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Dear Brothers,

On October 11™, 2007, Brother John Johnston died in his
home city of Memphis, Tennessee, USA. During a period of
24 years, from 1976 to 2000, he served as Vicar General and
then Superior General, leading the Institute through diffi-
cult, exciting and challenging times. He championed authen-
ticity in our lives as Brothers; he encouraged the sharing of
our Lasallian Mission by our Lasallian partners and provo-
ked us into reflecting on global issues such the Rights of
Children and Literacy.

According to custom in the Institute, the General Council is-
sues a Circular letter at the death of a Superior General. Bro-
ther Alvaro Rodriguez Echeverria, Superior General, invited
Brother Gerard Rummery to author this Circular that we
present to you in the name of the General Council. Brother
Gerard had worked with Brother John for many years as Di-
rector of CIL, and as a General Councilor for his two terms as
Superior. Probably no one else would have the perspective
that Brother Gerard has of Brother John Johnston.

This circular, through Brother Gerard, paints a very human
picture of our 25" Superior General, taking us through his
growth in these positions of leadership, the development of
his thinking on the Institute in the time he lived, and the dif-
ficulties and joys of his life as a Brother. This human portrait
of Brother John is a bit of a departure from these kinds of
memorial circulars but it is a firsthand account of one who
was with him through these years of leadership.

We are grateful to Brother Gerard, for the research and time
he has spent on this circular, and for his talent with words
that gives us this picture of Brother John. We, therefore,
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issue this Circular to the Institute in memory and tribute to
Brother John Johnston.

Fraternally in St. La Salle,
Brother Alvaro Rodriguez Echeverria, Superior General

and the members of the General Council

Brother Thomas Johnson, Vicar General
Brother Jacques d’Huiteau

Brother Jorge Gallardo de Alba

Brother Alberto Gémez Barruso

Brother David Hawke

Brother Edgar Nicodem

Brother Claude Reinhardt

Brother Robert Schieler

Brother Gabriel Somé



Section One

1. Childhood and Schooling

John Calvin Johnston was the first of four boys born to John
Calvin Johnston and Margaret O’Reilly on November 10%,
1933 in Memphis, Tennessee, USA. Memphis was a predo-
minantly “Bible-Belt” Christian Afro-American city on the
Mississippi River but the Christian Brothers had been pre-
sent there since the 1860’s through their high school and
university. For John’s parents, the times were difficult as the
poverty that followed the Great Depression of 1929 was still
widespread. Work was hard to find and the Johnston family,
eventually comprising four sons - John, Edward, Joseph and
Michael - struggled like so many others at that time to live
and plan for a better future. But the sense of family was
strong as John himself recalled years later when he mentio-
ned how his father would keep contact with his wife by tele-
phoning once or twice each day from his workplace.

John’s early schooling was in his Catholic parish school. He
soon showed himself to be a keen scholar who was at first at-
tracted by the idea of being a priest. As he concluded the 8"
grade his family was preparing to enroll John in the diocesan
Catholic High school for his secondary education as they
would not have been able to pay the tuition fees at the Chris-
tian Brothers’ High School. To the great delight of the family,
however, John won a scholarship to the Brothers’ school.

Racial segregation was part of daily life in Memphis. The
Civil Rights movement was still in the future and the mino-
rity position of Catholics in Memphis meant that it was pos-
sible to attend a parish school without ever meeting Afro-
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American children. This is why one of John’s particular reco-
llections of his arrival at the Christian Brothers’ High Scho-
ol was that of his first experience of being in class with some
Afro-American students. When his parents questioned him
during the evening family meal about his first day at the Bro-
thers’ school, John used a derogatory word to express his
surprise on discovering that. On hearing his son use this de-
rogatory word for black people, his father slapped him and
forbade him ever to use that word again in the house. This
incident, spoken about by John more than once in the Coun-
cil community, seems to have been an important catalyst in
his lifelong dedication and support for minorities and for the
rights of children.

John’s four years 1947-1951 in the Christian Brothers’ High
School reveal him as an outstanding student, a participant in
many different activities and a natural leader. His qualities
of leadership can be seen in the various mementos he kept of
those years - scrap books, some 16 Honor and Scholarship
medals, Honor Roll, his High School Diploma, his music
award as Band President — culminating in his being chosen
by his class as Valedictorian to give the Graduation Address.
It was during these four years that he felt attracted to beco-
ming a Brother and, some months after completing High
School, he entered the novitiate of the Christian Brothers at
Glencoe, Missouri in September 1951.

2. Entry and Early Formation in the Institute

The District he entered was the Saint Louis District, one of
the largest in the Institute, numbering close to 900 Brothers
before its later division into three Districts. At the Robe ta-
king, he received the name of Brother John Joseph, the same
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name as a distinguished Brother catechist of the St Louis
District whose writings and catechetical workshops were wi-
dely known and admired. Following his novitiate year, Bro-
ther John studied three years for his undergraduate degree
at St Mary’s College, Winona, Minnesota and in September
1955 he was assigned for his first teaching appointment to
the Christian Brothers High School in St Joseph, Missouri.
Three years later he taught for one year at De La Salle Insti-
tute in Chicago before being named to the Juniorate staff at
Glencoe, Missouri. In successive years he became Director of
Scholastics in Memphis and then in Winona, before being as-
signed before his 30" birthday to follow the exercises of the
International Second Novitiate in Rome. Brother John loo-
ked back on these nine months as one of the most important
experiences of his life because it was through the presenta-
tions of the Director, the renowned Frére Clodwald, that he
first saw the beginnings of the resolution of a personal di-
lemma that had plagued him from his own novitiate regar-
ding religious life: “Were there two ends to religious life -
personal sanctification and an apostolic purpose — or was
there only one?”

In 1964, John was once again assigned to the classroom and
so began the period he often referred to as “my happiest
years as a teacher” when, for three years, he was Principal of
Costa High School in Galesburg, Illinois. Of his role as both
Principal and teacher, one of his colleagues remarks that “the
faculty, parents and students admired him greatly” even to
the extent of declaring that “if he wished, Brother John
could be elected mayor of Galesburg!” But these three years
were soon over. In 1968 he was named Director of the House
of Studies at Saint Louis where he followed the Spirituality



for Formators programme led by Father John Futrell S.J. to
prepare Formators for religious congregations. This year of
theological study had a lasting effect on him as can be seen
from the number of citations from Futrell found in John’s
subsequent writings over many years. It was as a Formator,
that John followed the second session February-May 1969
of the International Lasallian Center (CIL), the replacement
for the former Second Novitiate in Rome for Brothers enga-
ged in formation. Upon his return to his District, John was
named Director of Formation of the Saint Louis District, res-
ponsible for the Scholastics in his native Memphis.

Two years later the Saint Louis District was confronted by
the unexpected death of the Brother Visitor, James Daniel
Keller. It was a tribute to the high esteem in which Brother
John was held throughout his District that he was elected
and named Visitor of his District for three years and then re-
elected in 1975. It was, therefore, as Visitor of his District
that Brother John was called to the General Chapter of 1976.
The Preparatory Commission of the 1976 Chapter, aware of
this young dynamic Visitor of a large District, asked Brother
John to address the Chapter delegates on the topic “The
Challenge of St. John Baptist de La Salle to the Brothers
Today.” It was through this challenging presentation that
Brother John became known to the Chapter delegates who,
in their turn on June 8™,1976, elected him at 43 years of age
as Vicar General of the Institute. Brother Pablo Basterrechea,
former Vicar General 1966-1976, had just been elected Su-
perior General.

3. Brother John’s own ‘formation’ 1959 - 1971

It is only in retrospect that we can begin to appreciate the
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importance of the very different rich formation experiences
to which Brother John had been exposed between 1959 and
1971 when he became Visitor of his District at 38 years of
age. John’s presence in the Second Novitiate in Rome 1963-
1964 at barely 30 years of age would have been seen by many
as “too young.” It is also important to appreciate that this
was the last session of the old-style Second Novitiate, dating
largely in its content and style from its foundation by the re-
nowned Frére Exupérien in the 1880’s, but now increasingly
out of touch with the completely different culture of the
1960’s and the aggiornamento taking place in the ongoing
Second Vatican Council.

As already noted, John brought a particular question to this
year and found the beginnings of an answer in the presenta-
tions of Frére Clodwald. But it was also the impact made on
him by meeting and being with Brothers in an international
community for nine months, with French as the official lan-
guage, that broadened his horizons. Through the changes ta-
king place at that very time in Rome in the Second Vatican
Council, there was an excitement about change that was rea-
dily accessible through news bulletins and books appearing
in English. This was also the time when his own Institute
was circulating a proposed new updating of the Brother’s
Rule as part of the preparation for the 39" General Chapter.
In doing this, the Institute was ahead of what would even-
tually become a direction from the Second Vatican Council
through its document, Perfectae Caritatis.

Following this first international experience, Brother John
lived the next three years 1964-1967 as Principal at Costa
High School in Galesburg, Illinois, his first opportunity to be
in charge of what was essentially a ‘Brothers’ school’ as the
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faculty, with only one exception, were members of the com-
munity. This was an opportunity to put into practice many
of the things he saw as valuable and indeed fundamental to
a school directed by the Christian Brothers. But it was also
the period when many of the sweeping changes initiated by
the Vatican Council and, even more particularly, through the
39" General Chapter in Rome, had an unsettling effect in
many communities. Traditional practices, such as the pre-
viously settled coutumier or time-table of prayers and other
activities in the community, were contested from different
points of view and there were many different forms of expe-
rimentation, recommended by the Chapter, but not always
well understood by those initiating them. It is worth reca-
lling the great difficulty many Brothers experienced in fin-
ding their community members in collar and tie instead of
the Christian Brothers’ habit or collar, or others advocating,
and eventually implementing a kind of ‘commune’ with lay
people. There were often in the same community, very di-
verse interpretations concerning such practices as the prayer
of the community, some justifying their various apostolic ac-
tivities as their prayer, others wishing to maintain the forms
in which they had been formed.

It is most significant, and surely providential, that, at this
time, John was directed to Saint Louis as Director of the
House of Studies, along with the opportunity to spend a year
with other religious men and women following the Spiritua-
lity for Formators course taught by Father John Futrell, S.J.,
for those who were to be the future formators of their con-
gregations. The post-Vatican II changes had impacted on
practically all active religious congregations so the presenta-
tions and discussions of the course reflected the major ques-
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tions being faced by all religious communities. The Theology
of Religious life, as taught at Saint Louis, laid down histori-
cal bases but also was open to the experiences of religious
men and women grappling with their present post-Vatican II
world. The year gave Brother John the opportunity to inter-
nalize the important experience of his own Second Novitia-
te as well as to offer him the opportunity to deepen the the-
ological bases on which religious life had always been based.

This broad experience was soon put to the test with John’s
attendance at the second session of the newly-established
Lasallian International Center (CIL) in Rome from February
to May 1969, because this brought him into contact once
again with formator Brothers from all over the world. The
dynamic of the session, much contested by many of those
who followed it, put the onus on the participants, in terms of
their particular cultures and situation, to re-think and re-es-
tablish their formation programmes in the light of the mo-
mentous changes coming from the Second Vatican Council
and the 39" General Chapter. For John, this was a challenge
to particularize the general tendencies of his own studies at
Saint Louis, and apply them to the formation programmes
for which he was responsible in his home District. There is
no doubt that the following two years, when he was in char-
ge of a large number of Scholastics, confronted him with
very particular challenges but it also kept him in touch with
a new generation of young Brothers.

It was in the 1967 Declaration of the Brother of the Chris-
tian Schools in the World Today from the 39" General Chap-
ter that Brother John was to find the best resolution of his
long held question on the “two ends of religious life” so it is
no surprise that it became one of the main concerns of his
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address to the delegates at the 1976 General Chapter. It is
noteworthy that there are 15 citations from the Declaration
(as well as two direct references to Futrell) in this presenta-
tion. The Declaration was the most consistent theme of all
his later writings, conferences and retreats, his vademecum
for the rest of his life.

4. The Address to the 40* General Chapter

John himself was later to recognize that this invitation to
address the 1976 General Chapter was a major turning point
in his life. For this reason, it is worth analyzing the empha-
ses of the presentation he offered.

First, however, it is important to realize that in the decade
1966-1976, the Institute had lost many Brothers who, for
various reasons, had given up their former vocation. Brother
John’s presentation to the Chapter followed the official re-
ports and reflections from the twelve territorial Assistants
elected by the 39" General Chapter in 1966. Brother Luke
Salm, himself a delegate to the Chapter, gives this summary
account of what the Chapter delegates would have heard:

It will suffice to mention some of the principal themes that emerged
in several reports. Almost all the reports referred to declining num-
bers; difficulties in understanding the principle of subsidiarity or
preventing it from becoming an excuse for total autonomy; difficul-
ties among the young Brothers, especially in relation to final vows;
the reluctance of some Brothers to teach religion. Formation pro-
grams everywhere were reported to be undergoing transition and
revision. Most of the regions that had experimented with new-style
open communities reported a high level of failure. Some Brothers

were having difficulty adapting to structural change in prayer, com-
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munity life, and the separation of the community from the school.
Despite great interest in the service of the poor, in many places it
was seen as a threat to existing institutions. (Brother Luke Salm, A
Religious Institute in Transition, pp. 181-182).

Brother John’s presentation sets its tone with the following
words:

I am deeply honored by this request, but awed by the responsibility
entrusted to me...  want to acknowledge explicitly that I do not be-
lieve any individual Brother in the Institute could... tell this delega-
tion what the challenge of De La Salle is to the Brothers today.... I
see my role as that of a catalyst in our communal search... What I
have attempted to do, within the framework of my limitations, and,
in a prayerful spirit, is to penetrate the mind of the Founder. To
“crawl into his skin and walk around in it” (recalling Atticus Finch
in the novel To Kill a Mockingbird), in order to grapple with his ex-
perience of God’s will and his response to that call. At the same time
I have searched for the Founder’s own understanding of the Bro-

ther’s vocation.

He then states unequivocally what he sees as the foundation
of his presentation:

The delegates of the 39" General Chapter tried to bury once and for
all any understanding of the Brother’s vocation that suggested two
separate ends... some kind of hybrid vocation, that of a monk-who-
also-teaches, the monastic dimension corresponding to the pri-
mary end, the teaching dimension corresponding to the secondary
end.... We know that the delegates forcefully repudiated this dicho-
tomized view of the Brother’s vocation and spirituality. We were
told that the “purpose of the Institute is apostolic. For its members
apostolic action is of the very nature of the religious life.” (Declara-
tion No. 25)
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Brother John offered eight particular ways of breaking down
the overall challenge made to us by Saint John Baptist de La
Salle. The first of these, and indeed the foundation for all
that followed through seven particular emphases, was to un-
derstand our vocation:

I insist... that the seven parts of the challenge are more important
in terms of our lived experience, but they can be properly understo-
od and lived only if the question of who we are and what God ex-
pects us to do (Fiddler on the Roof) is faced honestly. ... Experience
indicates to us... that this teaching of the Declaration was not
everywhere well understood. Many Brothers, equating ‘apostolate’
with activities relative to the apostolate, such as teaching and ad-
ministering, seriously misinterpreted the message. Some, believing
the Chapter delegates deemphasized ‘religious life’ understood as
prayer, liturgy, and spiritual reading, were scandalized and ange-
red. Others, interpreting the results in the same manner, were de-
lighted and proceeded to justify their contention that formal prayer
is not necessary or even desirable, that ‘my work is my prayer.’... |
believe the Chapter message was distorted and misinterpreted be-
cause Brothers fail to differentiate between ‘distinction’ and ‘sepa-
ration’. These (three) areas (religious consecration, community and
apostolate) are distinguishable, but not separable.

Brother Luke Salm, who, as a Chapter delegate, listened to
Brother John’s presentation, offers this summary of what he

heard:

Brother John organized his presentation, intended as a catalyst
in the common search for De La Salle’s challenge, around eight
statements that, as he said, sound simple but are not, as his de-
velopment made clear. At the end of the talk, he summarized the
eight challenges as follows.
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1. Understand our vocation more profoundly — penetrate the me-
aning of being called by God: be signs, both personally and
communally, of his saving presence;

2. Be religious men, have a religious stance to the world, be men
who believe that “Jesus is Lord”, men of prayer, men of simpli-
city of life;

3. Be zealous men, impelled by the love of Christ, “willing to give

our very life, so dear to us are the children entrusted to us.”
(MTR 6);

4. Be religious educators, by our personal and communal witness,
by our contribution to the formation of Christian communi-
ties, by formal religious instruction;

5. Be signs of the Lord’s presence to the poor, by identifying our-
selves with their concerns, by working for social justice and
peace, by educating them directly;

6. Be educators, realize that education is truly an apostolate;

7. Be Brothers — in De La Salle we have the same father, we are
his sons, we have his life, we are brothers;

8. Be faithful, keep saying ‘yes’ in spite of everything.
Brother Luke continues:

Such a summary, rather abstract and essentially positive, does not
do justice to the critical insights, the concrete realism, the forceful-
ness of the development, and the presentation. In particular, Bro-
ther John pointed out that Brothers fail to understand the defini-
tion of our vocation as stated in the Declaration, and do not always
see the need to integrate the three elements of religious consecra-
tion, community and apostolate. Although these elements are dis-
tinguishable, they are not to be separated from one another. He

wondered to what extent in our lived experience we are truly reli-
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gious men, especially in the matter of a vital life of personal prayer.
Likewise, he questioned whether the Brothers generally “have in-
ternalized the concern for the poor that is the very essence of our vo-
cation.” His development of this theme was the most extended in
the presentation, the most challenging, and the one that made the
greatest impact on his audience. (Brother Luke Salm, An Institute
in Transition, pp.191-192)

It is noteworthy that there are some particular expressions
in this presentation that become part of Brother John’s vo-
cabulary and re-appear frequently in all his writings. One is
the expression he acknowledges as derived from the musical
Fiddler on the Roof, we need to know ‘Who we are and what
God expects us to do.” The other is his definition of zeal as an
impassioned eagerness on behalf of persons or causes that
often found its expression in Brother John launching into
song with “To dream the impossible dream” from the Man of
La Mancha.

In contrast to the often pessimistic Reports of the Brother
Assistant Superiors General to the Chapter and hearing of
the large number of Brothers who had left the Institute in
the past ten years, it is not surprising that the Chapter dele-
gates saw the author of this inspiring presentation as some-
one in whom they wished to place their trust as a member of
the General Council.

5. Brother John Johnston, Vicar General 1976 -
1986

“My years of apprenticeship”

In a letter of 31" May 1976 to the Brothers of his District,
Brother John expresses his surprise at receiving a majority
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vote in the first “straw vote” taken during the General Chap-
ter and writes, “I am open to whatever the Lord asks of me
but my feelings are terribly mixed.” He was duly elected as
one of the six Councilors to form community with Brother
Pablo Basterrechea and then, from their number, elected by
the Chapter delegates as Vicar General.

Brother John was to look back on the next ten years, as he
confided more than once to his tennis partner-opponent
Brother Gerard Rummery, as “my years of apprenticeship.”
Brothers John and Gerard had made the 1969 CIL session
together and had met one another on a number of occasions
after John became Visitor and Gerard served on the CIL staff
during the 1973 session. They shared a common interest in
playing tennis, so that when Gerard returned to the CIL staff
towards the end of 1977, their friendship and their tennis
matches were renewed. It was often after these matches that
John would unburden himself a little as he coped with his
new responsibilities as Vicar General. “Years of apprentices-
hip” seems to be an appropriate expression for Brother Joh-
n’s ongoing experience when the following details are taken
into consideration.

A major change initiated by the 40" General Chapter was the
suppression of the territorial role played since the early days
of the Institute by the Brother Assistants. The Book of Go-
vernment, amended by the 1976 Chapter in Chapter 3, arti-
cle 26, proposed the following role for Brother Superior and
his Council:

The Council should bring together around the Brother Superior a
team as diversified as the Institute itself, composed of Brothers ca-
pable of forming a close union among themselves and acting in a co-
llegial manner. They should be chosen for their complementarity,
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their spirit of generosity in sharing their responsibilities and their
experiences, their willingness to serve and a desire to collaborate
with the Superior who holds the principal position of responsibility
in the Institute.

The implications of this change need to be considered. The
Districts now had their autonomy and were to be guided by
the Brother Visitor as their major authority. District Chap-
ters were to be introduced and held regularly to provide the
guidelines to formulate policy until the next District Chap-
ter. In this sense, Districts were primarily responsible for
their own vitality. The role of the General Councilors, gathe-
red as a community with the Brother Superior, was to form
community at the heart of the Institute to model what the
Rule envisaged. Theoretically at least, the elected Councilors
were to visit every part of the Institute in teams of two or
three over the coming ten years. One visit would be with the
Superior General and the other with the Vicar General.
Councilors might have a liaison with a particular District but
it was one of service and animation, not one of authority.
The Institute was henceforth to be thought of in terms of 11
geographical Regions, some eventually naming designated
Regionals whose task was one of animation and coordina-
tion, acting along with the relevant Visitors’ Conference ac-
cording to the role that each Conference had designated.

A particular aspect of this challenge for Brother John was the
vagueness concerning the traditional role of the Brother
Vicar: he was to replace the Brother Superior when he was ab-
sent and to take special charge of the Brothers’ works in mis-
sion areas. In the Report given by Brother José Pablo to the
40" General Chapter as Vicar General, he seems to have
found it necessary to justify his absences from Rome by poin-
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ting out that it was only through his personal visiting of
some 64 of the 73 Districts of that period that he felt he
could really fill his role as “first collaborator and counselor of
the Brother Superior,” but he had managed to do this while
being present for 70% of the years 1968-1975 and for 75% of
the Council meetings. As regards his responsibility for the co-
ordination of the Institute’s missionary policy, Brother Pablo
was able to point to the development of SECOLI, a coordina-
tion entity, whereby those Districts that are able, can aid
those most in need; in relation to his absences from Rome, to
emphasize the importance of actually visiting the missionary
areas of the Institute so as to have something more than a
theoretical understanding. The questions posed to Brother
Pablo, following his Report to the Chapter, had indicated
some widespread dissatisfaction about this traditional role,
with the implication that there was a new understanding to
be fashioned. But this would take place, not by theory but
through experience, and would require various modifications
as time went on. If this was a challenge in itself, it is worth
reflecting on four specific challenges that Brother John had
to face up to immediately in his new position.

First, he was now based in Rome, where the official langua-
ge of the Casa Generalizia for the celebration of the Eucha-
rist and the daily prayers, was Italian. While John had what
he once called a certain ‘residual’ French from the Second
Novitiate and the beginnings of some competence in Spa-
nish, because of his role as Visitor with the Saint Louis Bro-
thers in Guatemala and Nicaragua, he would be now working
in three languages other than English. The minutes of the re-
gular meetings of the Council would be written in French but
the documentation studied would come from any of the
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above four languages. Becoming competent in all these lan-
guages was going to be a lengthy process but it had to begin
at once. While John was a good musician and singer, it seems
he was not naturally endowed in developing the intonation
and accent of other languages, although he eventually made
great progress in the grammar and correct syntax and usage.

Second, he was now changing his life from one full of move-
ment and regular travel in the vast Saint Louis District (in-
cluding his visits to Central America), from the regular mee-
tings of the Visitors’ Conference, to what seemed likely to be
a much more ‘static’ life, working from his office in Rome. He
would frequently be called on to represent Brother Pablo
when he was absent and be expected to participate in dis-
cussions in languages other than English, to act as chairman
in meetings of a quorum of the General Council when Bro-
ther Pablo was absent, and to speak spontaneously on occa-
sions such a birthdays, funerals and other celebrations. He
would also be asked to represent Brother Pablo in the mee-
tings of the Union of Superiors General of Men (USG) and
attend the SEDOS (Service of Documentation and Study)
meetings on important topics.

Third, he would be invited to give retreats and presentations
in different languages to various groups, but all of this would
depend on his availability to leave Rome. If the work reques-
ted was to be in another language, he would first have to pre-
pare his original text in English, have it translated through
the secretarial pool in Rome, and deliver it as best he could
in another language. Brother John eventually did all this so
well and so fluently in later years in Spanish, French and Ita-
lian, that it is easy to forget just what this would have de-
manded of him when he began.
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Fourth, although the Superior General and Council had their
own meeting rooms and dining room, they followed the
rhythm of the General Community as regards Eucharist and
prayer. This ran the risk of the Council becoming much more
a work group rather than a community and it is interesting
that Brother John was one of the protagonists in the gradual
evolution of the community life of the General Council.
Here, for example, is part of a much longer letter written to
Brother Ramon Grau, Director of the Central community, in
November 1976, after John was only a few months resident
in Rome:

My particular concern is the relationship of the General Council to
the other Brothers of the house. We have given priority to praying
with the Brothers, rather than praying daily as a General Council
community. But our contact with the other Brothers is almost com-
pletely limited to the chapel.... Frankly, I think there is something
seriously wrong with this arrangement... The communal dimension
of our common prayer life must transcend mere physical together-
ness and common identity as Brothers. There must be a bond of

unity based on some degree at least of interpersonal relationships...

Brother John’s concerns were eventually addressed by the
General Council community. As there were likely to be fre-
quent absences of the elected members of the community, it
was eventually decided that the leaders of the four perma-
nent general services in Rome — the Secretary General, Eco-
nome, Postulator and Procurator to the Holy See — would be
added to the Council community so as to help provide a per-
manent quorum for the prayer of the Council community
and for their celebration of Eucharist. This proved a satisfac-
tory working solution, even though the fact that there were
two ‘levels’ of membership - the Brothers holding the Gene-
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ral posts were named by the Brother Superior in consulta-
tion with his Council - did occasionally present some diffi-
culties.

Meanwhile, the members of the General Council had set
themselves to work first of all with the post-Chapter Com-
mission to authorize the official text of the Chapter resolu-
tions. They were then to produce their reflections on the dis-
cussions and decisions of the 40" General Chapter in a series
of circulars, written over a number of years through diffe-
rent Counselors acting as the collator of discussions and
written interventions. These circulars, besides offering the
Chapter report on a specific topic, carried as well certain
Dossiers, defined as follows:

In order to sensitize the Brothers of the decisions, orientations,
messages of the General Chapter;

In order to propose programs of renewal at the various levels: Bro-

thers, communities, districts, regions, center;

In order to introduce and to apply to the life of each Brother and ins-
titution the decisions and guidelines of the Chapter;

And in order to evaluate these applications and their effects;
Be it resolved:

That the Center send documents, at various intervals, including
questionnaires and study material, for use by the communities.

This collection of General Chapter documents and study ma-
terials we call a Dossier.

The preparation of these Circulars — Nos. 403, 404, 406, 408,
410 and 412 - with the creative Dossiers of resources was
the ongoing work of the Council until towards the end of
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1980. Most of them were written by a principal writer or re-
dactor whose task was to engage Brother Superior and his fe-
llow Councilors in the work according to their availability.
This was a very demanding work in which Brother John, as
Vicar General, was heavily engaged because he was more per-
manently in Rome.

We can, nevertheless, gain some idea of Brother John’s de-
veloping confidence in his new position by looking at selec-
ted parts of his correspondence after 1976 as he begins to
become accustomed to the diversity of activities required by
his greater international role.

April 1976 to the Saint Louis District: “The General Chapter
should accept the Declaration as the authoritative statement
relative to our identity and finality and as the basis for all the
decisions of the Chapter.”

July 1* 1976 to the Saint Louis District: The Chapter adop-
ted a new form of Central Government designed

1. To eliminate ‘regionalization’ and promote unity;
2. To promote collegially the living unity of the Institute;

3. To promote closer collaboration between Districts and the
Center, closer collaboration between districts and among
regions and co-responsibility and accountability at every
level.

December 10™ 1976: As a reactor to a SEDOS presentation
that called for a new approach for action on the part of reli-
gious men and women in the service of justice in the world,
“Since [ am a newcomer to Rome, I am still in the process of
trying to deepen my own awareness of world problems and
to break out of my provincialism...”
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December 12™ 1976: A handwritten text in Spanish in which
Brother John is welcoming Cardinal Pironio to a meal cele-
brating, among other things, the Silver Jubilee of Sister
Irena, a member of the Guadalupanas Sisters working in the
Casa Generalizia.

January 17" 1977: A text in Italian setting out in detail the new
structures of Government as decided by the General Chapter.

February 1977: An article written at the request of the Irish
District, following the visit made to England and Northern
Ireland with Brother Patrice, emphasizes the importance of
the Declaration and stresses again that it is the District, not
the Superior General, that has taken over the position of au-
thority formerly held by the Assistant. Brother John’s reite-
rated slogan on this point was that of Unity in Diversity, not
Unity through Uniformity.

March 31* 1977: A comprehensive text, in English, French
and Spanish, addressed to the Brothers of the Central Com-
munity on Some Fundamental Attitudes to Prayer.

April 6™1977: A text addressed to the General Council on the
status of certain legislation when the text of all the Chapter
decisions had not yet been published. (It is noteworthy that
the justification for the text is Brother John’s difficulty in
answering phone calls about this matter while Brother Pablo
was absent).

Not dated: (Memo to General Council “Thought on study of
Religious Consecration and Vows” during the preparation of
the Circular, Our Consecrated Life.

“In association” is an image that I believe can help the Bro-
thers immensely in their search for personal and corporate
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identity. Consequently, I think the notion of “association for
the sake of the mission” should become more and more a
central focus in our religious consecration.

As the decade continues it is possible to see Brother John’s
growing confidence and adaptation to his situation through
such diverse activities as the following:

Because he cannot leave Rome, he sends a tape recording of
some conferences for the District of Colombo; sends two si-
milar recordings for the District of Australia; authors a de-
tailed report following his visit with Brothers Vincent Rabe-
mahafaly and Patrice to the United States; sends a memo to
Brother Patrice for the document on Community; prepares
some handwritten notes for an interview with Vatican
Radio; writes documents in Italian, French, Spanish and En-
glish on Lasallian Promotion; answers requests for various
articles for District reviews, all noteworthy for the abundant
references to the Declaration; assembles various citations in
English from different theologians on Images and Models in
relation to canon law and with reference to the Report of the
Vow Commission that was not accepted by the 1976 General
Chapter; convokes and presides at a Prayer Symposium No-
vember 9"-18" 1980 for the Tercentenary of the Institute;
authors a number of articles from a foundation presentation
given in Ireland on the Teaching Role of the Brothers in the
Church Today; writes an inspiring presentation on the Lasa-
llian Educational Ministry to be given to the first national
Convocation of U.S. Brothers at St Mary’s Moraga in August
1984.

A major responsibility for Brother John was developed after
Brother Pablo appointed him on September 1* 1976 as the
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liaison person between the General Council and Bethlehem
University, which had been founded in 1973 to provide fur-
ther opportunities of higher education for Arab youth pri-
marily from the West Bank and Gaza Strip. This founda-
tion, initiated by the then Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop
Pio Laghi, at the request of Pope Paul VI who maintained a
keen interest in the project, invited the Brothers who had
worked in education in the Middle East for over a century
to offer their valuable Bethlehem property as a convenient
campus site.

Brother John’s personal correspondence with various autho-
rities in relation to Bethlehem University is frequent and ex-
tensive, initially in what concerns the formulation of statu-
tes and the close relationship with the Vatican Congregation
for Oriental Churches but increasingly in direct contact with
the Brothers directly connected with the daily running of the
University. Bethlehem University was to become one of Bro-
ther John’s major concerns for the next 24 years of his lea-
dership so that he never missed the calendar dates for the
Rome meetings with the various interest groups associated
with the University.

Brother John had two particular crosses to carry in 1982. On
February 13" in Huehuetango in Guatemala, Brother James
Miller was shot and killed by soldiers under the control of
the right-wing extremists in the country. Brother John, who
had been James Miller’s teacher at Glencoe in the Juniorate
in 1959, felt this assassination very keenly and took perso-
nal responsibility for the facts becoming better known in
USA and in the Institute generally. His second personal so-
rrow was his mother suffering a stroke and having to be
cared for by his family. He found it extremely painful not to
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be able to converse with her during his visits and he was al-
ways sensitive to the fact that he could not be directly asso-
ciated with her care. This very personal sorrow he kept lar-
gely to himself but in his first Pastoral Letter as Superior Ge-
neral (January 1* 1987), he acknowledged the support he
had received:

“... I wish to thank the countless Brothers who, over the four years
of my mother’s illness, as well as at the time of her death, have ex-
pressed their solidarity and their prayers. My father, brothers, and
other loved ones have been deeply touched — as I have — by the loving
concern support of so many Brothers around the world. I thank you

. ”»
sincerely.

Perhaps it was only those who knew Brother John prior to
1976 and who came as delegates to the 41* General Chapter
in 1986 who could in some way appreciate that he had inde-
ed served such a thorough ‘apprenticeship’ that he would be-
come the overwhelming choice of his Brothers as Superior
General.

Brother John readily acknowledged on many occasions the
Brothers of the Council who had been his mentors, or to re-
tain the apprenticeship metaphor, his ‘masters’. Of Brother
Pablo Basterrechea in particular he writes:

... Twant to reflect on the great gift of leadership that has been ours
these past ten years. I am speaking of course of the leadership of
Brother José Pablo and his General Council. Brother Pablo’s Chris-
tmas Letters, as well as the General Chapter report, enables any re-
ader to perceive his vision, his goals, his objectives, his priorities....
He addressed consistently, clearly, and emphatically the question of
our identity and mission in this rapidly evolving world. He challen-
ged the Brothers to be men of faith and zeal, and to live this spirit
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“together and by association.” His Christmas Letter of 1984 was ex-
tremely well received by the Brothers and has contributed signifi-

cantly to the ongoing process of strengthening our prayer life.

Of the General Council of which he himself had been a mem-
ber, Brother John writes:

...You have provided bold and creative leadership; the Brothers have
respected that leadership; they have responded to it; and the Insti-
tute is better as a result. In the name of the Capitulants, in the
name of all our Brothers throughout the world, I want to say, thank

you.

28



Section Two

Brother John Johnston, Superior General 1986
-1993

1.The 41 General Chapter

The 41* General Chapter took place between April 7" and
June 3% 1986. It was a carefully prepared Chapter as one of
its chief responsibilities was that of approving the final draft
of the Rule ad experimentum which, following the directions
from the Second Vatican Council, had been followed on a
trial basis for the past 20 years. An international Rule com-
mission had been convoked in 1983-1984 and an interim
draft of its work had been submitted to the General Council
and to the Institute for further comment. A second draft,
amended from the comments received, would be the task of
the Chapter to approve, prior to submitting it to the Con-
gregation for Religious and Secular Institutes (SCRIS) for its
approval. The version once approved would become the Rule
of the Institute.

The Report of the General Council 1976 - 1986 document
(to which Brother John contributed), entitled From the Ge-
neral Council to the General Chapter, states its “necessary
point of departure” as an “evaluation and the objective and
sincere appreciation of our present reality, which will, in
turn shed light on and guide the decisions which must be
made.”

The context of the Chapter was envisaged in terms of two
realities:
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The entire Church has been solemnly invited to a careful
consideration of the years that have transpired since Vatican
I1. A worldwide effort has developed to analyze the twenty
years that followed the Council, to see if it has been properly
understood and if its spirit and guidance have been transla-
ted into the life of the Church.

We set ourselves to examine and approve the new text of our
Constitutions, written during the experimental phase twenty
years ago in the light of that same Council and inspired by its
teachings. The study of the draft of the Rule has given us the
opportunity to analyze our vocation and our mission, our
“specific definition” in the Church. During this Chapter we
must continue this examination even more responsibly.

The Report of the General Council is offered with a clear
synthesis in the following terms:

We see ourselves as:

1. A community of consecrated persons

2.1 Associated in a Community of Faith,

2.2 which exercises an Ecclesial Ministry of Evangelization,

2.3 as Educators

2.4 with the service of the poor as a first priority,

2.5 which service is extended to the Missions

2.6 and is shared with others

3. Fully aware of the Importance of a Good Formation

4. and with structures of Government that guarantee
Unity and Fidelity.

This Report is calm and invitational in tone. Compared with
the polarized positions experienced in the 39" General Chap-
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ter, in the interim Visitors’ meeting of 1971 and in the 40™
General Chapter, this Report is clear and unanimous in its
orientations, recognizes without complacency that much has
been achieved, and calls the Institute to continue the direc-
tions in which progress has already been made.

There were, however in 1983, two important Church docu-
ments which now had to be taken into consideration, one
from the Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes
entitled Essential Elements in Religious Life, and the other
the promulgation of the new Code of Canon Law, both docu-
ments much more restrictive than had been anticipated. In
1984, an International Rules Commission was named to pre-
pare the final version of the Brothers’ Rule to conclude the
20 years ad experimentum for approval by the 1986 General
Chapter. The new categories imposed by the Code of Canon
Law meant that what had previously been carried since 1967
by the Rule and the Book of Government had now to be for-
mulated in one book around the Code’s own understanding
- not the Institute’s traditional understanding - of its desig-
nated categories of Constitutions and Statutes.

2. May 14", 1986: Brother John begins his
leadership as Superior General

On May 14", therefore, Brother John’s life took another di-
rection when the Chapter delegates elected him Superior Ge-
neral by a substantial majority on the first ballot. The chro-
nicle of the Chapter has preserved Brother John’s first words
to the Chapter following his election:

Thirty-seven years ago when I was a young boy in the Brothers’
school in Memphis, the Brother who was our teacher told us one day
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that he was going to be transferred. We were very disappointed. It
is evident that he was also. But he said something to us that I have
never forgotten, something simple but profound: ‘The good Lord
does some strange things sometimes but He always knows what he

is doing.’

Ten years ago — and again today — the Lord did something strange!
AllI can say is that I HOPE He knows what he is doing! The expec-
tations of the Brothers are so great that I can’t help but feel some-
what overwhelmed. As I look around the room at the portraits of
past Superiors, and think that you have placed me in their company,
I feel very unworthy indeed. ... I am well aware of my faults and li-
mitations: spiritual, intellectual, emotional; I know that I am weak
in languages. At the same time, I am conscious of certain gifts the
Lord has given me. But I can say that I am neither pessimistic be-
cause of my limitations nor optimistic because of my gifts. I shall
simply try to be the Lord’s instrument....  want to thank those Bro-
thers who voted for me. As for those of you who preferred another
candidate, let me say that I understand perfectly your position.
Now, Brothers, I ask all of you, regardless of whom you voted for, to
give me your support, your prayers, and your patience — and to be

realistic in your expectations.

In his introduction to the 1987 Institute Bulletin No. 229
that treated of the Chapter, it is certainly no longer the “ap-

prentice” but a very confident and encouraging Brother John
who remarks:
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search in the presence of God for the meaning of the Brothers’ voca-
tion in this changed and changing world; men from distinctly diffe-
rent cultures as well as socio-economic and political conditions; men
speaking a variety of languages — all struggling to communicate...
believe that this Chapter was, for several reasons, an important mo-

ment in the history of the Institute.

Brother John instances three things that make this 1986
Chapter so important in the sequence that begins with the
39" General Chapter, continues with the 40" and now cha-
llenges the Institute after the 41* General Chapter:

1. the revision of the Brother’s Rule;
2. the Message of the Chapter to the Brothers;
3. the Chapter message to the Lasallian Family.

With regard to the Rule, he states again what has become his
leitmotif since his presentation to the 40" General Chapter,
namely that “this process was essentially one of our asking
ourselves in the presence of the Lord who it is He wants us
to be today, what it is He wants us to do, and how it is He
wants us to do it.” We will read and hear this phrase spoken
many times in Brother John’s addresses to the Institute.

Brother John sees the importance of the Message to the Bro-
thers because “apostolic Institutes in general, and the Bro-
thers of the Christian Schools in particular, face a significant
period in their history: significant because of the quickly
evolving role of the laity in the mission of the Church... (and)
this evolving role of the laity means that men and women in
apostolic religious institutes must re-examine their own his-
toric roles.” This is an important perception which is pro-
bably the fruit of Brother John’s regular contact with the
heads of other religious congregations, men and women,
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through the Union of Superiors General and through the im-
portant sequence of SEDOS meetings that saw its members-
hip rapidly expanding during the past decade.

As regards the Lasallian Family, Brother John writes, “for
the first time in the history of the Institute, a General Chap-
ter addressed all those associated with us, inviting them to
share our Lasallian heritage, to live Lasallian spirituality
with us, and to help make our schools the Christian schools
that St. De La Salle wanted them to be.”

We can see quite clearly Brother John’s vision for the Insti-
tute in the words he addressed, just two days after his elec-
tion, to Pope John Paul IT at the special audience extended to
the Chapter delegates on May 16™. Brother John affirms the
traditional loyalty of the Institute to the Pope, offers from
the Meditations for the Time of Retreat a clear perspective as
to how and why our Institute came into being, emphasizes
how an ongoing conversion of heart will keep us oriented to
the Founder’s purpose, and insists (once again) that “we are
asking ourselves who it is the Lord wants us to be and what
it is He wants us to do with our lives.”

Brother John’s concluding remarks to the Chapter on June
3" set out clearly the ‘policy’ he feels the Chapter has confi-
ded to him and to his Council. Here, in summary form, are
his points of emphasis:

— We are sons of the same Father, John Baptist de La Salle;

— Our two months General Chapter has been a family cele-
bration;

— We thank God for the leadership, the credibility, of Brother
Pablo and his Councilors, especially Brother Patrice;

34



— Our new Rule brings to a successful conclusion a long pro-
cess “of discerning who it is God wants us to be, what it is
He wants us to do, and how he wants us to do it”;

— The themes that will determine to a large extent our prio-
rities, goals, objectives, and programs during the next
seven years:

— Association and interdependence;

— Our role as evangelizers, catechists and youth ministers;
— Our solidarity with the poor;

— The Lasallian Family movement;

- Finality and the spirit of the Institute, “both faith and zeal
are essential elements of our spirit”;

— Means for growth in the Spirit;
— A Brother with the Spirit, “lived in profound association”;

- “Thank God for the grace he has given you of sharing in the
ministry of the Apostles.”

2.1 Tribute to the leadership of Brother José Pablo

Brother John’s tribute to the “great gift of leadership” provi-
ded by Brother José Pablo and his General Council is percep-
tive in that it points to the important changes quietly achie-
ved during these ten years. It also points to Brother John’s
objective appraisal of what he had seen and lived in his ten
years as Vicar General :

“... I commented on another characteristic of Brother Pablo’s lea-
dership. It is a characteristic that a leader cannot strive for directly.
It is rather a judgment that is made on his leadership. This charac-
teristic is credibility (emphasis added). It is a compliment of the hig-
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hest order to say to Brother Pablo and to the members of the Gene-
ral Council that their leadership enjoyed the credibility of the Bro-
thers. They held him and his Council in high esteem, finding in them
a sense of direction and hope, and a source of unity and strength.”

Although Brother John states that he will not single out
members of the Council for individual comment, he does so
with regard to Brother Patrice Marey:

“T want to pay special tribute to the man who for the past twenty
years has given himself and his extraordinary gifts of intelligence,
leadership, organization, and profound love for the Founder and for
the Institute unreservedly to the service of the Lord and of the Ins-
titute and its mission. I am referring, of course, to Brother Patrice...”

This warm tribute comes from the fact that, in Brother Joh-
n’s first years of ‘apprenticeship’ after his election as Vicar
General in 1976, Brother Patrice, in the frequent absences of
Brother Pablo, was Brother John’s mentor and guide in the
preparation and publication of the official Circulars, as well
as his frequent companion in the Pastoral visits made to
France, England and Ireland, the United States, Canada and
other Districts.

2.2 Brother John’s Leadership

What was the opinion of those who formed the Council com-
munity with Brother John and lived and worked with him in
the General Council from 1986-1993? Brother Joseph Hen-
dron, former Councilor, writes of Brother John’s leadership
style:

He was an able and hard-working administrator. Important and va-
ried administrative tasks faced him daily as Superior General; he

kept abreast of so many matters. I was often surprised and amazed
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at his grasp of detail in any topic he dealt with. He was in close
touch with the life and world-wide mission of the Institute. Sectors
caught up in violence, war or natural disasters would be contacted
immediately and where needed and possible, financial help provi-
ded. He took a keen unbiased interest in the politics, power play and
social systems of the different countries — particularly as these af-
fected the lives of our Brothers and the poor.... The appointment of
Visitors or leaders from the short list of three sent by Sectors was
never a brief AOB item. He had a sincere regard and respect for the
local Institute and its legitimate autonomy: the culture, history,
traditions, educational system and so on. Nevertheless, appoint-
ment to a responsible position was a serious matter for himself and
the Council; it was never just automatic approval. The Councilor for
the sector and other relevant people would be consulted. ...it did
happen from time to time, that results of elections were returned to
Sectors for reconsideration or clarification; occasionally Brothers
from the sector were invited to Rome for further discussions. He had
confidence to follow through on these things because he knew the
local scene and those involved very well. Sessions for new Visitors
were held every two to three years at which information and policies
and procedures were discussed. They provided John further oppor-
tunity to get to know people and situations better.

Brother Joseph continues his appraisal of Brother John’s le-
adership by pointing out how consistent he was in insisting
on taking local autonomy as far as it could be taken. This was
his deep understanding of one of the key words in the
Church and in the Institute in the wake of Vatican II and the
39" General Chapter - subsidiarity, i.e., never doing at a hig-
her level what should be decided at a lower level.

Some decisions should be made locally and not handed on to
Rome for solution because of disagreements locally. On the
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other hand it was not for him and the Council to reverse de-
cisions that had been seriously and prayerfully discerned by
local administration... From time to time the withdrawal of a
Community from a particular place would result in sacks of
letters from parents, students (what adult letters seven year
olds could write!), clergy, civil authorities, even the local
Community, requesting the Superior General to reverse the
decision. But John would have none of it... It had to be follo-
wed through and he would give full support to the local ad-
ministration in doing so.... He could face and make the ‘hard’
decisions.

Another of his Councilors recalls a question/answer session
with parents where there was some resentment about the
fact, as one parent put it, “I've sent my child to your school
and even after two years he hasn’t had a Brother to teach
him. What are you going to do about that?” Brother John
had no hesitation in answering the question with his own
question: “Are you ready to send your son to join the Bro-
thers to help us out of this situation?”

Brother Joseph’s comment on Brother John’s leadership
continues:

He was impatient of dithering, confusion or muddle and this would
sometimes show in his body language. But he could sustain uncer-
tainty with calmness and patience when further information was
needed before reaching important decisions. At times it was diffi-
cult to see any satisfactory outcome, and he could live with that too.
After wrestling with a problem for an hour or more in a Council Me-
eting and no conclusion being in sight, he would say something like:
‘We’ll leave this for now and come back to it later after prayer and
further reflection. We mustn’t force a hasty decision.” One had a fe-
eling of genuine discernment taking place. However, where the re-
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solution of a less weighty matter was evident, he could cut short re-
petitious and redundant discussion very quickly, sometimes to the

surprise of his listeners.

2.3 Brother John organizes his Council

One of the significant changes decided by the 41* General
Chapter was that the 10 years period between General Chap-
ters was now considered too long in a time of rapid cultural
change. Although there had been meetings of Visitors after 5
years (1961; 1971; 1981), the limitation of such meetings
was that, although they could offer a mid-term evaluation,
they had no legislative power to change anything. Where
previously, the Brother Assistants generally came from spe-
cific linguistic and cultural areas, the 10 years experience of
a Council, reduced from sixteen members to six, had shown
that the Brothers elected to form this smaller General Coun-
cil needed to be able to work with at least four languages -
French, Spanish, English and Italian - and as most needed
some time to gain sufficient competence in these languages
- some delegates considered a six year term too short. The
discussion ranged between those advocating six years (as
many other religious congregations were doing in order to
synchronize the appointment of provincials, usually three
years) and those in favor of retaining the traditional ten
years. The compromise of seven years was eventually propo-
sed and voted by the Chapter.

As a double visitation of the whole Institute in the 