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EPILOGUE to ‘TOTTERIDGE’ 1967-1972 

 

WHY HAVE VOCATIONS DRIED UP? 

WEIGHED AND FOUND WANTING 

 

My memories of Totteridge would lack depth, if mention were not made of a trend that began to 

seriously pre-occupy our Society in those years, a trend that still lacks a proper explanation. I 

mean the fast decline in the number of candidates hailing from the traditional sources, Europe and 

North America.  

Chapter 1974, challenged to restore self-confidence in our ranks and re-ignite interest among the 

youth, made a laudable attempt at reviving our mission by launching pioneer tasks in the areas of 

so-called primary evangelization beyond the frontiers of the already prospering local Churches. 

The implication was that well-established commitments were to be handed over to the local 

Church. The exercise, however, did little more than add a thin layer of varnish onto the fast 

vanishing missionary formula put forward by the pre-Independence missionary Encyclical 

Letters, which was: founding and establishing a Church in Africa that be capable of facing up to 

the disruption expected from the incoming wave of political and religious changes. Besides, even 

though the exercise rarely worked out well as a policy, the ‘hand-over’ dimension of it became, 

so to say, printed on the mind of confreres, with disastrous consequences for planning at all 

levels. One side-effect of this was the habit of handing over to the local Church, whatever its 

opinion on the operation, commitments, which for our own reasons we would not wish to 

maintain. The result has been an inclination to avoid challenges we could have met, had we 

seriously taken the means to do so… and as time went on we became weaker, and losers. Nothing 

attractive there for onlookers who might have chosen to join. 

With the benefit of hindsight, we can see that a number of positive steps were eventually taken, 

steps that gradually brought us to make a sounder discernment between, on the one hand, our 

predecessors’ necessarily time-conditioned vision of our Society’s mission, and on the other hand 

our enduring charism, which had from the beginning been the proclamation of the Gospel to the 

peoples of Africa and in the Near East. Among those steps I would count the decision made to 

welcome African candidates into our Society; that too of enlarging the scope of our membership 

by expanding vocation promotion to Brazil, India, Mexico and the Philippines. Worthy of praise, 

too, was the in-depth update and evangelical reformulation of our mission as achieved by Chapter 

of 1998, as well as its implementation by following Chapters; as also the gradual passing on of 

the service of authority to incoming generations.   

Yet, surprisingly enough, the question raised in 1972 still has not received a satisfactory reply: 

why this decline in the number of candidates from Europe and North America, that has since 

translated into a near total dry-up?  



 

2 

 

I need not repeat the many factors outside the range of our control, which have rightly been cited 

as explanations for that phenomenon. Six crucial ones, however, for which we ourselves are 

answerable, we seem to have preferred to ignore. Here they are:  

1) Sticking to an outdated demarcation of the field of our apostolate.  

Even after Redemptoris Missio and our 1992 Chapter, influential groups obstinately held on to a 

geographical identification of our mission, in this case, Africa as a continent. Needless to say, the 

picture preserved of that continent too often was the esoteric and pagan Africa of some of our 

predecessors, a picture no longer in existence except in the minds of a diminishing number of 

professional missionaries of past eras. At long last, serious steps are now being taken to 

systematically extend our proclamation of the Gospel to the African World, the Muslim World, 

and wherever we have communities. Simultaneously, our mission is being re-connected to a form 

of commitment that, since the beginning of our Society, has been a defining undercurrent of our 

reason for existence: to be artisans of peace and reconciliation, particularly in the ministry of 

freeing the captives from their chains.  

2) Burying ourselves alive under the debris of the ‘old provinces’ enterprise. 

In essence, the vocation of the European and North American provinces had been one of logistics: 

it aimed at providing the personnel and financial resources required by our mission on the African 

continent. As has already been made abundantly manifest, that goal has long stopped attracting 

anyone from Europe and North America; and the signs are that it mystifies, rather than energizes, 

the young people of the Southern countries selected to be our new vocational foundations.  

Yet, for the last forty year, young people in Europe and North America have been showing a 

growing interest in the African and Muslim Worlds taking root in their midst, ‘worlds’ that are 

reaching their shores and challenging them at home. Could not we have systematically extended 

our mission to cover that widening field of apostolate, and start involving the local youth right 

there? Besides, by what kind of logic have our African confreres for so long been kept within the 

limits of their continent… except to occasionally supplement the old provinces logistic mindset 

forced upon the new vocational foundations? 

3) Seeking refuge in the safety the priestly ministry. 

The general reaction to the evolving situation created by large-scale movements of population has 

been, with few exceptions, to have none. It has been as if the prospect of a slow, painless death by 

leukemia was easier to endure than the pain of coping with change, and taking responsibility for 

our fate in our hands.  

For instance, the multiple forms of cooperation with the laity and the youth that were launched 

twenty-five years ago were left to die, saving the administrators the trouble of adjusting them to 

the developing situations.  

As we retreated further into a priestly identity, we seemed even to capitulate on the task of 

thinking out the necessary adaptations to be made to the call of brotherhood. Rarely do we name 

the basic reason for our inertia in the face of the disappearance of ‘brothers’, namely, the 
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ambiguity of their reason for existing: neither cleric nor lay, neither religious nor priests, in a 

society of apostolic life designed specifically for priests. I believe the solution to that ambiguity 

was given by Vatican II: the permanent diaconate. Unfortunately, as soon as this solution is 

mentioned, priests object on the ground that such a move would risk clericalising the brothers. 

What’s wrong with them being clerics, if that is right for priests? True, the Church in Africa has 

so far shown no desire for permanent deacons. Maybe we should show the way, or at least take 

steps to have our own permanent deacons to assist in the many-facetted mission that is now ours?  

4) Failing to astutely market our share of the Gospel.   

If we want to draw people, it will be useful, but insufficient, to boast of our inter-nationality, 

inter-raciality and inter-continentality. All of those, plus a few more inter-somethings, have for 

quite a while been part of the fabric of modern day society. A more effective approach has to be 

invented. Here is one proposal. Draw up a list of the relevant Gospel-inspired challenges we are 

intent on facing head on, whatever the cost. Then, publish that list, gradually, not only in our 

magazines and calendars, but in wider forms communication. Make it clear that we need and 

desire persons of good will who are prepared to give of themselves in meeting this and that 

challenge. And let the Spirit make the rounds and knock at the doors of those He knows have 

been waiting to be called.  

Just now, I am at St Ann’s, Jerusalem, on a pilgrimage. Heading my list would thus be the 

continuation of a famed review published by our confreres, Proche-Orient Chrétien; why on earth 

should we hand that review over to anyone, when it is ours and we are responsible for finding the 

personnel required? Next on that list would be items found urgent and promising in my AMS 

Province: Afrika Centre, vocational animation among the young in Toronto, ministry to the poor 

and the Candomblé in Salvador Da Bahia, Faith and Justice in Washington. Flying across ocean 

and desert to East Africa, I shall want to include the Youth Centers of Kampala, Tabora and 

Mbeya, as well as the multiform ministry offered in communities like those of Tandale and 

Khartoum. What else would you wish to add?  

5) Failing the test of Grade 7 Mathematics.  

At this point, persons who boast a practical mind are sure to counter the above proposal with what 

they call down-to-earth arguments, for instance the easily observable declining curve in the 

availability of personnel. Upon verification, you will find that sound calculation decidedly 

contradict their prognostics. A 35 year old confrere can count on a probability of 35 years of 

service, while a 70 year old can expect little more than 5. Now, consult the age statistics in our 

Society, and calculate again, this time evaluating availability of service rather than merely 

counting heads … and you will discover that the curve is ascending, which is what really matters 

in planning the future.   

The next argument is likely to be that, with so many challenges likely to emerge from the 

implementation of the proposal made above, we shall inevitably fail the test of scaling our 

priorities. And indeed, we shall, if we are unwilling to allow for differences in gradation arising 

from the variety of situations on the mission field. There is another, even more important reason, 
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why we will inevitably fail, a reason I explain in the next paragraph, namely our unwillingness to 

adopt our own spirituality as the living spring from which to draw the water of  living guidance.  

6) Persistently resisting the call to drink from our own spirituality. 

Let me be clear, at the risk of offending the ears of our spiritual gurus: no one has ever joined our 

Society as a result of being offered our Ignatian spirituality; and no one will. And why should 

anyone do? In substance, our spirituality is our reading of the Gospel as a distinct group of 

apostles. That reading can be enriched by the spiritualities of other groups, it cannot be replaced 

by them.   

There have been attempts at formulating the basics of a M.Afr spirituality. They have been 

systematically ignored. How regrettable! In spite of having a charismatic founder, a saintly first 

Superior General, a host of remarkable pioneers of the Church on the African continent, plus a 

fascinating history, our Society has so far been unable to let its own distinctive soul coherently 

emerge from its more than centenary-old safari of evangelization. That is not to say that our 

collective memory has not recorded distinctive modalities of living the Gospel, which can be 

assembled to form a spirituality of our own. As a matter of fact, until about twenty-five years ago, 

it was normal for young and old to refer to a source called our spirit, which was believed to sum 

up those characteristic qualities. That spirit, born from the teaching and example of the founder 

and of the great men who congregated around him, was once famously spelled out by our first 

Superior General (Instructions de Mgr Livinhac, No 36). With time, it grew in width and depth, 

gradually being expressed in the flow of writings coming out of Chapters or signed by our 

members. The tide of revival brought about by Vatican II occasioned a lively search for a more 

articulate profile of the Gospel qualities dearer to us, a search that found expression in 

publications such as the 1967 Renewal Chapter Documents, Ta loi je la médite, Reflections, 

Catalysts, and the 1981 Constitutions and Laws (No 16-24).  

The strange thing is that this movement towards upgrading our traditional spiritual wellspring 

seems to have abruptly come to a stop, some time in the early nineties. Was that because it was 

easier to let ourselves be carried by the wave of Ignatian fervor traversing the Church at the time, 

than to formulate an updated version of our own humble spirit? Or because, in view of the sudden 

surge of candidates from the South, we found it expedient to borrow wholesale a well-polished 

spirituality, complete with experts and training-centres? The result of that derailment has been a 

growing insensitivity to our own spiritual tradition. To the question: “ what is our spirituality?” 

the answer you are likely to get is that, having none of our own, we rely on Ignatian spirituality. It 

is therefore not surprising that the 2004 Chapter, worried by the continuing complaint about lack 

of identity, should have recommended reflection on “the spirituality that is proper to our 

missionary charisma” (p. 30,1b).  

No one questions the excellence of the Ignatian spirituality. The Spiritual Exercises will remain 

part of our patrimony. They will with advantage be recommended on occasions such as 

preparation for the oath, or revision of life after ten years of apostolate. Yet, they should be used 

in accordance with their own Principle and Foundation, that is to say, in so far as useful for the 

purpose we were assembled by the Lord. Our main source of light and energy, our diet so to say, 

ought to be our own spirituality. 
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Let me bring this long, self-questioning excursus with one final question: can it be that what is 

required at this stage of our M.Afr journey is an abundant shower of the spirit that animated the 

‘Totteridge’ of the years 67-72, a spirit of openness and initiative, of readiness to respond to the 

signs of the times, of willingness to serve the Gospel wherever it calls and in whatever way it 

does call?  

 

LONG LIVE THE ‘TOTTERIDGE’ SPIRIT! 

 

Marcel Boivin, M.Afr, May 2014. 
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