged us on vocation recruitment and inviting men to join us - not only as clerics but as Brothers. We can offer them such a wide range of opportunities for living and sharing plentiful redemption. How can this be even more focused?
· Is it possible or desirable to have a specific common formation period for our Brother candidates? What form or shape would you see this having?

· How can we offer good formation for our Brothers which excludes no one, (apart from canonical or social issues) and what degree of study should be request of them?

· Are there specific needs in your Unit which a Brothers would be better suited to deal with, rather than the clerics? What apostolic outlets do you see for our Brothers?
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