CONTEMPLATING OURSELVES THROUGH THE SACRED HEART
FOR COMMITTING OURSELVES TO THE MISSION
“The constant thought of the great purpose of their apostolic vocation must engender in the students of the Institute the spirit of sacrifice. (Writing 2720)

They will develop in themselves this most essential disposition by keeping their eyes fixed on Jesus Christ, loving him tenderly and seeking always to understand more fully the meaning of a God who died on the cross for the salvation of souls.”. (Writing 2721)

In a few days we will be celebrating the feast of the Sacred Heart, one of the most important feasts for our missionary and Comboni spirituality. I’ve taken this occasion to share with you some reflections to help us live this feast as an opportunity to reaffirm our missionary commitment.
The title may perhaps discourage some of us, as we begin to read these pages, thinking to find a narcissistic reflection that would increase our preoccupation with the future and the queries on how to better organise ourselves at this time of great changes.

I hope not to fall into the trap of making contemplation an exercise in self-satisfaction and to impair us from discovering that true contemplation is always an open door to discover horizons of new life.

What does it mean to contemplate ourselves and why is it important for our life, which is always requested to perceive itself as a constant movement towards others? How justified is our reluctance to look at us to make certain that we leave room for the action of the Spirit, the real protagonist of mission? At what condition can we launch ourselves into the exercise of contemplation-of-self without ending up in a sterile withdrawal, which has nothing to do with Christ’s pedagogy that always invites us not to lock ourselves in?
To contemplate in order to know
Contemplation may be an interesting exercise if its purpose is to arrive at a deep knowledge of who we are, to recognise the values that push us forward, the faith that guides us on the path of life, but above all if it allows us to discover the One who accompanies us and directs our steps toward the future.
A few days ago I was reading a sentence about the first desert fathers who were convinced that there can be no experience of God without the knowledge of what we are as persons, as human beings. This made me think that God finds it difficult to act wherever unawareness or ignorance about our self prevails.

Contemplation may help us to better understand who we are, where we find ourselves, what are our riches and poverties. It may help us to draw a clear picture of our situation as persons and institution. It brings easily to the surface what we can expect in the future, since, if we look in depth, it is not difficult to work out probability calculations. All this may turn out to be an open-door to God and to his action in our history.
This could be, as far as contemplation itinerary is concerned, an experience which could lead us to insights of hope we are so much in need of.
On the other hand, it is also true that contemplation may open up many other paths for us, not so much to move inwards, but rather to discover new worlds which we have at times ignored or forgotten, notwithstanding the fact that they are fundamental to our journey as men of God consecrated to mission. Men consecrated to God through the very people we meet in our missionary ministry.

Reflection on us is not an effort to reaffirm ourselves or to hide behind the security walls that the past, which is known to us, may offer. It is instead a possibility to discover what God wants to tell us through what we are experiencing at this time of our personal and community situation.
To make an exercise of contemplation and reflection on our situation is certainly a process of recognising, above all, God’s action in us and throughout our history. It is also an opportunity to say, by our inadequate words, what we recognise as marvels done by the Lord through our lowliness and our limits.
Comboni spoke of his Institute as a small institute and he was certainly aware of the frailty of his work when this was being considered or looked upon through the prism of human criteria, but there is no doubt that he considered it a great enterprise, together with all that he undertook for the mission, because he looked upon it as placed in the hands of God.
We need contemplation to know ourselves, that is, we have to raise our eyes on high to better understand who we are and to become aware that we, for the reasons that we have consecrated ourselves to the Lord, will never really know ourselves unless we experience a deep, steady, close and loving relationship with the Lord.
By this I mean that the contemplation we need is not the type that makes us centre on our navel or focus on personal anxieties and interests, but rather to focus on what can help us to see us as part of an extraordinary project of life, love, justice, fraternity and communion, faith and joy.
What do we contemplate?

When we make the effort to stop for a moment to reflect on our situation as persons and Institute, I feel that we find ourselves looking at a mosaic composed with numberless pieces which make stand out a diversity that, rather than difference, shows a wealth of colours in a variety of shades. It makes us look at parameters and time periods which offer us the extraordinariness of youth in the latest confrere who has taken his first vows, and the old age which treasures the values of fidelity, perseverance in time, a life donated with joy amidst many sacrifices, martyrdom exemplified day after day by the silent and quiet missionary service carried out without expecting recognition or approval.
I think that contemplation of ourselves will make us aware of the beautiful experience of discovering the passion of very many confreres who live their mission on the four continents where we are present without making any fuss and implementing the conviction so dear to Comboni, who even today reminds us that, as missionaries, we are called to live our vocation as hidden stones.
The more I progress in life and in the service to mission, the greater is the joy of meeting with confreres who become a treasure to me as Comboni missionary.
I do not hide the great happiness that fills my heart when I receive letters of thanksgiving to the Lord and to the Institute for having allowed one or the other of our confreres to have reached the celebration of a 50th or 60th anniversary of a life consecrated to the mission as priest or brother.

We all know that behind these stories there are many events, not of adventures of explorers, but of men of God who have learned to share in the sufferings and joys of the peoples entrusted to them.
In short, when we contemplate ourselves, the mission we have experienced – with all its fascinating and at the same time challenging shades and contrasts – flashes in front of our eyes.

What do we see when we get near ourselves? Many weaknesses, mistakes and sins, undoubtedly, but I believe we will find especially fidelity to God, his mercy and compassion. We are in front of the mystery of God who has surprised us many times and in many instances of our history, in particular when he, as we calculated the means at our disposal, made us understand that he, as far as calculation goes, employs another peck, much different from ours.
When we get close to ourselves, it would not be an exaggeration to say that we meet with the Lord who has made use of many confreres of ours to raise very beautiful Christian communities, which have become Churches that today are missionary in their turn, fulfilling Comboni’s dream to “Save Africa with Africa”.
We also see the vitality of our charism that has moved beyond the frontiers and has taken up a Catholic perspective which challenges us to express our diversity as riches for others, generously working to place at the service of all the gifts we possess.

We see a missionary family called to work for building up a more brotherly world that has to start from us and our communities, if we truly want to be credible.

On the other hand, to be impartial, we also have to accept that when we look at who we are, we cannot hide a whole reality that constantly calls us to a real process of conversion.
Not everything is rosy and certainly there are situations which make us suffer. It suffices to think of confreres who abandon or loose their enthusiasm for mission and of the difficulty of some to serenely live community life or to persevere in their consecration.
Others adopt a superficiality that is frightening, becoming people at risk who, as soon as they find themselves in a tight spot, will slip into situations of conflict with themselves and with others.
We even find persons – thank God they are not so many – who go on their own way and have made of the Institute a place where to live without obligations or responsibilities: the Comboni family for them exists only when they feel the need of it.

The Chapter spoke of situations where one breathes a weak and insufficient spirituality. It is not difficult to realize that certain pronouncements, based on the experience of faith, on encounters with the Lord and familiarity with the things of God, are simply not well received.
There arise a few questions. How can we talk of obedience or of availability to persons who, one way or another, have made of themselves the point of reference? How can we speak about poverty to persons who are not in harmony with God’s Word, which is the criterion for discerning about our daily behaviour and warrantee of true abandonment? How can we talk of chastity to persons who hold on to an image of themselves that is above everything and everyone? What space is left for the true and gratuitous oblation when there is no longer the docility to let ourselves be guided?
It is no wonder, then, if there are confreres who leave and others who are still in but who really have already left long ago. Because they offer resistance to live the charism the way it is intended by the Rule of Life and in line with the guidelines issued by many General Chapters.
Through the Sacred Heart
What can we discover when we approach the Sacred Heart to make our reflection and contemplation?

Without presuming to be poets and avoiding pious reflections, I think that in the Sacred Heart we can discover an extraordinary school where we learn about what is appropriate to become the saintly and capable missionaries St. Daniel Comboni desired for his Institute.
The Sacred Heart reminds us first of all that we are carriers of a spirituality that has its foundation in love. This means that the starting point of our discernment has to provide an answer to how willing we are to enter into a dialogue that implies the giving over of self, so that we may live in a context of self offering, the essential criterion of love.
To speak of Love, the way we contemplate it in the open Heart of Jesus, means to enter into the logic of making us accept to become disciples, and not protagonists of our life. In this Heart, the priority is placed in the obedience to the will of the Father who asks to place in his hands our whole life without conditions, and to allow him to lead us on paths still unknown to us.
On the other hand, getting close to the Heart of Jesus makes us realise that we are contemplating an icon which is not just a symbol of true Love, but the language that God uses to make himself known, to reveal himself to us and, through us, to all those we are sent. It is a language that speaks of acceptance of the will of the Father without calling it into question, without unduly demanding one’s own rights to privacy, self affirmation and the presumption of self recognition. It is a language that speaks of lowliness, of kenosis, of oblivion of self, because true love is simply that which is capable of making us offer our life for others.
It is a language whose vocabulary contains words like fidelity, simplicity, sobriety and solidarity, which in the Comboni missionaries’ language means to make common cause. It is the vocabulary of passion for the poorest, in the Lord’s intimacy, lived through the listening of his Word and the discovery of his image in the suffering images of the excluded and marginalised of our time. It is the vocabulary of missionary compassion we are called to practice towards ourselves, by sharing in the suffering of the persecuted and displaced people, and to do so simply by love.
Undoubtedly it is also the vocabulary of the feast, joy and gratitude, of a wealth that is shared and perceived in the little things of life, in the everyday simplicity experienced as an opportunity to do good, to sow peace, to contribute to justice and to show brotherhood.

If we have the courage to challenge ourselves, to place ourselves in front of the Heart of Christ, a second question arises, one that makes us ask how capable we are to enter into the logic that implies the emptying of self to make room where God may accomplish his work. I believe that, without pretending to preach to anyone, it is exactly on this point that we are all called to make a serious and personal examination that will influence our entire life and the life of the Institute.
The Heart of Jesus reveals the deep and intimate relationship that exists between Jesus and the Father. With the Father, Jesus forms one single unity. This indicates total unlimited dependence and knowledge, based on trust that offers no hindrances. How much of this attitude is reflected in us? Comboni spoke of the necessity to live in contemplation of the crucified Lord to understand at what intimacy we, as missionaries, are called.
At times I wonder what model we set for ourselves, especially when I see the difficulties some confreres experience to live the mission as it is proposed by Christ. Thank God, we daily have the examples of confreres who prove to have arrived at a true love for God. This can be seen especially in the joy and capability to rejoice, together with others, of the opportunity to spend one’s life for the happiness of our brothers and sisters.
The Heart of Jesus reminds us that in him there is no other desire than that of fulfilling the will of the Father.
Only love is capable of making us renounce the right to control our life, to have the last word in what we want for our future, to be at the centre of the world and to claim to be the masters of all.

To Love, for the Heart of Christ, means to desire what the Father dreamt for us and this comes through the mediation the Lord has placed on our journey, namely the Church, the Institute, the communities and the confreres called to the service of authority. I am certain that this is only possible where we can learn that love is above regulations and rules, for love generates a freedom that is capable of being obedient.
What else can we contemplate in the Heart of Christ? Perhaps the most important aspect could be to understand how the Heart of Christ urges us to go to others; it sends us as missionaries to be witnesses of what we have contemplated in the silence of our heart so that we may proclaim it everywhere without fear.
From the Heart of Christ springs forth love, like water overflowing from a fountain that cannot restrain it. In the same way the love of Christ, which we are called to experience, cannot but transform us in water of life for all those who thirst for truth, justice and love.

To be committed to mission
By now we must have all understood that in our spirituality the reference to the Heart of Christ is fundamental and essential to live our missionary vocation in wholeheartedness. What is important, I think, is not to forget that the Heart of Christ is the constant provocation God confronts us with, so that we may live the mission with that same passion that can only come from love.

Mission is borne from God’s love for humanity. We have now the obligation of becoming, today, the witnesses of this love, because the Lord wanted to make us his associates in the mission. This is the reason why we cannot venture in a mission that is conceived along our models, criteria or interests.

If we accept the opportunity of contemplating our personal life and the history of the Institute through the open Heart of the Lord, we will certainly be capable of devising a new mission for our times. If we let ourselves be fascinated by the contemplation of the Heart of Christ, we will undoubtedly experience a style of mission that will provoke the young people of our time, as we become “interesting” to so many persons who are looking for a way to become disciples.
I am confident that, from the contemplation of the Heart of Jesus, a new mission will be borne, one that will respond to our desire for communion, fraternity and radical consecration.
I am confident that, only by starting from the Heart of Christ, we will provide the Comboni image we wish to grow into in order to respond to the beauty of our vocation.
A mission borne from the Heart of God will be for us an opportunity of renewal and conversion to live our charism as an authentic gift for people of our time.

Will we accept to be fascinated by this wonderful Heart of Christ who has loved humanity so much and has realised so many beautiful things in us as Comboni family?

May saint Daniel Comboni assist us to recognise the place that the Heart of Christ has to take in our life and to make Love the constant driving force of our missionary commitment.
Fr. Enrique Sánchez G., mccj
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