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Following GC25 communities and confreres set out on a process of contructing and implementing a project: the community project of life and  the personal plan of life. Where have we got to in this process? The guidelines offered to the Provinces on these topics have been considered, examined and assimilated. Several times I have been asked to speak to communities, confreres in initial formation, young people, Rectors, Provincial Delegates for formation. Provinces too have provided retreats based on the personal plan of life and have helped Rectors to guide communities through these procedures.

There are communities around who have re-discovered the beauty to be found in discerning the calls, the circumstances and choices involved in sharing their lives, in finding the path to be followed together. One meets confreres who have been cultivating the desire for a spiritual life that is being methodically contructed. Imperceptibly, but profoundly, the life of the communities and of the confreres is being changed as they take on new ways of living and life styles. If one wishes to appreciate the value of this process one needs to look at the fruits; the fruit that one sees and recognises is above all the “fruit of the Spirit.”

Discernment Process

Producing a project is essentially a process of discernment: community and personal, spiritual and pastoral. It is a question of getting to know the project or plan that God has for the community or the individual. Discernment is a gift of the Spirit and the work of the Spirit. Only someone who is attentive, open and docile to the breath/wind and the fire of the Spirit can construct a project. The community and personal projects or plans need a spiritual atmosphere, so as to recognise the breath and welcome the fire. The Spirit comes “as wind and fire”.

“Do not quench the Spirit; do not despise prophesying; but test everything; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess. 5, 19). Someone who practises the daily exercise of the lectio divina learns how to discern and therefore to construct a project. Discernment requires practice and needs to be learned. It can be divided into three phases or stages.

Discerning the calls

The first step in the discernment process is to be attentive to God’s call, that is to the expectations of the young, to the needs of the poor, to what the circumstances require, to the paths the Church and the Congregation are taking, to the signs of the times. The project is not a inward-looking process; it requires that we take on board the calls, the challenges, the demands, the appeals of the real situation; it invites us to be attentive to what is happening around us and within us. We should not rush this stage which is the foundation of the process and determines the quality of the finished article; it puts us on our guard against becoming closed in on ourselves. The project begins with an attentive listening to the call: “Speak Lord for your servant is listening”.

Discerning the situations

The second step in the discernment process consists in identifying the positive elements, what is available, what is to be done, together with the difficulties, the obstacles, the risks present in the situation. The project is not something abstract; it is necessary that we understand the situation in which the community or the individuals are living “here and now”. It is being realistic in seeing where we stand with regard to the claims on us, calculating what we can rely on, identifing our starting point. The situations present their own challenges. The project unfolds with a clear vision of the situations: “Lord, that I may see.”

Discerning the choices

The third step in the discernment is to determine the objectives, the procedures, the experiences to be undertaken. The project is not a mere exercise; it compels us to make choices which can then be translated into a lived experience. If the choices were not tied to the calls and to the situations, deciding on a course of action would only be a theoretical exercise; in fact this too forms part of the discernment. Not all choices are possible or appropriate; prudence, determination, a gradual approach are required; it is a question of identifying priorities; making choices is exercising discernment. The project is completed therefore when the prudent choice is made: “Lord, what do you want me to do?”

Finally, in the project, discernment helps us to discover that in the “here and now” there is something new to hear and to see; listening and looking open us up to making gospel choices;  discernment can lead us to choices that need farsightedness and generosity. The parable of the builder is an invitation to consider carefully the pathways God is pointing out to us, the resources we have, the consequences and the risks involved in our decisions. “Which of you desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it ? Otherwise when he has laid a foiundation and is not able to finish all who see it begin to mock him saying : This man began to build and was not able to finish.” (Lk. 14, 28 - 30).

Some points about the personal plan of life and the  community project 

Now I would like to add some further points about the personal plan of life and the community project. We have learned from experience to keep an eye on some of the dynamics at work in the process. The discernment processes of the two kinds of project or plan are similar; but the dynamics at work are different.

Personal plan of life

The insistence nowadays on the personal plan of life is meant to make people more aware of the need to give  personal attention to formation and to the methodology of the spiritual life. In the first place the personal plan reminds us of personal responsibility. No one else can help me in an area where I don’t want to help myself; what is involved in formation is my most personal relationship with God and my response to my vocation. There can be no formative process outside the fascinating but terrible Christian responsibility which is a collective one only in the second instance because it is essentially personal. At the same time the personal plan is meant to encourage a methodical approach which is essential in the spiritual life. It is a question of that spiritual process which oversees the identification of the aims, the objectives, the means, the strategies, the resources available. 

It is impossible to overestimate the importance of these aims, which the courageous personal plan sets itself. On the other hand there are some misconceptions arising from present day thinking through which we tend to understand the nature of the plan only in terms of assisting personal development which could undermine its formative significance. The main aims meant to be achieved through the personal plan could in fact foster a mentality that is hardly evangelical. It is necessary to be on one’s guard against these dangers which can only be avoided by seeing the plan as a process of discernment. The plan is not a preparation for my studies or my career; it is not even a programme in which I intend to invest my talents; nor is it blueprint for my future life; nor is it a private, self-centred development plan. The personal plan is the acceptance of the plan that God has for me, it is my response to the call to holiness, it is my confident entrustment to the future that God has in mind for my life.

Project of community life

The idea of the “community project” is one that attracts fewer reservations and at the same time is more ambitious especially in the face of threats to the spiritual life of fragmentation. Producing a community project has proved easier than producing a personal plan; the project is an  exercise that assists in the acquisition of the art of discernment and opens the way for the personal plan.

The community project inspires the renewal of community life and prevents it becoming merely functional. Discernment is carried out in the perspective of holiness; the individual finds in it some chaallenges that he would not nave chosen for himself but which are offered him as signs of the concern God has for his progress. Our faith can grow as we think how God is waiting for us in every community not simply with things to be done but with a plan of holiness that precisely puts these things in their gospel context.
The  community project takes a realistic approach; in the “here and now” are to be  found our possibilities and our limitations. The growth and development proposed by the community project are attainable; the community project is measured against the real situation, the needs of the area, the particular nature of those for whom we are working, the wishes and the expectations of the confreres, the specific dynamics of this community.

The community project is in accordance with the style of our charism. The way to holiness is a community one; it is a question of setting our hearts on what conforms to and is in harmony with our chosen vocation. Our attachments are strengthened by further contact; they beome evident in our experience: I discover in what I do the things I am attached to, the things dearest to me. The community project helps to reach the heart and to give it strength.

Drawing up the community project is an effort but for this reason needs a more courageous process of discernment in the Spirit. The methods employed in drawing up the project are reflected in its contents, which they influence; the methods too need to be in harmony with the Gospel and provide an opportunity for sharing and  communion.

I encourage you as communities and as individuals to continue this exciting process of project building. You will discover the richness and depth it brings to your life. On the web-site of the Direzione Generale, in the formation pages, you can find some examples of those who have not been afraid to start this process or who have already managed to overcome the difficulties it presents.
