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him the firstborn among many brothers' (Rom 8:29); brothers to one 
another, in mutual love and working together in the Church in the same 
service of what is good; brothers to everyone, in their witness to Christ's 
love for all, especially the lowliest, the neediest; brothers for a greater 

 

 

To reflect on the proposed theme2, we must first delimit some angles of approach. The subject 
of our reflection is a consecrated man in an institute of Consecrated Religious Life, in the post-
conciliar period, especially in the times of Francisco. Such  are intended to give 
overcome periods and mentalities that disqualified the figure of the religious brother, either by 
insufficient formation or limited missionary work. 

All the ecclesiology reconfigured by the Second Vatican Council and its consequences in the 
VRC point to another horizon. After all, "it was the ecclesiology development that influenced more 
than any other factor on the evolution of religious community understanding" (The Fraternal Life in 
Community, n.2). It is not possible to think of the religious brother without thinking about the 
vocation and mission of the Church, since all reflection on the ministry of the various states of life 
will only be possible when each baptized Christian feels called and sent by the Master of Nazareth. 
As long as the Christian life is divided into first, second, or third-rate Christians, we will advance 
nothing in this regard. 

Let us first start with an ecclesial reflection, especially concerning the Consecrated Religious 
Life (CRL), in order to look at the religious brother and his vocation and mission in a second moment. 

 

I. THE LAY RELIGIOUS IN THE CONCILIAR DOCUMENTS 

Although there are great names of religious among the experts of the Council and many 
religious houses have been used by the commissions, we can say that the conciliar reflections did not 
awake a deepening of the Religious Life as a whole, as we shall see in the following pages. 

 

                                                           
1 He belongs to the Order of the Friars Minor (OFM). Doctor of Moral Theology by the Alphonsian Academy, Rome. 
Professor at the Santo Tomás de Aquino Institute (ISTA) and at the Jesuit College (FAJE). Member of the CRB 
National interdisciplinary team. freioton@gmail.com 
 
2 1ª Zonal Assembly of the SVD Brothers in PANAM  Suzano/SP, 21-27 February 2018. 
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a) Lumen Gentium: the Church of God 

The ecclesiological model proposed by the Constitution Lumen Gentium (21.11.1964) brings 
up the baptismal dimension of the faithful at the center of its reflection, affirming their belonging to 
the people of God: God, however, does not make men holy and save them merely as individuals, 
without bond or link between one another. Rather has it pleased Him to bring men together as one 
people, a people which acknowledges Him in truth and serves Him in holiness  (LG 9). This common 
priesthood of the faithful is exercised under the hierarchical and lay dimension, Though they differ 
from one another in essence and not only in degree, the common priesthood of the faithful and the 
ministerial or hierarchical priesthood are nonetheless interrelated: each of them in its own special 
way is a participation in the one priesthood o  

This understanding was also used in Chapter 5, when it addresses the 'vocation of all to 
holiness in the Church': the classes and duties of life are many, but holiness is one that sanctity 
which is cultivated by all who are moved by the Spirit of God  (LG 41). This chapter on the sanctity of 
the Church serves as the basis for our next chapter, on religious, who are of much interest for us. 

Religious are not differentiated within the whole of God's people nor by the following of Christ 
in all possible radicality nor by the sanctity of life resulting from this follow-up. This is common to all. 
What varies is the way of responding and living the vocation to which each one has been called. 
Lumen Gentium says: 
though it is not the hierarchical structure of the Church, nevertheless, undeniably belongs to its life 
and hol (LG 44). 

What specifies religious life is the profession of evangelical counsels. Lumen Gentium presents 
the evangelical counsels in chapter 5 (on holiness) and not in chapter 6 (on religious). The proprium 
of the religious is that these are 'signs'. These men and women, consecrated to the mission of Jesus, 
seek to be a sign that reminds all the people of God of the essential of the Christian life: the primacy 
of God and the adherence to Jesus, the only Master. They want to be a living remembrance of the 
brotherhood of Jesus. [...] There are no better or worse vocations  (FERRE, 2015). 

As Lumen Gentium established two groups of baptized, clergy and laity, where Religious Life 
is properly situated? The document does not resolve the issue, it states only that 

 (LG 43). Perhaps the best 
approach of interpretation is to open the injunction between the clerical and lay states, joining in 
both states: "in a manner analogous to the eschatological nature of the state of religious life, which 
presupposes a tension between the already now and the not yet Kingdom of God, the male CRL also 
has to deal with the tension related to this double belonging due to its liminal nature. It lives the 
tension of identification both with the lay state and with the clerical state"(SATLER, 2015, 114). 

"Not belonging to the hierarchical structure of the Church, although deeply felt by members 
of it, the Religious-Brother becomes what J. B. Metz called a dangerous and subversive memory for a 
Church always in search of renewed fidelity. It thus announces a new way of being a Church, more 
fraternal, more participatory, a Church-communion that not only has the face of Peter, but the 
features of Mary; and with her, the mother and prototype of the Church, completes the unfinished 
prophecy of the Magnificat "(FERRE, 2015). 
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b) Perfectae Caritatis Decree 

The document on the convenient renewal of the religious life (28.10.1965), is inserted from 
the propositions of Lumen Gentium. Following the conciliar motivation, it proposes to return "to the 
sources of the whole Christian life and to the genuine inspiration of the Institutes, but also their 
adaptation to the new conditions of the times" (PC 2). This encounter with the Gospel and the first 
foundational intuition was a vigorous impulse towards the acquisition of the true spirit that animates 
fraternity. "Where the encounter with these sources and with the original inspiration was partial or 
weak, the fraternal life took risks and also had a certain diminution of vigor" (The Fraternal Life in 
Community, n.1). 

Let us devote more attention to the number 10, entitled "The lay religious life". The first 
sentence of this session may go unnoticed, but for us it is of fundamental importance: "The lay 
religious life, both of men and women, constitutes in itself a complete state of the profession of the 
evangelical counsels" (PC 10). No one dares to argue on the lay dimension and its complete 
consecration of the female Religious Life. The question prevails with regard to consecrated men, who 
must understand and be understood as fully consecrated, without any demerit or incompleteness. 
Sometimes in many male religious we find a certain low esteem and also in the whole Church, among 
clergymen (deacons, priests and bishops) an idea that these men have remained "half way", 
especially in the case of religious brothers in clerical institutes. But attention, also among nuns it is 
common to hear that "such a religious is so good that he should be ordinated." 

Let's go back to PC number 10. The Council affirms that it considers the lay religious life with 
great esteem, "so useful it is, to the pastoral mission of the Church in the education of youth, care of 
the sick and other ministries." Thinking about the usefulness of Consecrated Life can refer us to 
questions related to the being and the doing of our lives, since being and doing are constitutive 
elements of the life of all people. Later on, we will reflect on the identity of the religious brother in 
this regard. 

The number 10 concludes by saying that it is possible for some religious brothers to "receive 
the sacred orders, by disposition of the General Chapter, to attend to the needs of the priestly ministry 
in their homes." Some congregations have adapted themselves in this sense, others have definitively 
banished this possibility in the general chapters that followed. 

At the conclusion of this conciliar  from the lay Religious Life perspective, the 
impression remains that the theme of Consecrated Religious Life (CRL) was treated by the Council 
more under the emphasis of disciplinary norms to guide its adaptation to the new conditions of the 
present times than in deepening the theological problems of Religious Life. 

 

c) The synod on the Religious Life consecrated 

After the synods dedicated to the laity (1987) and the presbyters (1990) it was the turn of the 
Religious Life to be reflected in the post-conciliar period (1994). In the instrumentum laboris the 
question of the lay vocation appeared several times, many of them advocating in favor of the lay 
religious participation in their respective governments in the case of clerical institutes. 
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In 1996 the post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata was published, whose numbers 
60 and 61 are dedicated to the religious brothers3. Pope John Paul II recognizes the ministry of the 
religious brothers, who participate in the mission of proclaiming the Gospel and the witness of charity 
in daily life. Such ministry then requires an adequate human, spiritual, theological, pastoral and 
professional formation. 

If Lumen Gentium had difficulty in reflecting the identity of the CRL before the other baptized, 
Vita Consecrata also advanced little. The document emphasizes the baptismal character of the faithful, 
saying that "everyone who has been regenerated in Christ is called to live, by the power that comes 
from the gift of the Spirit, the chastity proper to his state of life, obedience to God and the Church, and 
a reasonable detachment from material goods, because all are called to holiness." Thus, the 
differential of the CRL in relation to the other vocations does not reside here. "Baptism, by itself, does 
not include the call to celibacy or virginity, renunciation of possession of goods, and obedience to a 
superior, in the form required by the evangelical counsels. Therefore, the profession of the latter 
presupposes a particular gift of God not granted to all, as Jesus himself stresses in the case of 
voluntary celibacy (cf. Mt 19, 10-12; VC 30). 

 
Vita Consecrata, in dealing with religious priests, cannot unleash the reflection of this identity: 

"the sacrament of the Order finds a peculiar fecundity in such consecration, since it requires and favors 
the demand of a more intimate belonging to the Lord" (VC 30). For a diocesan priest does something 
different occur? 

Then the text presents the change in the nomenclature of "lay institutes" to "religious institutes 
of brothers", thus evoking the rich spirituality of fraternity. These Religious are called to be brothers 
of Christ, deeply united with him the firstborn among many brothers' (Rom 8:29); brothers to one 
another, in mutual love and working together in the Church in the same service of what is good; 
brothers to everyone, in their witness to Christ's love for all, especially the lowliest, the neediest; 
brothers for a greater brotherhood in the Church  

And continuing the number 60 of the VC: 
consecrated life, Religious Brothers are an effective reminder to Religious Priests themselves of the 
fundamental dimension of brotherhood in Christ, to be lived among themselves and with every man 

Mt 23:8). 

 

d) The Year of Religious Life 

In 2015, the Jesuit Bergoglio, after two years at the chair of Peter , instituted the Year of 
Consecrated Life. In his letter of convocation, Pope Francisco invited the RCL to see the present with 
joy, the past with gratitude and the future with hope, motivating all consecrated persons to "retrace 
the path of past generations to capture the inspiring spark, the ideals, the projects, the values that 
moved them, starting with the Founders, the Foundress and the first communities.4 " 

                                                           
3 Both numbers have more than 700 words. Perfectae Caritatis presents the question of the religious brothers 
in little more than 100. 

 
 
4 FRANCISCO, Apostolic Letter to consecrated persons for the proclamation of the Year of Consecrated Life (21.11.14) 
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In this brief document we can choose the words 'Gospel' and 'communion' as their keenest 
ideas: a) the gospel, taken as a vademecum for daily life and for the choices we are called to make. 
b) And communion, motivated within each institute and with each other, and then open to a larger 
field. 

In the spirit of the Year of Consecrated Life, the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated 
Life published the document "You are all brothers" on the identity and mission of the religious 
brother in the Church. Let us not spend much time in presenting the structure of the text, but looking 
directly at what matters for us, in a special way at this moment: what is the ministeriality of lay 
religious in the Church? 

 

II. THE IDENTITY AND MISSION OF THE RELIGIOUS BROTHER IN THE CHURCH 

"The identity of the consecrated person depends on the spiritual maturation: it is the 
work of the Spirit that impels one to conform to Jesus Christ, according to that 
particular modality that is given by the original charism, mediation of the Gospel to the 
members of a certain institute" (Fraternal Life in community, n. 36). 

One of the hallmarks of the Council was the emphasis given to the communion of all those 
baptized in the same mystery of Christ, understood as the People of God, gathered by the action of 
the Spirit of the Lord. Religious brothers find their natural habitat in this context of communion, their 
belonging to the People of God and also united to all those who, through religious consecration, 
reflect the essence of the Church, a mystery of communion. In it, they keep alive the obligation of 
fraternity as a form of witness to the Trinity (cf.VC 41-46). 

This ecclesial communion will be exercised in internal aspects of the Church, such as the 
sacramental dimension of baptism, belonging to the People of God, solidarity with all those who 
endure injustices on the earth, and also integrating the elements of secularity "of culture, science, 
human health, the world of work, caring for the weak and disadvantaged "(All You ..., 10, §5). The 
document thus highlights the personal integration of laity and sacredness, the sacred and the profane 
in the life of the brother, "unity that becomes more evident through the human incarnation of the 
Son of God" (All of you ..., n.10, §4). Brother is called to live this incarnated and unifying 
spirituality which facilitates encounter with God, not only by listening to the Word, in the sacraments, 
the liturgy and in prayer, but also in everyday life, in all of his daily tasks, in world history, in the 
ongoing human enterprise, in material reality, in work and technology. This spirituality is based on a 
profound vision of the unity of God's plan. It is the same God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who 
created the world and who saves it. It is about bringing all of life to prayer and ensuring that prayer 
continues in life (All of you ..., n.19). 

What stands out in the identity of the religious Brother is perhaps its unifying, unifying 
character. Being a consecrated layman, the Brother seeks to overcome in his own life the dichotomy 
between the sacred and the profane, and to discover the footsteps of a God whose presence is not 
limited by specific times or spaces. "For the religious Brother, the world is a place of encounter with 
God, of mission and of sanctification; he discovers and experiences God in the temporal realities 
proper to his ministry. This is the mystic of the religious Brother, also called incarnate or apostolic 
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spirituality. It makes Brothers contemplative in action, monks in the city, people who are not content 
with superficial readings of reality, but pierce it with the eyes of God to discover his footprints and by 
listen to the voice of the Spirit "(FERRE, 2015). 

The committed lay Christian effectively reminds the Religious Brother that he cannot be 
indifferent to the salvation of humanity, nor to progress on the earth which is loved by God and geared 
to Christ. The Brother reminds the committed lay Christian in the secular society that progress on the 
earth is not the ultimate goal, and that "the building up of the earthly city has its foundation in the 
Lord (cf.  

To reflect on the identity of the religious brother, the text of the Sacred Congregation founds 
Christian identity in two icons linked to the Last Supper: the Eucharist of the Synoptics and the Foot 
washing of John. "Giving away of our life and the dimension of service point to the gift of self for the 
sake of the Lord Jesus and in him to every member of the human family "(All of you, no. 12). 

The brother experiences the love of God and proclaims it to other people, becoming a 
mediator of the love of God, in a world that is contradictory, unjust, but, at the same time, beautiful 
and full of the grace of God. "This capacity is the result of a permanent process of openness to God 
through his consecration, that is, of the daily living of his baptismal priesthood" (All of you, n.23). 

"We are seen as people who give classes, who are with the young, attend the sick, coordinate 
catechesis, do social works, maintain apostolic works, collaborate in a thousand details of the mission, 
or have a discreet presence in the silence of a monastery. Yes, this is a little bit of what the Brother 
does; but it is an external and superficial view. The Brother, of course, does many things and even 
many people value him positively; consider him a good professional and a great worker. This, 
however, is no exclusivity: there are many people like him, in the most varied spheres.  

To further deepen the identity of the Brother, one must ask the why and the how of that; thus, 
it is necessary to deepen his being. The Brother in the Church is much more than cheap labor. When 
the Brothers live together, share and collaborate with laypeople and priests, an osmosis operates in 
which each group discovers and establishes its own identity; then we become aware that what we 
are is more important than what we do. On the one hand, people evaluate what is in the heart of the 
Brother, giving meaning to his life - consecration, spirituality, community life, his sense of mission and 
his specific charism. On the other hand, Brothers rediscover and recognize the vocation 
and of the priest in the Church. These relations are based on communion" (FERRE, 2015). 

 

The prophetic-missionary dimension 

Communion and mission are profoundly connected with each other, they 
interpenetrate and mutually imply each other, to the point that communion represents 
both the source and the fruit of mission: communion gives rise to mission and mission 
is accomplished in communion  (Christifideles Laici 32). 

To think about the missionary dimension of consecration is not simply to think of external 
apostolic activities. 
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among the Brothers and finds expression in the Church's mission. It returns to the community and 
nourishes its life from the reality experienced in the mission  

The figure of the prophet, as the Scriptures show us, is framed by personal conflicts and 
contexts. "People who sometimes resist transmitting the message, who feel their own fragility and 
limitations; people who know that they will come into conflict by what they announce and denounce; 
but deep down are people who allow themselves to be seduced by the Lord, conscious that their 
strength comes not from themselves but from God. In this people of prophets is inserted the mission 
of the religious Brother, as an individual and as a community: to live and proclaim the prophecy of 
fraternity, in the society and in the Church. (FERRE, 2015). 

It is important to emphasize the value of the religious community, and not of isolated 
individuals, "solitary wolves". The entire community is responsible for the mission entrusted to it by 
the Church.  

 the community is, for Brothers, an experience more than a place; or better still, the 
Brothers live together, gather in a place, to deeply develop that experience. In that way they are 
responding to the call to be experts in communion, effective signs of the possibility of living deeper 

 n.24)  

  Prophecy is first exercised by one's own lifestyle, in a world that prizes for competition, for 
consumption, for enjoyment. The fraternity of brothers 
mutual interdependence, of harmony and solidarity that are open and reach out, in a demanding way 

(All you ..., n. 25). Part of the 
process of conversion, is going back continually to basics, to their prophetic mission in the Church: 

the Brothers, within the community and also outwards from the community  (All of you ..., n.26). 

In his recent trip to Chile (January 2018), Pope Francis urged religious to "renew our prophecy 
is to renew our commitment to not waiting for an ideal world, an ideal community, an ideal 
discipleship to live or to evangelize, but to create the conditions so that each person facing hardships 
may meet Jesus. You do not love situations or ideal communities, you love people "(16.01.18). 

Consecrated persons are "in mission" by virtue of their very consecration, to which they bear 
witness in accordance with the ideal of their Institute." Indeed, more than in external works, the 
mission consists in making Christ present to the world through personal witness. It is, therefore, not 
a question of task but of identity, I am a mission  on this earth; that is the reason why I am here in 
this world. (cf. All you ..., n.28).  

As for the places where the religious brothers are called to be, we cannot forget the 
provocations of Pope Francis about the existential peripheries, or those new poverties, new miseries 
under the multiple forms in which they present themselves in different regions of the world, injured 
in their rights (cf. EG 191, Fraternal Life in Community, No. 67). 

m the heart of secular 
 (All of you, 31). 
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III. A THEOLOGY OF BROTHER JESUS  

The call to live the fraternity of Jesus is the essence of the vocation of the 
religious Brother. It is a call to the whole people of God, but the Brother assumes 
it as his own goal, he lives it and wants to be a living memory of that fraternity. 
This is the gift received (FERRE, 2015). 

Among so many glimpses about the mystery of the incarnation of the Son of God, which the 
CRL itself so well identified in its various conceptions, the dimension of brother Jesus draws our 
attention to the present opportunity. This theological approach is in no way opposed to that of the 
priest-pastor Jesus, but complements it. On the contrary, to affirm unilaterally the priestly dimension 
of Jesus can lead, as it did, to a clerical, hierarchical emphasis of the Church, which ultimately 
obscures the fraternal character of the ecclesial community. 

"It is interesting to see how in the Gospel there is a progressive awareness of Jesus as brother. 
The apostles, who felt themselves to be disciples of the Master Jesus, listen at the last supper that 
the Master no longer wants them to be servants, but friends. And the risen Jesus refers to them as 
brothers when he speaks to Mary of Magdala: 
ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God  (John 20:17; FERRE, 2015). 

 

Old Testament Contributions 

In the OT, the Hebrew term for brother is ah , which means, primarily, son of the same 
parents, and may also mean other male relatives, such as nephews and foster brothers. The Greek 
equivalents are  (adelphé), meaning son / 
daughter of the same mother. And even though it meant primarily the biological aspect, it was soon 
associated with the figurative sense, considering brother as belonging to the covenant with God. For 
the individual [in the Old Testament], a brother was someone who belonged, like him, not to any 
people, but to the only chosen people of God. This means that fraternity does not depend merely on 
a common racial descent, but on a common election by God  (RATZINGER Apud SATLER, 2015, 28). 

Israel, while considering every person a brother/sister through Abraham, became sectarian in 
relation to other peoples. Jesus seems to have reservations about this exclusivist tendency: "And do 
not think that it is enough to say, 'We have Abraham as our father,' for I tell you that even from these 
stones God can raise up children for Abraham" (Mt 3,9). 

The word 'neighbor' (in Greek (plesion), rea , in Hebrew, means the relationship 
between the members of Israel, but also refers to someone outside this circle who is residing in the 
country. For an Israeli, all other Israelites are neighbors, but in different ways: "The notion of 
'neighbor' was subject to a serious process of reduction, tending to identify 'compatriot' with 'co-
religionist', therefore, the question of the lawyer to Jesus is relevant: 'who is my neighbor?' 
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New Testament Contributions 

If in the OT the biological meaning prevails in the occurrences of the word brother, 
approximately half of the occurrences of the terms adelphos / adelphé in the New Testament is used 
figuratively / spiritually, to speak of relations between the people of Israel or among Christians. 
Adelphos occurs at least 343 times in the New Testament, 13 of which in the Acts of the Apostles; 
Adelphé is used 25 times. There is, however, no uniformity in the use of the term5. 

With his practice and his preaching, Jesus proposes new criteria for the ties of brotherhood. 
The biological criterion and the clan are no longer enough, insufficient to embrace God's proposal. In 
the face of the distress of his mother and of his relatives who came to him, Jesus indicates who 
constitutes his new family: "Here is my mother and my brothers, for he who does the will of my Father 
who is in heaven, this he is my brother, sister and mother "(Mt 12:49). The bonds of biological 
fraternity are not abolished, but integrated into a larger and more radical project. 

In Jesus we see that the criterion of suffering/compassion is also considered in the relationship 
of proximity, just remember how it answers the question 'who is my neighbor?', Telling the parable 
of the Good Samaritan. "Neighbor," as the parable explains, it is not only the brother in the faith, but 
everyone who is "beside us" of whom we are, precisely because he is close to us (BAUER, apud 
SATLER, 2015, p.35). 

"All of you are brothers" (Matthew 23: 8) are the words of Jesus to his disciples that best express 
the will of Jesus over his community. By the will of his Lord, the Church must first of all be fraternity, 
because "you are all brothers". Living this grace is the great task of all who form the Church of Jesus. 
Faithful to this teaching, St. Matthew will often use in his Gospel the designation of "brother" to speak 
of the believer or disciple. The metaphor of the family and especially the designation "brother" 
among the disciples expresses the essence of Jesus' will over his Church. 

Let us follow Satler's conclusions in this regard: "Living as brothers/sisters seems to sum up 
Jesus' proposal for his Church. According to Matthew, the fraternity becomes a great parable for the 
organization and for the ecclesial dynamics. The life of fraternal equality does not ignore the diversity 
and the natural and charismatic differences that are present among the brothers and sisters of the 
same family: differences in aptitudes, differences of responsibilities between older brothers and 
siblings, difference in vocations in different areas. Fraternity advocates the establishment of 
horizontal relations between siblings, different from vertical relationships between parents and 
children. He does not close its eyes to the presence of rivalries between brothers, born out of 
immaturity. It refers, ultimately, to the loving and natural bond between consanguineous brothers. 

 Church should be, according to Matthew "(SATLER, 2015, p.40). 

 

                                                           
5 It is interesting to note the differences in the use of adelphos by the evangelists. In John 15:14, for example, 
John replaces the word adelphos with philos (friend). The Fourth Gospel uses the word adelphos outside the 
meaning of blood relationship only in two places: 20, 17, and 21, 23 (SATLER, p. 32). Only Matthew, among 
the Synoptic Gospels, often uses the term 'brother' (adelphos) in a metaphorical sense to indicate a member 
of the community" (Overman, apud Satler, 2015, 36). 
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"Feeling and being a brother of Jesus is not the fruit of a simple logical reasoning. It is a gift that 
is received in faith, which is lived and transmitted. The religious Brother expresses the acceptance of 
this gift through religious consecration, concretized it in the three vows: chastity, as a fruit of the 
personal love of God, which leads to universal love and the experience of brotherhood; poverty, which 
makes available to the service, especially to the poor; and obedience, which is the discernment and 
community search of the Father's will "(FERRE, 2015). 

Paul uses the terms adelphos /adelphés, more in the plural and less in the singular, 112 times 
in his seven letters, which suggests that Paul assumes and promotes the relationship between him 
and his addressees, as well as among themselves, as a relationship of equal brothers, who share a 
feeling of affection, mutual responsibility and solidarity. It is, therefore, good news, such as that 
announced and lived by Jesus with the closest circle of his disciples and the farthest circle of the other 
followers, impoverished and sinners with whom he related. Fraternity/brotherhood is, for Paul, an 
identity and a structuring element of Christians. 

Paul's writing which clearly shows a change in the social relationships resulting from the 
fellowship is Philemon. The appeal of Paul to Philemon to receive his slave Onesimus back (1:12) is 
grounded in the evangelical fellowship between the two. Paul addresses Philemon as brother (1,7) 
and asks him to receive Onesimus back "no longer as a slave, but rather better than as a slave, as a 
beloved brother" (1:16)6. 

Concerning Colossians and Ephesians, the low frequency of the use of  is 
noted: only seven times in the two letters. In addition to the occurrences in the two letters, there is 
a lower frequency than each of the authentic Pauline letters taken individually, with the exception of 
Philemon7. 

In the Letter to the Hebrews, we want to focus on a few verses: it was fitting that God, for 
whom and through whom everything exists, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect 
through what he suffered. Both the one who makes people holy and those who are made holy are of 

 (Heb 2: 10-12). 

There is an important element here in the letter for the Christological foundation of the 
vocation of brothers and deserves a further deepening: for having become brother of the human 
race, Jesus worked out the salvation of humanity and all other creatures. Coinciding with the image 
of Jesus as priest, in this verse appears the image of Jesus as brother in faith. More precisely, the 
emphasis on fraternity is affirmed as the prerequisite for the exercise of the high priesthood: 
to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high 

 

                                                           
6 One cannot ignore the fact that Paul, on other occasions, as in 1 Cor 4:14, establishes a father-son relationship between 
him and the recipients of his letters, or that he claims for himself and other members of the communities a leadership 
role and presidency, as in 1 Thessalonians 5:12. Such occasions, however, have no preponderance in relation to the 
brother-brother model evoked by him frequently throughout his letters. 
 
7 Philemon, however, with only 25 verses, presents 5 occurrences of olossians and Ephesians, with a 
total of 250 verses, present only 2 occurrences more than Philemon. 
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By the incarnation, Jesus, renouncing the glory exposed at the beginning of the letter to the 
Hebrews, joined himself to human weakness and greatness, had to be like his brothers in everything, 
proved like us in all things except in sin (Heb 4:15), together with his brethren gathered in the great 
assembly of mankind, to turn to God and acknowledge his loving nature, to take meal together, to 
celebrate, and to sing the praises of God. 

Titus and Timothy. Leaving aside the Pauline emphasis on brotherhood, these two letters use 
the category of family structure whose main concern is the management of relationships between 
parents and children, masters and slaves. 

Tito ignores the use of As for 1Timóteo, there is a transition in the differentiation 
between the use of , which are reserved for naming the young boys and girls of 
the community, unlike the elders and ladies (5,1-2). This same letter explains what was already 
signaled in Colossians and Ephesians: vertical relationships, traditionally found within a family home, 
are transposed into the organization of the Church: "For if one does not know how to govern his house 
well, of the Church of God? "(3,5). The Church, the community of the faithful, is seen, explicitly, as a 
house,  (3,15). Vertical relationships of submission and obedience present within a home, 
between slave and master, wife and husband, son and father, begin to dawn on the Church in 
substitution of the brother-brother horizontal relationship. 

As a result, the Church became a stratified and hierarchical community, led by those men who 
lead their human families as well. The hierarchy of social relations found in the human home is 
presented as the ideal structure for the Church: slaves should serve their masters, especially if they 
are believers (1 Tim 6: 1-2, Tt 2: 9-10); women should be submissive to their husbands and be good 
workers at home (Tt 2,5): the organization of the ecclesiastical body was a process which, without 
denying the value of fraternity, ignored it as a structuring element of the relations in the Church. 

We can then characterize this change as the transition from the model of an egalitarian 
community of hierarchical house-community structure, a community of 
masters and subordinates, structured according to the relative positions of different social groups. 

A brief space of years separates Matthew's writing from pastoral letters. While in his 
community Matthew was striving to keep alive the fraternal ideal, the pastoral letters already 
indicate an early distancing from this ideal, with the introduction in the community of differentiations 
that in a certain sense break the horizontal dimension of fraternity (cf. SATLER, 2015, pp. 54-57) 

Becoming a brother of Jesus is fundamental in the Christian universe. The risen Lord is he who 
by his incarnation became our brother and brother of all creatures. This theological fraternity expands 
in circles of communion from the nucleus of the concrete religious fraternity where the brothers and 
sisters live: communion with the particular Church, communion with the universal Church, with the 
other institutes of consecrated life, with the laity, communion with the impoverished and with those 
who endure (SATLER, 2015, 124). 

The conclusions of Manuel Mateos are even more disturbing: "Not even theological treatises 
on the Church usually dedicate a chapter to the Church as fraternity; this is supposed to. However, 
we should perhaps explain it more in words and, above all, in works. However, [...] fraternity stems 
logically from the faith we profess, if we take seriously that God is Father and that Jesus is our brother.  
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The subject is so serious that if the Church does not live out fraternity and if it does not make 
fraternity a fundamental reason for its presence in the world, it is not the Church of Jesus. The same 
thing happens to the Church as to salt, which It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown 
out and trampled underfoot. (Mt 5: 13; Mateos, apud SATLER, 2005, 80). 

 

IV. LAY BROTHERS NOWDAYS:  
BETWEEN CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

 
CRL is an attempt to synthesize several elements that are not always satisfactorily achieved. 

We know that evangelical perfection will only be possible when we see the Lord face to face (cf. 1Cor 
13,12). Until then, we have to make the effort and the will to follow Him in the best way. Among the 
many aspects that could be remembered, we list some of them, inspired by the reflections of the 
document "The fraternal life in community", 1994. Before we turn to the reality of the religious 
brothers, let us address some challenging syntheses of the VRC in general. 

Individual / community 

Modernity brought into the VRC the valorization of the subject, recognized no more as one 
among many equals, but as someone with its history, motivations, talents. There are two risks here 
that surround the lives of the consecrated: to exacerbate in the valuation of the individual to the 
prejudice of the communitarian project, or the communitarianism leveling. Religious community is the 
place where the daily and patient passage from "me" to "us" takes place, from my commitment to a 
commitment entrusted to the community, from seeking "my things" to seeking "the things of Christ" (Fraternal 
Life in Community, n. 39). In the case of the religious brothers, who are called to walk with one foot 
in the Church and another in the secular world, the temptation to tread their own path in the 
communal absence will always be something to look after. 

Community is a key-stone in the spirituality of the religious-Brother. Community is a 
theological reality, a space where the experience of God can reach its fullness and communicate to 
others. This leads the Brother to open his prayer to the reality of history and to be the echo of a life 
of solidarity; a prayer that gathers the sorrows and joys of those whom God sets in his way. For the 
Religious-Brother, his community brothers, the people he encounters daily, especially the poor, 
become for him living sacraments of God and interpellations of the Spirit (FERRE, 2015).  

Religious are not only "called" to an individual personal vocation. Their call is also a "con-
vocation" -- they are called with others, with whom they share their daily life  (Fraternal life in 
community, n.44). Or, moreover, that, for religious men and women, 
fulfilment comes through their communities. One who tries to live an independent life, detached from 

 (Fraternal 
life in community, n.25). 

Jesus Christ announced his universal fraternity in the Father who made us his relatives, his 
sons and brothers among us. He reversed the relations of power and dominion, giving himself an 
example of how to serve and put himself in the last place. During the last supper, he entrusted to 
them the new commandment of mutual love; addressing the Father, he asked for the unity of all 
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according to the model of the Trinitarian unity: "that they may all be one; even as you, Father, are in 
me and I in you, that they also may be in us" (cf. Jn. 17:21; The Fraternal Life in Community, n.9) 

Community / Mission 

the disciple who must live with Jesus and with the group of those following him and the apostle who 
 And the Institutes of 

Consecrated Life document states: 
community, and to favor diversity over unity, has had a profound impact on fraternal life in common, 
to the point that this has become, at times, almost an option rather than an integral part of religious 

8. 

Community life is not enough, but a community life with quality, in a fraternal and respectful 
atmosphere. Regarding this, the second priority of the National CRB for the period 2016-2019 
regarding Humanizing and Solidarity Relations states that it is necessary to "intensify the culture of 
encounter with oneself, with the others, with creation and with God, so that community relationships, 
as well as those on the level of intergenerational and intercultural, become circular, affective, solidary, 
living the values of communion, gratuity, closeness and mercy." 

 

Activism / Contemplation 

Sometimes the sincere desire to serve the Church, the attachment to the institute's works, as 
well as the pressing requests of the particular Church can easily lead religious men and religious 
women to overburden themselves with work, with a consequent less availability of time for common 
life (cf. Fraternal life in community, n. 5). 

"In Religious Life, there are so many demands on the day to day that many do not have time 
to live as consecrated persons, which shows the contradiction: not having time to pray, to live with 
the people of our religious community, not having time to be with people 'out there', not having time 
to be a sign of the Kingdom"(ARAÚJO JUNIOR, 2017, n.77) 

 

CHALLENGES TO LAY RELIGIOUS 

The Marist religious, which we have already quoted in previous passages throughout this 
article, lists at the end of his article four great challenges to the religious brothers, which, we 
transcribe literally: 

                                                           
8 A one-sided and exasperated stress on freedom contributed to the spread of a culture of individualism throughout the 
west, thus weakening the ideal of life in common and commitment to community projects. We also observe other 
reactions which were equally one-sided, such as flight into safely authoritarian projects, based on blind faith in a 
reassuring leader. (Fraternal Life in Community, n. 4).  
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1. The temptation of secularity. Our lay character, our professional preparation can lead us to put 
our consecrated condition in the background. When we consider ourselves as one more among 
people and dilute our consecration, we endanger our identity. 

2. The temptation of clericalism. Our vocation is not always understood and valued. The priest 
continues to have a social status ... The Religious-Brother, if he fails to assume his vocation as a 
complete state of life in himself, may be tempted to attain a certain fullness by becoming a priest or 
performing similar functions. 

3. The temptation of professionalism. We, religious Brothers, not only have a religious and theological 
formation, but a professional preparation that enables us to carry out the various tasks in which our 
ministry is expressed. There we can find prestige and security, but an excessive accent in this aspect 
can lead us to question the very identity of consecrated persons. 

4. The temptation of individualism, a social phenomenon that seeks to infect us. We, religious 
Brothers, are a community of consecrated persons who live a ministerial fraternity. When 
individualism stifles this fundamental reality, our mystical and prophetic being enters in crisis (FERRE, 
2015). 

In keeping with previous challenges, it is important to delve deeper into the theme of 
clericalism, or as some prefer to say, neo-clericalism, which can be described as a strange hybridism 
of conservative traits with refinements of electronic and mediatic postmodernity. "On the outside 
are behaviors and manifestations that recall the previous discipline, with cassocks, solemn robes, 
exuberant habits and celebrations that border the baroque. But on the inside, it is a festive 
postmodernity taken place, easily superficial, more inclined to do than to be a gift for others; more 
external than internal, more aesthetic than theological, more of the altar show than of the silent 
service to the people, more of the active and ostentatious power that of humble service, more of an 
external ecclesiastical discipline than of interior and coherent freedom (LIBANIO, 2005, 177). 

Although the Council insisted on an ecclesiology of communion, the Tridentine model lived 
by the Church for four centuries did not change attitudes overnight. The high rate of abandonment 
of the CRL and of priests made it very ambiguous in the Church, looking for security in the past, solid, 
sure, and clear.9 

Pope Francisco on his trip to Chile warned of this danger of being nostalgic of the past, 
forgetting to project ourselves into the future: "There are new and varied cultural forms that do not 
fit in the usual contours. And we have to recognize that we often do not know how to get into these 
new situations. We often dream of the 'onions of Egypt' and forget that the promised land is ahead, 
not behind. That promise is from yesterday, but it is about tomorrow. And then we can fall into the 
temptation to close ourselves and isolate ourselves to defend our positions that turn out to be just 
good monologues. We may be tempted to think that everything is wrong and instead of professing a 
'good news', all we profess is apathy and deception. So, we close our eyes to the pastoral challenges, 

                                                           
9 Zygmunt Bauman, in a posthumous book, launched in 2017, called these phenomena 'retrotopia' (Ed Zahar), 
by putting hope not in the future but in the return to the past. 
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thinking that the Spirit has nothing to say. In this way we forget that the Gospel is a way of conversion, 
but not only of others, also  (16.01.18). 

In 2016, the IV Brothers' Seminary of the National CRB10 was celebrated in Curitiba. In the 
final message, the participants raised three questions related to the deepening of the question of the 
fraternal identity of the Religious Brothers and their mission in the Church was followed by the raising 
of three current issues. The first question concerns the formation itinerary; the second addressed 
theological reflection and the insertion of the Religious Brother in the mission of the local Church; as 
third, the juridical status of the Religious Brothers in the Clerical Religious Institutes was treated11. 

 

6. The illiterate brothers 

The religious brothers were long identified as 'illiterate brothers'. It is praiseworthy that 
access to education has also reached the religious congregations, almost without the figure of the 
illiterate brother. But due regard for the literate brother12 still continues to challenge the CRL and 
the Church as a whole. (In fact, there is often a certain 'resistance' in recognizing the professional 
training of brothers nowadays, for it may be greater than that of the priest). Particularly, I say that 
having completed my Ph.D. in Moral Theology often leads me to questions about why I was not 
ordained, as if a specialization was something that almost forced me to be admitted into the 
sacrament of Orders. 

In the case of us, Franciscans, we say in our Ratio Studiorum that all brothers, clergy and laity 
should have the same formation, thus avoiding any kind of discrimination. The big question is that 
the model adopted is often the clerical one. When there is an opportunity to form lay brothers 
differently, often improvisation and carelessness are noted. 

 

7. The participation of the brothers in the governments of the institutes 

The last challenge listed here is the participation of lay religious in their respective 
governments. In many congregations either there is an express prohibition on laymen to assume the 
office of government, or there is a veiled situation that precludes such elections. The Clericalia 
instituta decree, published in 1967, outlined the functions that lay brothers could take in a clerical 
congregation: "they can perform all tasks that have no direct relation to the priestly ministry; they 
cannot, however, serve as vicars or superiors, at general, provincial or local level. " 

The final message of the Fourth Brothers Seminar was also expressed, saying that "in spite of 
initiatives for the promotion and integration of Religious Brothers in the various fields of work and 
mission of the respective Institutes, there remains the canonical distinction that segregates in those 
Institutes those members who can or cannot assume government services. " 

                                                           
10 CRB stands for Conferência Religiosa do Brasil (Brazilian Religious Conference).  
 
11 Final message of the Fourth Seminar of the religious brothers. National CRB (Curitiba, 9.10.2016). 
 
12 In this context, it means a Brother who did higher studies, got university diploma, etc.  
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The Minor Friars, the Capuchin Friars and the Conventual Friars have endeavored to have 
recognized in the Church their fraternal identity, which is denied by being counted among the clerical 
institutes. We do not wish to be counted among the clerical institutes, nor among the lay institutes. 
We postulate a third way of identity: the mixed institutes, in which clerical brothers and lay brothers 
have equal rights and responsibilities, including government services. 

The possibility of this third way was signaled by the Perfectae Caritatis decree, which 
recognized an institutional identity not merely lay for the VRC: "Male monasteries, however, and 
Institutes not merely lay, can admit, according to their nature and according to the clergymen and 
laymen, who shall have the same rights and duties, except in those things which come from the Sacred 
Order  (PC 15).  

The status questionis has advanced to the present moment, but without yet definitive 
pronouncement. 

In a world so often deeply divided and before all his brothers in the faith, they witness 
the capacity for communion of goods, fraternal affection, the project of life and 
activity. This capacity comes from the fact that they have heeded the invitation to 
follow more freely and more closely Christ the Lord, sent by the Father, so that, first 
among many brothers, he instituted, in the gift of his Spirit, a new fraternal communion 
(Religious and Human Promotion, 1980, n. 26). 

 

CONCLUSION 

In a competitive, individualistic world, which prizes more for the image than for the truth, not 
wanting to overlap (in the sense of being haughty), but to go along together, it unfortunately appears 
as something innovative. 

All the Good News of Jesus cannot be restricted to the altars. In Evangelii Gaudium, Francis 
provokes: "Who would dare to shut up in a temple and silence the message of St. Francis of Assisi and 
Blessed Teresa of Calcutta? They could not accept it. An authentic faith - which is never comfortable 
or individualistic - always has a deep desire to change the world, to transmit values, to leave the earth 
a little better after our passage through it" (EG 183). 

We want as brothers to bear witness to fraternal life, among our brothers of congregations 
and among the people we meet. This is a mission that vocations ministry cannot renounce. Religious 
life is, in the first place, an experience of brotherhood/fraternity. 

We want to do well what we do, hence there is an increasing need for suitable professional 
training that allows us to enter the world of work with competence and commitment. If we fall into 
the logic of being better than others , we will betray the Gospel. 

In family life, if the phone rings saying that our brother is going through difficulties, all 
commitments are canceled: my brother needs me! In this regard, to be a brother is to assume the 
consequences of that identity. In a quadra13 collected by my confrere Francisco van der Poel, it is 

                                                           
13 It is a small poem, formed by a strophe of four verses. 
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sung: "Saint Francis is my father, Saint Anthony is my brother. Angels are my relatives. What a 
beautiful generation" (Araçuaí, 1975). 

 
Feeling ourselves as brothers, as familiars, gives us the certainty that we are not alone, we have 

a community to count on. This makes us happy and help us to be available for the mission.  
 
 
Perhaps humanity today, more than before, has to take DNA test to discover, with difficulty, that 

we are brothers, which refers to the dimension of care, concern, also in the small misunderstandings, 
typical of brothers, but above all else, brothers. 
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