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LETTER OF PROMULGATION FROM THE PRIOR GENERAL 

 

 

 

Prot.  387/2000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To all the friars of the Order, 

 

 

 

Dearest Brothers, 

 

 On November 10, 1999, the General Council approved the Ratio Institutionis OSM,  Called 

to Serve in Love with Our Lady. Today, Easter, the feast of the Resurrection of Our Lord, Jesus 

Christ, with great joy and gratitude to the Lord I promulgate this document. It will go into effect 

with its publication in the Acta Ordinis fratrum Servorum beatae Mariae Virginis. 

 

 In today’s liturgy we read of the encounter of the Risen Lord (Jn 20, 1-9) with Mary 

Magdalene and her mission (Jn 20, 11-18). This account has been an inspiration to me as I write 

this letter of promulgation and make these observations on initial and ongoing formation. 

 

 

“WHOM DO YOU SEEK?”  (Jn  20,15) 

 

 On Easter morning  Jesus met Mary Magdalene and asked her “Whom do you seek?” (Jn 

20,15). He asked this same question of those who approached Him at the beginning of His ministry 

in Bethany:  “Whom do you seek?” (Jn 1,38). When we enter the novitiate we are asked a similar 

question:  “What do you seek from God and our Order?” 1  We spend our lives searching – some 

days in darkness – for meaning in life, for a reason to live, for God and for His will. This is clear 

from the words of  St. Augustine, our lawgiver, who says to God, “You have made us for Yourself, 

Lord, and our heart knows no peace until it rests in You.” 2   

                                                
1  Rituale della professione religiosa dei frati Servi di santa Maria, second typical edition = Libri Liturgici OSM 9 

(Curia generalizia OSM, Roma 1993) n. 15, p. 36. 
2  ST. AUGUSTINE, Confessions  1,1,1. 
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Young People and Friars Seeking 

 

 We find this same sort of search in the lives of our saints and blesseds. The young Peregrine 

Laziosi in the church of Santa Maria della Croce was looking for salvation. Our Lady appeared to 

him and showed him where to find the “way of Salvation.”3 During the liturgical readings at Mass 

on Easter Thursday (cf. Acts 8, 26-40) the young Philip Benizi was struck by the words “Philip, go 

forward and get into that carriage” (cf. Acts 8,29) and he saw a mysterious vision. When Fra 

Alexis woke Philip from his reverie the young man asked him what was the meaning of this vision.  

A little later the Glorious Virgin led Philip to the Servite community;  the wise and  “venerable 

father” Bonfilius gave him a clear explanation of the vision. Philip recognized his vocation to the 

Order.4 Like the young Peregrine and Philip, today’s youth searches for meaning in the events of 

their lives;  they are asking the same questions.  In the process of initial formation it is important to 

begin with what the candidate is looking for,  what questions he is actually asking. This will give 

some indication of what God intends for him. The Ratio Institutionis OSM is meant to be a guide 

for the young candidate in his search – and for friars of all ages.  

 

 

It is God Who First Seeks Us Out 

 

 The basic, fundamental search does not start with us. God takes the initiative. It is He who 

first seeks us out. “Where are you?” (Gen 3,9) – His words to man in the garden of Eden.  Jesus 

spent the night in prayer (Lk 6,12) and then set out to call His twelve disciples: “You have not 

chosen me,” He tells them, “but I have chosen you so that you might go out and bear fruit, and your 

fruit would remain …” (Jn 15,16). In the thirteenth century God took the initiative and through the 

intercession of Our Lady, called our Seven Fathers to found a new Order. St. Alexis tells us: “It was 

never my intention, nor that of my companions, to found a new Order; nor did we think that so 

many friars would join the community I and my companions formed. My companions and I 

believed that God wanted us to abandon the world,  live together and carry out His will more easily 

and more worthily. All that has happened subsequently is the work of Our Lady and therefore it is 

from her that our Order takes its special name, the Order of the Blessed Virgin Mary.”5  Yes, it is 

God who calls. He may do this through certain persons and events, but it is He who is taking the 

initiative.  During our life  initial or ongoing formation we hope to allow God to find us;  we hope 

to hear His voice and respond to His prompting, saying “Speak LORD, for your servant is listening.  

[…] Behold I come to do your will, O God.” (1 Sam 3,9.10; Heb 10,7; cf. Ps 39[40], 8-9).  

 

 

                                                
3  See: Vita del beato Pellegrino da Forlì, dell’Ordine dei Servi di santa Maria, n.2, in: PROVINCIA VENETA 

DELL’ORDINE DEI SERVI DI MARIA. SECRETARIATO COORDINAMENTO E ANIMAZIONE 

CULTURALE, Fonti storico-spirituali dei Servi di santa Maria. I. dal 1245 al 1348 (Servitium, Sotto il Monte – 

Bergamo 1998) p. 379. 
4  See: Legenda “vulgata” del beato Filippo dell’Ordine dei Servi di santa Maria, nn.2-7, in: PROVINCIA VENETA 

DELL’ORDINE DEI SERVI DI MARIA. SECRETARIATO COORDINAMENTO E ANIMAZIONE 

CULTURALE, Fonti storico-spirituali dei Servi di santa Maria. I. dal 1245 al 1348 (Servitium, Sotto il Monte – 

Bergamo 1998) pp. 266-269. 
5  See: Legenda de origine, n. 24, in: PROVINCIA VENETA DELL’ORDINE DEI SERVI DI MARIA.  

SECRETARIATO COORDINAMENTO E ANIMAZIONE CULTURALE, Fonti storico-spirituali dei Servi di 

santa Maria. I. dal 1245 al 1348 (Servitium, Sotto il Monte – Bergamo 1998) p. 220. 
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“IF YOU HAVE TAKEN HIM AWAY, TELL ME WHERE YOU HAVE LAID HIM …”  (Jn 20,15) 

 

Purify one’s own heart through surrender, conversion and growth in charity 

 

 “Sir, if you have taken him away, tell me where you have laid him so that I may go and take 

him.” (Jn 20, 15). The words of Mary Magdalene to the man she thinks is the gardener. She has lost 

the love of her heart. She is sorrowful. Like every faith-adventure our entry into the Order can be 

marked by moments of emptiness or disappointment – it can appear that the Lord is silent, or even 

absent. Like Mary Magdalene we ask ourselves: Where have they buried my Lord?  The answer is 

not always obvious or immediate. The Lord makes Himself heard … we become aware of His 

presence, His support. The joy of our Paschal Encounter with Christ will help us to overcome 

moments of  disorientation; they will become occasions for growth. 

 

Initially  our search for the Lord may be propelled by self-interest. Speaking to those who 

sought Him after he has multiplied the loaves and the fishes, Jesus says “You are looking for me, 

not because you have seen signs, but because you have eaten bread and are satisfied.” (Jn 6,16). 

This sort of selfish search must be purified;  purification begins during the stages of initial 

formation … but continues throughout our subsequent religious life. The ceremony of entry into the 

novitiate is  “an occasion and sign of conversion: the disciple of the Lord gives up his previous life 

and dedicates himself entirely to the radical imitation of Christ.”6 At the very beginning of that 

ceremony there is a call to conversion in which we ask the Lord “to forgive our faults and to make 

our hearts pure and vision clear.”7 After this one is sprinkled with Holy Water – a reminder of that 

baptism which marked our first journey in the footsteps of Christ. During the stages of reception 8 

and initial formation, our quest is gradually purified, refined by direction, discernment and 

conversion, … this is a process which never ends, because Christ, and He alone, is the center of our 

life.   

 

 

“MARY! …  MASTER!”  (Jn 20,16) 
 

To know how to bear the “absence” of Christ 

 

 “Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned towards him and said in Hebrew “Rabboni” which 

means Master!” (Jn 20, 16). It is almost as if we must lose Christ if we hope to find Him again, to 

rediscover Him intensely alive and unexpectedly near. It is almost as if we must leave Him, go 

away, be desolate, saddened by His absence so that we can discover that God is even closer than we 

could ever have imagined. If we do not go through this experience we risk the danger of having our 

relationship with God remain blocked at an immature, childish level. Like Mary, confused in the 

garden, not understanding what was happening, we too can find ourselves disoriented, confused;  

                                                
6  Rituale della professione religiosa dei frati Servi di santa Maria, Second Typical Edition = Libri Liturgici OSM 9 

(Curia generalizia OSM, Roma 1993) n. 16. p. 37. 
7  Rituale della professione religiosa dei frati Servi di santa Maria, Second Typical Edition = Libri Liturgici OSM 9 

(Curia generalizia OSM,  Roma 1993) n. 16. p. 37. 
8  I was happy to find the ten outlines for a Biblical journey (Helping young people in accepting and determining their 

vocation) in the appendix to the Ratio Institutionis OSM. The first outline is entitled “What are you looking for?” It 

starts with the quest of the young person and keeps him from feeling alone on his pilgrimage; so many biblical 

personages have preceded him. It allows the young person to experience and understand his quest along with 
someone else … 
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this is an element in our formation, without it we would never experience the surprise of renewed 

intimacy with the Risen Lord. This will happen more than once as the Lord leads us along his 

chosen path. The Lord who was lost appears to her, speaks to her, and then tells her to let him go 

again:  “Do not hold me” (Jn 20,17). When we think that they have carried away the body of the 

Lord – we must not give up and go away like Peter who went back to his old work (cf. Jn 21,3) … 

as if it was all over.  To go back to our old life can be a temptation. We must resist, we must 

persevere. Mary Magdalene did not give up, she continued to search even if it was only a corpse she 

sought. If, like her, we persevere in those times that the Lord is absent, like her we will be surprised. 

 

 

Answering a personal call 
 

 Jesus, the Risen Lord, uttered a single word to her; it was her name, “Mary.” (Jn 20, 16). 

The sound and memory of that voice were enough. Mary’s eyes were opened and she recognized 

Him standing before her  alive. God always calls us by name and His call changes our way of 

seeing things; in the light of His presence we see more than we thought possible.  It is no easy thing 

to hear the voice of the Lord or to recognize His presence. When the young Samuel was sleeping in 

the Temple of the Lord he heard a voice calling his name in the night (cf.  1 Sam 3, 1-18). He did 

not immediately recognize the voice; it was the aged, wise Eli who helped him to understand that it 

was the Lord calling to him and thus Samuel discovered his vocation. In our own lives, once we, 

like Samuel, have made ourselves open to hearing the voice of the Lord (cf. 1 Sam 3, 9.10) we will 

discover who we are and what is our deepest identity. “From birth the Lord called me, he named 

me from my mother’s womb” (Is 49,1) says the Prophet. And this is the way it is. From the very 

beginning it is the Lord who calls us into being, into life. Our Servite vocation – like all religious 

vocations – is not a simple question of finding a job, or even of performing a service for the Church 

and for society. It is more than that. It is our “Yes” to Him who calls us: God. It is our “Yes” to 

those brothers with whom we live. It is our “Yes” to the service which has been entrusted to us 

personally.  It is a “Yes” inspired by the “Yes” pronounced by the Virgin of Nazareth, Our Lady. 

The powerful voice of the Lord liberates us;  it  takes us out of ourselves; it calls us to a new life – 

something like what happened to Jesus’ friend, Lazarus: “Lazarus, Come forth!” (Jn 11,43). 

 

 

To share the feelings of Christ our Master 
 

 Mary Magdalene answered the Risen Jesus with the word “Rabboni, which means Master!” 

(Jn 20,16).  Yes, the Master was present, ever alive, alive forever. His words were spirit and life. In 

the Leggenda delle origini dell’Ordine dei frati Servi della Vergine Maria [=LO], the author, Pietro 

da Todi, writes that the Virgin Mary was the true founder of the Order. In St. Philip Benizi she gave 

the Order an “example of authentic service” (LO 10); she made him like her Son, Jesus (cf. LO 11). 

This is not simply a one-time event. The fundamental purpose of Servite formation (of any religious 

formation for that matter) is to help us become Christians: to say “Yes” to Christ; to follow Him 

closely; to resemble Him in all things; to share His very feelings (cf. Ph 2, 5), to make it possible 

for Him to live in us (cf. Gal 2,20). If we do not achieve this purpose we are wasting our time, we 

are headed in the wrong direction. This does not mean that becoming a “friar Servant of Mary” is 

unimportant or purely secondary. No. But we must never forget the path shown us by Our Lady and 

followed by the Seven Fathers, St. Philip and all other Servants of Mary over the centuries; it is the 

path described by Christ who alone is our Master. Basically He is the one we are following. Our 

religious vocation is “a singular way of living the one and only Christian vocation in the local and 

the universal church.” (CSASM 1). 
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“GO TO MY BROTHERS”  (Jn 20, 17) 
 

Jesus called Mary Magdalene by name and then sent her to His brothers: “Go to my brothers 

…” (Jn 20,17). Mary Magdalene was sent to the community of Christ’s disciples, the community of 

His brethren. When we enter the Order, we too are sent to a community of brothers modeled on the 

primitive Christian community (cf. Acts  2,42ff; 4, 32ff; 5,12ff); this was the inspiration of our first 

Seven Fathers. They were so closely bound in friendship that “being apart, even for an hour, was 

something they bore with great discomfort.” (LO 29)  It is not easy to become a community of 

brothers. 

 

To become a brother 
 

 To become a brother means more than entering a community and putting on a habit. It 

implies a deep transformation of one’s whole being. To be someone’s blood brother means more 

than having the same parents: it implies a relationship that has gradually turned me into the person I 

am. In the same way to become a brother of the Seven Holy Fathers requires a patient and 

sometimes painful transformation in ourselves. There are occasionally prolonged times of death and 

resurrection, times of great growth. 

 

The concrete witness to the fraternal life 
 

 A concrete witness of fraternal life “which is the basis for the formation of the Servant of 

Mary. Unity in a life of prayer and work influences the integration of all into the life we profess and 

significantly contributes to personal development” (Const. 121). We must not neglect the 

importance of the community’s role as an example and a witness of fraternal life.  The author of the 

Leggenda writes “Our [Seven Holy] Fathers have left to us who came after them the example of 

their life. We likewise must leave a similar example to those who enter the Order after us. They in 

their turn will be asked to leave an example to their successors;  their successors will be asked the 

same thing. If we behave thus, and if all those friars who will follow into our Order behave in the 

same way, it will be of great profit to the Order. It will be the source of great joy …” (LO 2). In fact, 

“the privileged place of formation is the community.” (CSASM 44).9 

 

We are and we are called  “Servants … Brothers” 
 

 It is true that most friar Servants of Mary are priests, but ordination doesn’t make us any less 

“brothers.” There are not now, nor can there ever be, second class friars in the Order.  “We are all 

servants and that is what we call ourselves. We all have the same dignity inasmuch as we are 

brothers and we are all equal” (Const. 9). 

 

Know how to talk about the things in our heart 
 

The Risen Jesus said to Mary Magdalene, “Go to my brothers and tell them that I am going 

to my Father and your Father, my God and your God” (Jn 20, 17). Mary Magdalene is sent to the 

brethren (who probably think she is suffering hallucinations) to convey a surprising message from 

Jesus, the Living One; so we too are sent to the brethren - who, we hope, will make an effort to 

understand us. Each of us has something to say; each of us speaks on behalf of the Living One, the 

Risen Jesus. It is important to learn how to listen to the Risen One who speaks through our brothers.  

                                                
9  Cf. Const. 8, 121;  VC 67. 
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 During formation and during subsequent community life “fraternal and open” dialogue 

(Const. 108) is important, essential. One must learn how to communicate and how to listen to others 

with respect and esteem. To learn how to communicate involves opening up to criticism and 

evaluation our most precious possession, our fragile faith in the Risen One; it involves sharing with 

others what is in our heart – our thoughts and our dreams. To learn how to listen: how to avoid 

dismissing as nonsense what a brother may say, without making a genuine effort to understand the 

thoughts  he is trying to express. Listening means learning to keep silent, to forbear coming up with 

defensive objections, to be open to new and unexpected perspectives. 

 

 One of the challenges facing formation masters is creating and developing the self-

confidence of others to the extent that they will have the courage to speak openly. Those being 

formed should trust each other. They should learn how to inspire confidence in each other. Do not 

intimidate your brother, do not undermine his confidence, do not make fun of him. You must build 

each other up; strengthen and educate each other as humble and watchful servants. 

 

Know how to forgive 

 

 Growth in fraternal communion is impossible without forgiveness. “In our journey toward 

perfect charity, we fall and make mistakes because of human weakness. For this reason, in our 

relationships we should live according to the Lord’s admonition: “Be compassionate just as your 

Father is compassionate;  forgive and you will be forgiven.” (Lk 6,36.37c). Compassion is 

recognized as a characteristic of the Servants who continue in their life the example of the Mother 

of God.” (Const. 52). 

 

 

“I HAVE  SEEN THE LORD” (Jn 20, 18) 

 

“Mary Magdalene went immediately to tell the disciples “I have seen the Lord” and report 

what He had said.” (Jn 20, 18). 

 

Lectio Divina 

  

“I have seen the Lord,” Mary says and then goes on to report what He had told her.  Lectio 

Divina is something we must do every day; in Lectio the friar listens to the Lord, allows himself to 

be taught, meditates on His word, prays over it and then reports what  God is saying to him (cf. 

Const. 31a, 80, 148) [154]. Lectio Divina  is a daily appointment with the Lord, our Teacher, it a 

place where we learn. A friar is formed in the school of Christ; he grows, and then through words 

and deeds offers to others “a Christian response to help solve the problems of his environment and 

society.” (Const. 116). 

 

Joy 
 

 One final element: joy. A sad friar is a poor example of a friar… the victim of discord, 

suspicion, gossip, jealousy. The Easter Mystery must be ever before our eyes. “I have seen the 

Lord,” Mary Magdalene tells us. This is more than a statement of  fact, it is a proclamation of good 

news, it tells of a new light coming out of the  darkness; it harks back to the beginning, it is the 

proclamation of “a great joy.” (Lk 2, 10). On Easter Day, “the disciples rejoiced to see the Lord.” 

(Jn 20, 20). The joy of being with the living Christ every day (cf. Mt 28, 20).  
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The joy of living fraternally as His disciples, of being a living sign of His presence (cf. Mt 

18,20).  The joy of carrying out the “new” commandment of love, through forgiveness, mutual help, 

compassion, humility, … Certainly there is no lack of trials and suffering in life, but the Lord 

teaches us, His followers, above all to be happy (cf. Mt 5, 1-12). Every wayfarer we meet, every 

young person we receive will discover this Easter joy in us and in our communities.  This joy will 

attract others.  

 

 I am confident that all our friars will receive the Ratio Institutionis OSM. Called to Serve In  

Love with Our Lady. I decree that it enter into effect with its publication in Acta Ordinis Servorum 

beatae Mariae Virginis, and that  it be translated into the various languages spoken in the Order – 

and where necessary adapted to local formation needs. 

 

 

Regina caeli, laetare!  Alleluia! 

 

 

 

Fraternally, 

 

 

 

 

 
     Fr. Hubert Maria Moons,  OSM 

     Prior General 

 

 

 

 

 
 Fr. Reinhold Maria Bodner, OSM 

              Secretary of the Order 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rome,  April 23, 2000 
Easter, the Resurrection of Our Lord, Jesus Christ  

 


