New Year Message from the
Congregation Leadership Team
16th January 2006
Dear Brothers,
Happy New Year! We wish to share the following reflections and information with you.


An Extravagant Hope
On a recent trip to Ghana, Br. Francis and Br. Martin visited the Kwame Nkrumah Memorial Park in Accra. It is a monument to the founder and first President of Ghana. Nkrumah had a great vision for Africa and for a new world order of justice and peace. As we emerged from the beautiful Memorial Park we noticed a poor man lying on the side of the street. Br. Martin writes: “This poor man was lying on the side of the dusty road in the hot sun. He was clothed in rags, covered in sores and had a look of total despair on his face. It struck me that this man’s condition and life were so far from Nkrumah’s vision”. Not only in the developing world, but also in the wealthiest countries of the world, many people are forced to live in poverty and despair. We, as Christians, are called to be people of hope. Hope challenges our fatalism which is why it is so unsettling. Erich Hoffer wrote that ‘those who would transform a nation or the world cannot do so by breeding and captaining discontent or by demonstrating the reasonableness and desirability of the intended changes or by coercing people into a new way of life. They must know how to kindle and fan an extravagant hope’.

Sing to the Lord a New Song
For us as Presentation Brothers, kindling such an extravagant hope will challenge us to engage seriously with our Chapter Vision Statement ‘Sing to the Lord a New Song’. The CLT met at Glenstal Abbey, Co. Limerick, Ireland from 12-16 December ’05. In the early days of the New Year we met with the three Province Leadership Teams at Mount St. Anne’s Retreat Centre, Co. Laois, Ireland. These meetings were an extension of the prayer and discernment of the Chapter. They helped us build a common sense of vision and purpose as we reflected on the call of the Chapter and prepared for the challenges ahead. We are entering a time for decision making. Clearly, ‘singing the new song’ will demand faith, generosity and change from all of us. May we have the vision of God for our time as Edmund Rice had for his. We are called to play our part in addressing the major issues of our time.

Thirsting for Justice
About one-sixth of the world’s population lives in extreme poverty. It kills some 20,000 people a day. They die for no other reason than that they are poor. 120 million young people have no access to even the most basic of schools. It is not at all unrealistic to maintain that the global community can eliminate extreme poverty within the first quarter of the 21st century. A hundred years ago about the same proportion of the population of Ireland and Britain lived in extreme poverty, and many people said it could not be otherwise; but they were wrong. As Christians we should refuse fatalism and try to achieve the end of poverty. As Christians, we have no special economic or political insight into how this may be done, but we may perform signs that speak our hope. This requires of us imagination and boldness. If people see that Christians are prepared to make slightly imaginative gestures, instead of always timidly drawing back because they might not work, or people might not like them, then they will catch the whiff of our extravagant hope. We hope to share with you in the coming year some ways in which we might ‘sing the new song’ today.

God liberates us from small ambitions so that we may hope more extravagantly
In our CLT Letter for Presentation Day 2005, we shared with you some thoughts on the questions: “Who is God for me now?” “Who is God for us as Presentation Brothers now?” This was an effort to challenge us to engage with a bigger notion of God and with God’s vision of justice and right relationship for our world. We invite you to continue to reflect, to pray and to share on these questions. In our card for the Feast of the Presentation, we quoted from Sr. Anne O’Leary. Anne says Presentation spirituality is a spirituality which, like Mary, reflects the ability ‘to believe in God’s promise of reversals so much so that you are compelled to become a temple-builder of the reign of God in our world’. Do I really believe in God’s promise of reversals? Do we, as Presentation Brothers, believe that God will use us to bring about profound change in our world, in our Church, in our Congregation? Timothy Radcliffe, former Master of the Dominican Order tells us of an English Dominican Provincial of olden times who used to address young religious in the following way:
I am coming to the end of my religious life and you are now beginning yours. As I look back over my religious life, and it has been a long one, I think of all that I have laboured to build and support. Often I have laboured hard to construct something, to leave some monument behind me, when, inevitably, some idiot has come along after me and torn down all that I have built and called it progress. So, I want to give you this piece of counsel, whatever schemes you may hatch, whatever plans you may formulate, be sure of one thing, God will frustrate them!
Timothy’s comment on this message is perceptive. “This looks like Calvinist pessimism, but it is not. Our dreams are too small, and if God demolishes them it is so that we may venture out into the larger space of his life. God liberates us from small ambitions so that we may learn to hope more extravagantly.”
2006 – A Year of Visitation
‘And happy is she who believed that there would be a fulfilment of the things spoken to her from the Lord’ Lk.1
During 2006 members of the Congregation Leadership Team will begin canonical visitation of Provinces and Communities. Attached to this letter you will find a schedule of our visitations and meetings. In the spirit of Constitution 96 and of our Chapter Vision Statement (p4), we intend that this visitation will focus on the spiritual life of the Brothers. The visitation will take the form of a ‘retreat in daily life’. Further information and guidelines will be issued to Province Leadership Teams and communities in due course. We pray that the visitation will be a time of experiencing again God’s deep and personal love for each of us and a time of renewal in that fundamental relationship with Jesus which is basic to our call.
2006 – A Year of Retreats
As well as the CLT visitation we are also offering four Brothers’ Retreats throughout the Congregation – two in the Anglo-Irish Province, and one each in the North America/West Indies Province and the Ghana Province. We are truly blessed to have Br. Dermot Barrett, a Christian Brother of the Indian Province to lead these retreats. Dermot is a renowned spiritual director and scripture scholar. He was our spiritual companion at Chapter 2005. We believe these retreats will be a grace for the Congregation and we invite every Brother to avail of this time of grace. A brochure giving further information on these retreats also accompanies this letter. We ask each Brother to return completed application forms as soon as possible.

Happy New Year!
Robert Muller, a United Nations official wrote the following reflection. We share it with you at the end of this New Year Message. It expresses our hope and prayer for each Brother and for the Congregation as we move into 2006.

I will depart with the belief
that there is no end to the flow of life in the universe,
that there is no death but only an unceasing change of worlds.
My conclusion would therefore be:
decide to be happy
render others happy
proclaim your joy
love passionately your miraculous life
do not wait for a better world
be grateful for every moment of life
switch on and keep on the positive buttons in yourself,
those marked optimism, serenity, confidence, positive thinking,
love pray and thank God every day
meditate
smile,
laugh
whistle
sing
dance
