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"SVD BROTHERS' ROLE IN TODAY’S CHURCH" 
Hyderabad, 23-26 August 2011 

Bro. Alfonso J. Berger (ROM)  

“Fostering Fraternity in the Mission”  
 

Foreword 

 My input will try to stimulate a reflection on the theme of this assembly, “SVD Brothers’ Role in 
Today’s Church”, based on my experience as a Brother, especially during the last decade as general 
councilor. But I have also taken into account some readings about the Brother vocation in the 
Church, and in particular, of the SVD Brother’s role in the context of the SVD mission today. My 
paper has two main sections, the first focus on our “being” while the second on our “doing”.  
 
1. Witnessing to the Father through Fraternity
 
I believe that our Brother vocation is directly related to the call to bear special witness to our 
heavenly Father through living out relationships of fraternity, both within our Society (SVD) and 
outside (Church and civil society). This is, in my opinion, the “core” of our role in the Church, our 
particular contribution to God’s Kingdom. In this connection, I remember the words of the Superior 
General of the LaSalle Brothers, Bro. Álvaro Rodriguez (FSC), just after his election as Superior: 
our treasure is to be Brothers!  I consider this as a major intuition, a conviction that our vocation is 
indeed great. You don’t think so?  

Notice that I said before that Brothers should witness to the Father in a “special” way, because, as 
you know, all Christians should give witness to our common heavenly Father. And yet, I consider 
that our religious title “Brother” expresses this mission with a particular emphasis. In fact, we can 
see this call as a “reminder” of Jesus’ words to his disciples, “you are all brothers” (Matt 23:8). 
And so, we are engaged in a wonderful, but also demanding mission: foster true fraternity wherever 
we are and in whatever we do, inspired by the Gospel values and in line with the Society’s mission.  

So, I would like to share with you some thoughts that could help us to appreciate better our call to 
foster Fraternity in the world. For this reason, I reflected on its spiritual foundation, starting with 

Jesus’ revelation in the Gospel, especially when he speaks about his Father.
Later, I will add other thoughts coming from the works of a few artists.  

When reading the Gospels, we notice that it is St. John the Evangelist who 
presents   Jesus as the true revealer of the Father. To have a better idea of this 
revelation, I would like to cite the book of our confrere, Fr. John Fuellenbach, 
The Kingdom of God, pp. 307-308, revised edition of 1993:  
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In the Gospels we find the word “Father” for God on the lips of Jesus 170 times. “Father” 
was evidently the designation for God in Jesus’ preaching. Mark uses it four times; Luke
uses it fifteen times; Matthew uses it forty-two times and John uses it 108 times. 

In John it becomes THE title for God. Here it denotes the special relationship of Jesus to 
God in most instances. After a thorough analysis of the most genuine passages of the 
Gospels Jeremias concludes: 
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“ABBA” belongs to the language of childhood and the home, a 
diminutive of endearment that was also used by adults for their own 
fathers. For the Jewish mind ABBA was THE word that could express 
most adequately the most intimate, the most personal relationship 
anyone could think of. It was, therefore, inconceivable for a Jew to 
address God with the word “ABBA”. Such an address would not 
indicate adequate respect for Yahweh, causing scandal to godly 
persons. 

A Jew would normally began his/her prayer with a phrase of praise 
and thanksgiving like, “Blessed are you, Lord, God of the universe”. A 
personal dialogue with God could only take place after such praise.  

Jesus, in his prayers, leaves us with a different style of praying. He addresses God directly with the
word “Father”: “I thank you Father, Lord of heaven and earth… (Lk 10:21). There is one instance 
in the Gospels in which Jesus did not just used the word “Father”, but rather the more intimate 
form “Abba”. In the Gethsemane prayer of Mark, Jesus says: “Abba, Father, all things are 
possible for you, take this cup of suffering away from me” (Mk 14:36).  

And we could certainly continue our quotations on this particular approach of Jesus to his 
Father, but I consider the above paragraphs enough for the purpose of this topic.  

Now, what does it mean for us to bear witness to the heavenly Father 
in our world of today? Many of you, especially the elderly Brothers, 
have certainly experienced the joy of being a religious Brother, in spite 
of several difficulties within the Church to acknowledge this particular 
vocation. In this regard, I consider it a grace from God that we can 
carry out different services within the Society or outside with this kind 
of “trade mark”: Brothers.

I am also aware of the fact that during the last decades some Brothers have shifted over to 
Priesthood, perhaps because they could not “grasp” the value of our vocation in itself (cf. Perfecta 
Caritatis n. 10). Or, maybe, there were other causes for this change (e.g. insufficient discernment at 
the time of the novitiate, great pastoral needs of the local Church, etc.). Anyhow, I would not spend 
time in “blaming” them; rather, I want to focus more on the positive aspects of our Brotherhood for 
the Society’s mission in the context of the Church.

As I said before, I believe that our primary duty is to build up fraternal relationships as Brothers, 
sharing our life and work with other “companions” in the mission (e.g. SVD Priests, Laity, as well 
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as with members of other religions and ideologies, etc.). This approach is very much in line with the 
SVD mission as “Prophetic Dialogue”. Furthermore, as Brothers, we are in a “horizontal” position 
with regard to the others; hence, we are not “superiors” to them. Instead, we are called to 
start/develop fraternal “teamwork” with our confreres and/or with the people to whom we are sent. 
We respect others’ dignity and “join hands” as equals with them in particular projects for the sake 
of God’s Kingdom.  

This humble way of being and doing may raise the curiosity of our 
mission partners (e.g. “why are you doing this?” or “why are you 
working in this way?”). Then, I guess, we have a great opportunity to 
share our faith in God as our “Father”, the foundation of our fraternal 
relationship with all human beings, giving also the “reasons for our 
hope” (cf. 1 P 3:15). Of course, we may add that God is not only 

Father, but also Son and Holy Spirit, the mystery of the Triune God that we cannot “explain” 
properly, but only “welcome” and “experience” in our lives through the variety of peoples, created 
at his “image” (cf. Gn 1: 26).  

In this connection, I enjoy contemplating the variety of plants and 
flowers as a “sign” of God’s love, a “trace” of his passing through 
this world. Moreover, in the general visitations I had also the 
opportunity to see in many provinces (e.g. COL, BRS, TOG, etc.) 
the rich diversity of cultures represented by the confreres coming 
from different countries of the world. In other countries (e.g. 
Indonesia and India), this aspect is not so evident; however, I had the 
impression that more and more the confreres in these countries become aware of the “witnessing 
value” of our intercultural living and working in the context of the local Church and even beyond it. 

Our fraternal relationship among us and with the people with whom we work is a witnessing to our 
common Father in heaven. But, it is also a “reminder” that our God is essentially a God in relation
whose love “overflows” to the world. As Brothers, we are also called to “imitate” God’s approach 
in our daily life and work. In this regard, we can get inspiration from the Bible, but also from some 
art works.  

For instance, in the Old Testament (OT), the book of the Prophet Jonah tells us a wonderful story 
about God’s compassionate love for the city of Nineveh. “And am I not to feel sorry for Nineveh, 
the great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell 
their right hand from their left, to say nothing of all the animals?” (Jon 4:11). It is interesting to 
note that the book of Jonah concludes with that open question, addressed to the “stubborn prophet”,
but also to all the readers… if you were in the place of Jonah, would you have changed your mind, 
accepting God’s reasons?  

Also, in the New Testament (NT), the parable of the Prodigal Son, in 
Luke’s Gospel, ends with a similar situation when the father invites 
the elder son to join the celebration because the “lost” son came back 
home. The father said, ‘My son, you are with me always and all I 
have is yours. But it was only right we should celebrate and rejoice, 
because your brother here was dead and has come to life; he was lost 
and is found.’ (cf. Lk 15: 31-32).  We never got to know if the elder 
son finally entered to celebrate the return of his brother or not… if 
you were in the place of the elder son, would you have joined the 
celebration?  
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To the above examples, I would like to add two more, this time, taken from artists. I do so because I 
believe that God reveals his Word also through other means than the Bible… for this very reason, 
we need to develop in us a contemplative outlook, a sensibility that renders us more humans with 
people and nature; in other words, better “attuned” with God’s communication in the world.   

The first one is the painting that portrays the “Return of the Prodigal Son”, by Rembrandt (cf. 
previous picture). Some of you have certainly seen a copy of that painting, which is also available 
on the Internet. But, to what extent have you really appreciated (contemplated) that work? For 
instance, you would surely agree we me that this painting expresses tenderness from the Father’s 
side while it portraits the humility of the prodigal son; but it also shows the rather critical gaze of 
the elder son, somehow unable to “understand” what was going on…  

Furthermore, if you look more attentively at the picture, you would have seen that the hands of the 
father bear some ornaments, which led some people to conclude that one hand represents the 
“motherly” aspect of God while the other one, his “fatherly” aspect. But, there is still more… what 
does it mean that the right hand of the father is represented with a feminine aspect? Perhaps, to 
share the artist’s inspiration that when we “come back” to our God (conversion), he welcomes us 
more like a mother! Isn’t it beautiful?  

The second work I would like to share with you in the context of our 
reflection is taken from the Tabernacle of our house in Nemi, located 
not so far from Rome, Italy. I am sure that some of you have already 
seen that wonderful sculpture. As we start looking at it, we see first 
the embrace of two persons and a world globe in the middle of them, 
giving the impression that they “sustain” it together. Now, that globe 
contains the Blessed Sacrament, which motivates people to come 
there for adoration. (In fact, that chapel is reserved for adoration).  
And there is more! For instance, if you look carefully, you may 
notice that between the two persons and the globe there is an empty
space, which has the form of a heart… But, interestingly, that shape 
conveys the image of a bird too whose head joins the faces of the two 
persons while its wings somehow cover the world globe… Any guess?  

If you thought that this tabernacle could represent the Holy Trinity, I agree with you. However, as it 
is case with art works, they can have different meanings, according to the perspective of those 
looking at them. What really matters is the spiritual inspiration we get from them. Personally, I 
found this tabernacle not only beautiful, but also rich in spirituality. For instance, the mysterious 
love of the Holy Trinity revealed through human love (embrace of the two persons), which sustains 
the whole world. But this love goes even “beyond” it (the empty space that still remains between 
the world and the two persons could represent the welcoming heart of God for the whole universe).  

Also, as the center of the world carries the Blessed Sacrament it speaks certainly of God’s 
“Incarnation”, the Emmanuel who accompanies our history till “the end of time” (Mt 28:20). 
Noteworthy as well is the image this tabernacle projects when the world globe is “open”, showing 
the Blessed Sacrament: it looks like an open oyster shell with a pearl in its interior! This intuition of 
the artist is amazing since he recalls to our minds that Jesus Christ is our main “treasure” (Mt 13: 

44-46), which gives meaning to our lives…   

At this point, you may wonder, why I am sharing with you all these 
reflections… The answer is the need I see today to deepen the 
spiritual foundation of our Brotherhood.
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By the way, I am convinced that through contemplation and communion with God our heavenly 
Father, we would become much more “fraternal” in our relationships with the confreres as well as 
with other people we meet in our daily life. How could be achieve that? By “following” our Brother 
Jesus, who nurtured a special relationship with his Father, and later on, lived out fraternal
relationships with the people he met in his daily journey. For instance, it is interesting to read the
narrative of his meeting with the Samaritan Woman (John 4:1-42), or other passages in which he 
reaches out to people (e.g. Mk 5; 1-20; Lk 7:11-17; Matt. 14:13-21). Notice that most of the time, 
Jesus has been “on the road”, in movement, teaching people and healing them “outside” the Temple 
of Jerusalem for he was not a priest of that institution. Sadly, the Church tradition put too much 
emphasis on the priestly profile of Jesus (e.g. Last Supper, Farewell Prayer in John and the 
reflections of the author of the Letter to the Hebrews) that his layman condition was overshadowed!  

I also feel that a sound experience of God can “expand” our hearts in order to “welcome” those who 
are different from us, who may even profess other believes and/or ideologies (cf. IDW 1, nn. 68-
71). But, a true experience of God may also foster our missionary commitment to the poor and 
marginalized people, in which we recognize the Lord’s presence (Mt 25: 31-46) and for this reason, 
consider them our “partners in dialogue” too (cf. IDW 1, nn. 60-67).  

If we realize that God also loves other people, in spite of their dissimilarities from us and the fact
that many of them live other values, how much freedom of spirit we gain! At the end, perhaps we 
may become more humble, like Abp. Oscar Romero, a martyr of social justice in El Salvador 
(Central America), in 1980: “…we are workers, not master builders, ministers and not messiahs…” 
(cf. Vademecum, Ed. 2009, pag. 166). Such a behavior will enable us to focus much more on the 
Kingdom of God, become less “competitive” with others and more “cooperative” with them. In 
Europe, for instance (although not exclusively), our confreres meet increasingly “faith seekers” 
(IDW 1, nn 56-59), who do not belong to any faith community, but that are longing for a 
spirituality, which can give meaning to their lives…  

But, we should not forget to mention here some of the most pressing 
challenges to our mission in today’s world: the violence, poverty and 
growing secularism in different parts of the world. Often we, as 
missionaries, have to admit our “powerless” condition: we cannot resolve 
many of the problems we face in our daily life. This experience leads us to 
look again at Jesus of Nazareth, the beloved Son of God. Although he had 
healed many people, worked many miracles and preached the Good News 
of God’s Kingdom during his earthly ministry (cf. Mk 5-6), he was not 

spared the cross (cf. Mk 14-15).  

And yet, he trusted his Father in such a way that he 
became the “Master” in facing hardships. Even while going 
through the experience of being “abandoned” by his Father (cf. 
Mk 15: 34), he became close to our humanity. Indeed, his 
solidarity in suffering not only the pains of the cross, but even the 
“silence” of his beloved Father, became a source of inspiration for 
so many peoples (millions!) who have been murdered over the 
centuries in war, during dictatorial regimes, or in other situations. 
For them, the Good News of Jesus’ resurrection is meaningful: 
death and suffering are not the last words in history! They too can 
hope for their own resurrection and get a “fair” judgment from 
God…
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Therefore, our call to witness to the heavenly Father in a particular way (as Brothers), implies also 
to trust Him even when our mission seems to collapse. Finally, we can also recall that one day the 
disciples asked Jesus about the “end of the world”, and he replied, “But as for that day or hour, 
nobody knows it, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son; no one but the Father” (Mk 13:32). I 
believe that the “Good News” here is contained in the word “Father”!  

Unfortunately, in today’s world, the role and appreciation of the father in a family, as someone who 
really cares for his children, have somehow faded away… But, precisely, for this reason, our 
fraternal relationship in our communities and working places becomes so necessary. In fact, the 
world longs for fraternity and justice, for peace and harmony, perhaps because of its “nostalgic” 
feeling of the Father without realizing it…

2. Our missionary work in the Church 

If in the first part, I developed the “spirituality” (cf. IDW 6, n. 15) that should animate us in 
reaching out to our mission partners, now I want to talk about the “work” we should do. As you 
know well, our Brothers have different professional training and carry out various services 
wherever they are. In this regard, our Society is not dedicated exclusively to a particular ministry 
(e.g. Education or Health Care), but to a variety of apostolates, which includes parish ministry, bible 
apostolate, communication, mission animation, JPIC, etc. All these commitments certainly differ 
from one place to another due to the particular contexts in which our confreres live, including the 
Brothers. Yet all Brothers have in common their unique ministry of “presence”, which we live out 
from our personal call to serve within the Society’s charism.   

In this connection, the XV General Chapter (2000) recommended that our Brothers be encouraged 
to choose, and to become professionally competent in, ministries which are directly part of the 
fourfold prophetic dialogue and of the characteristic dimensions of our SVD commitment (IDW 1, 
n. 104). I mentioned this passage because it provides us with some guidelines for the Brothers’ role, 
in the context of the Society’s mission. Now, it is obvious that this recommendation could not be 
implemented in all the provinces, partly due to the aging factor of the Brothers concerned or 
because of their particular professional training, more oriented toward community services or 
supportive works.  

In the context of India, I appreciate very much the engagement of the many 
Brothers in education ministry as a form of direct contact with people. Of 
course, other Brothers are doing also a valuable service in communication
(printing media) or through social services/JPIC ministry. Others are 
committed to formation ministry, deserving recognition as well. But, it is a pity 
that our Brotherhood could not get more young candidates to join us…  

In other provinces/regions of the ASPAC Zone, I have noticed that many Brothers work in health 
care apostolates (nurses), social work, pastoral activities and education. A good number of 
Brothers are committed to the maintenance of our houses, institutions and farming as well. In brief, 
all the Brothers are cooperating with the SVD mission in different ways, which enriches our 
charism and the effectiveness of our presence in a given place.   

Coming back to the main question: what is our role in the Church 
today? I would like to single out a few aspects that I consider appropriate:  

First, the local Church has the right to expect from us a coherent 
witnessing to Gospel values. In this sense, our prayer life is important as 



7

well as our fraternal way of dealing with others (confreres/people). Brothers, by their religious 
vocation are supposed to “remind” the entire Church, and even beyond it, of the universal fraternity
among all human beings, under the common Fatherhood/Motherhood of God.   

Second, Brothers are called to give a particular contribution to the mission through their 
professional training, but not exclusively. I explain: usually each one of us got a particular training 
(nursing, teaching, carpentry, etc.), and we feel happy when we can exercise our profession for the 
service of the SVD mission, in the context of the local Church and for God’s Kingdom. However, it 
may happen some times (if not often!), that we need to “adjust” to new situations in which we 
cannot make use of our specific training. This requires an open attitude to learn new jobs and 
services in order to fulfill our role, entrusted to us by our superiors.  

Third, as far as possible, each Brother should do his best, keeping in mind that our religious 
consecration is much more important than our specific service (cf. Vita Consecrata nn. 20; 32). 
Because it is our presence as Brothers, the “being with” as opposed to “doing for” that is so 
prominent in our vocation. Of course, whenever feasible, we should make our contribution to the 
mission, primary through our professional training. In this regard, the last General Chapters’ 
recommendations on Brothers, as well as those made by the 2nd General Assembly on the SVD 
Brother Vocation (Cebu, 2009), should be taken into account.   

In closing, we should remember that we are called to take part in a mission that is much bigger than 
our own capacities because it is God’s mission and not ours (cf. IDW 6, n. 6). Therefore, we should 
be ready to seek cooperation with others, be they Catholics or not. The vision of our missionary 
commitment should focus mainly on the Kingdom of God and not so much on our Church or 
Society. Indeed, our presence within the Church should always motivate the faithful and their 
pastors to be “mission-oriented” people, looking “beyond” the ecclesial boundaries in order to join 
others in the common “dance” of God’s Kingdom in the world…  

This open-minded approach to mission is significant in today’s world, especially for us, Brothers,
who wish to foster fraternity and justice in the world in a special way, who dare to bear witness to 
our loving Father, revealed by Jesus. In a time, marked by so many signs of violence, by signs of 
“tiredness” in many Christians, and by a growing secularism, this call to be Brothers is a gift not 
only for the Church, but foremost for the world. May the Holy Spirit, “the principal agent of 
evangelization”, (cf. EN n. 75) guide us in this commitment!  

“Moved by the Spirit” (Rm 8:14) 


