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ST. JOHN BAPTIST DE LA SALLE (1)  
The present-day relevance  
of the Founder  
Brother Mario Presciuttini  
INTRODUCTION  
"No one lights a lamp to put it under a tub; they put it  on the lampstand where it shinesforeveryone in the house"  (Mt.5,15).  [image: ]
Our attempt to rediscover St.John Baptist de La Salle will  consist in giving a new slant to this Gospel truth.  [image: ]
We need to receive new light from the Founder's "lamp";  it has been burning now for 300 years, an unfailing spiritual  and educational beacon. We are passionately committed to  keeping it burning and wish to continue doing so always.  
One could say that we are now at a time when the need for  light is felt more acutely than ever: the birth and growth of  the Lasallian Family compels us first and foremost to see  clearly in order to hear what the Spirit is telling us, and to  commit ourselves to make the right response.  
We are called upon to profess clearly and decisively the  act of faith that the Rule of the Brothers has recently rest - ated:  
"The Brothers are convinced that the Holy Spirit was mani fested in a special way in the life, work and writings of St.John  Baptist de La Salle, their Father, and subsequently in the living  tradition of the Institute. They draw from these sources the  inspiration required by their mission and its fulfilment. For this  reason they strive constantly to deepen their knowledge of the  Founder and of the history of the Institute" (Rule 4).  
There is no doubt that what is said here can be and must  be shared, not only by the Brothers, but also by all the  members of the Lasallian Family, if we are to speak of the  Lasallian Family in the true and full sense of the word.  
1. The present-day relevance of the Founder:  some preliminary clarifications  [image: ]
Is our Founder relevant at the present time? We need to  stop and think a little about the meaning that we wish to give  the word "relevant", and to establish a few criteria by which  to judge the various things that might be said in connection  with it.  [image: ][image: ]
The topic is a difficult one, because the word ''relevance''  can lead to various errors of perspective when it comes to  establishing what is relevant and what is not in the ideas and [image: ] inspiration of a man who lived and worked 300 years ago. It  is a question of "interpretation" [1] and this entails risks:  [image: ][image: ]
a) There is the convenient and fashionable type of inter pretation which picks out certain aspects that give an im pression of relevance, more apparent than real. This is a  reductionistic interpretation of the original rich source, and  so it is partly misleading.  [image: ]
For example, this is what happened to our Founder when  he was considered solely as an expert in pedagogy, while the [image: ] fact that he was a master of the spiritual life was totally  neglected. Or vice versa [2] ...  
In this context, Miguel Campos has produced a very  shrewd analysis of the various "reductions" that have been  made in the last 300 years in the historical interpretation of  De La Salle. He concentrates in particular on three:  
- reductions in the appreciation of his writings;  - reductions with regard to his life;  
- reductions in the interpretation of his spirituality [3].  
b) It is possible to give an exaggerated significance to one  or other aspect of the complex life of the Founder and so  produce interpretations that are biaised and distorted. This  can be done, for example, by referring exclusively to his  writings and not linking them sufficiently with the events of  his life; or by using quotations, absolutely and without any  temporal context, from a variety of separate texts chosen  from among his teachings and from writings that reflect 40  years of growing experience and maturation.  
Part of this risk is to consider the Founder outside an  historical context and "in the abstract", cut off from the  social, religious and cultural context of 17th and 18th cen tury France [4]. The consequence of this is that what was of  very much a part of a situation and of a certain moment in  time becomes an absolute, and valid for all time; and it is  cut off from the ever relevant and life- giving major sources  of inspiration.  
c) All these different risks can be summarised basically  as two opposing excesses:  
- that of retreating into the past: cultivating fidelity to the  past can easily become conservatism and the cult of external  forms, not connected in any real way with the original inspir ation and charism.  
- that of losing contact with roots and living tradition  through a mistaken understanding of the idea of ''modern ity" and of responding to the present. This gives rise to crises  of identity, relativism in decisions and outlook, fragmenta tion ... to such an extent that it becomes difficult finally to  define clearly what being Lasallian really means.  
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In the face of all these risks it is necessary to draw up  criteria of interpretation, which will make it possible to [image: ] establish the relevance of the Founder in the most complete,  objective and efficient way possible.  [image: ][image: ]
These criteria, I think, can be reduced basically to the [image: ] following:  
1. A holistic approach  [image: ]
If we are looking for a message that has meaning for us [image: ] today, we must treat the life and work of the Founder as a  whole. In this way we will find there the essence and the  enduring part of his teaching. We have to avoid, therefore,  all compartmentalisation and any tendencies to isolate:  
- the life from his writings: facts without the written word [image: ] tend to be meaningless, and the written word without the [image: ] facts, empty of meaning.  
- areas of commitment from those of interest: there are not  three De La Salles - the expert in pedagogy, the master of  spirituality and the organiser of schools, but rather the one  who is at the same time saint, educator and founder, three  perfectly integrated and interdependent facets of the same  [image: ]person.  
[image: ]2. Picking out the essential elements  [image: ]
/  
/ The relevance of De La Salle should not be searched for  or seen in single original ideas or in series of ideas that led  to innovations and continue to astonish by their brilliance. It  seems to me it is important rather to pick out:  
,,.....,---- 
- the great guiding principles which have provided inspira tion for three centuries and still have the strength to give life  and inspire.  
- the most important insights that formed his thinking and  influenced his life.  
- the discriminating choices which guided and channeled  his apostolic work and that of founding the Institute.  
These are the essential elements that can constantly serve  as a point of reference. They are the family inheritance which  is still able to inspire and sustain new undertakings.  
3. The ability to inspire action  
The third criterion has to do with the ability of the Lasal lian system to respond to the needs and appeals of the  present time.  
The guiding principles, the insights and the choices I  mentioned in the previous section were intended to respond  to theurgent needs ofthe Founder's time. In our own age,  
these needs have not disappeared at all, nor have they grown [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] less urgent. Under different guises they have kept their [image: ] dramatic urgency.  
Hence, to base oneself on the Founder means, in the first  place, to adopt a certain way of looking at things and a [image: ][image: ] certain way of dealing with them. [image: ] 
This is the driving force mentioned by the Rule:  
"Today, as in the past, he challenges the Brothers, not only [image: ][image: ][image: ] as the one who established the Institute, but as the Founder [image: ] who continues to inspire and to sustain it'' (Rule 149).  
An important characteristic of this criterion and one  which is borne out historically is that it is fully in line with the [image: ] thinking of the post Vatican II Church. We shall go on to see [image: ] how the important decisions made by the Founder and his  basic insights reflect fully the approach to evangelisation,  ministry, spirituality and mission of present-day ecclesio [image: ][image: ]
logy.  
[image: ]***  
[image: ]
In the light of these criteria, viewed jointly, and applied as [image: ] far as possible consistently, I now propose to make a rapid [image: ] and scematic survey of those areas of St.John Baptist de La  Salle that I consider to be the outstanding examples of his [image: ] present-day relevance. [image: ][image: ] [image: ]
(1] This problem surfaces eveiy time an attempt is made to link the past  to the present and to see the connections: "In order to interpret. it is  necessary to assimilate and understand the evidence already provided by  tradition . ... The problem of interpretation has become more acute at the  present time. Because of cultural breaks with the past, the distance between  the evidence of tradition and our present day culture has been accentuated.  In the western world in particular, this has led to changes in attitudes  towards truth, values and traditional ideas. This is like a unilateral reas sessment of the present with regard to what has come from the past. It is  unilateral esteem for what is new as a criterion for thinking and acting"  (International Theological Commission document on "Interpretation of  dogmas''; Civilta Cattolica 3356/1990, p.148).  [image: ]
[2] Cf. R.Delille. "L"Ecole francaise de spiritualite". Desclee 1987, pp.  125-126. in which the author deplores precisely the relative ignorance of  the Founder as a master of the spiritual life, while his work as an innovator  in popular education and as the founder of a lay institute in the Church is  well known.  
[3] Cf. Cahier Lasallien 45, pp.56-68: These are pages that deserve to be  studied carefully. not possible in this article, because they ei.'J)lain the  importance of having an overall and balanced view of the various factors  that should never be separated if we are to give a complete picture of the  Founder.  
[4] Cf. in particular. Yves Poulet, "Origines Lasalliennes" (2 volumes),  1970: idem. "Jean Baptiste de La Salle aux prises avec son temps", C.L.  48, Rome 1988; Y. Poutet/J. Pungier, "Un educateur et un saint aux prises  avec la societe de son temps", Paris 1981, Elio D"Aurora, "lJna fedelta che  vive". A&C. Turin. 1985.  
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