THE “NEW BEGINNING”
HAS ALREADY BEGUN!
Remarks by Brother Ernesto Sánchez
at the closing of the XXII General Chapter

A few days ago, we received a video greeting from a large group
of young people gathered in Brazil. With one voice they called
out to us: “The new beginning has already begun!” I was excited
to hear these words because they came from young people. It
was something like listening to the voice of someone who had
been watching us during these six weeks through the great window of this chapter room, one who gently raising a voice, knocking a little on the glass and saying to us: “Brothers and Marist lay
men and women gathered in Chapter, you have already been
experiencing the ‘New La Valla.’ “
I then looked at the image of Our Lady of Fourvière, the Table of
La Valla, and the picture of the Last Supper ... powerful symbols
that have been present in our Chapter Hall. Based on these symbols, I would like to share with you today some ideas related to
some key themes.
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1. We look to Mary
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Upon looking at the image of Mary, the one who has
accompanied us throughout these weeks, I have
tried to come closer to her heart, much like Marcellin Champagnat did. I have tried to imagine, if only
for an instant, what she may have experienced in
the moments after she dared give her confident
and adventurous yes to God (cf. Lk 1:38). I believe
that only a free and passionate heart enabled her to
accept this unusual, unknown and new beginning;
although her plans were to change completely in
a few moments. Mary left immediately for the hill
country to meet Elizabeth (cf. Lk 1:39), and months
later gave us Jesus (cf. Lk 2,7). We can also imagine what was happening in the heart of Mary, her
fear and anguish when they were not able to find a
place worthy to receive the child to whom she was
about to give birth (Lk 2,7). Again, I believe it was
thanks to her free heart, filled with the warmth of
God, that she welcomed this newness.

Along with the spirit and strength we may feel at
this moment, maybe we too experience certain
fears thinking about our return to the different realities, where we will be well received, but where we
also will face challenges, and difficult or complex
situations. Just as we have experienced at this Chapter, we may also be afraid of knowing there are some
things which we need to “let go of” in order to allow other new things to be born. As with Mary, only if we
have a free and fervent heart will we be able to welcome the newness and give Jesus to the world.
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As well as being accompanied by Mary, we have also been accompanied by the table at La Valla. It is a
clear and powerful symbol for all those who today are deeply connected with Marcellin’s charism. There
is room for all at this table: Brothers, Marist lay men and women, many educators, those people serving in
Marist works, children, youth, former students, families, together with some priests, and men and women
religious who nourish their vocational path from Marist sources. It is a table that welcomes all the Marists
of Champagnat. A table to which all can approach. This is the greatness of this gift to the Church and to the
world; the Marist charism which makes us feel like we all belong to a great family.
The day after my election, I was asked to present a brief video message to a group of young people from
our schools in the United States who were meeting to share some days the experience of creating a “New
La Valla”. Similarly, I made a video for a group of young Brazilians to which I referred at the beginning of my
address. Using the table as a symbol, I wanted to explain in a simple and pedagogical way, what “A new La
Valla” could mean for me, while keeping in line with what we have been contemplating throughout this
Chapter. The table that Champagnat built balances on four legs, which could be likened to the four key
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columns of our “New Beginning”:
• The first: To be tireless searchers for meaning in our search for God;
• The second: To form homes that nurture life and generate new life;
• The third: To be prophets of human dignity, present among the most vulnerable and children and youth,
who have no voice.
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• The fourth: To be a healing and co-creative presence of our common home.

I would now like to say a word about each of these four columns, starting with the last I just mentioned.

a. To be a healing and co-creative presence of our common home
During these days we have enjoyed the beautiful, green landscapes that surrounds this city of Rionegro,
and the continuous rains that allow it to maintain this beauty. On the opening day of the Chapter, we heard
that 30% of Colombian territory is part of the Amazon. This geographical proximity reminds us of the great
importance that this ecosystem has for the world.
Our common home, our mother earth, has been crying out to us for many years to do something to stop
our excessive use and exploitation of our planet. The generosity and abundance of our common home is
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beginning to wear out, not because it does not want to give us more, but because we are taking excessive
advantage of it in uncontrolled ways. Pope Francis, in his Encyclical Letter Laudato Si ‘, on the care of the
common home, says: “Self-improvement on the part of individuals will not by itself remedy the extremely
complex situation facing our world today. Social problems must be addressed by community networks
and not simply by the sum of individual good deeds. The ecological conversion needed to bring about
lasting change is also a community conversion.” (LS #219)
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What positive consequences could be achieved if, we Marists, took a joint action, seriously, contributing
our small part in the 80 countries where we are present? Could we start from a personal action that progressively affects our Provinces, Districts and General Administration? We have already made some initiatives here and there. How can we achieve more? Imagine how this theme of ecology and care of our
common home could be incorporated in important decisions regarding structures, constructions, use of
resources, and above all in the positive influence we could have on so many people, families, children and
young people who, in their daily decisions, are transforming the world. To do this, we can try to promote a
deeper appreciation and respect for ecological concerns, and offer training, through our educational and
pastoral ministries.

b. To be prophets of human dignity, present among the most vulnerable and forgotten children and young people
During the first days of the Chapter, we all lived an experience of personal solidarity on the outskirts of
Medellin city. This experience undoubtedly helped us to connect with many situations with which we are
familiar, where the human dignity of children and young people is still being trampled upon today.
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Till this day, I still remember the faces of those young girls whom we met at the centre we visited. In their
faces I see lives so beaten, yet, at the same time, with a spark of hope and dreams, thanks to the closeness
of those people who accompany them in their recovery. What touched me powerfully in this Chapter was
this experience, together with the Eucharist we celebrated days later at the Major Seminary in Medellin,
where we honoured the group of Bishops who, almost 50 years ago, pledged through their Medellin document, to be a close and tender Church, courageously giving preference to the poor.

XXII capítulo general

My Brothers and Marist lay sisters and brothers, the call is clear for us to courageously abandon our comforts, in order to be free to seek concrete ways that lead us to meet the most needy and marginalized
children and young people; so that their gifts can enrich us and, with these young people, we can become
prophets of human dignity. We have heard the strong challenge for us to respond to the reality of displaced people that is strongly evident in so many parts of the world where we have a presence. This prophecy calls us to determined action in the defence of children’s rights, in condemning any kind of abuse done
against them, and in working with determination and courage so that they will never again experience
such violence and loss of trust.
In determining the concrete ways in which we can best respond to these marginalized children and young
people, I believe in the transforming potential provided by the resources of our educational and social
works, universities and our youth movements. I myself am the fruit of Marist educational action, because
my vocation was forged as a Marist student and a member of youth ministry.
What implications might this theme of being prophets of human dignity have for each of our educational
works and all kinds of other activities? What does it ask of us personally? What is it asking of us at each of
the levels of community, Provinces and Districts, and the General Administration?
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d. To form homes that nurture life and generate new life

I dare to say that, over the course of these six weeks, we have lived as a Chapter community the experience
of “home” that has nurtured life and has generated new life. In a multicultural, international context, with a
diversity of ages and experiences, Brothers, lay men and women, support staff and our chaplain Fr Rodrigo,
we have all experienced “A New La Valla”.
We have given voice to the future of our charism being based in communion; Marists together, fully committed, united in diversity, and being co-responsible for Marist life and mission.
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We have stated that we want to promote a deep renewal of our community life; to be creators of hearth
and home, to generate authentic relationships, to experience our vulnerability as a place of openness and
freedom, to desire living a simple lifestyle, close to the poor, committing ourselves personally and communally to be more present among young people, accompanying them with proactive vocational proposals.
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Only with Marists, who are passionate followers of Jesus, as religious Brothers, or as Marist lay men or
women, will it be possible to construct “A New La Valla”. I will spare no effort to invest all that is necessary in
human energy and financial resources to awaken and accompany the vocational processes. In a balanced
way, I want to insist on the power of “witness” , along with planned concrete actions that will generate new
Marist life. I would like to propose to you, and to all Marists, that we dedicate one day per week throughout
the year (approximately 50 days a year) to consciously and closely support actions, or ways of being present, that will cultivate and accompany the future potential of our Marist life, be it in the forms of religious
or lay life. Everyone may ask themselves what he or she could concretely do. Hopefully this challenge could
be met by many people throughout the Marist world. For my part, I would like to be the first to respond
to the invitation I make to you.
Could we imagine the synergy that we would be able to form, creating a series of living homes that generate life in 80 countries? The “Ring of Fire” that already exists in our world (a network of more than 400
volcanoes that extends from South America and North America to East Asia, Australia and New Zealand)
could be a beautiful symbol to illustrate this synergy. This “Ring of Fire” communicates and forms a whole,
an image of the global body that we ourselves desire to continue building as an Institute. The fire speaks
of passion, of heat, of unity, of communication and, above all, of light. That is what we are called to be, light
and heat in the midst of a world that is so fragmented.
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e. To be tireless searchers for meaning, in our search for God
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The fourth and last key column I want to speak about, and from which is born the three I have previously
mentioned is to be tireless searchers for meaning in our search for God. During this Chapter, we have spoken of our desire to go more deeply into our experience of God, to have a personal encounter in our daily
lives, to be his passionate witnesses of a full and happy life. To achieve this, we favour programs that will
cultivate interiority and revive our spirituality and life in God.
During these days of the Chapter, it is evident that all of us have lived personally, and in community, many
moments of quiet, contemplative prayer. We wanted to live a process that allowed us to hear the Lord’s
calls whispered within us and, from here, we were able to bring forth new and creative ideas. In the midst
of a world filled with so much noise and moving at a fast pace, this cultivation of interiority in each of us,
in our communities and in our works, can be a privileged field that gives rise to a grounded spirituality
adapted to our times. We have a very rich spiritual and charismatic heritage, from which we can continue
be fed with the “bread of the house” and share it with so many people, especially with many young people
who are confused, searching, or thirsty for meaning, depth, an authentic life, or God; although they may
not name it as such.

3. Love and service in the leadership of Jesus.
Finally, together with the image of Our Lady of Fourvière, the Table of La Valla supported by those four
columns that I have quickly described, I want to present a third image for reflection. I mention this image,
because I want to directly speak to you, Provincials and District Superiors, members of the General Council,
the lay men and women and young people who were invited to this Chapter. Looking at the mural that has
accompanied us from the very beginning in this Chapter Hall, we are reminded that the essence of Jesus’
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leadership was his call that we be servants, loving one another, prepared to wash the feet of others.
It is apparent to me that repeatedly, throughout this Chapter, we have affirmed our desire to become more
of a global body as a Marist Institute. This movement can become a reality if each of us takes seriously this
call. Transparency in communication, as well as openness and availability, will be key points helping us to
move forward. We need an organization and structures that are flexible and adaptable, that generate life
and avoid being too heavy. Our Administrative Units, Regions and General Administration need to work
hand in hand, continuing to create networks and, by necessity, adapting our organizational frameworks to
ensure the ongoing vitality of our charism and mission.
For all of us involved in the service of leadership, it is important to take good care of ourselves. This begins
with finding a healthy balance between work, rest, health care and our spiritual needs, including the importance of having someone to accompany us. Personally, I would like to say to you that in the service that
I, as Superior General and Luis Carlos, as Vicar General, together with the General Councillors, we wish to
place our greatest energies in the care and accompaniment of people, beginning with those of you, our
Provincials and District Superiors. Do not hesitate to contact us at any time. Talking with each other about
the truth of our situation will be the best service we can offer each other. Proximity and service will be the
signs of a Marian leadership that I expressed as my wish only minutes after I was elected.
As well as my personal experience, and wanting to be the first to give witness to carrying out the goals
of this General Chapter, it is important that we imagine and think about the pedagogical process that we
need to initiate in the coming months to engage the entire Institute in acting on the calls and recommendations of this XXII General Chapter. As well as attending quickly to this goal, do not hesitate to invest the
time and energy required to motivate and accompany each person and group in the process of opening
to them these calls, assisting them to learn what they too need to leave behind so as to allow something
new to be born.
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I would like to conclude my closing remarks by expressing to each of you, the participants and guests of
this XXII General Chapter a word of thanks for your dedication and passion during these six weeks. In addition to discerning the orientations for the coming 8 years, we have concretely followed the process of
revising and approving our Constitutions and Statutes, as well as progressing a new ‘Rule of life’: both very
valuable documents that encourage hope and coherence to those of us who live Marist religious consecration. In particular I want to thank the young Brothers and Marist lay guests who were present with us
at this Chapter. Your presence and contribution have been very valuable and together with you we have
been co-creators of this “New La Valla”. Thanks to the Preparatory Commission, the interim and Facilitation
Commissions, along with the great support received from Matthieu, our Chapter facilitator. Thank you for
the great work done by the International Commission for the Revision of the Constitutions and for the
dynamic texts they proposed.
Thanks to all those who have offered us various services during the Chapter (translation, liturgy and animation, secretariat, computer science, communications and chaplain), your fraternal, available and discreet
presence has been of great value to us. Thanks to the Province of Norandina for going above and beyond
in so many ways to offer all of us capitulants a clear experience of your love for all things Marist. Thank you
to the Marist communities and fraternities of Medellín, particularly the Novitiate. Our thanks also go to all
the people involved in the services and for the attentive care provided by the staff of this La Salle Conference Centre.
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In the Last Supper mural that has furnished this Chapter Hall, as well as calling attention to the faces of the
men and women disciples and young people gathered around Jesus, there is also a powerful symbol of
what we want to be as Communion in the Church today. I was interested to see that on the table are five
loaves and two fish offered by the young man at the multiplication of the loaves (Cf Jn 6,9). This reminded
me that this young man was able to think not of himself, but give all of what he had; he gave himself as a
sign of multiplication. I believe that if each one of us here is capable of letting go, of actually letting go, of
giving ourselves without reserve, the multiplication will become evident.
With you, I wish to send a warm embrace to the whole Marist world, especially those who suffer and are in
difficulties. To the young brothers and middle-aged brothers, who bear an important weight in animation
and mission. To our older brothers and sisters, who are a vital reference in the Institute, I hold you in loving
memory. To the young, and lay people in formation or vocational discernment. To the Marist lay men and
women who belong to the Champagnat movement, and to those who have been associated or associated
with the Marist charism.
My greetings and cordial embrace also to those Brothers and lay people working in missions on the frontiers, among others, the LaValla200 communities. Thank you to the many educators who give themselves
every day in schools and social works, youth movements, universities, publishing houses and so many
people dedicated to the administrative field or various services in our communities and apostolic works.
Each one from his or her place forms an important part of this global body of Marcellin Champagnat. We
are aware of the interest they have had in following closely the events of this Chapter, assisted by the services of communications and information technology. Thank you all for your participation in the pre-chapter process and, above all, thank you for the communion in prayer that we have experienced during these
weeks.
My thanks to the Brothers of the outgoing General Council: Joe, Eugène, Antonio, Mike, Victor, Josep Maria,
John Klein, for all you have lived and realized together throughout these eight years. Together with them
I thank Libardo, Pedro, Carlos, with whom we have formed community. Many thanks to all the staff of the
General Administration, Secretariats and various services, as well as to many teams and commissions in the
service of the Institute. In particular, I wish to thank our Brother Emili, for your closeness and dedication,
your leadership and vision, especially for being the person you are. The Institute holds you with great appreciation and recognition for all you are and have done. In a few moments, together with Luis Carlos, we
can extend our thanks to you and to so many more people.
As capitulants, we have been privileged to be summoned to live this rich experience. It has been a privilege that has become a commitment. Our meeting with Pope Francis in Medellin at the beginning of the
Chapter confirms us in the hope and task of continuing to build a Church with a Marian face. With Mary, a
woman who was able to create a home where she created new life and cared for Jesus, she will continue
to encourage and accompany us. Marcellin Champagnat frequently repeated the words: “Mary, this is your
work”, and that gives me a total confidence that she will continue to take charge of this “New La Valla”. From
all this, we hear her telling us: “The new beginning has already begun! Let us put our hands to work and
build it!”
Thank you very much.
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