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              In this issue: Teaching of Fr. Andrzej Grefkowicz on unity. He gave this testimony in the European ICCRS-conference in Warsaw, September 2007.

What helps and what hinders our unity in Poland?

Based on the experience of the National Charismatic Renewal Movement
1. My personal experience

I was ordained to the priesthood in 1970. A few years later, worried by the ‘low impact of my ministry, I started my search. I came across our Polish ‘Light-Life’ movement (founded by Rev. Fr. Franciszek Blachnicki). In this movement I experienced my baptism in the Holy Spirit in 1976. During the following years I undertook various forms of pastoral work together with my closest friends -priests from Neocatechumenate- particularly leading retreats for clergy. Thus three realities stood at the dawn of my spiritual awakening: the ‘Light-Life’ Movement, Catholic Charismatic Renewal in the Holy Spirit and the Neocatechumenate. Each one of these has become a precious treasure in my spiritual life. Through this I have learned to respect people who follow a different path to God than I do.

What where the results? Following one particular retreat, a fellow priest from the Neocatechumenate (and co-leader of the retreat) asked me to pray for him to receive a baptism in the Holy Spirit, saying: ‘you posses something that I lack’. Today he works in a Neocatechumenate seminary ‘Redemptoris Mater’ where he is involved with clerical formation. Our mutual friendship and cordiality endures even though we rarely meet.

Our ‘Renewal’ retreat centre in Magdalenka is visited not only by the people from the Renewal Movement, but also by members of other movements including the Neocatechumenate. Several people joined us to become leaders for our retreat groups. I am very pleased with this form of ‘ecumenism’.

2. What helps to sustain the unity in our co-ordination?

A.D. 1975 is accepted as the beginning of the Renewal Movement in Poland and the first co-ordination structures were founded in 1979. 
Today every diocese in Poland has its own representatives in the team responsible for nation-wide co-ordination. It is a large team with about 80 members which ensures that no region of Poland is excluded from the decision making process and from working on various initiatives. This larger group selects an executive board of 8 or 9 people which is a more functional team and carries out most of the ‘thankless tasks’. 

Each diocese has to have 2 representatives: one priest and one layperson. If a diocese lacks a priest then his place cannot be taken by a layperson and vice versa. This rule helps to maintain a degree of equilibrium, motivates clergy and laypeople to form working partnerships and ensures that the renewal groups don’t loose contact with church hierarchy.

We are also successfully carrying out certain joint initiatives organised by the larger team from across Poland and aimed at all the groups in the country. Thus they are not local initiatives but an undertaking of the movement as a whole. These include: 
-the annual prayer vigil at the Our Lady of Chestochowa Sanctuary at Jasna Gora. 
150 thousand gather for a whole day of prayer on the square in front of the sanctuary. There are only about 40 thousand people in our groups which means that we are joined in prayer with many others. We have experienced various weather conditions during our vigils: – in the cold and with rain lasting for the greater part of the day and then again during sunny days in the heat. Even in these difficult weather conditions everyone remained in the square (the exception being someone taken away poorly by ambulance). Representatives from the Communities of the Covenant (fraternities) and the Schools of New Evangelisation also take part in these vigils, sometimes leading the prayers. 
-organising meetings for young people, for people praying for intercessions and retreats for group leaders and priests. The latter have taken place regularly each year since the 1980’s and each time they gather together around 90 to100 people. We had a record-breaking retreat led by Sr. Briege McKenna and Fr. Ramiro Cantalamessa (attended by about 300 clergy).

3. We are worried about a certain change
In the first years of the Renewal Movement we absorbed all the learning’s which our brothers and sisters from the west shared with us. However, after we had learnt many things and gained our own experiences, our openness to accepting new trends and ideas diminished. One cannot build unity without listening to and accepting the suggestions of the others. J. Vanier made his groups particularly sensitive to this and encouraged them to listen to the quietest and newest members. 

4. One further thing from my personal experience 
I have been with the Polish Renewal Movement from its very beginning. Subsequent groups have been founded under my supervision. I have watched them develop. It was painful for me to see people, searching for a deeper spiritual experience and more radical decisions, leaving to join Communities of the Covenant or the Schools of the New Evangelisation. Some of the groups, lacking the strongest spiritual leaders and motivators went into decline. What can be done? We cannot deny the right to further development and more radical involvement in the apostolate to those, who feel such vocation. However, it is difficult to watch prayer groups expiring. What can be done? Our Lord allowed us form the Community of the Covenant which adopted as its charism ‘to be the leaven in the dough’ (cf Mt. 13, 33). That is how Jesus described the role of his disciples to the world. We saw our role with respect to the Renewal Groups in the same way. We take vows, we live by evangelical values and we have our meetings and our formative days but we don’t abandon our ‘old groups’. We don’t undertake any form of the apostolic work which would be solely ours i.e. as the Good Shepherd Community. We get involved in various forms of retreats. We work with young people and married couples. We pray for intercessions, perform exorcisms, and carry out evangelisation. We do all of this together with others. We don’t advertise ourselves. For example a bread label may state ‘Wheat bread’ or ‘Rye bread’ but there will be no mention of the leaven which made the dough into a tasty loaf. In my opinion the Renewal Groups need this kind of community. 
Fr. Andrzej Grefkowicz, Poland
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