CONTINENTAL COUNCIL OF ONGOING FORMATION

PRETORIA, SOUTH AFRICA. AUG. 1-6, 2011

Summary of the Meeting

Introduction:

As coordinator of the Commission of On Going Formation in Ethiopia, I was invited to participate in the Continental Council organized by the General Administration. The objective was very clear: “to animate the On-going Formation Commissions in order to “strengthen their role in their Circumscriptions, according to what was requested by the Chapter (CA 145.2)”. The Chapter underlined the pivotal role of On-going Formation for the life and mission of the Institute (cfr. CA 137) and that was the motivation behind their invitation to all of us, as coordinators, to participate in.

The meeting took place in Pretoria, South Africa from August 1st to the 6th, 2011. There were 17 participants (4 from Africa French Speaking Provinces, 10 from Africa English Speaking Provinces, 1 from Mozambique and 2 General Secretaries.)

After we introduced ourselves to each other and agreed on the program for the six days of meeting, each of the participants presented during the first day a short report of the main activities and concerns the commission had in each African circumscription.

Short report from the Ethiopian Province
Among the main points I presented to the assembly was the religious and historical background of Ethiopia, the number of members (44, including the 5 scholastics), the average of our age (56.67), number of nationalities (8) and the number of our communities (ten: 1 provincial house, 1 formation house and 8 pastorally committed communities, including the most recent one, Gublack.) Then I presented the main concerns of On Going Formation in the province that required our focus and attention: From 2006 t0 2008 the reflection of the Ratio Missionis; in 2009 the preparation documents for the General Chapter; In 2010 the analysis of the guidelines for the implementation of the chapter; and in 2011 the preparation for the provincial Six-Years-Plan. After that I also mentioned the main activities that the commission carries on every year in the province, from the Comboni Day to the Local Superiors meeting. Finally I also shared with them about the urgent issues for the commission within the province: To help the province to find a balance between the Increment of Missionary Work and the Reduction of Comboni Personnel; To make more and better use of our Comboni Days as an opportunity to share and reflect on issues or challenges regarding evangelization, Comboni Spirituality, culture, history, etc; and to see the possibility of making use of the Rattio Missionis material, the reflection made by our province before the Chapter 2009, in order to follow the main topics that need our attention/response within the province, knowing that the Chapter Acts can bring light to them.

Main OGF inputs

During the following days, the two participants of the Central Commission for On-going Formation, Fr. Manuel Joao Pereira Correia and Fr. Sisto Stocchetti gave to us a series of inputs that reminded us of the already existing tools that are available to us in order to achieve the objective for this meeting: to strengthen the role of the On Going Formation within each Circumscription in the Institute. Each one of the topics was presented with a video projector in a Power Point presentation. The method used for all of us to understand was to very good: the pps was presented in English and the coordinators expressed themselves in Italian language. So each one of the participants were following the topics at the same time. 

Here below I want to write down the list of those inputs and a brief description of each in order to remind ourselves of all the means that we have to encourage our personal, communitarian and provincial journey of on going formation (OGF):

As an introduction to all the topics Fr. Ciro Stocheti shared with us his experience working in the OGF. He mentioned that there are three points that he sees constantly in the Institute: Little interiority, Little passion and A good amount of self-sufficiency. Fr. Stocchetti also gave a list of elements to face and try to overcome those deficiencies in the Institute. He helped us to see the need of OGF as a means for our personal and communitarian growth.

I. Our daily tools of OGF

1. Letio Divina (LD) by Fr. Manuel Joao. He encouraged us to change our mind that OGF are only specific moments where some courses or topics are given for our knowledge or growth. He reminded us that LD is a daily tool we all have for OGF. He also refreshed our minds about the method of “Life at the rhythm of the Word” by A. Cencini.

2. Spiritual Life (SL) by Fr. Ciro Stocchetti.  SL is the life of the spirit within us. It is the real encounter between the Lord and the person. It is the fruit of the interaction between the Grace’s action and our availability to this action. SL needs some basic condition (also psychological ones): time, to stop, reflection, silence, prayer, etc. It has: Its exigencies, its rules and its dynamisms.  SL is essentially a relationship (like the one of two lovers), which needs time (lots of time among them) and where the heart, will and action need to be involved. There is a method to develop this point: the Life Personal Project (LPP). It is a small map, which becomes my personal compass, which allows me to give and maintain the right direction to my human and spiritual life, which orients my personal journey in relation with: my self in the physical, psychological and intellectual dimensions, with God, with Saint Daniel Comboni, with the Comboni Community, with the mission with persons of the opposite sex, with material goods, etc. 

3. Spiritual Accompaniment (SA) by Fr. Manuel Joao. There are many writings (RL and Capitular documents) that encourage us to make it part of our continuous personal and spiritual growth. It is an indispensable means to personal maturity and for guaranteeing a better service to the mission. However, between ideal and reality there are so many difficulties. SA requires: The right conditions and will (desire); to overcome frustrated past experiences; not to see it as something that belongs to the past or as an imposition from our superiors in the basic formation years; to overcome the difficulty to understand that somebody will come to direct our lives, thinking that we rather follow our own freedom; to defeat the normal/natural inclination to follow rather our own will; and to avoid thinking that a psychological session takes a better roll than SA. Three basic reasons (among others) to see SA as a necessary means for our OGF and growth are: a. If there is not discernment, our heart becomes an open door where everything enters and we are not any more masters of our hearts. b. To see things clearly, we have to keep a distance from ourselves. c. There are so many religious people who are incapable of speaking logically of their inner selves. 

4. Examinations or Revision of the Day (ERD), by Fr. Ciro Stocchetti. ERD is useful tool to grow in our spiritual life. It is carried out in a moment of prayer, usually at the end of the day; it is done together with the Lord and under the guidance of his Spirit; in it I review what I have lived (actions and thoughts) during the day in order to nourish and grow in the awareness of God’s acting and my response to his grace. ERD allows me to reflect on what I am living in order to take consciously a decision in a greater accordance with God’s will. Does not prevent me from making mistakes, but helps me to identify them easily and promptly. It transforms the mistake and the erroneous decisions into an opportunity of learning and growth. (The virtue is not to make mistakes, but to learn how they come and prevent them.)

II. Animation of our communities: Communication and animating tools.
Communications and Community Life, communicating in order to grow together, by Fr. Ciro Stocchetti. The fraternal life in community, in order to grow, needs an ampler and more intense communication. That is to say, it is necessary for our communication to grow in both: Quantity and quality of our communication. To grow in familiarity/fraternity it is indispensable that among the members of the community there must be mutual acquaintance of each other, which means to offer each other to be mutually known. The scarcity and superficiality of communication in our spiritual dimension, vital and central to our journey of consecration, is the cause of the increasing of individualism in our spiritual experience, self-management, insensitivity towards the brother in the community, and the search of meaningful relationships outside the community. This problem needs to be faced with courage and creativity. The fraternal communion is bon out of the sharing of spiritual goods, a sharing of faith in faith. The fraternal bond is as strong as much as when it is more central and vital as when it is put in common. 

Community Animation tools:

1. Community Charter. It is basically a project of a concrete community life, which specifies identity, aims and objectives of the community, its internal life, its work planned and the means to implement them for the growth of each individual as community members and the evangelized community at large. The characteristics of a Community Charter are: a/ Unanimity: To involve actively the whole community; to reach a consensus of views; to be accepted by everybody; and to mobilize the efforts and energies of all. b/ Idealism. It is an “ideal” targeted by the community. It reflects the Rule of Life applied to the situation of the community; a flattened Community Charter would only justify mediocrity. c/ Realism: It must be, at the same time, realistic. The exaggerated idealization leads to feel unable to take it and live it. d/ Concreteness: Defining objectives and goal, providing means for goals. e/ Global: It is part of a wider plan (Institute, province, dioceses…) However, it isn’t a simple reproduction of a higher plan. It requires fidelity and creativity, specificity and concreteness, to be felt as community project.

2. Weekly Community Day, (WCD), a day to talk of mission, by Fr. Manuel Joao. WCD’s purpose is to cultivate in a special way the value of Community Life, the fraternity. It is necessary to reserve a particular day of the week, free of other work commitments, to come together as a “fellowship of disciples” (CA 22) where it would not only deepen our interpersonal relationship but also stimulate our ongoing formation OGF called bye the Chapter 2009 “the pivot of our inner renewal”. Some initiatives can be developed during that day, such as:  The celebration of the Eucharist, The celebration of the Word, Eucharistic Adoration, The monthly recollection, The community Council, An OGF initiative or meeting, The community and pastoral planning meeting, Zonal meetings, An outgoing meeting, etc.

3. Community Council (CC), Mirror of a Missionary Community, by Fr. Manuel Joao. The CC has become a tradition or in our institute, a privileged tool for animation. According to the RL “The CC is the meeting of all the members to seek the common good, to promote fraternal communion, to plan and verify…” (RL 111.) The CC, above all, is an exercise of Fraternity to promote communion. The purpose of the CC is to search the will of God (discernment.)

4. Positive Communication (PoC), by Fr. Ciro Stocchetti. In order to be fruitful, PoC is a decision taken by the person motivated by the value that it has. The process of personal integration offers greater conditions offer a positive communication because the individual knows and deals better with his feelings, conflicts, wounds and inconsistencies The attitudes to improve our communication are: a/ To cultivate an attitude of self-listening, of self-reflection. b/ To be protagonist in what I can improve. c/ To accept that others are different from me. d/ To communicate in first person, to avoid “we” (=generalizations) and “you” (it can be to point a finger at the others, to judge). e/ To cultivate a communication that is from me. “In my opinion”, “from my experience”, “this is what I feel or I think”, “from what I know”. f/ To avoid the judgment of the intentions of the others, which are very difficult to know. g/ To assume the responsibility of what I want to communicate, avoiding indirect and ironic communication. h/ To search the harmony between my verbal and gesture (body language) communication. i/ To cultivate a deep communication. j/ To try to identify where really the difficulty in the communication is present, (in the content or in the relationship?) k/ The problem does not consist in the presence of conflicts in the community (That is normal and it can be positive), but if and how we face them.

5. Life sharing, to grow in fraternity through Fraternal Promotion (FP), by Fr. Ciro Stocchetti. At the level of institute we are encouraged to live out this element for our personal and spiritual growth: “Communities should favor and cultivate moments of reciprocal listening and sharing, identifying simple ways to help create a family atmosphere and a sense of belonging. In the community charters they should also plan for fraternal promotion and correction (CA’09, 143 and 143.1) In the past (formation years) this element had -unfortunately- a negative connotation when it was called ‘Fraternal Correction’. It was taken as a moralistic exercise and many of us have a negative experience of it. However, even the most painful experiences, when shared with friends or brothers united by the same faith and the common vocation, can be a relief and that is why this exercise is meaningful. The communication of life refers to the experience of the person and not to ideas or theories, which, while interesting, do not give the life experience of the individual. For us, it nourished by two dimensions or areas of our lives: a/ what one lives and feels, particularly in community life and ministry. b/ our own experience of God.

Conclusion

Soon after the inputs were given, we had some time to reflect and answer two basic questions: 1. Share your own experience of life regarding the topic. 2. Give a couple of suggestions to improve those elements in your life, community and province. The assembly was divided into two groups (English and Italian speaking members) and the answers were given back in the assembly after the group work. All of us we had a very positive experience of sharing in those moments and were enriched positively in all directions. We considered that the methodology used during all the council was very well prepared and executed. 

During the last day of our meeting, the coordinators asked us how we could strengthen our role of OGF animation in our Provinces. This is some of the answers we gave: 

· To deepen the aim of the OGF in our lives and provinces.

· To strengthen the commissions and analyze-decide what elements can be implemented.

· To encourage all the communities to produce/write their Community Charter.

· To encourage the Commission to find out how the material received here can be implemented during the following 4 years.

· To see ourselves not as the responsible of the OGF, but as the coordinators. Every body is an architect of his ONG. 

· To find out concretely the aim of the OGF within the General Administration and then within the provinces. 

· To use the zonal meeting in order to present one of the topics seen here.

· The coordinators in the provinces should be in contact with the local superiors to animate them. 

· To have a network follow up (every 3-4 moths) in order to be ‘confronted’ and to be animated in the different activities we do (besides giving yearly report to the PC).

· The Central Commission may keep on sending documents/books of interest for the OGF.

· To know what the other continents are proposing in order to enrich each other.

· To promote a reflection on how to implement Comboni Charisma, as such, in Africa.

· To invite the cms or to join them in organizing the On Going Formation.

· The OGF should be given the same importance as other secretariat.

· To ask the GC o PC to separate the Commission of OGF from Secretariat of Evangelization.

I hope this brief description of the Continental meeting of OGF in Pretoria may give you a general idea of the themes we dealt with during the six days and may help you also to see the importance of the OGF has in our daily life. Let us pray that we may become more aware of the fruits that a good and healthy OGF gives to us and let us thanks our Lord for the benefits it has produced in our missionary life here, in Ethiopia. 

Fr. Pedro Pablo

