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 The 36th General Chapter 

 Brothers of the Sacred Heart 

 From an American, first-timer’s perspective 
 
Most of the brothers arrived in Rome on Friday and Saturday, April 27 and 28, 2018.  
Anticipation was growing just as the sounds of brothers renewing acquaintances with 
confreres from around the Institute rose in the hallways.  French, Spanish, English and 
Italian – sometimes all in the same sentence – could hardly be distinguished as brothers 
attempted to communicate their pleasure of being with others from around the world, 
some meeting for the first time. It was also affirming to see veterans of previous such 
gatherings equally as excited about seeing one another again after a six-year hiatus.  As the 
numbers and the volume in the dining room of the General House dramatically increased 
with each passing meal, it was apparent that the excitement for the 36th General Chapter of 
the Brothers of the Sacred Heart was building.  (It was hard to sleep those first couple of 
nights at the Piazza del Sacro Cuore, and it wasn’t just because of the jet lag.) 
 

Sunday, April 29, 2018 

 
A few, final stragglers arrived before Mass early Sunday morning, April 29.  Brothers had 
started to unpack, and everyone began to settle in.  Even though we were in the Eternal 
City, no one made a move to leave the property.  Unpacking was the order of the day, and 
getting prepared for the opening sessions was of primary importance. 
 
At 5:00 PM, all the delegates, secretaries, assistants, and oral and written translators 

gathered in the Brother Maurice Boisvert Room of 
the Casa Generalizia for an initial welcome – spoken 
in French and translated into Spanish and English, of 
course—prayer, and reception.  Brother Serge 
Toupin, General Councilor, led the large group in an 
opening invocation.  During the prayer, each delegate 
was invited to write on a paper “tile” a scriptural 
quote which had inspired his vocation and to share 
the passage and the reason for its selection with 
others from his smaller, language group.  Once the 
larger group reassembled, each brother was invited 

to affix his “tile” into a mosaic, of sorts, with all 
the other tiles.  The three-panel mosaic is 
prominently displayed in the Chapter Room. 
 
After a brief reception of light snacks, beer, and 
soft drinks, the evening meal followed at 7:00 
PM.  For the most part, Brothers sat at tables by 
language groups for dinner.  It was a time to 
allow the reality that the General Chapter was 
beginning set in.  (I can’t even remember what 
was served.)  There was pasta and wine, for 



 2 

sure!  That, I remember.  It wasn’t until 8:15 PM that the meal was concluded, and everyone 
– and I do mean everyone – pitched in to help with the clean-up.  It was fun watching the 
group interact as we cleared the tables and cleaned the dining room -  hearing brothers 
practice their basic vocabulary words in a different language and trying to be helpful.  Truth 
be told, we were all probably in the way of those who lived there and knew where and how 
everything went, but it was a truly community building experience. 
 
 
Many of the English-speaking Chapter members try to catch the BBC version of the daily 
news at 8:00 PM.  Believe it or not, much of the world news still concerns the USA and our 
president, though it’s told with a charming British accent.  The French news follows at 8:30 
PM, and the news for Spanish speakers comes on at 9:00 PM. 
 

Monday, April 30, 2018 

 
On Monday morning, April 30, we gathered in language groups.  Our morning prayer, led by 
Brother Ray Hetu, the General Councilor for the Anglophones, was followed by Mass in the 
French language with the other members of the Chapter and members of the General 
House.  After breakfast, we began our first General Session at 9:00 AM with a welcome by 
Brother Jose Ignacio Carmona, Superior General, and the introduction of our facilitator and 
moderator of debate for the duration of the Chapter, Brother Alain Lemire of Canada.  A 
total of 49 voting delegates were seated for the Chapter, though the entire Chapter group 
comprises about 64 people!   
 

 
During three hours of procedural business, we named secretaries, tellers, and an election 
committee for the Chapter, and we adopted a handbook of policy and procedures.  We also 
adopted a timetable indicating that we will begin our days with morning prayer in language 

groups at 7:00 AM followed by Mass at 7:30 AM.  (Interestingly, 
Mass would be said in different languages throughout the week:  
French on Sundays, Spanish on Mondays and Tuesdays, English on 
Wednesdays and Thursdays, and French, again, on Fridays and 
Saturdays.  Brother Raymond Hetu assigned each of us specific days 
to prepare the morning prayer for our language group, and at times 
the Eucharistic Liturgy -- with the assistance of our ordained 
brother and our brother music minister.)  Chapter proceedings 
would begin promptly at 9:00 AM and continue through 12:30 PM 
with a break at 10:30 AM.  Lunch would be served at 1:00 PM, and 
meetings would resume after siesta from 3:30 PM until 6:00 PM, 
with a break at 4:30 PM.  All in all, we would be meeting for 3 hours 
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every morning and 2 hours every afternoon.  Supper was planned for 7:00 PM.  Evenings 
and weekends were unscheduled unless something developed and necessitated a meeting.  
Most importantly, however, a Chapter Coordinating Committee (i.e. ComCo), that will 
propose most of the daily schedules and agenda, was elected.  Because we worked so 
efficiently in our first morning, the afternoon was free for most members while ComCo 
began its planning. 
 

Tuesday, May 1, 2018 

 
Tuesday was a BIG day of sorts.  It was the feast of St. 
Joseph the Worker; the Religious Brothers’ Day 
celebration in the U.S.; and the birthdays of two 
members of the Chapter.  It was also Labor Day in Italy, a 
national holiday. 
 
As a Chapter, we marked the day, our first real day as a 
body, with a day of 
recollection on the topic 

of the first theme to be considered by the Chapter – A 
Challenging Religious Life.  Brother Joshua, FIC, a former 
General Councilor of the Brothers of Christian Instruction and 
well-known retreat director, was our guest speaker and 
reflection leader for the day.  It was a very profitable and 
moving day. 
 

Wednesday, May 2, 2018 

 
We began our discussions of the topic “A Challenging Religious Life” by considering 
proposals which had been submitted from throughout the Institute.  There were 
approximately 11 distinct proposals that were initially read in the large “Plenary 
Committee” or “Committee of the 
Whole” (in the U.S., we call it “informal 
session” on the Chapter floor). They 
were then sent them to the working, 
language groups for discussion.  We 
spent the morning reviewing these 
proposals and reducing them into three 
distinct proposals or challenges we 
wished to forward to the Chapter, and, 
hopefully, to the wider Institute for 
animation and action.  We reassembled in the afternoon to discuss the results of the 
language group conversations.  While the exact wording for the final proposals was varied, 
basically the Chapter was seemingly recommending a challenge to the wider Institute on 
each of the major areas of our religious life:  spirituality, community and mission.  No final 
vote was taken, but all were all invited to sleep on the ideas proposed. 
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We ended the day in deliberative assembly electing the election committee and giving them 
their challenging tasks.  It was decided that ComCo, not the election committee, would lead 
a plenary assembly on Friday when, after each language group had named and prioritized 
the gifts and qualities for which they look in a new Superior General and Council, these lists 
would be made known to the entire Chapter, and all the delegates would be invited to 
comment. 
 
All 49 members of the Chapter were present and highly engaged in the day’s discussions.  
Several Brothers commented on how pleased they were with the depth and honesty of the 
sharing to which the Chapter had arrived so quickly. 
 

Thursday, May 3, 2018 

 
The Chapter resumed its deliberations on “A Challenging Religious Life” trying to arrive at 
three clearly defined goals.  Language work groups were again employed.  Our task was to 
revisit the work from the previous day when we had attempted to reduce the 11 goals to 
three. We then were to select from a suggested list of over 40 concrete actions the most 
poignant and practical ones to achieve the three proposed goals.  However, rather than 
reducing the 11 goals to three, a twelfth was added, and then an “indicative vote” (a “straw 
vote”) was taken to arrive at the top three goals.  We were finally able to conceptionally 
arrive at three main ideas, and we agreed to send them to an editorial committee.  
 
We ended the day with presentations on two entities of the Institute:  West Africa (AFO) 
and America Austral (South America).  Bro. Jean-Baptiste Ouedraogo, the delegate of the 
Provincial of Canada in West Africa, which includes Burkina Faso, the Ivory Coast, Mali, and 
Togo, gave the report on his 59 Brothers hailing from 10 different communities, four 
different countries, and seven nationalities.  The average age of the delegation is 41 years.  
The presentation was quite inspiring.  Brother Javier Eloy Lázaro, provincial, along with one 
of his councilors, Brother Emilio Rodrigo, reported on the Province of America Austral.  
These Brothers, living in Colombia, Uruguay, and Argentina, also sponsor a school in Chile. 
The province includes 22 Brothers with an average age of 66.5 years.  Though few in number 
and with a somewhat older average age than West Africa, America Austral possesses a 
youthful and strong spirit; and their collaboration with lay partners is growing. 
 
After such intense sessions all day, several of us went exploring the neighborhood after 
dinner in search of a Gelato shop where we could bring a larger group the following 
evening.  The exploratory group numbered seven, and we managed to find a worthy 
establishment on Colli Portuensi that satisfied our taste test. 
 

Friday, May 4, 2018 

 
On Friday, the hope was to conclude the conversation on the topic “A Challenging Religious 
Life.”  We worked hard on it, examining the indicative (straw) vote of the previous day and 
trying to get reports from the various language groups.  Even extending the time of our first 
session didn’t allow us to complete the topic.  We did give good input to the drafting 
committee of Brother Yves Granger (Canada) and Brother Joseph Court (France) for their 
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work on the three main goals and provided some comments about concrete actions.  We 
await their proposals on the topic “A Challenging Religious Life” at the end of the Chapter. 
 
At the direction of ComCo, we immediately broke into our language groups after the 
morning break to enumerate our top five qualities we wish to see in the next Superior 
General and General Councilors.  Each language group was asked to list their qualities 
without commentary.  After all qualities were listed, Chapter members were invited to offer 
comments. 
 
I was especially touched by the seriousness with which the Chapter addressed this issue.  
There was a seeming consensus that was forming around the type of persons we need to 
lead the Institute.  Some of the qualities that surfaced were the following: men of faith, 
hope, vision, courage, fraternity, creativity, leadership experience, servant leader, 
practicality, etc.  It was a powerful session. 
 
We followed this plenary session with lunch. 
 
After lunch, Brothers Gaston Lavoie (provincial, Canada), Donald Bouchard (councilor, 
Canada), and Jasim Houle (councilor, Canada) presented a PowerPoint on their province, 
furthering the written explanation they had distributed yesterday and answering questions.  
They described a sobering reality.  In only six years, the province, traditionally one of the 
“bedrocks” of the Institute, has fallen upon difficult times.  The Chapter was inspired with 
the transparent and courageous approach of those leading the province.  The number of 
brothers in the province has gone from 227 to 161.  The average age has increased to 79 
years, and 50 per cent of the province is 80 years or older.   The brothers leading the 
province are faith-filled, courageous men who are addressing the challenges with honesty 
and integrity.  They were assured of the prayers of the assembly. 
 
Immediately following, Brother Chris Sweeney reported on the mission in Amatongas, 

Mozambique.  His news was all very 
encouraging.  He focused his 
comments on the progress that has 
been made at the mission since the 
last General Chapter.  The school, 
with over 1100 students, houses 180 
resident students, now both boys 
(120) and girls (60).  About 40 of the 
boarders are orphans.  The Brothers 
have also started recruiting 
candidates to the Institute from 
alumni and friends.  At present, there 

are young men at every level of formation, with the first vocations scheduled to make first 
vows this August.  Presently, there are several young aspirants living with our brothers in 
Amatongas. 
 
Those young Mozambican men interested in our life are invited to live with the brothers in 
Amatongas, follow our schedule of prayers and work, and receive instruction from Brothers 
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Lucas and Márcio.  After six months, they move to a candidacy program at Loretto, in 
adjacent Zimbabwe, where they improve their English.  Postulancy follows in Lusaka, 
Zambia, and then the novitiate phase of formation takes place also in Lusaka.   
 
While Chris and the other brothers in Amatongas hesitate to say what the future of our 
mission in Mozambique is going to be, they, like the rest of the Chapter, are quite optimistic 
and believe the future is very bright!  Chris and the mission in Amatongas gave the Chapter 
much hope! 
 
Following a break, Brother Nelson Dionne (U.S.) and Brother André 
La Flamme (Canada) led the group in a beautiful prayer service 
complete with pictures of each brother from around the Institute 
who has made initial or final commitment as 
Brothers of the Sacred Heart since the last General 
Chapter.  The number totaled over 120! 
 
The Chapter adjourned for the weekend following 
the prayer service.  Dinner was served shortly 
thereafter. 

 
To celebrate Chris’ 
excellent 
presentation and 

the start of the weekend, several 
members of the Anglophone 
delegation, along with General 
Councilor Brother Serge Toupin from 
Canada, enjoyed a gelato for dessert 
at a nearby establishment. 
 
 

 

Monday, May 7, 2018 

 
The Chapter resumed as scheduled at 9:00 AM.  After approving both sets of minutes from 
Friday’s sessions, we directed our attention to the work of the first redaction committee, 
who had spent the weekend revising the tentative proposals on the theme of “A Challenging 
Religious Life.”  The straw votes indicated that everyone was quite pleased with their work.  
The committee had, indeed, heard the concerns and had adjusted the materials accordingly.  
As I understand it, the delegates will not see the final version of these proposals until the 
last week of the Chapter when more formal votes are taken in light of all the conversations 
that will have transpired. 
 
The two morning sessions seemed to pass very quickly. 
 
In the afternoon, the Election Committee began informal conversation on the election of 
our next Superior General.  The members of the Chapter took very seriously the directions 
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of Brother Albert Faye, General Secretary and chair of the Election Committee.  Brother 
Albert informed the delegates of the process for election that will actually take place later in 
the week. Delegates then proceeded to the chapel where we prayed for the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit.   

 
For prayer, we sang the Veni 
Sancte Spiritu (Come Holy Spirit).  
Following the song, an excerpt 
from the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 
6:3-7) was read.  This selection 

referred to the Apostles choosing assistants and 
praying and laying hands on them.  Readings from 
the Rule on the responsibilities and ministry of the 
Superior General and spontaneous intercessions 
followed.  We closed with a prayer and left the 
chapel in silence, reassembling in the Chapter 
room.  The delegates were given a list of the 725 brothers who are eligible to be the next 

Superior General and invited to nominate two brothers of 
the Institute.  After the results were tabulated, the names 
were presented to the Chapter.  A second vote, an 
“indicative” or “straw” vote, was taken, and the names of 
anyone who received at least one vote will appear on the 
ballot for the final election later in the week.  I was truly 
touched by the seriousness and solemnity with which the 
brothers entered into this process.   
 
May the Spirit continue to guide our deliberations and 
elections! 
 
We broke for the day a little early, quite aware of the 
important work we had just accomplished.  


