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0.- Introduction

As an introduction, I would like to make two observations: 
the first, to say what situations of discernment we have in 
mind and which we would like to examine; the second, to 
clarify the spirit that moves us in proposing this reflection 
on discernment in the light of our history. Here we use the 
word discernment in a broad sense, and for discernment we 
understand how to prepare and make decisions, in response 
to the demands of the Gospel of Christ and the signs of the 
times and places (Mt 16:3; Lk 12:54-57). 

01.- Aim of reflection

In developing this reflection, we take into account, in a par-
ticular way, three situations in which we are, cyclically, 
called to exercise discernment, as an Institute, Comboni 
communities and individuals. The first concerns the chap-
ter discernment, which we exercise every six years. The se-
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cond situation concerns the provincial (or 
continental, now...) discernment that we 
exercise in provincial and sector assem-
blies. The third situation, finally, concerns 
the discernment that we are called to 
make every three years in the processes of 
choosing the persons called to exercise the 
authority and coordination of the Institute 
(superiors of circumscription and local).

02.- The spirit that moves us

It is not easy to reflect on our dis-
cernment, starting from our journey and 
recent history. On the one hand, it is diffi-
cult to evaluate paths and decisions in 
which we are still involved, to which we 
are still very close, without the necessary 
distance that helps us to see things in pers-
pective and understand them better. On 
the other hand, one can be accused of jud-
ging people involved in discernment pro-
cesses.

By our reflection we do not intend to eva-
luate people or intentions. We try to re-
flect on systems and ways of discernment, 
on the methods we use to exercise it, as an 
Institute, as a community and as individu-
als. 

We do this, essentially, for two reasons. 
First, to be in tune with the Magisterium 
of Pope Francis, who made the theme of 

discernment and its necessity a constant 
point of his teaching and ecclesial magiste-
rium (1). Second, to meet the question that 
many of us ask ourselves: how is it that de-
cisions of the last Chapters remain unfulfil-
led, appeals are quickly forgotten? How is 
it that the indications and appeals of chap-
ters and assemblies have such a short life 
expectancy and do not succeed in making 
a true configuration of our life and missi-
on? 

Of course, each one of us will have his or 
her own answer to these and other similar 
questions; this reflection is only meant to 
be a help in finding answers to the ques-
tions that each one of us may be asking, ac-
cording to his or her place of observation 
of the life of the Institute.

1.- Starting point

We will try to start from our history, from 
our paths of discernment of the last Gene-
ral Chapters. Concretely, we will start from 
the Chapter that has meant the highest 
and most effective point of our dis-
cernment. I refer to the Chapter of 1969, 
the Special Chapter called to respond to 
the request of Pope Paul VI to the Institu-
tes, to hold a Chapter to return to the ori-
ginal inspiration and promote the renewal 
of the Institutes according to the orienta-
tions of the Second Vatican Council (2).
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The 10th General Chapter of 1969, with 
the process of reflection and renewal that 
it introduced into the Institute, can be con-
sidered as a real reconfiguration of the 
Comboni Institute, comparable only to 
the transformation of the Institute into a 
religious congregation (1885, opening of 
the novitiate-1899, first General Chapter). 

This time, however, the process does not 
accentuate the religious configuration of 
the Institute, but rather, its apostolic confi-
guration, that is, the missionary charism 
and the apostolic dimension as characteris-
tics of its charismatic identity. The Institu-
te does not deny its condition as a religi-
ous congregation, the value of consecrati-
on (vows) and fraternal life, but affirms, as 
a characteristic of its identity, the aposto-
lic and missionary dimension, which flows 
from the charism of its founder Daniele 
Comboni, around whom it rethinks its en-
tire life and mission, a rethinking which is 
at the heart of the present Rule of Life (3).
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2.- Characteristics of the discernment ma-
de

The process of discernment, which allowed this 
journey of renewal and updating of the charism, 
rested on three pillars:

2.1- The "see, judge and act" method, which 
came from the ecclesial movements of the time, 
especially Catholic Action, and which marked ec-
clesial discernment for decades. In our Chapter 
of '69 the three moments of discernment were 
particularly well cared for. First of all, seeing: the 
Chapter was prepared by a considerable effort to 
"see" the concrete situation of persons, communi-
ties and provinces, through a questionnaire with 
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a hundred questions, sent to each Combo-
ni missionary. It was "a wide and free con-
sultation" of all members (4). The answers 
were collected at the level of the provinces 
and then, at the Institute level, by a Cen-
tral Commission which was to prepare the 
Chapter. Second, judging: it was the work 
of the Chapter itself, carried out for 
months (the Chapter lasted from May to 
December) by the 9 sub-commissions, in 
which the chapter members had distribu-
ted themselves, covering all aspects of the 
life of the Institute, from the end and spiri-
tuality to the economy. Third, action: it be-
gan in the Chapter, with the decisions 
taken and condensed in the Chapter Docu-
ments (5), and continued in a fruitful deca-
de of implementation that led to the re-
newal of the entire Institute in the various 
dimensions of its life and mission, the reu-
nification of the two Comboni Institutes, 
FSCJ and MFSC, in the Chapter of 1979, 
and the approval of the Rule of Life and 
the new name of the Institute, MCCJ.

Preserving this method of discernment, 
and the concern to see, is a legacy of the 
10th General Chapter, which then passed 
into the Rule of Life which, in n. 154, lists 
the official reports to be presented at each 
Chapter, including the report of the provin-
cial superiors, and, in n. 154.2, says that 
"the report of the province is prepared, af-

ter consultation with the missionaries, on 
the basis of a scheme suggested by the Ge-
neral Council, and is signed by the provin-
cial superior, his council and the delegates" 
(6) .

This method of discernment, based on 
"seeing, judging, and acting" together, 
keeps us in a continuous dynamism of ob-
servation, judgment, and proposal that 
links us back to the Comboni charismatic 
tradition, according to the method of 
"common discussion" (7) that Daniele 
Comboni proposed to the missionaries in 
the Regulations for the Institutes of Cairo, 
and which remains as a challenge for every 
Comboni generation, at the community, 
circumscription, and Institute level.

2.2- Listen to everyone, even minori-
ties. In the preparation and holding of the 
10th General Chapter of 1969 there was a 
concern for representation and listening to 
everyone; the Combonian missionary 
brothers participated in the Chapter event 
for the first time in the history of the Insti-
tute, with 5 delegates out of a total of 67 
chapter members. In addition, two Combo-
ni MFSC missionaries and several obser-
vers were invited to participate as obser-
vers, representing the minority groups in 
the Institute (Comboni missionaries from 
Sudan, England, the United States, Spain 
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and Portugal, and chosen by them to parti-
cipate in the Chapter). This was the first 
and only time that minorities, as such, we-
re represented.

2.3- The responsibility of representati-
on. The third pillar of discernment has be-
en the sense of responsibility and commi-
tment of the delegates, of the people elec-
ted to represent the confreres. The delega-
tes were involved in the preparation of the 
Chapter, first at the provincial level, with 
the elaboration of the results of the en-
quiry and the provincial assemblies; then, 
during the Chapter, in the intense work of 
the nine sub-commissions to which the 
chapter members contributed; during the 
Chapter break, returning to their provin-
ces to present the text of the Chapter do-
cuments to the confreres and to have their 
consent and agreement; and then, at the 
end of the Chapter, with the return to the 
provinces, assuming the role of principal 
animators of the province in the implemen-
tation of the Chapter decisions.

This strong sense of responsibility that is 
on the shoulders of those who represent 
the confreres, then, moved on to the pre-
sent Rule of Life (8), n. 151 and n. 151.1, 
which says: "Each Capitular has the respon-
sibility of obtaining all the information ne-
cessary for the fruitful performance of his 

mandate, taking an interest in all the pro-
blems of his constituency, making contact 
with his electors and informing himself of 
the situation of the entire Institute.
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3.1- Filtering reality with ideology

This legacy of the Tenth General Chapter inspired the dis-
cernment made during the 1970s and 1980s. But at the end 
of the 1980s and in the 1990s there was increasing pressure 
to reduce the time and attention given to seeing, in the 
Chapters. 

The 1969 Chapter had restructured the central coordinati-
on of the Institute, with the creation of the provinces and 
delegations and the secretariats and general offices. In subse-
quent Chapters the time allocated to the reports of the pro-
vinces, which had increased considerably in number, was 
considered excessive, as if the time given to seeing was was-
ted. To this practical consideration was added another, of an 
ideological character: more than concrete situations, it was 
interested in understanding the ideas, the movements of his-
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tory that determine the societies in which 
we are present. 

In this way the pressure to reduce the time 
given to circumscription superiors to pre-
sent the reality of their circumscriptions 
has increased and the idea of preparing re-
ports for continents, to be presented in 
Chapter, has come forward. The angle of 
observation, the seeing, has moved away 
from the concrete situations (of local socie-
ties and Churches) and has given more 
emphasis to general elements common to 
the provinces, to continental elements. 
The individual reports of the Circumscrip-
tions continued to be made and printed to 
be left at the back of the Chapter room for 
possible consultation with those interes-
ted, and not presented and discussed in 
Chapter (those who participated in Chap-
ters from 1997 onwards know that delega-
tes do not bother to go and read the re-
ports of each Circumscription). It began 
with the XIV General Chapter (1991) whe-
re provincial reports were made, but in a 
reduced form, and continental reports we-
re also presented (9). In the following 
Chapters the way was opened to a dis-
cernment that favours ideas, ideology, and 
underestimates reality and concrete situa-
tions. We can speak of a process of dis-
cernment that "filters reality with ideo-
logy" and which is the opposite of what Po-
pe Francis teaches today, which tells us 

"that reality is more important than the 
idea," one of the four principles of dis-
cernment that he proposes in the EG (10).

3.2- Forgetting the duties of represen-
tativeness 

Parallel to this tendency to filter reality 
with ideology, an attitude emerges that 
sees a decrease in the commitment of tho-
se elected to represent, to know and keep 
in touch with those they represent. The 
idea of an "infused representativeness" 
(let's call it this way...), direct, that leads to 
think that the vote received, in itself, 
makes a person capable of representing 
and exempts from the duty of preparation 
and continuous information, is gaining 
ground. It is felt that a significant number 
of Chapter delegates arrive at the Chapter 
without having prepared themselves and 
do not respond to the duty to inform tho-
se who elected them. 

The same phenomenon occurs in provinci-
al and sector assemblies. Participants arri-
ve without having taken care of the prepa-
ration and it is thought that the election 
to the commitment that one has will ena-
ble them to exercise discernment, without 
the need for verification with those one re-
presents. This phenomenon has been fa-
voured, at a later stage (up to the present 
day...), also by the habit of holding provinci-
al and sector meetings without a prior 
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agenda prepared and distributed in good 
time. A dynamic has taken over that sees 
the holding of meetings more to comply 
with provincial and continental program of 
activities than to exercise effective dis-
cernment and solve the problems we have. 
The importance of the agenda lies in the 
fact that it allows the participants to fulfil 
the duties inherent in representation, to 
prepare themselves and to consult those 
they represent, with regard to questions to 
be studied in depth and on which to deci-
de. 

I realize that this statement is serious, but 
I am sure that I am not the only one who 
has heard of continental gatherings of supe-
riors and provincial coordinators without 
an agenda or with the agenda prepared at 
the last moment or of sector meetings at 
the continental level where decisions were 
taken on issues that were not on the agen-
da and without first having studied or dis-
cussed them with the confreres. This may 
explain, on the one hand, the fact that pro-
blems drag from assembly to assembly for 
a long time. On the other hand, that decisi-
ons seemingly prophetic but taken without 
reflection or prior involvement of the con-
freres, have remained a dead letter and see 
years pass before they come to fruition... if 
they come to fruition!

3.3- Always begin with ourselves: the 
Chapter is sovereign.

The General Chapters of the 1990s and 
the last two decades have seen another 
"characteristic" of our recent discernment 
emerge. I refer to the tendency of the 
chapter members, in recent Chapters, to 
always start with themselves, without due 
regard for what had been decided in previ-
ous Chapters, or what others (General 
Council, secretariats...) had prepared as an 
aid to Chapter discernment. I refer to the 
fact that in the chapters of 1997, 2003 and 
2009 the chapter members had great diffi-
culty in accepting the preparatory docu-
ments and refused them, taking on the - 
impossible - task of drawing up documents 
within a few days and exercising dis-
cernment from the beginning, without pri-
or preparation. 

One justifies this wave of thought and sen-
sitivity by saying that "the Chapter is sove-
reign" but one forgets that the Chapter is 
sovereign insofar as it represents all the 
missionaries and that the chapter mem-
bers exercise discernment in representati-
on (according to the concept of authority 
in co-responsibility and responsibility in 
subsidiarity, which define the structure of 
our system of coordination and governan-
ce) and not on the basis of personal visions 
or other titles they may have. Our Rule of 
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Life (11) states, in fact, that "The General 
Chapter is the supreme authority of the 
Institute, exercised in an extraordinary 
and collegial manner, and expresses the par-
ticipation of all the missionaries in the life 
of the Institute itself.

3.4- The abandonment of unspoken 
but followed principles

In the Comboni tradition of discernment 
there were principles that were not written 
anywhere, because they were based on the 
Gospel, but known and followed by everyo-
ne, taking into account the greater good of 
the Institute. I refer, for example, to the 
implicit, shared principle that those who 
were not in a position to exercise an office, 
for reasons that only the person can know, 
should withdraw from the process of choi-
ce and/or appointment. There was no need 
to explain the reasons for this; one was 
thankful for the trust shown and one 
withdrew from the process, sparing the 
authority, which must confirm the choice, 
situations of regrettable discernment (such 
as those of duplicity of life, irresponsibility 
and abuse in the area of pastoral care, eco-
nomics, affectivity and sexuality... which 
make the exercise of an office or authority 
problematic). 

In the last two decades, the thought has 
emerged that exercising an office, autho-
rity or coordination, is a right of each and 

everyone, regardless of personal conditions 
of ability and preparation and/or others; 
and that the vote of election is enough to 
make one capable and suitable for the exer-
cise of office. 

The Rule of Life, in adopting deadlines of 
three years for the exercise of office and 
authority (12), has favoured the passage 
and the change of responsibilities within 
the Institute, an opportune principle, espe-
cially in times of intense growth of person-
nel and renewal of structures (as it was, pre-
cisely, the time when the present Rule of 
Life was adopted). But it did not dispense 
either voters or candidates for office from 
personal responsibility and the search for 
the conditions and preparation necessary 
to carry out a task for the good of the Insti-
tute and its mission. 

This situation we describe reflects that of 
the Church and the cultural development 
of our time. Especially in the last years of 
Pope John Paul II's pontificate, and af-
terwards, a not indifferent number of 
priests have made themselves available for 
the exercise of the episcopal ministry in 
the Church, forgetting unwritten princi-
ples of tradition and creating unfortunate 
situations (in the context of lack of respon-
sibility and abuse). 

The media exposure that these situations 
have had, in our day, has brought two con-
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sequences, which we can consider positive: 
it has helped to reconsider these unwritten 
principles, because they are obvious and 
non-negotiable, from the point of view of 
the Gospel, and has provoked a change of 
trend, so that today an average of 30%, 
"one priest out of three" (13), of candidates 
for bishops withdraws during the selection 
process. 

"Many candidates justify themselves by 
saying that they do not consider themsel-
ves suitable or because they do not want to 
risk "harming the Church," says Cardinal 
Marc Ouellet in the interview mentioned; 
a change of trend that will have some relap-
se among us, raising awareness that if we 
do not watch our personal and community 
discernment, we can also harm the Church 
and the Institute.

The 17th General Chapter, in 2009, reflec-
ted on these elements of coordination and 
governance (Chapter Acts, 114-124) and, es-
pecially in n. 125 (1-5) spoke of "authority 
and competence". After admitting (n. 121.3) 
that "the principle of subsidiarity, already 
affirmed by the RV, is little known and 
practiced," the Chapter hopes that autho-
rity "will favour transparency and accounta-
bility, in the face of a certain habit of 
approximation and the culture of impu-
nity" (n. 125.1).
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4.- Conclusion 

On the one hand, our time is a kairós, a time of gra-
ce, for the novelties that open before us, for the po-
tentialities that we discover hidden in the mirage of 
new things. But on the other hand, it is also a chaos, 
a time of confusion, crisis and uncertainty, for the gre-
at variety of narratives that attract our imagination 
and creativity. Some call it a time of "interpretative 
chaos" regarding the specific mission of missionary 
Institutes (14). The new narratives are seductive, they 
satisfy our desire for the new, but they turn out to be 
unfruitful, incapable of transforming our situations, 
our reality, in the direction proposed by the Gospel 
of Jesus.
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It is necessary, therefore, to exercise dis-
cernment, as Pope Francis often recalls. If, 
on the one hand, we need to listen to 
young people and our aspirations for the 
new (15), we also need to make a "transfusi-
on of memory" (16), to update the gifts and 
values that have marked the stages of our 
historical journey and thus enrich our cha-
rism today, making our missionary narrati-
ve fruitful.

"It is necessary to remember," says Pope 
Francis, "to take some distance from the 
present to listen to the voice of our 'ances-
tors'. Memory will not only allow us not to 
make the same mistakes of the past (17), 
but it will give us access to those acquisi-
tions that helped our ancestors to positi-
vely cross the historical crossroads they we-
re encountering". "The transfusion of me-
mory," concludes the Pope, "frees us from 
the current tendency, often more attracti-
ve, to look quickly for immediate results," 
which would be "an easy, quick but ephe-
meral return” (18).

What has been said above shows that, in 
proposing a reflection on our discernment, 
inspired by our history, we do not propose 
to configure our life and mission today ac-
cording to solutions of the past. We want, 
however, that our discernment today be 
inspired by the attitudes and values of the 
past, we want to learn discernment also in 

the light of our history. "Ignoring history", 
as someone reminds us (19), "makes us re-
peat the mistakes of the past" (and, in our 
history, there is no lack of examples).

P. Manuel Augusto Lopes Ferreira, mccj

12 April 2020 - Easter of Resurrection
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