Rectors’ Meeting: Words of Welcome  
Prot: 09 0526
You are all most welcome to this meeting! For some of you, it will be your first time to take part in this type of gathering; others have already been here in the Rectors’ assembly we had in 2005. Whichever the case, we are glad to see you safe and sound and you are all most welcome. 

On behalf of the Superior General and his Council, I would like to thank you together with your teams for your commitment to this ministry of Formation. Thank you also for the time taken to respond to the questions in view of the meeting preparation. It will be all the richer with your presence and participation so that, together, we look for ways of forming Missionaries of Africa who will be happy, competent and humble disciples of Jesus and sons of Lavigerie. 
1. This Meeting

Each Formation Community has something to bring to this meeting. We learn from each other. So, let us open our hearts to each other and to the Spirit of Jesus. We remember that fundamentally Formation is a process reflecting the interaction of the Persons of the Holy Trinity and that we are witnesses to what it is going on. 

In the name of our Missionary Family, we can substantiate the vocational growth process or help to verify the discernment procedure in some other way. Through your ministry, you help candidates to grow more and more in their own discovery of what God wants them to do. 
The choice of formators is something that, as General Council, we have tried to take seriously. It is clear that our primary service to Formation passes through our own personal example. In view of that we dialogue with Provincials to release younger confreres for Formation is permanent. Fortunately or unfortunately, those good for Formation ministry are often good for other ministries as well, and thus we find ourselves deprived of some people who had been prepared for Formation either by the choice of the confreres or, of late, by the Pope! 
We also consider that the Ongoing Formation of formators is important. It is good to be updated in your areas of specialisation and in tools that can help you better accompany youngsters in their vocational growth and discernment. We encourage you to plan and budget your Ongoing Formation in your teams during your term of service and not leave it to the very end. However, we would like to remind you of two things:

· the costs should be reasonable (with your own personal participation, if possible);

· that your presence is your primary ministry to your Formation Communities. 
Ongoing Formation can take place through reading during the year and through sessions confined to vacations, thus avoiding prolong ed periods of absence during the academic year.  
As you saw in the programme, we will be considering issues related to JPIC & Encounter and how our Formation currently caters for them and what can be improved, so that future missionaries are better prepared for the mission ahead of them. You will probably recall that following on the Plenary Council’s discussion on JPIC & Encounter in the Initial Formation programme, it was decided by the General Council that throughout the Formation journey formators should:

· be alert to the missionary openness of the candidates; 

· encourage candidates to take courses and live experiences fostering our missionary charism in JPIC, Ecumenism, Encounter with Muslims, African Traditional Religion and New Religious Movements; 
· ensure that missionary subjects constitute core courses for us, even if they are elective courses in a Consortium. The list of such courses was supposed to be sent to the Secretariat for Initial Formation by January 2008. 

In our different visits to Formation Communities and in our correspondence and reactions to your annual reports, you will remember that we always came back on this matter, maybe to the dislike of some people. Although not unique and exclusive, this is part of the lasting gift that our Society is called to make to Africa in particular and to the Universal Church in general. 
Beyond the skills is the attitude of the disciple who desires that all attain this fullness of life for which God has created them and to which he calls them (Jn 10:10). We hope that the discussions that will take place during this meeting will help us move forward.
In the light of what has also been happening in our Formation Communities of late – some candidates “discovering” that they could have opted to be Brothers earlier on – we will share and discuss on how we could accompany those few candidates who feel more called to live a Brothers’ vocation than that of the priest. 

Since the last Chapter, 3 Small Fourth Phase Formation Groups (Nairobi South C, Kinshasa and Jerusalem) have seen the light of day and the experience has proved fruitful. This meeting also provides an opportunity to have first-hand information from these communities and to share about the chances and challenges of this type of Formation. Those in charge of these communities are here with us. They will be more than delighted to share with you on what they have been living so that we can learn from each other. Two other Formation Communities have opened their doors since July 2008 (a 4th Phase in Merrivale – Cedara, South Africa) and September 2008 (a 1st Phase in Balaka, Malawi). There were some voices against the opening of Balaka, but it has given the added advantage that there is no more need to maintain the quota limits that were imposed for Jinja and Arusha. With revitalised Vocation Promotion, we hope to be able to fill all these Formation Centres! 
This meeting is taking place a year from the Chapter. You have probably received the Working Document for the Pre-Capitular Assemblies and read it attentively. I do not intend to comment on it. You will have the chance to do so in your Formation Communities. I would only like to draw your attention to something that 13 Provinces /Sectors evoked: “Missionary Formation for a 21st century apostolate” (p. 9). We are forming people for mission today. The challenges of today are different from those of yesterday. We have to take that into account.  How do we do that? With regard to formators, the same document says: “clearly define the profile of formators, the training of formators for an open and personalising formation” (p. 9). These reveal a concern among the confreres for what is happening in our Formation Communities. They care for and about you! That is why such meetings are important to see how to help each other in order to offer to the African world the Missionaries it needs. Should you have some concrete proposals to make to Chapter members, this is your opportunity.
2. Other Issues in Our Hearts

Although the last Chapter encouraged confreres and candidates to be bilingual as much as possible, this is still not the case in many of our Formation Communities, both for candidates and formators. This is, we are aware, always for understandable reasons. However, at our end, especially when it comes to the placement of candidates in Formation Communities either for the Spiritual Year, or Pastoral Experience, or Fourth Phase, we have problems because of a great linguistic imbalance. We know that there have been some reactions to the fact that some candidates were delayed in Bobo because of lack of sufficient French to benefit from the spiritual experience. Some of you propose that the language should not be an issue, but we wonder how to avoid the language medium issue if we really want to draw benefit from a key experience like the Spiritual Year. We can discuss it again, if you choose to do so. However, we would like you to continue encouraging candidates in Formation Communities to be bilingual as much as possible. 
So far, PAC has accepted to offer French courses to stagiaires from Tanzania or Kenya who did not have to learn Swahili. Over time, it could happen that other Provinces may have to offer English or French courses, even if it is at the cost of learning the local language!
The period of Pastoral Experience, although not your direct concern here, remains the weakest link in the chain of our Formation programme. It is more difficult to guarantee that it reaches the goals it sets out to achieve. We have given directives to Provincials concerning the choice of communities and the follow-up of the experience. 
The renewal of the Declaration of Intent that you proposed and that was approved by the General Council and has since become common practice in the Provinces has created a greater awareness in the candidates and in the receiving communities of the fact that there is a step-by-step journey to be reckoned with. 
Your preparation for the Pastoral Experience at the end of the Spiritual Year and the debriefing that you do of the experience at the beginning of the Final Phase are important occasions. If, after the debriefing, you find it necessary to give some feedback to Provincials, it will be helpful for them to improve the quality of accompaniment during this Phase. Nairobi South B did so this year! 
It is a fact that many a youngster’s first contact with us is through his fellows. Our communities attract young men (and also young women)! In this light, our Formation Communities, wherever they are, can also function as Missionary Animation and Vocation Promotion communities. Although our primary concern should be with our candidates, let us be open, and when possible, create a space for those who desire to know us better and who need some accompaniment sometimes in discerning how to commit themselves. The letter on Missionary Animation and Vocation Promotion, as we prepare for the 150th anniversary of the Society, is producing a reawakening in those areas and we hope that it will bring more young men into our Formation Communities!
We have also produced some Guidelines on Dealing with the Sexual Abuse of Children, following on keen awareness raised concerning the responsibility of members of the Society in their relationships with children and how, unfortunately, the trust placed in them can be betrayed, (http://www.mafrome.org/societe/csa_textgb.doc). We have asked the Provinces/Sectors to adapt them to their national legal system and practice. We would ask you to study the resulting document in force in your countries and help candidates and formators to abide by it. 

We have just begun reflection on a subsequent supporting document: In Keeping with our Calling. This is meant to complement the one on Child Sexual Abuse, but focused especially on helping us to live our vocation as Servants and Disciples in Ministry as fully and responsibly as possible. It will be discussed with the Provincials after this meeting and later on in the Pre-Capitular Assemblies and hopefully, at a later stage, it will appear as a document to guide us. We expect Formation Communities to participate actively in the process of creating this document on our integrity in ministry. 

3. Looking to the Future

After 6 years as Secretary for Initial Formation, Dominique Arnauld, is going back again to offer his services as a formator in the field. On behalf of the General Council and also on yours - I take your leave to presume - I would like to thank him for his years of service here in Rome. His passion and love to see things go well with the candidates, formators and the Formation Communities is obvious. His collaboration with the General Council has been very helpful for us, so that we could give the necessary direction on Formation issues. Thank you, Dominique, for your toil in the heat of the noonday sun and for your willingness to “sacrifice” your dear “Mossi Land” for the Holy Land. Our prayers accompany you and we count on yours for us. 

With particular joy, we welcome Bernard R. Tremblay as a worthy successor to Dominique. We will all have the pleasure of discovering or rediscovering his talents in many areas (Liturgy, Art, Pastoral Care, etc.) and his passion for Father Lavigerie. We are looking forward to working with you, Bernard. May this new ministry bring you fulfilment in your missionary vocation. It is challenging, but fulfilling in its own way. Ask your predecessors and they will tell you!
While some have only just begun their services as Rectors this academic year – 2008/2009 - (Emmanuel Ngona, Julian Kasiya, Apollinaire Chishugi, Grégoire Milombo, Raphael Gasimba, Ignatius Anipu), others are finishing their term of service this calendar year (John Gould, Charlie Timoney, John Abobo, Frank Barnes, François Xavier Bigeziki, Joe Buholzer). We thank Rasto Shayo, Gerry Murphy, Dave Sullivan, Tom Reilly [standing in for Cor De Visser], Jacek Wroblewski, Eugenio Bacaicoa, Gaetano Cazzola, and x, [standing in for Ignatius Anipu] for their services in their respective Formation Communities. New people as Rectors will soon be in place in some Formation Communities (Sergio Villasenor is one of them)!  Since they have not yet been officially appointed by the Superior General, I refrain from naming them. To them, and to you all here present, I say again thank you for your ministries and we remain united in prayer. 
We thank Bob Tebri, former Rector of La Ruzizi, for accepting to moderate our meeting, Michel Carbonneau, the Secretary General, for accepting to do the secretarial work and Donald MacLeod for the translations. Let us offer them our full cooperation for a successful and fruitful meeting. 
Bonne route!
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