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Introduction
I am very glad to be able to share with you on the topic you have proposed for your Formation day. As you are probably aware, our General Council had tried to find somebody whom we thought would be more competent in the matter to address you, but by some mysterious combination of circumstances the initial request that we had forwarded to others at sometime in October 2008 ended up again on my desk when I picked up the phone in answer to Bro Thomas Johnson’s call two weeks ago. Such is life! My initial hesitations vanished when Bro Johnson informed me that if I were to share with you on Formation and preparation of Formators that would be enough for you. That is what I will limit myself to in this presentation. 

I. Holistic Missionary of Africa Initial Formation
1. Some Background Information

Founded in 1868 in Algeria by Cardinal Charles Lavigerie, our Society Missionaries of Africa, popularly known as “White Fathers” because of the white habit (adopted from the Arabs in N. Africa) is present today in 23 countries of Africa. The African world is the focus of our mission and when we are outside Africa, it is still in view of making the continent better known and loved. Today, we number some 1,600 members and 375 candidates in our programmes of Formation.
We were founded to announce the Good News of Jesus to Africa and because of the place and circumstances of our coming into being, interreligious dialogue with Muslims has been important for us since the beginning. Today, we are also increasingly involved in dialogue with African Traditional Religion, New Religious Movements and Ecumenism. These have also become important for the way we live our mission. Commitment to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation is also part and parcel of our conviction of what it means to be a Missionary of Africa in the African World today. This is what our charism looks like and finds its expression in different ways and places with varying degrees of each element present according to the place and circumstances.
We live our mission in international and intercultural communities of a minimum of three and, for practically all of us, outside our own home countries. 
These are some of the things that we keep in mind as we prepare our future Missionaries and those who will prepare them. 

2. The Programme of Initial Formation

Each Province organises a Missionary and Vocation Promotion programme through which they contact the youngsters who want to join us. They often choose to be individually followed up by a confrere for some time, till they are accepted for a preparatory programme (come and see) during which they are selected for the next stage (propaedeutic – introductory year of higher studies) in order to enter the cycle of preparation (philosophy and related subjects). At this stage, this is what we ask of our confreres accompanying them:
“…. that there should be a clear presentation of the Society’s charism in terms of Encounter & Dialogue and JPIC. The following are the basic elements that should be verified during this phase: 


- the missionary generosity and openness of the aspirant;


- his readiness to meet and respect peoples of different 


  cultures and religions;

- his concern for the weak and a more just society; 


- his love and capacity for international and intercultural 


  community living; 


- his maturity, either through work and/or study experience;


- the link with his family”
. 

If they pass the “test”, or if we see that there is something working in them that is evolving in that sense, we accept that they begin the Formation journey. This, for many of them, will last between 9 and 10 years and the fundamental attitudes that were required of them at the beginning will be developed more and more; it is from there that the discernment happens.
Our initial formation programme is divided into 4 phases:

· 1st Phase: Philosophy / Social Sciences (2-3 years) – often organised at inter-Provincial level and under the responsibility of the Provincials, who constitute a Board of Governors to run the Centre and look for formators.
· 2nd Phase: Spiritual Year (1 year): International teams under the responsibility of the General Council.
· 3rd Phase: Pastoral / Apostolic Training in a community in another African country (2 years); for some candidates, it is during this time that they discern whether their call is to be a Brother or a Priest. 
· 4th Phase: Theology for Clerical Candidates (3 or 4 years – depending on case); further specialisation for Brother Candidates (2 or 3 years).  International scholasticate teams are under the responsibility of the General Council
 Final commitment is by Oath; Brother Candidates can make a Temporary Oath at the end of the Spiritual Year (if they already have a profession and some work and life experience). This is renewable after 3 years. Some Brothers prefer to wait and take a Permanent Oath in the final year of their Initial Formation. For clerics, a Perpetual Oath is done just before the Diaconate Ordination in the next-to final year of their Initial Formation and/or graduation. 

3. Criteria for Presentation as a Help for Vocational Discernment

We all recognise that vocation is first and foremost a call from God and that the Spirit of Jesus is the primary formator of those on the Formation journeying. Amedeo Cencini, an Italian Canossian monk, who is most probably known to you, has used three verbs to describe the religious formation process
:

· the Father educates: he leads us out of our weakness/vulnerability to 
· the Son whose look from the Cross forms/trains us to desire to correct our distorted  vision of ourselves, of God of other people and of ideals in life and 
· with the help of the Spirit as he accompanies us to adopt a new style of life, that of  God’s children
.
These three verbs are the key verbs in the Formation process and as they correspond, each one, to an action of a person of the Trinity, they show that the formators are but observers or, better still, witnesses of God’s action in the lives of the people on the journey. Cecini calls them intermediaries of God’s action. 
This does not mean that the formators are passive in the Formation journey of the candidates. They are very much present as the other pole of the vocation. They represent the Society and they have to speak up if they think there is something real, or not, in the person desiring to commit himself for life to our Missionary Family. It is our hope that as candidates progress in the journey, they themselves discern better if this is really their life call, or not, so that whichever direction they take, it will be the fruit of a serious discernment and a joyful decision. 
On behalf of the Society, the team of formators try to help the candidates grow in five basic areas:
· Human  qualities: balance, maturity, handling one’s affectivity, leadership qualities;
· Capacities for international and intercultural community life: how the person works in a team, quality of presence to others, appreciation and love of cultures different from his own; 
· Spiritual life: faith, expression of faith, personal and communitarian prayer;
· Intellectual capacities: studies, language learning, other skills;
· Apostolic / Pastoral qualities: attention to the other in pastoral situations, especially those at the “frontiers of the Church”
.
These five areas are like the five fingers of the hand. We look for different degrees of maturity in the different Phases, one or the other element might be more accentuated in one Phase, but each element is necessary and contributes to what we refer to as Holistic Missionary Formation. Over-emphasising one and neglecting the other often causes an imbalance in the life of the person and the formation community and blurs the growth process leading, at the end, to some fundamental questions. What we try to verify is whether there is a coherence between the project to commit oneself as Missionary of Africa and the actual life that is lived right now. Is there a unification of  energies or a dispersion? 
Somebody, for example,  who is so bent on succeeding in class that he has no time for prayer, community life or pastoral work,  may be an intellectual giant, but will not be the type of Missionary we want to train for Africa. In cases like this, we would expect the formators to help the person adjust, if he can or so wishes. If there is no sign of further growth possible, they will have to ask him to discontinue his Formation with us and pursue his academic career somewhere else. This is just one example, but I am sure you get the point I am trying to make. Our experience is that in most cases, when a candidate discerns and leaves by himself, it is easier than when the formators have to make him accept to go.

I have heard some confreres say: “Had things been this strict at the time I was training, I might never have become a Missionary”. It is true that things have changed. Missionaries toady face different challenges from those of past generations. What is important, in my opinion, is to remain sufficiently attentive to the signs of the times within our Society, within the Church and in the World and willing to adapt programmes to people rather than forcing everyone into the same mould. The disciples of Jesus today have a message for today and it would be unfortunate to neglect preparedness for this task because we are caught up with structures that are not evolving. We do not have many Brother Candidates, but when we have, in the First and last Phase of their Formation, we often have to adapt the programme to the person and not the person to the programme.
II. Handling Some Issues in Formation

1. Challenges in Intercultural Living 
When you have formators from other cultures accompanying candidates from other varying and diverse cultures or backgrounds, some misinterpretations are unavoidable and some good prospects in vocations may have been lost because of that. I will just mention a few that you may wish to consider if you have non-African formators accompanying African candidates. I came across some of them in a book by an Irish Christian Brother who has spent many years in Formation ministry in Africa. Although I am always wary of generalisations such as “Africa is …. or Africans are … or Westerners are …”, I recognise some of what he said. That is why I would like to share them with you and to add a few of my own
:
· Eye contact: lack of eye contact in many African countries when speaking to a superior is not considered as avoiding the person or hiding something. It is just another form of politeness;
· Body space: in conversation, this is much closer than some Westerners would be comfortable with. It is not intentionally invading another’s space, or breaking personal boundaries, but simply showing interest and/or concern.

· Need for privacy: having grown up spending a lot of time with each other and often sharing rooms (or even beds, with individual sheets, naturally), some African candidates would interpret the urge to have a private space, or to be all by oneself at certain moments, as sign of sickness, unsociability or grieving.

· Taboos for male-female relationship: it is not uncommon to see same-sex people (friends, or people content in one another’s company) holding hands in public while talking or walking. That can ring alarm bells and be misinterpreted by some non-African and even non-Mediterranean!
· Hospitality is a value for all, but the way it is practised is different. People in Africa do not always announce their visits. They just appear and expect to be welcomed. Even if it is mealtime, they will expect to be invited out of politeness and then they can decide whether to accept or not. Also, you do not ask a person when he/she arrives already on the doorstep “What do you want?” and especially not “How long are you staying?” The visitor, with time, will say all these things. Too many questions at the beginning can send the wrong message, namely, of not being welcome. 

· The Family: this is often very wide because of the extended family. It is good to know who are the “significant” persons of the bigger family of candidates as, in some cases  it is not the biological father who is the authority, but the maternal uncle or aunt!

· Grieving: getting on with life as though nothing has happened when someone in the community loses a close relative is not appreciated. People would expect space to be given to the person to express what the deceased meant for him/her and that the community shares the grieving. It does not mean stopping everything for a long time for the sake of one person, but showing concern and demonstrating a simple gesture of sympathy.

This said, we also insist on the fact that our candidates are training to live in intercultural communities and that what is good and valuable in their culture might not necessarily be the same in another culture. One has to appreciate one’s culture, but be ready to move beyond it and be open to other cultural expressions and even value them and learn from them. In intercultural living, we learn to encounter the other in order to learn from the encounter
. As missionaries living most of our lives outside of our culture, this is an important step for us. 
In fact, there is what we might call a “sub-culture” of Missionaries of Africa. Generations of Missionaries have developed a certain lifestyle in our communities and relating to each other so much that as soon as you step into one of our communities, even without having known the confreres, you feel that you are in your family. This is an identity in itself, which, according to me, is what a culture gives to a people 
2. Young Adults and the Challenges of Modernity

One of the issues that we all have to face is the changed circumstances of Formation in today’s world. The rapid development of the means of communication has created an “information super-highway” on which many youth are too eager to travel. This new state of affairs has enabled people to be more easily informed of what is happening elsewhere. However, the use of the internet, mobile phones, different chats (Yahoo, Messenger, Skype, etc.) can, at times, interfere with the ‘accompaniment’ (spiritual direction) and vocation discernment. The formator/spiritual companion, used to be the key figure in the discernment process, but this is no longer always the case. Modern means of communications, sometimes interfere with, and according to the case, contribute positively or negatively to the discernment. Rather than banning their use, candidates (like confreres) have to be helped to make a reasonable use of these modern means of communication. People have to be helped to speak about how they use them in view of helping each other avoid some pitfalls.
3. The Need of Academic Qualification
In the past, it was enough to be a Religious or a Priest to be respected in society and to exercise some moral authority. Today, with the possibilities of education, many more people are more competent than us. This is a good thing, as it allows us to be really “signs” of the Kingdom and not “masters” of it. However, for a more effective contribution in some areas, (education, health, etc) more academic qualifications are needed than was the case in the past. How do we handle that? It requires attentive listening and discernment. We do not study for degrees just for the sake of it or in order to satisfy personal ambitions. Where there is the capacity and the need, we allow some to develop their talents in view of a better service to the mission. In the academic consortia our students attend, for example, they often need some PhDs on the teaching staff, if they want to be affiliated to a University!
4. Relationship to the Family

Depending on the background of the candidate, the family might have a lot of financial expectations and demands on their son who is training to be a Missionary of Africa. These will certainly continue once the  formation is over. They might think that since he belongs to an international Society and that he can travel to distant countries so easily, he is rich and that he should resolve all their financial needs, pay the school fees of the cousins, etc.  I have known candidates who have tried to do that and as their pocket money that they get as from the Spiritual Year was not sufficient, they started hiding to work. This, of course, affected their participation in other activities in the community, their commitment to studies, etc. and at the end, the primary reason for which they had joined us. Some stopped or were discontinued. 
We make the candidate sign a document at the end of the First Phase before beginning the international Phase of formation. He is supposed to explain to the family the implications of the step (entry into a new family, to be buried where he dies, etc.). In the enthusiasm of moving on, such documents are signed easily but when it comes to using them to remind the family and candidate that he has entered into a new family, it is not always easy but it is helpful. Sometimes the demands of our families come from the type of image of the missionary that we ourselves have given. We have to work at that with our families. 
5. Affective Maturity

In today’s world, it is tempting to follow the trend of everybody (consecrated or non consecrated) and to justify all kinds of compromising attitudes, which, in fact, weaken the commitment to live a chaste and celibate life. You had more on this yesterday with Fr. Aylward Shorter. In our formation programme, we try to help candidates with various sessions of self knowledge so that they can better know themselves and choose consciously this way of life and try to live by it. It has happened that there were crisis in some formation communities, provoked either by fellow students or by formators. They were not easy to handle but with the help of counsellors and other professionals, the communities could move forward. 
III. Preparing Formators

1. Academic and human preparation
Apart from the Spiritual Year, where we are totally in charge of the Formation programme, our Clerical Candidates join other students in consortia for Philosophy and Theology. In view of this, we choose confreres who have previously been recommended by the Formation teams to train as teachers and formators. They specialise in one or other subject that is needed in the consortium up to the Licentiate and, for some, Doctorate levels. 
However, before they begin teaching and forming others, we ask them to follow a course that prepares them more explicitly as formators. The length of this time of preparation varies from 3
  to 5 months
 or 9
 months. It often has an Ignatian spirituality component. In all cases, the aim is twofold: 

· to help them work on themselves, be aware of their own human, psychological and spiritual capacities and areas of growth;

· to acquire skills in listening, spiritual accompaniment, (mentoring, spiritual counselling), group dynamics, helping others in their vocation journey, etc.
It is with this equipment that they begin the Formation ministry and, for some, they alternate between years in Formation communities and years in pastoral work. In addition to this initial preparation, we hope that each confrere involved in Formation will also keep on his own Ongoing Formation (in service training) programme in areas that he still sees that he needs help to serve better as a formator. A term of service in the same Formation community is normally 3 years renewable once.
Not all formators have academic degrees, but we try to ensure that all who will accompany the candidates have adequate personal/human preparation to before they begin Formation ministry. For those in the Second and Fourth Phases of Formation, since the choice depends on the General Council, we are attentive to this. We encourage Provincials to be vigilant also in their choice of formators for the First Phase Centres. We encourage them to choose as formators people who have academic and human qualities and who are capable of working in teams. This is my next and last point. 
2. Working as a Team

Our principle of working in communities of at least three applies also to Formation communities. As in any community, there is one who is the Superior/Animator/In Charge or whatever term you choose to call him. There is also a Bursar. The responsibilities are shared out among the confrere members of the community. The discernment about the progress and areas of growth of the candidates is done as a team. In the course of presenting the candidates to the Provincial Superior, the entire team, except the candidate’s spiritual companion/counsellor - if he is in the team – participates in the discussion and decision. It is the team that makes explicit recommendations to the Provincials and not only the one in charge of the Formation programme. 
By Way of Conclusion

I hope that all what I have said is not very new. I would be happy if it is not, because it would mean that we are all guided by the same Spirit of Jesus. Our Founder wanted us to “be apostles, nothing but apostles”. This is what we try to inculcate in our years of formation, keeping in mind that the apostles were first of all disciples of Jesus and that it was from their personal relationship to and experience with Jesus that they could go forth in his name.  

I believe that what Africa needs most are men of God who are first and foremost disciples of Jesus, deeply committed to following him. It is from this personal commitment that we can share the Good News in a prophetic way with others. Imagine a Prophet of God in the First Testament who would have preached fidelity to the Lord and then he himself would have gone to worship the ancient Semitic god Baal. Nobody would have taken him seriously. This is why I believe that the first service we should offer to Africa is a firm personal belief and a community commitment to spreading the faith as consecrated people. The rest will follow. 
The Formation ministry can be, and is, very challenging. However, for many of us, journeying with young adults who are enthusiastic about their call and who are determined to live it as radically as possible has created a sense of renewal in our own call. This is what I would wish for any of your Brothers who would be involved in this ministry. 
Questions

1. What struck you in the sharing we have just had? Why?
2. Which verbs would describe the type of religious Formation you would like to offer to your future professed Brothers? Why?
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