The Charism of the Congregation of Passion,

(Holy Cross Province)

Our Founder, St. Paul of the Cross founded the Congregation of the Poor of Jesus to keep alive
the Memory of the Passion of Jesus Christ and entrusted us with a mission: to preach the
Gospel of the Passion by our life and apostolate.’ The sole reason the Congregation was born

in the Church was to promote the life-giving memory of the Passion of Jesus in the people of
God.?

Paul was totally convinced of the transforming power of meditation on the Passion; this was
what he felt he had to offer people. * In the words of St. Paul of the Cross: “The most efficacious
means for the conversion of sinners and for the sanctification of souls is the frequent
remembrance of the Passion of Jesus Christ, from the forgetfulness of which proceed
deplorable evils and disorders.”*

For Paul, the Memory of the Passion is the loving and sorrowful contemplation of what
Jesus, our God-made-man, has done and suffered for us. This understanding of the
Memory of the Passion gives rise to what he sees as our characteristic apostolate: the
promotion of the Memory of the Passion. °

What Paul is talking about is contemplating and bringing others to that same experience of
contemplation, or, to put it more simply, a Passionist in Paul’s mind is someone who is a person
of prayer and a teacher of prayer.®  One of the chief objects of our Congregation is not only to
pray for ourselves, that we may be united to God by charity, but also to lead others to the same
point, instructing them in the best and easiest manner possible.’

We are to be the continuation of the life of the apostles by a contemplative-apostolic
way of life firmly centered on the memory of the Passion of Jesus is the effective
contribution which Passionists offer the Church.®

“May the Passion of Christ be always in our hearts” — not may the Passion of Christ be in
our head, but may the Passion of Christ be always in our heart. That tells us something
about the kind of memory of the Passion which Paul of the Cross was concerned with.’

As the Congregation grew and found identity after Paul’s death we continued to reflect on this
gift which has been shared with us. We did this out of our lived experience. Our current
terminology includes: Memoria Passionis (The living memory of the Passion), The Passion of
Christ and it’s Power, The Passionist 4" Vow, The Crucified of Today, The Wisdom of the Cross,
Lived Experience of Community, and the Rule and Constitutions, all of which have been written
about after extensive reflection.’® Several elements need to be highlighted:
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Recognizing in Saint Paul of the Cross the action of the Holy Spirit, the Church with her
supreme authority approved our Congregation and its Rule, and entrusted us with a
mission: to preach the Gospel of the Passion by our life and apostolate.™

“By virtue of the specific mission that the church entrusted to us, we make our own the
words of Saint Paul: ‘We preach Christ Crucified’.”*2

Paul of the Cross used to describe the Passionist vocation in terms of growing ever more
aware of the love with which Jesus laid down his life on the Cross for us. To discover
this love is to be captivated by it, and drawn to make the gift of one’s own life to Christ,
and to others for his sake.’®

Perhaps it would be clearer to say that the characteristic form of ministry in the
Congregation is the promotion of the memory of the Passion: bringing others to a
mystical participation in the Passion of Christ, to an affective sharing in the sufferings of
Jesus.™

The promotion of the memory™ of the Passion is made possible by the form of life
which Paul of the Cross establishes. (Speaking of the structure of Community and the
essential components of prayer, penance and solitude.)

“Whether clerics or brothers, all of us share the same Passionist vocation, and are called
to live in community as equal sons of the same Father. Together we strive to keep alive
in our minds and hearts the memory of the Passion, each according to his particular role
of service in the Church and in the Congregation. *®In our continual efforts to follow
Jesus Crucified, we are supported and guided by our Constitutions”*” (Const. 100).

“The spirituality of the Congregation, centered in the revelation of God’s love in the
Passion of Jesus, strongly tends to contemplation and mystical union with God, which is
considered as a gift implicit in its vocation because necessary for the total fulfiliment of
its charism.” *® (See Endnote number 7).

“We seek the unity of our lives and our apostolate in the Passion of Jesus.” *°

We Passionists make the Paschal Mystery the center of our lives. This entails a loving
commitment to follow Jesus Crucified, and a generous resolve to proclaim His Passion
and death with faith and love. His Passion and death are no mere historical events. They
are ever-present realities to people in the world of today, "crucified" as they are by
injustice, by the lack of a deep respect for human life, and by a hungry yearning for
peace, truth, and the fullness of human existence.?
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Developments on the Charism: Throughout the growing years of this Congregation, the
development of what the Memory of the Passion means continues to expand its understanding.
Yet the perpetual emphasis is being rooted in the Cross of Christ. We have a rich foundation in
sacred scripture, theology and Passionist spirituality.

“The power of the Cross, which is the wisdom of God, gives us strength to discern and
remove the causes of human suffering.”*

The spirit which we call Passionist is not static. It grows and develops; it responds to
new situations, to new needs, to new cultures.?

The Passionist spirit is not being remembered today as something which is long-since
passed. We remember the past and see ourselves as part of that living tradition, and
together we seek the way to live that spirit today.

It should be emphasized that for the first time in the history of the Congregation, our
peculiar vow is formulated from the Memory of the Passion. The vow has a two-fold
objective: that of continuously remembering (personal dimension), and that of
promoting the memory (apostolic dimension).?*

We receive this gift and follow its developments precisely because of the foundations which we
acknowledge. This Charism of the Passion of Jesus is fittingly:

e Rooted in the Scriptures of the Passion of Jesus®

e Supported by a rich understanding of the Theology of the Cross

e Wrapped in a spirituality of the Passionists®

Other elements of Wisdom:

I would therefore say that the power of the Cross takes various forms which express its
influence.
e A Power of attraction “When | am lifted up, | will draw all things to myself” (cf.
what was said above).
e A Power of example Cf. Phil. 2:1, “Have in you that mind which was in Christ
Jesus.”
e A Norm of action “Whatever you did to the least of these my brothers, you did
to me.”
e An Insight into the misfortunes of mankind, which makes us see in these least
ones, the hidden “I” who dwells in them.
A Force which inspires an activity which transforms, sustaining its dynamism and
giving it a more than human motivation.
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e but also, A Force for detachment, for critical judgment, which invites us to a
forgetfulness of self (“do not let your right hand know what your left hand is
doing”), and to distancing ourselves from the work of our own hands.

As can be seen, this power is clearly of value to each one of us, in that it is able to draw
our life together around a center which prevents us from being pulled apart. As was
noted above, each one relates to the Cross in his or her own way.27

Finally, that which determines (or specifies) us, insofar as we are Passionists, is the capacity for
enthusiasm and, consequently, the degree of ought-to-be and ought-to-do that the Passion of
Christ frees in us. If the same fire that consumed St. Paul of the Cross is not in us, hope is
useless.”®

When people come to a retreat house, you don’t make them feel anything, but you set up the
environment which promotes a certain experience, the experience which you are hoping they
will be able to enter into during the time they are there. In that sense, you cannot give the
memory of the Passion to someone else; all you can do is set up an environment which will help
you to promote this experience of the memory of the Passion of Christ.?

Thus, the most succinct way to express our charism is union with Christ Crucified — our own
personal, ever deepening conformity to Christ in His life, passion, death, resurrection; and also
drawing other souls to know and be united with Christ in the same way; so that all of us may
ultimately be drawn into that eternal embrace of the Father where Christ, Crucified and Risen,
dwells. This is the life and vocation of every Passionist. *°

Essential Truths from the Charism Working Group: Before all else we take time to pray and
meditate on the Passion of Christ, whether this is done with the reading of scripture, praying
before a crucifix, lectio divina, mental prayer, spiritual reading, the Passion of Jesus is the most
overwhelming work of God's love.?! Moreover, “If the message of the Cross has nat first
penetrated our own lives, we ought not presume to proclaim it to others” *

That which we term “Charism” is pure gift of God. What then do we do with this gift? How are
we to share it? We share it to build up the Body of Christ. It must be understood that the
Passionist Charism isn’t our mission, nor is it our ministry. It is the divine energy propelling us
through formation, collaboration and ministry.

e Formation: Our charism is understood, and deepened through on-going
formation, generating within us a profound sense of gratitude for this gift.

e Collaboration: Our charism, is expressed in collaboration. It is in collaboration
that we help one another through dialogue and mutual support to discern how
we are to express the charism in our own unique way and circumstances.
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e Ministry: In ministry, our charism becomes specific, real, and incarnational in the
manner in which we will serve the suffering and crucified among us.

The sharing of this Passionist Charism, whether it be stories or personal reflections, truly is
deep and abundantly rich soil. Those on the working group feel touched by God when we
share with each other at this level. The sharing of the Charism, as each of us has come to
understand it, builds unity amidst our differences. Yet isn’t this what St. Paul of the Cross
envisioned when he encouraged the religious to be teachers of prayer? We Passionists have
been given the ability or need to bring people into the journey of contemplation on the mystery
of the Passion; to be teachers of praying with the Passion of Jesus always before us.For in doing
so we are blessed with a deeper understanding of the wealth of this mystery and the Memory
of the Passion remains dear to our heart.

Author’s note:

After numerous hours of reading, research and referencing, the above work feels too much like
a term paper or a dissertation. And sadly, that is not what the Charism of the Passion is
supposed to be about. The Charism is most alive when it is lived. For me the best moments of
ministry is when we help others reflect on their experience in light of the Passion of Christ and
this illumination allows that person to reinterpret the same experience with new lenses and a
new story, that being the deeper understanding of what the Passion of Jesus Christ means to
us. But this can’t be done without first prayerfully taking the Passion of Jesus Christ into our
own hearts.
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