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Introduction

The Pope has granted the Lasallians of the world a Jubilee Year* to honor the tercentennial
anniversary on April 7, 2019 of the death of Saint John Baptist de La Salle.

It will be a great challenge connecting this celebration with young people today in a vital way in
which they feel involved. Young people see death as something distant, always happening to
other people — usually older people — but for them it is not even on their horizon. Moreover,
young people today often live in immediacy. They want immediate results and rewards for what
they do. So even the positive perspectives of death, as a celebration of a full life or as the
transcendence of an upright and fruitful life, whether in Eternal Life or in the continuity of
personal works, may be equally distant.

Consequently, with good reason, Brother Superior General Robert Schieler and his Council have
invited us to make of this Jubilee Year an opportunity to celebrate the Life of Saint John Baptist
de La Salle.®> To overcome the risk of getting stuck in the negative tone of death as an end or
insurmountable barrier or the risk, less obscure, but still negative, of remaining in the sad air of
separation and melancholic memory of something that will not return, they have invited us to
dedicate this jubilee year to Lasallian vocations.®

However, how can we connect the celebration of death with the promotion of vocations? How
can we make the message of this jubilee a message that reaches the hearts of young people?

The answer is linked with the challenge of communicating today to young people the Gospel
Message, a challenge that in the first Christian communities started with the “Good News” that
Jesus had conquered death (kerygma).

To speak of “the Passover of Saint John Baptist de La Salle” is related to the biblical image of
the passage of the Jewish people from Slavery to the Promised Land. Nevertheless, this is a
response of hope to a situation that young people still do not consider; and frequently, it does not
bother them either yet.

A pathway with more possibilities of success in understanding the subject is to look at it from the
standpoint of the meaning of life.
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There is a connection between the experience of youth and the death of a person. In the first, all
life is a project; and in the second, life in the world has finished definitively. In spite of the
evident opposition of these two vital moments, both converge in the importance and necessity of
the Sense, the deep sense, of Life. Their point of contact is the meaning of life.

Young people ask how to give meaning to their life, what decisions are making their life worth
living. Even when someone may think that a youth’s attitude is frivolous or superficial, the
decision to dedicate life to superfluous things is because, in the end, that is what he/she considers
valuable.” However, when the young person is able to see the transcendent significance of life
he/she is capable of the greatest, most generous and laudable sacrifices.

Death is the moment in which all life is put on the scale. When people approach death in advance
due to illness or accident, or due to elderliness, life starts to roll out in front of their eyes: its
weight, its value, its significance.

For this reason, | believe that celebrating the three hundredth anniversary of “the Passover of
Saint John Baptist de La Salle” from his death is rather an invitation to remember his life
considering what gave him meaning. What still reminds us today and is an inspiration for
thousands of people around the world. In the end, what we really celebrate is everything that he
decided and did and that produced De La Salle’s transcendence, not only toward Eternal Life,
but also in the world.

The meaning of life is dynamic, people keep in the pursuit of this meaning throughout life, and
each new stage of it presents a challenge of meaning. Saint John Baptist de La Salle expressed it
and lived it when he wrote in the Memorandum on the Beginnings “God led my life with
gentleness ... from commitment to commitment.”® Lasallians have also been looking throughout
history for the meaning of our presence in the world and responding at each stage to offer
meaning of life and to life.

During the Jubilee Year, we can remember and meditate on the critical periods of De La Salle’s
life. During them, he made the most important decisions. Those periods filled all his life with
meaning and brought him to the moment of his encounter with the Father, and to transcend to
Eternal Life and, through his inheritance, to the world.

I allow myself to point out what could be, in my opinion, those significant events in the life of
our Founder, which become the milestones of meaning. These may inspire us and help to
connect with young people in our celebration. All of them are framed in De La Salle’s last
words:

“I adore in all things the will of God in my regard.”®
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Part I. The Meaning of Life in the Life of Saint John Baptist de La Salle
A generous young man in search of meaning. His option for the priesthood (16 years old).

The young man John Baptist de La Salle lived in a totally Christianized cultural context, but in
crisis due to the deep alliance of the Church hierarchy with political and economic power. This
alliance generated at that time a split within the Church and, then, a consequent profound
reaction of renewal from the Council of Trent to return to simplicity and spirituality. John Baptist
de La Salle, supported by a family in some way connected more with the movement of ecclesial
renewal, opted not only for the priestly life, but also decided to get his formation in one of the
cradles of the renewal of the Church in France: the Seminary of Saint Sulpice and the
Sorbonne.1°

A young man who assumes the responsibilities that the circumstances of his life present to him.
He gives meaning to his life in the personal context through service to his family. He assumes the
guardianship of his brothers and the administration of family assets, at the cost of the
interruption of his personal plans (1672 when he was 21 years old).

In just a few months, the mother and father of John Baptist de La Salle died. Being the first-
born, he returned to Rheims and assumed the responsibility of his brothers, with whom he
established a firm but affectionate tutorship. This warm relationship with his brothers and sisters
he kept for life, even after he renounced the prerogatives of his bourgeois position to dedicate
himself to the modest project of establishing schools for the poor. On the other hand, he
exercised a diligent, efficient and effective administration, attending and putting in order all
pending affairs that the sudden disappearance of his father left unresolved with creditors, and
other matters.!

A young man generous and willing to help his friends and family in transcendent projects, even
when he does not feel his own (initially). He finds meaning in his life by helping others and
joining in valuable projects (April 1678, 27 years old).

Father Nicolas Roland entrusted him with the legal establishment of the female congregation —
Sisters of the Holy Child Jesus — founded by him for the education of girls. De La Salle solved
that issue with diligence and successfully.'? On the other hand, he agreed to help, on behalf of his
relative, Madame Maillefer, the teacher Adrian Nyel to obtain the necessary funds to establish
schools in Rheims (1673), at that time still without knowing or thinking that he could expand his
commitment and participation in that project.'3

A young man who lets himself be interpelated by reality and the gap between what he considers
God wants for people and their communities. This way he searches for meaning and aligns his
life with it (from the age of 28).

Between 1679 and 1694, he lived a process that induced him to commit himself totally in the

establishment of the schools, together with his community of teachers. He built the meaning of
life through total commitment to a very valuable cause: helping and serving others.
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a. A contact, apparently moved more by courtesy than by a real interest, let him verify
that the first schools of Nyel did not function well at all. Finally, they did not succeed in
forming good Christian citizens who are the basis of a new society that is increasingly
similar to the concept of the Kingdom of God (at Christmas 1679).14

b. With boldness and courage, he first invited the teachers to eat at his home. Then,
yielding to family pressure, he took them to live in a house he rented for them and
accompanied them in the beginning of a process of personal growth (1681).%°

c. Soon, those first teachers abandoned him; and faced with this first crisis, after
consultation and much prayer, he renounced his personal condition and his fortune (he
distributed the inheritance to his brothers and his share among the poor to mitigate the
hunger of 1684).1

d. In a second crisis, almost all the teachers/Brothers abandoned him. His answer: a
deeper commitment, first with two Brothers (1691) and then with twelve (1694) — even if
they have to “live only by bread and water.”*’

A man who puts all his talent and ability to encourage and build together with his best
collaborators a radically new model of charity school for the poor of France at the end of the
17" century. Encounter of the meaning of life in life and community work, in doing things well,
in a systematic and effective way, in the achievement of goals for the benefit of specific people
(1680/1684-1719, aged 29 and older).

De La Salle and the first Brothers favored doing things differently, looking for the school to be
effective. They created a new “popular” school, open to all and “free” by evangelical option,
with a methodology of human elevation, dignification and socialization in order to give
preference to the poor.®

He met with the Brothers, creating a useful curriculum to prepare children and young people for
future work. They included in their curriculum courtesy and civility, to contribute to a better
social environment, and radically improve the religious content not only to know the truths of the
Gospel (doctrine), but also to know the maxims that lead children and young people to live this
Gospel (Duties of a Christian'®). For the effective achievement of this training, they completely
redesigned the operational model of the school, making it a community issue (at least three
groups and, therefore, three teachers) and improving a progressive, personalized and
simultaneous methodology.

Between 1704 and 1706, the model was condensed and documented in the first Conduct of the
Schools?® and its deep meaning was developed especially in the Meditations for the Time of
Retreat (1717), and also in the Meditations for Sundays and Feasts of the Year.?! The Rule of the
Brothers of the Christian Schools, in the first version of 1694, recorded as well some
pedagogical and operative elements.??

On the religious level, he decided with his Brothers to establish a Lay Community of Teachers,
also contributing with a significant innovation to the role of the laity in the Church of that time.
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A man who in his search for meaning is able to see beyond and take risks for himself and his
work. De La Salle takes the decision to leave the security and comfort of Rheims, to found
schools in Paris (February 1688, 37 years old).

In 1688, he established the first community in Paris and opened a school in the Parish of Saint
Sulpice on the Rue Princesse.? He could have chosen to establish schools only in Rheims, his
hometown, and spare himself many difficulties; but his vision was broader and he decided to
establish his schools throughout France and even the world. In 1702, he sent a Brother to Rome
to establish the first school there. Vitality and meaning require brave and risky decisions.?*

A man who also experiences an inner crisis and rediscovers the meaning of life in obedience to
the fraternal call of his Community to return to take charge of it (1714, 63 years of age).

A series of setbacks and difficulties for him and for the Community led him to think that the
Brothers would be better off without him. He was carried away by the permanent call to a
somewhat removed and contemplative life, dedicated to personal spirituality, to which he had
always been attracted. This fact is often interpreted as a flight and a personal crisis. He traveled
to the south of France and “took refuge” in the Grand Chartreuse and Parmenie. After a while,
the Brothers of Paris wrote him a somewhat touching letter “ordering” him, as the Body of
Society, to return to take charge of his Community. John Baptist de La Salle obeyed.?®

John Baptist de La Salle, an older man, with serenity consolidates his work, writes and
accompanies his Brothers. He finally encounters the meaning of his life that he summarizes in
the phrase: “I adore in all things the will of God in my regard” (April 7, 1719).

The last years, he accompanied the Brothers, leading them to choose a Superior from among
themselves. He strengthened his prayer, wrote and revised several of his works that consign the
meaning, the spirituality, the educational style and the practices created during and for the
process of establishing the Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools.?®

PART Il. The Meaning of Life in the Spirit in the Work of Saint John Baptist de La Salle

Another very valuable way of approaching the perspective of meaning of life in Saint John
Baptist de La Salle is by addressing the discourse that unified his life, the argumentation of his
vital discourse. In this second approach, we can follow the three features that characterize the
spiritual/pedagogical “style” of De La Salle and that are consigned in the three Lasallian values
of “faith, fraternity and service.”

John Baptist de La Salle established in the first place, the Spirit of Faith as the spirit of the
Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools in the second chapter of the Rule.?’ In the
Collection of Various Short Treatises,?® he described a practical Spirit of Faith that consists in
“... looking at everything with the eyes of Faith, doing everything with an eye on God and
attributing everything to God....”
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In this way, he defined the Spirit of Faith as a way of seeing life and the world and a guide for
decision-making and personal and community action. It is the guiding beacon of the meaning of
life.

Secondly, in the same chapter of the Rule, John Baptist de La Salle established the Spirit of Zeal,
as part of the spirit of the Institute. He presented it as “zeal for the salvation of souls.”?® From
this perspective, he connected with many expressions in his writings. “Look after the students” to
ensure their learning, but also to correct their behavior®®; or “you are guardian angels of your
students”; or even the recommendation to teachers to “win the hearts” of the students for God.3!

In the last decades, the term “service” has been proposed to refer to this trait of the Lasallian
spirit. Evidently, the use of the term “service” entails a loss of strength in expression. That is
why it is important to clarify or to complement it with other expressions such as the one
proposed by Brother Alvaro Rodriguez Echevarria: “passion for God and passion for
humanity.”®? This service is rather like a deep commitment to help people achieve their
maximum development: holiness in Christian terms, that is, the salvation of their souls in the
language of the 17'" century. It is the foundation, the main motive of the meaning of life.

The Spirit of Community was recorded in the writings of Saint John Baptist de La Salle in the
Meditations for the Time of Retreat and in the Meditations for Sundays and Feasts.* In addition,
it can be clearly reflected in the life and development of the first Community of Brothers and in
the expression recorded in the formula of the earliest vows of the Institute: association for the
educational service of the poor.3*

In the last decades, one proposed the word “fraternity” to refer to this feature of our spirit.
However, especially in more recent times, it has been insisted on recovering the word
“association”®® with a particular meaning. This has rescued a fundamental characteristic
established in the life of the first communities of the teachers/Brothers and also reflected in the
“dense relational environment™® that characterizes the Lasallian educational style. De La Salle
even justified the name of “Brothers” by inviting teachers to consider themselves “elder
brothers” of their students.3” This trait marks not only the how, but the essential condition for the
meaning of life.

PART I1l. The Meaning of Life in the History of the Institute of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools

“If the grain of wheat does not die, it does not bear fruit” (John 12:24-26).

The life of Saint John Baptist de La Salle lasted sixty-eight years. It was meaningful; and his
decisions at critical moments made him transcend this world through his Community, the
Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools. His presence has also extended with a lot of
vital meaning throughout three hundred years. The life of this Community reflects the life of its
Founder.

It is significant that Saint John Baptist de La Salle named his schools “Christian Schools.” It
seems to point to the intention — using current expressions and not those of his time — to create a
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replicable model of schools for all. The Community that guaranteed its development and
expansion throughout the world during these first three-hundred years was the Institute of the
Brothers of the Christian Schools. Clearly, the intention was to ensure the “Christian Schools” by
a Community of consecrated laity — a relevant Church innovation in his time.

Today, this community has been opened to thousands of collaborators and is in search of other
forms of association that guarantee the continuity of this work that continues to be of great need
in the Church and in the world. However, one must clearly recognize that for at least the first two
hundred fifty years of the three hundred years of history it was the Institute of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools, the Brothers themselves, who became the guarantors of this charism.

Let us review how the meaning of life that guided Saint John Baptist de La Salle has led the
development of the work of the Christian Schools in these first three hundred years.

Surely, in each Region of the Institute and in each District Lasallian communities can find many
traits and examples of this meaning of life. The wealth of creativity in the Institute has been
significant. 1 would like to point out some features and some examples of how we see this
creativity applied.

Lasallian institutions are attentive to the educational needs of the regions where they are inserted,;
they respond to them in an effective and innovative way, and in community.

e The search for answers to the needs of technical or professional education of young
people in France during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, despite the
difficulties.®

e The Higher Institute of Agriculture of Beauveais in France for its training proposal
for the field, since 1854.%°

e The proposal of San Miguel Schools in the United States, for middle school education
of disadvantaged youth.*

e The university system of the Philippines, for its superior educational responses for
young people in that country.*

e The inter-congregational initiatives “Beyond the Borders” (BTB): Lebanon,*? Spain,*?
Tabatinga (Brazil),* South Sudan“; all of them innovative and generous responses to
new forms of poverty in today’s world.

The Lasallian Institute has been strengthened every time it has gone through a crisis.
e Suppression of the Institute in France in the 18" century and early 20" century. On

both occasions, the Institute expanded to other countries; and the generous response
of many Brothers kept the Community alive in the world.*®
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e The suppression of Lasallian schools in Mexico in the second and third decades of the
20" century. On both occasions, the Brothers began again from scratch and finally
built two prosperous Districts.*’

Important impacts in different countries for the development of the faith and Christian life of the
population in general.*®

e The case of Brother Raphael-Louis Rafiringa in Madagascar, who sustained the
presence of the Church in the country when the government expelled all the priests.*°

e The presence of the Brothers in Cuba before the Revolution, whose impulse to
Catholic youth had a clear national leadership.>

e Impulse of the Christian life in Ecuador from the life of Brother Miguel Febres
Cordero, for the affection of the population to the first Ecuadorian saint.>

e The meaning of the Church presence in Japan, through the Lasallian works on the
island.>2

Lasallian institutions seek for their students to get apprenticeships that help them improve their
lives through better jobs.

e The “Utopia” Project of La Salle University of Bogota, which brings together young
peasant leaders and victims of violence and guerrilla warfare, to build a context of
peace and development for the Colombian countryside, through their professional
training as agronomist engineers.>

e The case of the initial intention of the aviation school of Lewis University, founded in
response to the economic situation after the Great Depression in the United States.>*

e The case of La Salle University of Costa Rica, which trains young people with less
economic possibilities who the public system leaves out.*®

e The effort by UniLasalle Manaus, which caters to young people with few economic
possibilities.>®

e The School of Agriculture and Teacher Training in Kenya, which offers the relevant
technical training for the region.>’

e The Lasallian work in Tijuana that, in its non-formal modality, offers technical
training to the disadvantaged population.®
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The fraternal atmosphere and significant human relationship in all educational centers of the
Lasallian Institute, especially in multicultural and multi-religious environments.

e Bethlehem University, a multi-religious meeting space in an area of strong
diversity.>®

e The school in Lebanon for the children of migrants, which educates Muslim children,
already mentioned above in point number one.®

Conclusion

The Jubilee Year of the Tercentenary of “the Passover of Saint John Baptist de La Salle” should
make us reflect on the meaning of life and on the transcendence of a spirit and a style that has
enriched the lives of thousands of people and their communities over the course of the last three
hundred years.

We have reviewed some of the elements and decisions that filled the meaning of life of Saint
John Baptist de La Salle. We have also reviewed elements that reinforced the vitality of the
Institute of the Brothers of the Christian Schools at the time. Today we can also see the wide and
diverse Community of all the Partners of the Lasallian Educational Mission. All this should
move us to make the brave and appropriate decisions in this new regional and global context.

Each person can draw inspiration from the life of Saint John Baptist de La Salle to look for
his/her own meaning of life, meet the challenges presented in his/her own situation and in the
stage that corresponds to him/her, be it in youth, in mature age or in the third age — always in a
vocational key.

Besides the Lasallian Community at local or global levels must seek the meaning of life and
make the right decisions, especially today that it is facing again a crisis profoundly different from
those previously faced in its three hundred years of history.

Perhaps, it is time to reach deep within to search for our identity and find those essential
elements that must remain in a new era and to leave behind the non-essentials, which although
having been valuable and useful for many decades now today unnecessarily bind us to the past.

The Community of the Brothers, which continues to be of great need in the Church and in the
world, must adapt itself to this new era.

The Community of Lasallians in general — partners or associates — must continue the process of
clearly defining their identity and organization.

New Communities, in different conditions and forms, of Christian people and of other religions
that sustain the Mission, are also, very clearly, a feature of the future of this Family. Finding the
necessary structures for the viability and permanence of these communities is a challenge not yet
solved, but the search ignites the hearts of thousands of people that beat with intensity in the
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context of the spirit of De La Salle. A spirit that has been fruitful in its three hundred years of
history and has given birth to several religious families.

The Good Father God, his Son Christ-Jesus, and the Spirit Paraclete continue to call us to carry
out their work, to each one and in Community. Let us ask the Blessed Virgin Mary to help us
“keep all these things in our hearts” and to rekindle the sap that nourishes one heart, one
commitment, one life.
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