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 METHODOLOGY
Guide to study the texts personally:

1.	 Read the text underlining the ideas you want to highlight or the 

doubts that arise. Take note of them.

2.	 Bring to prayer the underlined ideas that you would highlight 

and the doubts and explain what calls you feel God makes to 

you for your daily life. 

3.	 What commitment emerges from these calls? How can you 

bring them to life? Where do you find resistance?

 Presentation of the questions worked on to the person in charge of 

the formation process.
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I. In the Furrows of History: Secular Ins-
titutes in the Light of the Ecclesiological 
Journey from the Provida Mater

Introduction

My first and naïve intention in thinking about my participation in 

this presentation – Women and men of faith, hope and charity in a 

plural society – and when I saw the title of this Day – Secular Institu-

tes in the Furrows of History – was to help interpret in the light of faith 

the historical journey of the SS. II.  in a similar way to the reading that 

a person can make of his or her own biography in order to discover in 

it the presence and action of God, to find that his or her existence is 

endowed with meaning and to proclaim, like Mary, the wonders that 

the Lord has wrought in her. Because what God has done for us, in 

us and with us, is what makes us “witnesses”. But to do this, which is 

necessary for us, I have lacked the raw material: we do not have – at 

least as far as I know – a true history of the II.SS. The historical records 

that I have found have been only the milestones of the canonical 

configuration of the institutes, but not the internal history of them: 

the history of the inspired people, of the charisms poured out, of the 

human groups that are the institutions, of their difficulties and achie-

vements, their intuitions and hopes, of their presence in the world,  of 

their relationships. Without this, we will not be able to interpret our 

history as a whole – as II.SS – in the light of faith, beyond what the 

canons say. This task seems to me urgent and necessary, because 

it is God’s action in life that shapes us; we only have the small and 

fragmentary idea of what has been our own personal and institutional 

experience from where the Lord has placed us, but we must raise our 
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gaze and integrate it in a greater sense that only the whole can give 

us. That is the challenge.

Therefore, I will limit myself to pointing out three milestones, in which 

I will try to discover and frame the unique contribution of the SS. II: 

1.	 the foundational moment: of the Provida Mater,

2.	 2.the moment of ecclesiological clarification: the Second Vatican 

Council,

3.	 and the present that points to the future: starting with Pope Be-

nedict XVI’s address to the II.SS., on the occasion of this 60th an-

niversary, on February 3 of this year 2007.

1. The foundational moment: Provida Mater Ecclesia in 
the historical and ecclesiological context of its time

We are usually considered to have been born into the life of the 

Church in February 1947, with the promulgation of the apostolic Cons-

titution Provida Mater Ecclesia by Pius XII. As Benedict XVI tells us, it 

gave “a theological-juridical configuration to an experience prepared 

in previous decades.”62 It would not be amiss if we also accepted the 

challenge of investigating and going back to the biblical roots of this 

experience, to the antecedents especially in the primitive, also in the 

medieval and the modern, to insert ourselves into a historical tradition 

in which there were similar intuitions and realizations. In any case, it 

is from the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, es-

pecially in the interwar period, that there are a significant number of 

initiatives aimed at opening up the possibility of living the evangelical 

counsels in the midst of the world63.

62. Benedict XVI, Address on the 60th anniversary of the Apostolic Constitution “Provi-

da Mater Ecclesia”. Saturday, 3 February 2007.

63. During the pontificate of Pius XI and with his authorization, a congress was held in 
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What are the fundamental features of the historical time in which 

these men and women hear and accept this call of the Spirit? Suffi-

ce it to recall that in 1947 we find ourselves with a Europe emerging 

from the ruins of the 2nd World War (1939-1945), in which more than 

50 million people have lost their lives; Some figures speak of 55 million 

dead, 35 million injured and 3 million missing.64 Added to this are the 

exodus of refugees (West Germany hosts more than 12 million). These 

are years of hunger, misery, disorganization and chaos. Europe is divi-

ded into the two areas of influence that will live in tense confrontation 

during the “cold war”, and in the eastern part, under Soviet domination, 

what has been called “the Church of silence” survives. In 1949, after a 

long civil war, communism triumphed in China. 

The material recovery of Western Europe began in 1948, and it would 

be prodigious, to the point that ten years later, in 1958, the European 

Common Market (created in 1957) was already in operation. In less than a 

decade, after the most devastating war in its history, Western Europe had 

materially recovered and became aware of its identity. We are in a world 

amazed and shaken by the power of science, which has become aware 

that it can not only serve the quality of human life, but can also destroy it 

to the point of extermination; are the ethical dilemmas of the use of scien-

tific knowledge. On the other hand, the economic models of capitalism 

and communism generate their own problems: inequalities, lack of free-

dom, the conditions of industrialization, the imbalances of the world.

1938, in Saint Gallen (Switzerland), promoted by Fr. Agostino Gemelli – founder of the 

Missionaries of the Kingship of Christ; some twenty-five associations participated in it 

and made it possible to specify their profile and to express the need to find their place 

in the church , distinct from the associations of the faithful and religious life. M. T. Cuesta, 

Secular Institutes, in Theological Dictionary of Consecrated Life, Claretian Publications, 

Madrid 1989, 893.

64. Zinder – Hilgemann, World Historical Atlas, Istmo, Madrid 19809, vol.2, 240.
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In these difficult and changing years, there is a true renewal of the 

Church in many parts of Western Europe. With regard to France, the 

Dominican Yves Congar, who would later contribute so much to the 

Council and whose ecclesiological itinerary we will take as a common 

thread, would remember the years 1946-47 as one of the most beau-

tiful moments in the life of the Church.65 I will point out only the most 

outstanding elements in these years, until the early 50s:

•	Awareness of the needs of evangelization is formulated in France 

with the expression: “Church in a state of mission”.66

•	There is already talk of a true “awakening of the laity”. Since the 

1920s, Catholic Action (1922), although it was conceived as “par-

ticipation of the laity in the hierarchical apostolate of the laity”, 

is an occasion to reflect on the nature of the lay apostolate. In 

1953 Congar published Milestones for a Theology of the Laity. 

Ecclesiology was becoming aware that it had been reduced to a 

“hierarchology” and that a mainly institutional and juridical image 

of the church, in which the laity appeared only as passive reci-

pients of the ministry of the clerics, and insufficient to show the 

world and Christians themselves the being of the church, which 

is “mystery”. 

•	The liturgical movement, which since the 1920s has been delving 

into the history of liturgy, is significantly enriched when it redisco-

vers in a new way the meaning of the liturgy, having experienced 

the experience of “community around the altar” as a source of life 

65. J.-P. Jossua, Le Père Congar. La théologie au service du Peuple de Dieu, Cerf, París, 

1967, 30.

66. From the small book by Frs. Godin and Daniel La France, pays de mission Cerf, 

Paris 1943.
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and strength in the time of the Third Reich67. Liturgy is thus the 

first illuminating focus on the “mystery” of the Church.

•	The ecumenical movement, which was also taking shape in the 

1920s in the Protestant world, is gaining momentum from the need 

for collaboration that the war has raised, and is also finding approa-

ches from the Catholic sphere, although with official cautions.

•	oThe return to the sources of Scripture and Tradition, with the bi-

blical and patristic movements, will allow, and in particular eccle-

siology, to raise its gaze above centuries of clericalism, to return to 

the notion of the Church as a mystery.

These currents in the life of the Church are saying many things in her 

and to her: that her hierarchical notion and of a perfect society is insuffi-

cient to tell herself and the world what she is: mystery; that this mystery 

is lived profoundly in the liturgy; that it must be nourished in the sources 

and renewed from them; that it must fully recognize all its members;  

also to the laity; and that it must look to the world: its mission is in the 

world, in the midst of the world – and of a wounded, tormented world – 

the liturgy puts its sign so that men can drink from the fountains of living 

water, and in the midst of a divided world the urgency of Christian unity 

emerges,  so that this world may believe.

This is the age of the Provida Mater, in which Pius XII affirms that se-

cular institutes “have silently multiplied and have taken on very varied 

forms” [n.11]. The pope recognizes this reality and wants to gather the 

aspirations of all those who wish to embrace the evangelical counsels in 

the world. The great novelty, which was immediately perceived, was the 

birth into existence of a new form of consecrated life in the midst of the 

67. K. Schatz, Los concilios ecuménicos, Trotta, Madrid 1999, 251.
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world, different from that of the religious, the only one that existed until 

then. That is why there has been spoken, in the very concept of conse-

crated life, of “a before and an after. 1947”68. 

Pius XII sees in these Institutes “an opportune instrument of pene-

tration and apostolate” (PM 9) and “an effective help of the Church and 

of souls...

“… for an intense Christian renewal of families, professions and civil 

society, for intimate contact with a perfect life totally consecrated to 

sanctification, for a multiform apostolate and for the exercise of minis-

tries in places, times and circumstances forbidden or inaccessible to 

priests and religious.” (PM 10)

There are a few aspects that I would like to highlight:

a) In the first place, the Provida Mater is indebted to the awakening 

of the laity that is being lived in and to the “theology of the laity” that 

is being born at that time, focused on the “promotion of the laity”; a 

theology that strove to introduce the laity into the life and mission of 

the Church, in an active way,  but that it was still like “the new wine in 

old wineskins”69; the post-Tridentine heritage still had too much weight 

in it, which emphasized the hierarchical structures of and, therefore, 

the opposition between ministers and simple faithful. This theology of 

the laity is passionately dedicated, in the words of Congar, to the “re-

discovery of this decisive truth: la Iglesiathe laity are fully Church”; But 

he himself also said then: “The laity will always form in a subordinate 

68. M. T. Cuesta, a. c. 896.

69. I use this image in the article Towards “a new inner vision”, by Yves Congar. (From 

the promotion of the laity to the re-discovery of the Church’s communitarian being), 

Fonte. Carmelite Journal of the Iberian Region, 1 (2004) 65-88.
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order.”70 The basic ecclesiological scheme71 is that of the opposition of 

the binomial “priests-laity”, and in the first element of the binomial – 

priests – resides the structure of what comes from God, the mediation 

of grace, the gift; in the second – the laity – despite the active charac-

ter that is intended to be recognized, the essential thing remains re-

ception and the rest a collaboration or participation. For this reason, in 

the lines we have quoted from, the idea of the lay apostolate still beats 

as a complement to a mission that, in the final analysis, corresponds 

fully to priests: the laity reach where they do not reach. They are a ne-

cessary complement. If we look at the encyclical la Iglesia la Provida 

Mater Mystici Corporis of Pius XII, from a few years earlier (1943), which 

represented an important advance in the consideration of mystery as 

a mystery, we can see, in its no. 8, that the integration of the laity into 

the mystical body appears, but in the last place. The pope affirms that 

the body of the Church is not reduced to the degrees of the hierar-

chy, but contemplates the “organic structure” from the key of “sacred 

power,” so that the laity occupy the other extreme, the lower one, and 

although his words are of recognition, when speaking of their active 

participation he refers to “the laity who lend their collaboration to the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy to expand the kingdom of the divine Redee-

mer.”  and indicates that “they too” can climb to the summit of holi-

70. Y. Congar, Milestones for a Theology of the Laity, Barcelona 1961, 7: “The laity will 

always form a subordinate order in the Church, but they are finding de de again a clearer 

awareness of organically constituting its active members, with full rights and exercise”. 

We are still in a language of authority – understood as domination and subordination – in 

which a new consciousness tries to make its way, from a new experience of life.

71. Congar’s ecclesiology at this time is representative because it welcomes attempts 

at openness and expresses the limits of a conception still linked to modes and contents 

proper to scholastic theology and the clerical vision. I analyze it in detail in The Eccle-

siological Nature of the “Recantation”” de Congar: from “Jalones” (1953) to “Ministerios y 

comunión” (I), Ecclesiastical Studies v.76, n. 298 (2001) 329-382.
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ness. Every time we encounter this “la Iglesia la Iglesia also the laity”, it 

means a condescending inclusion, because suspicion persists about 

the possibility of holiness in the midst of the world and because it is 

believed that the essence of resides in the hierarchical element, which 

receives its power from Christ. There could already be a veiled allusion 

to secular institutes when speaking of those who “having embraced 

the evangelical counsels, lead a life of work among men”; if so, they 

occupy the intermediate place together with the religious.72 

b) In the second place, and counting on this ecclesiology, the motu 

proprio Primo Feliciter deepens and clarifies what is established by the 

apostolic constitution. It describes the “special vocation of God” – of 

which the PM already spoke – with the images of “the salt of the world”, 

“the light in the midst of darkness” and “the leaven” in the dough (n.2). 

72.  “… But it is by no means to be thought that this ordered or organic structure  of the 

Body of the Church is limited or reduced only to the grades of the hierarchy; or that, 

as the contrary sentence says, it consists only of the charismatics, who, endowed with 

prodigious gifts, must never be lacking in the Gospel.  but it is absolutely certain that la 

Iglesia. Sethose who possess sacred power in this Body are the primary and principal 

members, since by means of them, according to the very command of the divine Re-

deemer, the offices of Christ, Doctor, King, and Priest, are perpetuated. Nevertheless, 

the Fathers of the Blessed Sacrament, when they commend the ministries, degrees, 

professions, states, orders, and offices of this Body, have before their eyes not only those 

who have been initiated into sacred orders, but also all those who, having embraced the 

evangelical counsels, lead a life of work among men.  or hidden in silence, or else they 

strive to unite both according to their profession; and no less to those who, although 

living in the world, dedicate themselves with activity to the works of mercy on behalf 

of souls, or bodies, as well as those who live together in chaste marriage. Moreover, it 

should be noted that, especially in the present circumstances, fathers and mothers of 

families and godparents of baptism, and especially lay la Iglesiapeople who cooperate 

with the ecclesiastical hierarchy in extending the reign of the divine Redeemer, have an 

honorific but often humble place in Christian society. and that they too, with the favor 

and help of God, can ascend to the summit of holiness, which must never be lacking in 

the promises of Jesus Christla Iglesia. (Mystici Corporis 8, en F. Guerrero, El Contempo-

rary Pontifical Magisterium, BAC, Madrid 1991, vol. I, 201-201).
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And he affirms that the secular character is the “proper and peculiar” 

character of these institutes, “in which the whole reason for their existen-

ce consists” (n. 5, II). He speaks of “full consecration to God and to souls” 

(n. 9, V) and emphasizes that his apostolate “must be exercised faithfully, 

not only in the world, but as from the world” (n. 6).

Thus, this first foundational moment speaks to us of the birth of Ins-

titutes whose members live consecration in secularity, whose proper 

character is secular. The historical, social and ecclesial context that we 

have succinctly outlined allows us to interpret what the appearance of 

institutes says to the Church: the good news of the Gospel must reach 

the world “from within” it, and from within it must transform it to make it 

fully God’s. This intuition, manifested by the consecration lived “in the 

age and from the century”, is indicating that it is not the time of flight 

mundi, but that of service to the world. And to say this has been and is, 

on the part of the SS. II, a prophetic service to the church.

In the misunderstandings of these first moments, which led the ins-

titutes to a prolonged and painful questioning of their identity, consi-

dering consecration and secularity as two separate poles that had to 

be united with great effort, as if secularity diminished consecration or 

vice versa, in these misunderstandings – I say – we must also read the 

impact of the novelty in a Church not sufficiently situated in the “from 

within” of the world. 

And it is still necessary to allude to the attitudes of inertia and resis-

tance to renewal, with which all the currents we have mentioned had to 

fight. Let us note at the outset that it is not a question of good and bad: 

it was a question of understanding what fidelity to the Church consisted 

of .  Pius XII himself, who proclaimed this for the SS. II, often contem-

plated the world as a sphere of darkness, dominated by the Evil One; 
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he considered it persecuted, in such a way that he prolonged during 

his pontificate the “defensive attitude” inherited from the time of the 

French Revolution. Approached evangelization in terms of “reconque-

ring” what had been lost.73 In short, he was dominated by a negative 

vision of the extra-ecclesiastical world. Thus, darkness is in the world, 

light in the Church.

This is the shadow that runs the risk of stifling all those germs that 

are being born. However, Congar, who personally experienced all these 

difficulties, would also remember these years as those in which he ex-

perienced - before formulating - that the future of the Church is linked to 

the future of the world. And the return to the Word, to the Holy Fathers, 

to the living liturgy - which is an act of the ecclesia, and not only of the 

priest -, to mission consciousness and the commitment of the laity led 

to a new awareness of the being of the Church: the Church is a “We”; 

here lies the rediscovery of the communitarian being of the Church, a 

rediscovery because it is a truth of Tradition, intensely lived in the first 

centuries, but “forgotten” under the thick and hard layers of clericalism.

73. In 1958 a book appeared in Spanish that purported to summarize the doctrine of 

this pope, with an expressive title; it is the work of Fraigneux, Pius XII in front of the world 

today; The pontiff appears here as a bulwark against error and the advance of de-Chris-

tianization. The pope’s encyclicals – of undoubted doctrinal value, on the other hand 

– frequently contain allusions to the persecution that the Church is experiencing; e.g. 

Haurietis aquas 33 alludes to “the machinations of the wicked who, now more than ever, 

seem to be incited by the infernal enemy in his implacable and open hatred against God, 

against the Church and, above all, against the one who on earth represents the person 

of the divine Redeemer” (F. Guerrero, o.c. I,820). In this climate, the following exhortation, 

which we take from the Pope’s Address to the Cardinals and Bishops gathered for the 

proclamation of the Kingship of Mary, delivered on November 2, 1954, is not surprising: 

He asks the bishops to inculcate this idea in their diocesan dioceses: “That through the 

vigilance and guidance of pastors the true freedom of the faithful is safeguarded, They 

are removed from the bondage of errors and vices, and strengthened against the at-

tractions that come from  bad examples, and from intercourse with wicked men, among 

whom they are compelled to stand and live..” (Ecclesia 20-VI-1954)
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2. The moment of ecclesiological clarification:
the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965)

The Second Vatican Council knew how to break down the old wi-

neskins to welcome the new wine. We are going to point out just two 

important aspects for what concerns us.

The notion of the Church as the “people of God” is loaded with value: 

it rediscovers the biblical sense of election, of the call to a mission, of 

the covenant and consecration to God, of the promises, which make her 

a people bearing a hope, it situates us in the world and in history, and 

gives us a concrete sense of the Church. The Council dedicates chapter 

II of the dogmatic constitution Lumen gentium to the “people of God”, 

immediately after speaking of the mystery of the Church (chapter 1) and 

before dealing with the hierarchical constitution of the Church (chapter 

3). This order of the chapters was a debated decision, taken consciously, 

with clear motivations and intentionality, among which we highlight the 

affirmation that in the salvific plan of God the people enters in the cate-

gory of end and the hierarchy in the category of means, as well as the 

fact that a good internal structure of the constitution required dealing 

first with the whole people and only then considering the categories 

existing in it; the decision was to “put before” the chapter on the people 

of God to the one on the hierarchy.  This is why Congar will say that the 

“place” that this chapter occupies in the LG has “doctrinal scope.”74.

This is of such transcendence that the reception of the council leads 

ecclesiology to rethink its understanding of the Church. And Congar is 

here an exemplary example of the “before” and “after” of the council. 

He abandons, in his well-known retraction, the binomial “priests-laity”, 

which was the reduction of a linear scheme: “Christ → hierarchy → faithful”, 

74. Y. Congar, La Iglesia como pueblo de Dios…. 9.
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in which the ministerial priesthood appears as prior and external to the 

community, with a relationship from superior to inferior; and he repla-

ces this linear scheme with another in which the community appears 

as an enveloping reality within which Ministries are situated as services 

of what the community is called to be and to do”75. With this, we have 

moved from a hierarchical pyramidal conception to a communion con-

ception, from societas inaequalis to the fundamental equality of all the 

members of the People of God, and from the polarization “priests-lai-

ty” to a single community reality internally structured, with a diversity 

of gifts and charisms and all under the action of the Spirit. This change 

was also expressed in terms of a binomial: “community – ministries or 

services”, but not in the sense of a bipolarity, but in that of an internally 

structured reality: Congar would say: “we maintain that Christ wanted a 

structured community”.76

The conciliar reception in ecclesiology also meant moving from a 

more sociological language and in terms of powers to a more biblical 

language and in terms of service;  to move from a subordination and 

participation of the laity in the hierarchical mission, to a single mission 

of the whole People of God, in the world and in history, at the service 

of which the ministry is situated; from a promotion of the laity, to a re-

cognition of the ministeriality of the whole Church, which is expressed 

75. Y. Congar, Ministries and ecclesial communion, Madrid 1973; the text known as Con-

gar’s “recantation” in the strict sense appears in the first study of this work, entitled “My 

Journey in the Theology of the Laity and of the Ministries”. I analyze the gestation, the 

content and the meaning of this ecclesiological turn in Part II of the cited article The 

ecclesiological nature of the retraction...Church Studies 299 (2001) 539-591

76. Y. Congar, Ministries and ecclesial communion, Madrid 1973; the text known as Con-

gar’s “recantation” in the strict sense appears in the first study of this work, entitled “My 

Journey in the Theology of the Laity and of the Ministries”. I analyze the gestation, the 

content and the meaning of this ecclesiological turn in Part II of the cited article The 

ecclesiological nature of the retraction...Church Studies 299 (2001) 539-591.
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in its diversity of services and ministries within it, so that, in turn, all may 

be servants in the world, called to be the kingdom of God.

 Lumen Gentium begins by affirming that “the Church is in Christ as 

a sacrament, that is, a sign and instrument of intimate union with God 

and of the unity of the whole human race” (LG 1). The whole Church “is 

entrusted with the mission of proclaiming and establishing the King-

dom of Christ and of God among all peoples. She constitutes the 

seed and the beginning of this Kingdom on earth”. Thus, recovering 

the sacramentality of the Church, this dogmatic constitution situates 

the Church - the whole Church - within the world, like a germ, a seed 

in the earth (in the furrows of history).

And the beginning of Gaudium et spes will be the best expression 

of the will to live this out on the part of a Church that thus rediscovers 

its own position. For the first time a conciliar document addresses it-

self “not only to the children of the Church and to all who call upon 

the name of Christ, but to all people, desiring to explain to all how it 

understands the Church’s presence and action in today’s world” (GS 

2). We all remember well the beautiful and profound words with which 

this Pastoral Constitution begins:

“The joys and hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of the people of our 

time, especially of the poor and of those who suffer, are at the same 

time joys and hopes, sorrows and anxieties of Christ’s disciples. The-

re is nothing truly human that does not find an echo in his heart. The 

Christian community is made up of people who, gathered in Christ, are 

guided by the Holy Spirit on their pilgrimage towards the Father’s King-

dom and have received the Good News of salvation to communicate 

to all. The Church , therefore, feels intimately and truly in solidarity with 

the human race and its history” (GS 1). 
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And later, after reflecting on the dignity of the human person, on the 

human community and on the meaning of human activity, he devotes 

chapter IV to considering the Church “insofar as she exists in this world 

and lives and acts with it” (GS 40). It finds in all this the basis for mu-

tual dialogue and recognizes not only what the Church brings to the 

world, but also what she receives from it. The Council thus affirms that 

the Church “goes forward with all humanity and experiences the same 

earthly lot as the world and exists as the leaven and soul of human so-

ciety, which must be renewed in Christ and transformed into the family 

of God.” (GS 40) He summarizes his contribution in this way:

“The Church, in seeking her own salvific end, not only communi-

cates divine life to man, but also sheds its reflected light in a certain 

way upon the whole world, especially in as much as it heals and ele-

vates the dignity of the human person, strengthens the consistency 

of human society, and imbues the daily activity of men with a deeper 

meaning and significance. The Church believes that in this way, throu-

gh each of her members and through her whole community, she can 

contribute much to the further humanization of the human family and 

its history. (GS 40)

I will not go any further. Suffice it to recall that the Church affirms 

this from humility, aware of the value of her gift for all men, proclaiming 

that the mystery of man is clarified only in the mystery of Christ (GS 22), 

but offering it in an attitude of service77.

These two aspects - the understanding of the Church in terms of 

“community-ministry” and its being in the world with a sacramental 

77. “The Church, which guards the deposit of the Word of God, from which principles in 

the religious and moral order are derived, although she does not always have an answer 

at hand for every question, wishes to unite the light of the Revelation with the expertise 

of all in order to illuminate the path that humanity has recently embarked on. (GS 33)
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nature - have led later ecclesiology to develop the theme of laicity 

or secularity as a global dimension of the whole Church. Bruno Forte, 

for example, took Congar’s lead from his “recantation” and expounded 

this notion. Thus, the secularity of the whole Church means:

•	The recognition of the value, self-consistency and legitimate auto-

nomy of earthly realities, as expressed in GS 36..

•	The recognition of Christ’s presence in earthly values, since they 

are intrinsically ordered to him and he has assumed them in his 

incarnation and transformed them in his Eucharist.

•	Overcoming too rigid a connection between the laity and secu-

larity to recognize that all the baptized receive the Spirit to give 

it to the world, according to the variety of accents linked to the 

various charisms and ministries.

•	Care that secularism as a dimension of the whole Church is not 

confused with a reduction of Christian novelty, because then it 

would be one more presence among others – ecclesiology can-

not be reduced to a theory of the social praxis of the community. 

On the contrary, it is a question of exercising a critical-prophetic 

function that leads to confronting the present with , combining 

fidelity to the present world with fidelity to the world to come.la 

Palabra

•	The development of a missionary, dialogical and ministerial ec-

clesiology.

What conclusion can we draw from the conciliar event for us, as 

II.SS? I would say that in the first place thanksgiving, because the 

Council took up the prophetic sense of those who called the Church to 

rediscover herself as a mystery, as a community, and as a presence in 



206

the world. And to this kind of prophecy belong with their lives the II.SS. 

Secondly, I think that our current reception of the Council invites us to 

accept some calls:

•	Learn from the Council to emphasize and live the fundamental 

equality of all the members of the People of God, and therefore, 

in our being within the Church, to emphasize equality, and not di-

fference; we are members of the People of God, we do not have 

to put our identity in opposition to anyone.

•	The recognition of Christ’s presence in earthly values, since they 

are intrinsically ordered to him and he has assumed them in his 

incarnation and transformed them in his Eucharist.

•	Overcoming an overly rigid connection between the laity and se-

cularity in order to recognize that all the baptized receive the Spi-

rit to give to the world, according to the variety of accents linked 

to the different charisms and ministries.

•	The care that secularity as a dimension of the whole Church is 

not confused with a reduction of the Christian novelty, because 

then it would be just one presence among others - neither can 

ecclesiology be reduced to a theory of the social praxis of the 

community. On the contrary, it is a matter of exercising a criti-

cal-prophetic function that leads to confronting the present with 

the Word, combining fidelity to the present world with fidelity to 

the world to come.

•	The development of a missionary, dialogical and ministerial ec-

clesiology.

What conclusion can we draw from the Council event for us, as II.SS? 

I would say that in the first-place thanksgiving, because the Council 
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took up the prophetic sense of those who called the Church to redis-

cover herself as a mystery, as a community, and as a presence in the 

world. And to this kind of prophecy belong with their lives the II SS. 

Secondly, I think that our present reception of the Council invites us to 

welcome some calls:

To learn from the Council to underline and live the fundamental equa-

lity of all the members of the People of God, and therefore, in our being 

within the Church, to accentuate equality and not difference; we are 

members of the People of God, we do not have to set our identity in 

opposition to anyone else.

To understand that when the Council, in the decree Perfectae caritatis 

11, exhorts us to conserve our proper and peculiar character -seculari-

ty-, it does it so that we can effectively carry out the apostolate in the 

world and from the world. That is to say, it situates us looking at the 

world, in order to procure in it and from within the realization of the sal-

vific plan of God; and it repeats the image of the leaven; it uses, there-

fore, the same image as for the whole Church, which has been placed 

in the world by God as a leaven. This is important for our intra-ecclesial 

relations: because today, for example, we will not be able to maintain 

before the religious, actively engaged in service to the world, especia-

lly to others in need, that they are not in the world and we are. Secula-

rity belongs to all the baptized, all called to be leaven.

But by pointing out that secularity is our “proper and particular” cha-

racter, it indicates to us, within the secularity of the whole Church, that 

there is in the Institutes an accent, a charism. It is a matter of reminding 

the whole Church and all people of our concern for the world, for this 

wounded humanity that needs the loving presence of God. The mem-

bers of the Secular Institutes and the Institutes themselves must live 
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in such a way that, when the Church, or a community, or a Christian, or 

any person..., withdraws into itself, forgetting the needs of the world, 

we remind them..., with our life. This is what is proper to our secular 

character: to be a “sign” that awakens, that announces, that denoun-

ces, that calls to conversion... and all of this from within the Church and 

from within the world.

By recognizing everyone’s secularity, in a broad and diverse sense, we 

will be in a position to remind them of it when they forget it, to help 

them to be for the world, to grow together in the service of the King-

dom. And thus, we will be a prophetic sign for all; otherwise, dedicated 

to affirm ourselves in opposition, we will simply not be a “sign” for them, 

that is to say, we will fall into “insignificance”.

3. 3.The Present That Points to the Future:
Benedict XVI’s Address to the SS. II

I think it is important that we take time to read, reflect and share the 

words that Benedict XVI addressed to us a few months ago to the SS. 

II Of these, I am only going to highlight a few aspects that I think are 

important:

The Pope places the theological foundation of our vocation in the 

mystery of the Incarnation. The “from within” that we have been em-

phasizing comes from there: “God so loved the world that he gave his 

only Son (Jn 3:16). The work of salvation was not carried out in opposi-

tion to the history of men, but within and through it.” 

At the same time that he affirms this, he tells us: “What makes your 

insertion into human events constitute a theological place is the mys-

tery of the Incarnation”. A theological place, that is, a source of theo-

logical work, of the experience of God, of the unveiling of his face, of 
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the manifestation of his will. This is the depth that the initial one has “in 

the century and as from within it”. At the beginning of our institutional 

history there was still a certain hesitation in that “and as from within” of 

Primo Feliciter, as if it were a comparison or simile rather than a reality. 

Now there are no longer any shadows in this, because the first refe-

rence is that God’s plan is “inscribed in the work that came out of his 

hands.” And not only is there no hesitation, but it is affirmed that there 

is a theological place here: human events, history, are, by the incarna-

tion, the place in which God’s plan is realized. For this reason, the pope 

continually encourages “self-blative adherence to the salvific plan ma-

nifested in the revealed Word , solidarity with history, the search for 

God’s will inscribed in human events governed by his providence.” He 

indicates to us, then, the place where to be and the way of being: 

“Feel involved in every pain, in every injustice, as well as in every 

search for truth, beauty, goodness, not because you have the solution 

to all problems, but because every circumstance in which man lives 

and dies is an opportunity for you to bear witness to God’s saving work. 

This is your mission.”

The pope repeatedly insists on our “secular character.” The mem-

bers of institutes are “immersed” in secularity by virtue of the existential 

condition or pastoral ministry. There is thus a secularity of the world – a 

consistency proper to earthly realities – and a secularity of the Church 

herself, immersed by existence and ministry in the reality of creation.

The pope also tells us that the secular character of our consecra-

tion is carried out by “the means proper to every man and woman who 

lives in ordinary conditions in the world.” That is, not by creating diffe-

rent forms of life that differentiate us from the ordinary conditions of 

men, but in those conditions and with those means proper to all. And 
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it is only in this way, only by sharing this with everyone in their daily 

lives, with the same difficulties, problems and joys as ordinary people, 

that we can be a “sign” for them of the presence and love of God in 

their midst. The place of our apostolate, the pope tells us, is all that is 

human, within the Christian community and within the civil community, 

in dialogue with all.

And finally, this secular character develops in a concrete way, the 

Pope tells us: “that of a profound relationship with the signs of the ti-

mes that you are called to discern, personally and communally, in the 

light of the Gospel.” And he adds: “This discernment is your charism.”

This means that II.SS. must have a special prominence – by charism 

– in the ecclesial discernment of the signs of the times. This should 

make us think a lot about the realization of this charism, about our 

fruits; and not because the Church should expect from us the solution 

to the problems in relation to the world – this would be to misinterpret 

and pervert the meaning, since the Pontiff himself has used words of 

humility on this – but because this charism demands of us first of all 

a believing gaze on reality: we are asked to be willing to see in history 

the action of God,  the new that he brings to the fore, the changes 

to which he calls us, the sins he denounces, the consequences that 

God’s action has for our lives.78 In short, to “discern” what comes from 

God. This is the service that is asked of us. It is the service of interpre-

ting human events in the light of faith. But the “signs of the times” are in 

that history and have a universal scope, a value for all humanity: this is 

78. A brief and clarifying exposition on this, see R. Fisichella, Signs of the Times, in 

R. Latourelle – R. Fisichella (eds.), Dictionary of Fundamental Theology, Madrid 1992, 

1360-1368. A simple reading that provides us with the biblical sense and spiritual keys to 

develop this in our lives is that of R. Schnackenburg, Observe the signs of the times. On 

Advent and Hope, Sal Terrae, Santander 1977. Also L. González-Carvajal, The signs of the 

times: the kingdom of God is among us, Sal Terrae, Santander 1987
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why this task puts us in dialogue with the whole world, in a very broad 

capacity for service, to generate communion among men, to make the 

seeds of the Kingdom grow, to recognize those seeds of the Kingdom 

wherever they are and to bring them to fullness.

In showing us our mission and our charism in this way, Benedict XVI 

shows us our mission and our charism with that clarity that stands out 

to him, he calls us – God calls us through his mediation – to be men 

and women of faith, hope and love in today’s society.

II. In the Furrows of History: Women and 
Men of Faith, Hope and Charity in a Plural 
Society

Introduction

I begin this contribution by inviting you to Bless, to say well of all 

that we have lived, are living and have yet to live. Like Mary, our Mo-

ther, I invite you to sing our own Magnificat; to sing “the greatness of 

the Lord”, because “the Lord has been great with us, and we are joyful”. 

I make my own the words of Xavier Quinzá “the blessing is the mature 

fruit of a way of being in life: trusting, in good hands, with a heart as 

still as the creature that sleeps, satiated, in its mother’s lap. Blessing 

springs from the gratitude of the one who receives everything and re-

tains nothing” The Blessing that springs from the one who knows that 

<it is always time to love>, regardless of the social, political, economic 

situation; of the stage of life we are living, whether we are young, ma-

ture or old, whether we are sick or healthy, we can always love.

The decision to live as a believer, to experience life from the gift of 

the call and the response, to feel the Church and to feel the Church, is 
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the adventure of entering, of walking towards the source from which 

LOVE flows; it is the audacity of allowing oneself to be invaded by 

the Mystery of a God who makes himself present in history and at the 

same time hides himself from our eyes and incites the search of the 

one who loves and discovers his presence at the crossroads of the 

journey: behind the signs of the times, in the suffering face of huma-

nity, in the smile of a child, in the despair of a mother, in the bruises 

of the victim and in the insensitive hands of the executioner, we are 

struck by the NOVELTY of the donated, gratuitous, paschal LOVE that 

pierces and embraces the history of humanity, a history in which we 

are immersed, in which we have been born, grown up and in which 

we experience death as a passage to a full life.

1.- With labor pains, we saw the light in the crucial 
decades of the twentieth century

In 1947 we were given a letter of approval to the Secular Institutes. 

In Spain we lived under Franco’s political regime. The Spanish Civil War 

had left Spain convulsed by hunger, lack of work and wounded by the 

factions that divided families and peoples. In the years that followed, 

many left our country, some exiled for their ideas, others in search of 

a better future. On a religious level, Spain was a confessional nation, 

the seminaries were full, and a vocational effervescence emerged, the 

movements of Catholic Action moved a committed and well-formed 

laity, realities that made us live the Second Vatican Council with great 

optimism and hope.

 There were not a few Secular Institutes that were born in the crucial 

decades of the twentieth century. We are experiencing the economic 

take-off, the social movements towards political transition, the workers’ 

struggles, industrialization, the end of colonialism, the entry of televi-
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sion into homes as a great window to the world. The whole process of 

secularization begun in the modern era is acquiring concrete contours 

in a society that presents a plural map in thought, the world seems to 

be boiling... the implementation and celebration of the Second Vatican 

Council with all that this meant in terms of tensions, reforms and above 

all optimism marked by the invitation to an attitude of dialogue with 

today’s world; an attitude of service to the Word, to the truth and an 

attitude of search for meaning.

The Secular Institutes began our journey in the midst of the process 

of secularization. The term secularization defines the complexity of a 

reality that is making its way into a society that ceases to resort to reli-

gion for the achievement of specifically worldly objectives: the Church 

is no longer necessary  to legitimize political power, a social contract 

is enough; science obtains its information solely and exclusively from 

empirical verification... A mutation took place in modern society, society 

came of age based on reason and emancipation, from a scientific-tech-

nical mentality, on optimism for progress, on the autonomy of political, 

economic, social realities... A legitimate autonomy, which in turn gave 

way to radicalized positions such as those we discover in secularism, 

which annuls any reference to transcendence, generating attitudes of 

absolute indifference, if not of outright hostility, towards religion.79 A re-

ligious attitude is tolerated if it is relegated to the private sphere and is 

totally separated from life.80

79.  Secularism cannot be confused with “secularization””

80. Cf. L. Gonzalez-Carvajal, Between utopia and reality. Social Morality Course, Santan-

der 1998, p.267-268. On the process of secularization, secularity, secularism, etc. there 

are abundant published writings, we find an extensive and rich bibliographic referen-

ce in the article by Juan Martín Velasco, Secularization, AA.VV. Theological Dictionary of 

Consecrated Life, Madrid 1989, p. 1615. We can also consult S. Lefebvre, Secularity, and 

F.A. Pastor, Secularization and Secularism, AA.VV. Dictionary of Fundamental Theology, 
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As Luis González-Carvajal states, “the spectacular discoveries of 

science, as well as the fight against the previous regime and religious 

dogmatism, endowed the modern project with unparalleled strength; 

but as soon as practical accomplishments replaced promises, the ac-

cumulated prestige began to erode.”81 All this situation of disillusion-

ment, of truncated hopes, of frustrated expectations has unleashed a 

new movement with which we have inaugurated the new century, <the 

current of Postmodernity> Postmodern culture is characterized by de-

nial: “we do not come from anywhere, nor are we going anywhere”. If 

modern man was obsessed with production and saving, postmodern 

man is obsessed with consumption. Puritan morality has given way to 

hedonism. Individualism has been radicalized and indifference to the 

issues of collective life is growing (political abstentionism, crisis of mi-

litancy, etc.); reason has given way to feeling, to the emotional, we are 

facing “weak thinking”, reason has died, the most important thing is the 

here, the now and to be happy enjoying as much as you can.82 Any as-

pect of reality or life, be it religious, moral, political, social, etc., is cons-

tructed by each individual à la carte. He is not concerned with internal 

coherence, but rather with adapting to his way of life. He does not cling 

to anything, he does not need absolute certainties. Your thinking can 

change at any time depending on what suits you. In the field of religion, 

one can say that we believe in both Jesus and reincarnation, in provi-

dence and in the tarot. It is “religion à la carte”.

Madrid 1992, p. 1320-1340.

81. Ibidem, p.278

82. Cf. Ibidem p. 280-281
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1.1.- Different positions on religion. Celebrating Novelty

We can see, without any effort, that in Spain, in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries, we are witnessing a crisis of religion. We live to-

gether and share the same complex social and cultural space, marked 

by different positions on religion. R. Díaz-Salazar proposes as a “pro-

visional” result to the changes that are being made a division of the 

population into three groups: 

•	oThe first is made up of people in whom institutionalized Chris-

tian religiosity persists, to a greater or lesser extent: they are peo-

ple who self-identify as religious, attend worship on a more or 

less monthly basis and turn to God with some frequency, with a 

downward trend.

•	oThe second group is made up of people in whom there has 

been an exit from religion, the emptiness of religion: they are tho-

se who self-identify as atheists or irreligious, never attend wors-

hip and practically never turn to God. This group would represent 

32% in Spain. 

•	The third group is made up of those who maintain a certain 

non-institutionalized religiosity, not oriented towards the chur-

ches: they are the people who declare themselves religious, do 

not regulate that religiosity in accordance with the norms of the 

institution and turn from time to time to a God conceived in more 

or less precise ways. It would be 20%83.

“In other words, we find a panorama of people who define them-

selves as practicing Catholics, non-practicing Catholics and non-be-

83. Cf. R. Díaz-Salazar, Empty religion. An analysis of the religious transition in the West, 

en R. Díaz –Salazar, S. Giner; F. Velasco (eds.), op cit., pp. 105-106.
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lievers, and a large group of undefined, ambiguous, low-intensity and 

permanently changing people who have been affected by sociocul-

tural changes in their way of living religiosity.”84.

To this must be added a greater complexity due to the diversity of 

creeds that have become present in our social reality, and within the 

diversity of creeds the different positions that are assumed, a reality that 

is not unrelated to the social impact of the presence of four million im-

migrants in our society. In this context, two positions are in opposition to 

each other. On the one hand, religious fundamentalisms, which put their 

strength in the obsessive search for their identity, in the face of other 

identities, with intransigent reactions, little dialogue and imposition. On 

the other hand, we note the so-called progressive position, which, with 

the desire to accommodate itself to the current reality, its own identity is 

blurred and merges and confused in the socio-cultural context.

 Among the wide range of groups that try to give different answers 

to the situation inherited by the modern era that has led to postmoder-

nity, we are the Secular Institutes. It is really interesting and important 

that we are here today, leaving room for reflection, and allowing our-

selves to be questioned by the reality that surrounds us, and in which 

we are immersed, each one from his or her own experience. 	

Our groups are plural in their composition, we come from different 

environments, with different ages. Thus, it is not difficult to share with 

people who have received the gift of the call in the post-war period and 

in a confessional Spain; members who have lived through all the chan-

ges that the process of secularization entailed, and have remained vo-

cationally in the tension of giving an account of our faith, and the serious 

84. J. Martín Velasco, Metamorphosis of the Sacred and Future of Christianity, Santan-

der, 1998, p. 25.
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and risky commitment to the transformation of structures; and finally 

members who are incorporated in the midst of the postmodern era, 

where militancy, forever and the possibility of transforming reality suffer 

a strong weakening and rather the meaning of one’s own existence, the 

experience of God, and the possibility of dreaming of the utopia that 

another world is possible by committing one’s own life. But regardless of 

the age or contexts in which we have grown up, those of us who belong 

to secular institutes form a peculiar religious group, which is characte-

rized by having freely chosen to live the following of Jesus Christ, de-

veloping the consecration of Baptism in a secular way of life according 

to the Evangelical Counsels. We are people who feel themselves to be 

Church and feel the Church, people who have allowed themselves to 

be <surprised> by God’s action and feel the call to assume the NOVELTY 

of Christian existence in the midst of the world, to be witnesses, to set 

out on the road and allow themselves to be converted, to be liberated, 

to be healed in order to propose and reveal the Good News of the Gos-

pel to our contemporaries generated in History.

Personally, in preparing this communication, many questions have 

arisen for me, but above all I have been struck by the “astonishment” 

provoked by the daring of the Spirit in promoting in history a form of 

consecration that is totally new in the Church. A form of life that breaks 

the molds of what was conceived as consecrated life, as a life of per-

fection, in the heart of the process of secularization.	

This amazement invites me to overcome all fear in the present or in 

the future and above all not to give way to nostalgia for the past. Being 

women and men of faith, hope and charity makes us situate ourselves 

in the present as a time of grace, a time of conversion and discern-

ment so that we do not accommodate, without realizing it, to the forms 

and standard of life acquired that our society demands, but that we 



218

constantly allow ourselves to be challenged by the proposal to live ac-

cording to the Beatitudes. It impels me to leave behind every passive 

attitude anchored in security or in the fear of losing them, making of 

them an idol that prevents a <creative> existence, which generates life 

because it is reached by the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of the Risen One who 

drives history, constantly recreates it, and in it reveals to us the loving 

face of the Father revealed in his Son Jesus Christ.

The amazement caused by feeling called to live Consecrated Se-

cularity requires a response, and we would do a disservice today to 

and to the mission that by grace and as a gift has been placed in our 

hands, if, concerned about the survival of our institutes, we forget the 

main and most important thing that is “the Kingdom of God and his 

justice”.  therefore, 60 years after Ecclesia, let us allow ourselves to 

be surprised by all the road traveled, and by all the road we are invi-

ted to travel in fidelity to our specific vocation, from the certainty “that 

everything else will be added to us” (Mt 6:33). 

2.- Transmitters of Novelty in a plural society

We are invited to transmit THE NEWNESS of being believers from 

the charismatic experience of the SECULAR CHARACTER.85 Pope Be-

nedict XVI recently reminded us: “This juridical act does not represent 

a point of arrival, but a starting point on a journey aimed at outlining a 

new form of consecration: that of the lay faithful and diocesan priests, 

called to live with evangelical radicalism, precisely THE SECULARITY 

in which they are immersed by virtue of the existential condition or 

pastoral ministry”.86 Today more than ever, the Secular Character of our 

85. I refer you to the contribution on this point by Mª Jesús Fernández in the first part 

of this presentation.

86. Benedict XVI’s Address to the World Conference of Secular Institutes 3-2-2007
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consecration gives meaning to the mission to which we are called. In 

the first place, it impels us to live our believing life immersed in tempo-

ral realities “being passionate bearers of the meaning of the world and 

of history in Christ Jesus”.87

If we take up some connotations of the postmodern culture, in 

which we are immersed, and we allow ourselves to be challenged by 

the Gospel, being simultaneously subjects in need of “evangelization” 

and “witnesses” of the Beauty, of Love, of which Christ is, we will sing 

THE NOVELTY of the extraordinary that Christian existence supposes 

from believing women and men, who maintain their security in hope 

and are constant in lovela Verdad la Secularidad Consagrada.88 Wo-

men and men who do not differ from others in their outerwear, who do 

not seek privileges, who live like everyone else from their work or their 

pension; who dwell among the people; in normal houses with a mort-

gage included; who suffer unemployment, citizen insecurity, queues 

at social security, who participate in the life of the parish community 

and in the life of the neighborhood, or the town, who suffer the death 

of a loved one, and celebrate the birth of a new life, etc.89

87. Ibid. The secular character is what defines the relationship of the laity with the 

world, since “it is in the world that the laity find his specific field of action” (p. 789). “It is 

up to the laity, by their own vocation, to seek to obtain the Kingdom of God by managing 

temporal affairs and ordering them according to God. They live in the world, that is, in 

each and every one of the duties and occupations of the world, and in the ordinary con-

ditions of family and social life, with which their existence is as it were interwoven. There 

they are called by God, so that, by carrying out their profession guided by the spirit of 

the Gospel, they may contribute to the sanctification of the world as if from within, as if 

it were leaven” (LG 31).

88. The relationship between the experience of faith and the witness of the Evangelical 

Council to poverty remains pending for a future contribution, the experience of hope and 

the testimony of. E.C. of Obedience; y la vivencia de la caridad y el testimonio del C.E. de 

la Castidad en una cultura postmoderna y global. 

89. In the letter to Diognetus, written in the second century, we have a wonderful tes-
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2.1.- Witnesses of the Novelty from the certainty of faith

This way of being in the world enables us to bear witness to the 

newness of the gospel. To do this, it is necessary to take seriously the 

features of the culture in which we live and to transform them from 

the Gospel message. Our proposal is born, in the first place, from the 

certainty of faith.

1ª From the denial of absolute truths to the 
affirmation of God of love

The NOVELTY of Christian existence in a culture that denies any 

absolute truth, any universal or totalizing knowledge, consists in pro-

posing the content of faith, not as simple information, or a set of doc-

trines to be believed, or moral norms to be complied with, or cults 

to be attended, but as a hermeneutic between <the content of faith 

and life itself> The content that is discovered,  it has to pass into life, it 

has to be lived, in order to reach “knowledge”, and in turn the life that 

springs from “knowing”, from “knowing”, leads us to a deeper and fuller 

timony of what the presence of Christians in the world means: “Christians are not distin-

guished from other men either by their land, or by their language, or by their customs. 

For nowhere do they establish cities exclusive to them, nor do they use any foreign 

language, nor do they live a singular way of life. The doctrine which is proper to them 

has not been found by the intelligence and speculation of curious men, nor do they 

profess, as some do, to follow a certain human opinion, but, dwelling in the Greek or 

barbarian cities, according to each one’s lot, and following the customs of each region 

as regards dress and food and the other things of life,  they show themselves living an 

admirable and, by everyone’s confession, extraordinary tenor of life. They live in their 

own homelands, but as foreigners; they participate in everything like citizens, but they 

endure everything as foreigners; every foreign land is a homeland to them, and every 

homeland is foreign to them… They are on earth, but their citizenship is that of heaven... 

To put it briefly, what the soul is in the body, that is what Christians are in the world (cap. 

3). CEMIS, “This is our time, The Secular Institutes 60 years after the “Provida Mater””., 

Roma 2007, p. 83
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knowing. We are not talking about a knowledge of something, or the 

act of faith in something, but of a knowledge of Someone, and the act 

of faith in Someone, surprisingly this someone is LOVE, who loves us 

and we love each other, and those who love each other need to know 

each other, even more so they make themselves known in the intima-

cy of their hearts. Those who feel loved by God seek to know him in 

Scripture, in the tradition of the magisterium, in creation, in history, they 

seek his traces where he has been told to find them.

2ª From existence closed in on itself to self-giving in 
love

This affirmation places us before another very important reality 

that marks THE NOVELTY of the believing witness to the man of to-

day. The Christian life is an open existence where the vital, loving en-

counter with God takes place. It is a “relational” existence that always 

leads us to a point of arrival, which “is the Love of God revealed in 

Jesus Christ”, and at the same time to a starting point that is the gift 

of one’s own life, the discovery that only by giving life do you really 

have it.90

An existence closed in on itself, such as that engendered by post-

modernity, makes man’s horizon be himself and end in himself; it makes 

him drown inside him in meaninglessness, loneliness, individualism, or 

in all the things he tries to buy, consume, enjoy using everything and 

everyone as consumable objects to fill that emptiness that can only be 

filled in the opening of true love, in the opening to relationality. Perso-

nally, I am impressed to see how any individual, child, young person 

or adult, when he does not get what he wants or whom he loves, is 

capable of killing, or destroying what he cannot have.

90. Cf Mt 10,39
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Christian life is called to be a credible witness to the Lord’s Passo-

ver , celebrated in our Baptism. By living as Children of God, we say 

to the man of today that only by giving our lives, dying and allowing 

ourselves to be freed from being centered on ourselves, from being 

turned towards us, are we freed from agonizing death, from meanin-

glessness, and we experience the joy of The Resurrection being at 

work in us. The path to the source of Love is the path of decentrali-

zation of ourselves in order to put God at the center, it is a path that 

necessarily passes through our neighbor, as Benedict XVI reminded 

us: “Your zeal is born of having discovered the beauty of Christ, of his 

unique way of loving, finding, healing life,  cheer her up, comfort her. 

And it is this beauty that your life wants to sing, so that your being in 

the world may be a sign of your being in Christ”91.

3ª From the fear of losing something to discovering 
the mystery of being a creature

To be a believer is to open oneself to the mystery that touches the 

depth of our existence. We are not indoctrinated men and women, but 

men and women who welcome God’s revelation as a real fact, capa-

ble of opening human existence to a completely new reality. Christian 

anthropology is the invitation to discover to the man and woman of 

today that this You, different from us, is a You who reveals to us our 

own creaturehood, it is the invitation to lose the fear of discovering 

ourselves as creatures, the fear of being deprived of something, or of 

losing something. The greatness of man lies precisely in the fact of be-

ing a creature, through whom “God himself becomes man”. This is how 

John Paul II reminded us: “Man was created in the image and likeness 

of God in order to be able to exist and to say to his Creator ‘I am’. In this 

91. Benedicto XVI, Discurso a los Institutos Seculares, 3 de Febrero 2007.
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human “I am” is contained all the truth of existence and consciousness. 

“I am” before you, that “You are.” When God asks the first man who fears 

himself and others: “Where are you?”, Adam replies: “I hid myself from 

you” (cf. Gen 3:9-10), trying not to stand before God. You can’t hide, 

Adam! You cannot fail to stand before the one who created you, the 

one who made “you to be”, before the one who “searches hearts and 

knows” (cf. Rom 8:27) Let us discover and cause to be discovered the 

mystery of our human “I am”. In fact, man is also a mystery. The Second 

Vatican Council recalled that “the mystery of man is clarified only in the 

mystery of the Incarnate Word” (Gaudium et Spes, n. 22).”92

4ª From the servitude of idols to the encounter with 
the Mystery

Without knowing it, today’s man seeks the Mystery in idols, myths, 

magic, or pseudo-religions. This fact provides us with a unique oppor-

tunity to offer and initiate on the path that leads to the Mystery. This 

time is a suitable time for mystagogy. We have a great wealth in the 

Church , both liturgical and catechetical, to introduce the person to 

the mystery of Jesus Christ, revelation of the Father and present in the 

Spirit. Christian life is characterized by the celebration of faith, which is 

not a set of external rites, nor an empty worship, but the experience of 

having been summoned in community, to celebrate the Sacrament, a 

visible reality that introduces us to an invisible reality: the mystery of 

God, the mystery of redemption, God’s salvific plan that is realized in 

history and embraces all humanity. The presence of God is pure gra-

tuitousness, which becomes everything in everyone and transforms 

our existence.

92. VI World Youth Day, Address of the Holy Father John Paul II during the prayer vigil in 

Czestochowa, Wednesday, August 14, 1991.
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2.2.- Witnesses of the Newness in the assurance of hope

As a sign of the family of the Children of God in the midst of the 

world, we consecrated lay people also bear witness to newness from 

the certainty of hope.

5ª Anything goes and everything is the same for 
discernment for commitment

Not everything is valid and not everything is the same. Living con-

secrated secularity, Christian existence, obliges us to live the tension 

of continuous discernment in the exercise of our profession, in our 

families, in the various environments where we move, in the eccle-

sial community where we celebrate and share the charism. From the 

mystery of the incarnation we insert ourselves into reality by lovingly 

embracing history, and the stories of the people with whom we share 

existence. The mission of Secular Institutes does not place us in oppo-

sition to the world, nor from outside it, judging or condemning it, but 

from within as a “theological place” that continually reveals to us the 

face of the Risen One, the action of the Spirit makes us reveal in the 

midst of all adversity, violence, denial of the most sacred, the dignity 

of every person as a creature of God,  The salvific plan inscribed in the 

work that came from his hands.93 

The member of the Secular Institute is the man and woman of hope 

to the extent that every day and in every event he remains open to the 

newness of the Spirit that reveals the events of history. Every day, in 

the light of faith and with the exercise of discernment, we will be able 

to understand events and becoming in a new way. On the one hand, 

it requires the effort to contrast reality in the light of the Gospel and 

93. Cf. Address of Benedict XVI to Secular Institutes, February 3, 2007



225

faith in order to make the common good possible, stripped of selfish 

interests, of our securities and fears of losing our lives.

From the gratuitousness of the gift of life, of the right intention, we 

receive the gift of the certainty of faith, in our daily action, which makes 

hope possible because we act what we expect. Now, we need a clear 

awareness of our weakness, a humble attitude to recognize limitation, 

a greatness of heart to act despite the probabilities that exist of error, 

the attitude of prudence not to venture judgments on issues that are 

still on the border, and an immensely merciful heart to know how to 

ask for forgiveness and forgive when we see that something or so-

meone is broken by error, wickedness or sin. 

On the other hand, from the dialogic relationship with Jesus Christ 

and in the experience of the Spirit, not infrequently in an unexpected 

way we are able to see reality from another depth and meaning. This 

experience produces changes in ourselves and in our environment 

when no one expected it, the miracle occurs in a situation, person, 

community, neighborhood... Suddenly, paths open up that surpass the 

possibility of humanity and the calculations made. This is what Bene-

dict XVI reminded us in his address to secular institutes: “Every en-

counter with Christ requires a profound change of mentality, but for 

some, as in your case, the Lord’s request is particularly demanding: to 

leave everything, because God is everything and will be everything in 

your life. It is not simply a question of a different way of relating to Christ 

and of expressing your adherence to him, but of a choice of God which, 

in a stable way, demands of you an absolutely total trust in him94.

94.  Ibidem. Benedicto XVI.
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2.3.- Witnesses of the Novelty in constancy in love

Faith and hope have their highest expression and are authenticated 

in Christian charity. This has its foundation in the kenosis of God. God 

gives himself (mystery of incarnation), to the point of giving his life as a 

radical gift of Love (mystery of Easter). The emptying of God in the Son 

is welcomed by the gift of faith that makes possible the opening of the 

person to God, who participates in the opening of the Son to the Fa-

ther in the Holy Spirit. We have full openness to God in Christ through 

the Holy Spirit. In this personal and ecclesial experience, God himself 

challenges us and sends us. 

These days would be of no use if we did not hear again the ques-

tion that God constantly asks us, a penetrating and acute question that 

cannot leave us indifferent or passive: “Where is your brother”95, The 

blood of your brother lying on the ground, who dies of hunger, who 

has his rights violated, who suffers violence, the cry of all the exploi-

ted children, of all the raped women, of all the women who fight for 

their rights, of all the women who are mistreated has reached my ears; 

Where are you?; “I have heard the cries of my people, and I have seen 

how they are oppressed... now go, I’ll send you... to free them”96.

Vivimos en una sociedad plural marcada por una situación nueva: 

We live in a plural society marked by a new situation: globalization.

While some accumulate wealth and seek great benefits at any 

cost, even the suffering of entire countries, or the devastation of the 

ecosystem; 

95. Cf. Gn 4,8-10.

96. Cf. Ex 3, 1-22.
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Others are – or we are – silent because they see themselves – or 

we see – apparently benefiting from economic development, commu-

nications and technology, they feel – or we feel – safe in the present 

without asking themselves where so much wealth comes from: per-

haps from weapons, drugs, the white slave trade; perhaps tax havens, 

embezzlement, corruption, organ sales, privatization, multinationals 

that set up their production companies in developing countries where 

labor is cheap and workers’ rights do not exist. There is an attempt – or 

we try – to silence the insecurity of the future that depends on the de-

cision of an invisible hand, which always seeking greater development 

in its profits can change the place and hands of capital, accumulating 

billions of euros or dollars that often exceed the capital of nations. We 

are silent in the face of not knowing or not wanting to know who really 

is the one who governs and decides the course of our society, who 

decides if tomorrow we will have a job or not, if young people will get 

a decent job with a decent contract. 

We live in a plural society where there are:

•	1,200 million people who live on 1 euro or less a day; 

•	2,500 million people live on less than 2 euros a day;

•	850 million people suffer from chronic hunger; 

•	5 million children die each year from nutritional problems; 

•	54 countries are poorer now than they were in 1990; 

•	1,000 million people are unemployed, underemployed or poor, 

of which 60% are women; 

•	245 million children aged 5 to 17 are in adult employment;

•	Women receive between 30 and 60% less salary than men; 

•	860 million adults are illiterate; 
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•	114 million school-age children out of school97.

	 The Spanish reality is not more promising either:

•	There are more than 8 million poor people, approximately 

2,150,000 households, living in poverty. It represents more than 

20% of the population. 

•	Severe poverty – less than 25% of the RDN – affects more than 

1,700,000 people, approximately 300,000 households. 

•	Within this group, those who suffer from extreme poverty are 

more than 500,000 people. To these data must be added the en-

tire situation of the immigrant population, of thousands of people 

who do not exist for the administration because they are without 

papers, they are second-class citizens, men, women and children.

We really have many possibilities to live Christian charity, to authen-

ticate our faith and our hope, to be credible. Given all these data, the 

question arises: is it possible to eradicate poverty? We can answer wi-

thout any mistake that it is possible, solidarity can be global98. We have 

adequate data to affirm that there are sufficient means to eradicate it, 

only one thing is needed: responsibility, to decenter ourselves, to seek 

the common good rather than particular interests...

The “secular character” of the whole Church, which we live as a 

charism, invites us, and the entire ecclesial community, not to turn 

97. The data is taken from Manos Unidas and the World Bank. The figures vary accor-

ding to the criteria used, but the truth is that poverty is increasing. Cf. www/manosuni-

das.org; www/bancomundial.org

98. Salvador Pié-Ninot has some precious pages on the globalization of solidarity in 

Ecclesiology. The sacramentality of the Christian community. Salamanca 2007, p. 593 ss. 

On the effect of economic globalization we can see, among others, Bas from Gaay Fort-

man, Berma Klein Goldewijk, God and Things. The Global Economy in the Perspective of 

Civilization. Santander 1998.
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our gaze the other way, anchoring ourselves in our securities or fears. 

Poverty has faces and specific names, solidarity and responsibility for 

justice is not only of the great, at the global level but of each one of us, 

it requires action at the local level.

Christian charity is the way to discover the presence of God. When 

someone asks us “Where is God?”, the best answer we can give him 

is that of the witness of our own life, and invite him to live the sacra-

mental presence of God in the poor, invite him to descend, with us, to 

the places of marginalization and exclusion, where the mystery of the 

Incarnation and Easter is lived.  the NEWNESS of the Gospel acquires 

unsuspected dimensions, it becomes Good News. However, one can 

only descend without blaming God for the suffering of the innocent 

when one goes hand in hand with the Risen One who is the Crucified 

One, celebrating his presence within the community in the sacrament 

of the Eucharist99.

99. “We could say that Jesus left us as two sacraments of his presence: one, sacra-

mental, within the community; The Eucharist; and the other existential, in the neigh-

borhood, in the village, in the AIDS patients, in the abandoned elderly, in the hungry, in 

drug addicts… Jesus is there with a dramatic and urgent presence, calling us from afar 

to draw near, to become neighbors to the Lord, to give us the priceless grace to help us 

when we help him” Cf. The Church and the Poor, nº 22 (Documento editado por EDICE, 

Madrid, 1994). Para profundizar y alegrarnos: Juan Pablo II, Novo Millenio Ineunte, nº 49 

“This page is not a simple invitation to charity: it is a page of Christology, which sheds 

light on the mystery of Christ”. Cfr. 25-26-27 Painful rostrum. Cfr. 23 The incarnation is 

truly a kenosis, a “shedding.” I also invite you to read Benedict XI’s letter Deus Caritas Est, 

especially the issues dedicated to Jesus Christ, love of God incarnate and Love of God 

and love of neighbour. 
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Conclusion

We entitled our presentation men and women of faith, hope and 

charity in a plural society.

 In conclusion, I am left with a question: 

“What sign do you make so that we may believe it by seeing it?”

In the words of Jesus: 

“I was hungry, and you gave me food; I was thirsty, and you gave me 

something to drink; I was a foreigner, and you lodged me; I was naked 

and you clothed me; sick, and you visited me; in prison, and you went 

to see me”. 

And with one certainty: 

When he no longer knows or can do anything, it will always, in any 

place or time be possible to LOVE, so that the seeds of the Kingdom 

may germinate in the furrows of history.


