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ARNAUD JOIN-LAMBERT

Christian “Family Beguinages” in 21st century Belgium: A New Lifestyle for Christians in Times of Liquid Modernity

[bookmark: _Toc333489278][bookmark: _Toc358292885][bookmark: _Toc320800142]The purpose of intentional communities is to ensure the good of each member; people come together as a community because they are convinced that what can be achieved as a community is greater than the sum of what individual could achieve. Community dynamics become more complex when it is not individuals but families who are the building blocks of the community. Not only do the units, the families, interact with each other, the individual relationships within the families have their own dynamics. In his books Liquid Modernity and Liquid Love[footnoteRef:1], Zygmunt Bauman argues that one of the negative effects of postmodernity is the increasing isolation and insecurity of the individual. The possibility of community is a problem, and the hopes for such community are typically utopian. Since Christians have community – Church – at the center of their mission, the challenge for Christians in today’s society is to articulate a vision of community that is appealing and to support those forms of community that enrich the Church. Different communal movements in society today, proposing both permanent and temporary communal relationships, respond to a growing need in society and the Church does well to recognize those that give shape to the Gospel mission. In this article, I will describe such a community movement in order to articulate its theology and evaluate its benefit for Christian life, the movement of “family beguinages”. What sets this movement apart from many others is that it focuses on bringing families, not individuals, together. Further, these communities are formed by and governed by the families themselves. I will describe six such projects in French-speaking Belgium and analyze them in terms of sanctification, communion, and mission, aspects that are central to Christian vocation. I will then point to aspects that merit further research, especially regarding autonomy, strength, and recognition[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Z. BAUMAN: Liquid Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000; Z. BAUMAN: Liquid Love: On the Frailty of Human Bonds, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003.]  [2:  This article Is a revised version of “Des «béguinages familiaux» au 21e siècle en Belgiqueˮ, in : K. DEMASURE/A. JOIN-LAMBERT/G. MONNET (EDS.): Vivre ensemble : Un défi pratique pour la théologie, Théologies pratiques, Bruxelles/Montréal: Lumen vitae/Novalis, 2014, 223-239.] 



1. Community Movements in Belgium

Beginning in the sixties, several community projects initiated by and for lay Catholics appeared in Belgium. Given the Belgian context, the type of Christian engagement studied here is specifically Catholic because the population is mostly Catholic. Similar movements arising out of a Protestant, Reformed, or Anglican context may exist in other countries, and this study may have some relevance to them, but here I limit myself to a Catholic analysis. Thus, the specific perspective of Catholic ecclesiology, especially springing from the Second Vatican Council, is used as the interpretive lens, with its emphasis on the role of the laity in the Church[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  See P. PHILIBERT: The Priesthood of the Faithful: Key to a Living Church, Collegeville, MD: Liturgical Press, 2005.] 


[bookmark: _Toc333489279][bookmark: _Toc358292886]
1.1 The problematic: from group living to “family beguinages”

The project under examination can be categorized as community housing (habitats groupés), a kind of lifestyle that is rather widespread in Belgium and not specifically religious, or even ideological[footnoteRef:4]. Several hundred exist. A helpful definition given by one such group is as follows: [4:  For example, www.habitat-groupe.be (accessed 6 Aug 2017).] 

A habitat groupé is a place where several people (families or single people) live, and where they benefit from private and communal spaces. It is characterized by self-governance (those living there govern themselves), and by the willingness of all participants to live in a communal manner. This type of housing should allow for a development of social life (through the communal spaces) without denigrating the development of the individual (in his or her own private space). It hopes to promote a shared life and is often built around a common project: the reinforcing of social cohesion, cultural development, reduction of the ecological impact, sharing of resources, diversity, protection of patrimony, social economic activities, etc.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Definition according to the association Habitat et Participation, cf. www.habitat-participation.be/habitat-groupe/ (accessed 23 October 2017).] 

It is important to note that what is common here is the project, not the life together as a whole, and that the communal and private are both provided for. I will be studying only those habitats groupés whose purpose, relationships, convictions allow them to be categorized as Christian projects. I propose that the familial and intergenerational interactions, coupled with their engagement with the immediate social environment, make these communities laboratories of a sort for reflection on a new Christian lifestyle. The name I have chosen for this type of community is “family beguinage”, drawing parallels with the early modern phenomenon of the beguinage in the Low Countries in the early modern period. This name is mine and is not used by the specific communities. The projects under study have existed for 21 to 39 years; their development and the emergence of new questions provide a means of reflecting on the problematic of establishing a specifically Christian lifestyle in today’s western society characterized by “liquid modernity”.
[bookmark: _Ref372894218]At the start, I draw attention to a difficulty in vocabulary. These groups of laypersons – dwelling together in the same neighborhood or in the same house – may or may not be comfortable calling themselves a “community”. Nonetheless, if we take the work of Evelyn and James Whitehead as a guide for categorization[footnoteRef:6], the name “community” is appropriate, even if some reject the term because it evokes the idea of a religious community. According to the Whiteheads, this way of life is indeed a “group lifestyle” and “not just an association”, even if the community aimed for is also an “obscure ideal”, to use their own expressions. My research deals principally with “the specifically Christian” in this type of lifestyle, in its ecclesial as well societal impact. [6:  E. WHITEHEAD/J. WHITEHEAD: Community of faith: Crafting Christian Communities Today, Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 1992.] 

[bookmark: _Toc333489280][bookmark: _Toc358292887]

1.2 Research hypothesis

My research hypothesis is that participation in a family beguinage positively contributes to each person’s development as a Christian, fulfilling their baptismal vocation.[footnoteRef:7] This specific life together helps shape positively the person as a whole, socially and spiritually, both as an individual and as a family member.  [7:  See: C. HENNEKE: Glänzende Aussichten: Wie Kirche über sich hinauswächst, Münster: Aschendorff, 2011; P. GOUDREAULT: Chemins d’espérance pour l’avenir de l’Église, Pédagogie pastorale 7, Bruxelles/Montréal: Lumen vitae/Novalis, 2010.] 

It is this spiritual benefit that links the current family communal arrangements with the historic existence of the beguinage in the late 12th and early 13th centuries.[footnoteRef:8] In the world and cut off from the world, a member of the Church with financial and communal independence, the women in the beguinage community became stronger and more fulfilled both as Christians and in regard to the historic challenges of the time by virtue of this type of communal life. The similarities between today’s communities and the beguinages of old is rarely commented upon. It is also interesting that the habitats groupés as a whole are found primarily in northern and southern Belgium, in the Netherlands, and along the Rhine, precisely where beguinages prospered. [8:  See P. MAJÉRUS: Ces femmes qu'on dit béguines: Guide des béguinages de Belgique, bibliographie et sources d'archives, 2 vols., Bruxelles: Archives générales du Royaume, 1997; S. PANCIERA: Les béguines, Que pensez-de... ?  75, Namur: Fidélité, 2009.] 



[bookmark: _Toc333489281][bookmark: _Toc358292888]1.3 The research
[bookmark: _Toc358292889]
A study that focused only on the charters and statutes of these communities would merely result in a theoretical schema that would not reflect the complex reality of concrete life in the communities. To assess these unique lifestyles, a deductive approach would not be productive. 
This study began with a doctoral seminar in practical theology in 2010-2011 at the Catholic University of Leuven. The students studied the few available sources and conducted fieldwork where they engaged in participatory observation and interviews with the community members.[footnoteRef:9] Subsequently, I continued the research with my own participatory observation and complementary interviews.	Comment by Arnaud Join-Lambert: Université catholique de Louvain (in Louvain-la-Neuve) [9:  For the basic principles, see M. VIAU: Practical Theology: A New Approach, Empirical Studies in Theology 2, Leiden: Brill, 1999. Also helpful are H. CAMERON/D. BHATTI/C. DUCE/J. SWEENEY/C. WATKINS: Talking about God in Practice: Theological Action Research and Practical Theology, London: SCM Press, 2010; J. ASTLEY/L. FRANCIS: Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday Christian Believing and the Church, New York: Routledge, 2013.] 

I now briefly describe the six communities studied in their diverse forms: three totally private, a “mixed” form, and two “public”.
(a) Three projects were originally a habitat groupé, with a minimum of five couples. The couples are owners or co-owners. Together they built or renovated the buildings that they use, mainly comprised of autonomous structures with some parts held in common. They were not founded with a goal that addressed the outside world, whether social or religious. Their original bond and their unity were friendship and the Christian faith. These projects have evolved little over time; the inhabitants have simply lived and gotten old together, generally having had the same age at the beginning of their common adventure. This means that family questions arose more or less at the same time, with parallels in the growth of their children, followed by their departure from the house, and finally new questions in terms of inheritance to be considered now. The three projects had to deal with changes in certain couples and one couple’s departure.
The Vieille Voie (the Old Way, taking the name from its street) or the Communauté Ste Walburge (the St. Walburge Community, taking the name from its parish) has existed in Liège since 1987. It brings six families together in six one-family houses with a shared garden, a common room, a chapel, and a reception room. Its origins were marked by a parochial ecclesial anchoring. It is in fact a project born in a parochial dynamic which sought to renew the Gospel’s way of living in an increasingly secularized society. The liturgical dimension of daily common prayer and the significant ecclesial engagement of several members are partly explained by that origin. They have an explicit link to the rule of Saint Benedict and the traditions of Taizé.
The Ferme de Louvranges[footnoteRef:10] near Wavre is in an originally rural, and henceforth very residential, environment in a large, renovated Brabantine farm. A few religious had previously tried to bring the place to life. In 1977 five couples renovated it and moved in with the desire to foster a life together and a concern to welcome persons in a state of social precariousness. Each part of the farm contains a private home and studios intended for long stays for people who are disadvantaged or going through a crisis, eleven in all. They call that “living with”, understood as the choice “of taking to its bosom ‘different or more fragile’ people”, made possible “by one external person paired with two welcoming persons, without seeing the balance of their lives modified”[footnoteRef:11]. This is the project’s heart. A room converted into an oratory is the symbolic expression of the members’ initial Christian identity, even though the religious activity no longer brings them together on a regular basis. [10:  See H. VAN RUYMBEKE: De commencement en commencement, Wavre: Mediel, 2010, 145-161.]  [11:  Ibid., 146.] 

The Grande Maison (Large House) is in Braine Alleud (a medium-sized city south of Brussels). Its defining characteristic is the desire, shared by four couples, to live together and support persons with a disability. In 1987, the members first rented a large old house belonging to nuns in Brussels to form five living spaces. Then, in 1992 the families moved into a collective building designed and built in accordance with that initial project, incorporating three other families who built nearby.
(b) The Habitat Groupé (which is the name of this specific community) is a rather similar project. It has existed since 1995 in central Brussels in the municipality of Anderlecht in a working-class neighborhood with a large population of immigrants from the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa. The founding members had close links with the local parish and with the religious order that staffed it. Some of the members served in the parish as catechists and in other ways. The owners and tenants live side by side: eleven are members (seven lay people, three nuns from different two religious orders, and a blind priest), two of whom live across the street from the main building. In addition, six other people, who are not members, live in the building. Times for daily prayer, sharing, and encounter three times a month structure daily life. In addition, one day or a weekend is set aside each year for communal evaluation. The location was specifically chosen to support the local community. Unlike the other communities described above, this one includes ordained priests and women in religious life. It also allows for temporary stays for non-members.
(c) Two communities were formed around specific projects. The members are tenants who come to live at the residence to serve the project, which in most cases was underway before the members moved in. The property is owned by an association, which oversees the goals and charter of the community. Beyond the project, the communities are marked by an emphasis on spiritual welcoming. The members all have jobs outside the community, except for one person who is employed part-time to work for the community.
The Hautbois (Oboe) and the Seuil (Threshold) are the two Fraternités du Bon Pasteur (Good Shepherd Fraternities)[footnoteRef:12] founded in 1985 on the site of the former community of the Sisters of the Good Shepherd in Brussels in the affluent municipality of Woluwe-Saint-Pierre. The families (which include widows and a widower), a religious sister from the Sisters of the Good Shepherd, and two priests live scattered over a large property, in various types of housing, around the former Manoir d’Anjou. Each day begins with morning prayer in common. There are often parish groups that visit for retreats throughout the year. Three poustinia,[footnoteRef:13] or hermitages, are located at the center of the property to encourage visits by those seeking spiritual advice. One Saturday morning per month is devoted to maintenance of the grounds, with people from outside joining the members in that activity, as they do for two annual work days. A project called Transhumance uses four apartments where they host long-term guests. Students of the pastoral institute Lumen Vitae and other students were also accommodated until 2016. [12:  Originally there was only one fraternity. Les Fraternités du Bon Pasteur publish a quarterly periodical Le Pipeau. See www.fbp.be (accessed 6 Aug 2017). ]  [13:  This eremitic life on the edges of villages was widespread in Russia in past centuries and popularized in the West by the work of C. DE HUECK-DOHERTY: Poustinia: Christian Spirituality of the East for Western Man, Notre-Dame: Ave Maria Press, 1975.] 

Like the Hautbois and Seuil, the Colline de Peneul[footnoteRef:14] also integrates work days and poustinias into community life. This community began in 1982, when Hubert van Ruymbeke shared with some friends his idea a place of silence, encounter, and prayer to be located about 30 km south of Brussels. It has become an important spiritual resource for the diocese. The community is mostly composed of lay people, but it does have religious among its members from time to time. The main building with its chapel were completed in 1992. A primary characteristic of the community is its welcoming in silence and solitude, yet at the request of the diocese this has been expanded to offering hospitality to small groups. It is composed of four residences, which have seen several families and single persons come and go over the years.	Comment by Arnaud Join-Lambert: Penuel [14:  See H. VAN RUYMBEKE: De commencement, 162-178. La Colline de Penuel publishes an annual newsletter. See www.penuel.be (accessed 6 Aug 2017).] 

As can be seen, the communities selected are diverse, with different approaches to internal organization, the relationship to a common project, whether or not they are open to visitors from outside the community, and the degree of their outward religiosity.


[bookmark: _Toc333489284][bookmark: _Toc358292891]2. A Theological Reading: The Fostering of the Common Vocation of the Baptized 

Based on the theological, spiritual, and socio-anthropological literature on Christian communities, our initial hypothesis may be subdivided into two domains or goals of Christian life: the sanctification of persons on the one hand and communion and mission on the other. My reflection is based on the Second Vatican Council’s constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium,[footnoteRef:15] especially its description of the common vocation of the baptized. [15:  LG 32: “sharing a common dignity as members from their regeneration in Christ, having the same filial grace and the same vocation to perfection; possessing in common one salvation.”] 

The major difficulty is how to synthesize the contributions of the various communities. A common characteristic is indeed their need of a true autonomy, both in their organizational choices and in their individual and collective affiliations. It has seemed best to start with one of the six projects and incorporate the experiences of the others into the initial analysis. I have taken the Vieille Voie as a basis. Like the three other communities of “owners”, it does not have an apostolic purpose. In common with the other communities, its Catholic identity is clearly asserted, and the spiritual dimension is at the heart of the project.


[bookmark: _Toc333489285][bookmark: _Toc358292892]2.1 The sanctification of persons

In studying the perception of their vocation by members of the Vieille Voie, it appears that the nature of group life founded around real loving and caring relationships facilities the sharing of spiritual goals. The time taken by each person to open themselves and make themselves available to the others grows out of a conception of communal life that is specifically Christian. That confirms the analysis of Etienne Grieu,[footnoteRef:16] which showed that a specifically Christian approach to life includes the experience of relationships, both as sons and daughters and as brothers and sisters, in cultivating the experience of the love of God and of one’s neighbor. The Christian approach always integrates growth in maturity and knowledge with growth in love and caring for one another. In this way, the experience of God’s love is communicated by means of community life.[footnoteRef:17] This process has been called “engendering”.[footnoteRef:18] One can engender persons in their own life of faith thanks to a way of being in relationships and a way of acting inspired by the Gospel. The manner of living of such a person is thus an incarnation, where they become the lived Gospel message. The Vieille Voie members see this incarnation as the mission of every baptized Christian. A personal vocation is thus inseparable from communion with others and with God. [16:  E. GRIEU: Nés de Dieu: Itinéraires de chrétiens engagés, essai de lecture théologique, Cogitatio fidei 231, Paris: Cerf, 2003.]  [17:  A. JOIN-LAMBERT: “Annoncer le Christ et l’Évangile: Un impératif expérientiel pour le chrétien”, in: Communio 32 (2007), 127-144.]  [18:  See P. BACQ: “La pastorale d’engendrement: Qu’est-ce à dire?”, in: Lumen Vitae 63 (2008), 299-318.] 

In the other communities, this primacy given to relationships is also present, but it is not always explicitly connected to a relationship to God as author of the Christian vocation. In reflecting on these various experiences, one is reminded that a purely humanistic approach may also nourish this dynamic, and the charter of a community may help to keep it on track (as in the structure of Louvranges, Vielle Voie, Grande Maison). To focus on becoming fully human is certainly one way to describe the Christian vocation. However, the question that arises is whether a goal based solely in humanism can be described as a Christian endeavor. In the communities studied, those that do not include growth in relationship to God as part of the aim of the community do not exclude it from the intentions of their members. For example, some members hope to enable a better life for the disadvantaged persons they receive, with faith that God is with them in their activity and that their work is an answer to a call (vocation), and perhaps a way to witness to their faith. The light community structure offers the members the ability to assess for themselves the spiritual dimension of their vocations.	Comment by Arnaud Join-Lambert: Vieille
Jan Claes, a priest in Brussels, makes this important point. “The problem is not a lack of religion, but of communication…. What are above all lacking are spaces of encounter”. He can thus see the role and importance of a project like Habitat Groupé in Anderlecht. This does not, though, discount the need for a Christian presence at the heart of society. “Gone are the days, he says, when the Christian could see himself as the leaven in the dough [Luke 13:20-21]. Today there is a need for asserting one’s Christian identity, especially with the increasing presence of Muslims in society” and new Christian religious movements. The baptized Catholic thus has a role to play in society.
In the two projects focusing on social engagement, the vocation’s role is central because members join the community by engaging in an already existing project. The project is a type of call, originating from a faith commitment, that corresponds to a person’s desire, and membership in the project and the community is sought. Those who join as tenants have the flexibility of commitment that leaves the vocation room to evolve. Participating in the Colline de Penuel or Fraternités du Bon Pasteur project becomes a part, long or short, of the journey in faith of an individual or family. The community adds this qualification: “As lay person, one is not ready to engage in a project like this in certain stages of one’s life”. To put it differently, the motivations behind this response to the baptismal vocation may change. That is why certain members may decide to leave the community and seek other paths.
This last point is worth examining. If the members of the community own the property, how can a desire to leave the community be managed? This is the situation which Grande Maison and Habitat Groupé have experienced recently. Divorce and family recomposition are similar factors destabilizing the initial project; the same is true should one of the members sell their property to a third party who may not necessarily share the vision of the founders, as has happened at Vieille Voie and Louvranges. What is to be done finally when one of the partners of a couple wishes to leave the project, but the other partner does not? In these four communities, after many years of existence, the question of renewal comes to be considered in terms of transmission. Will the children want to assume this community-based portion of their inheritance? Concretely, will walls need to be constructed where the founders tore them down? In the symbolic order, such gestures will be of great significance.
Even though these communities include religious and single people, they are fundamentally lay, family-based communities. How is the development of the baptismal vocation of the young within the families to be envisaged? Does the community foster growth in the faith and facilitate preparing the young person to live in the world as a Christian? The example set by the parents at community prayers and celebrations creates an environment favorable to that; the same can be said for their openness to others, particularly to persons in difficulty. But each family maintains its liberty, whether it is on the level of faith engagement or lifestyle in the grouped habitat: only the parents are engaged in the project, although the effect of the shared life on the children is not to be neglected[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  The research carried out did not involve children. There is an interview with a 17-year-old in a documentary on Vieille Voie and a collection of children’s remarks in an annual newsletter of the Colline de Penuel. This is a research dimension worth pursuing.] 



[bookmark: _Toc333489286][bookmark: _Toc358292893]2.2 Communion and mission

A small community, like a family, is a living image and representation of the mystery of the Church in history. I have examined this dimension according to certain themes: identity, function, leadership, the reception of new members and the departure of old members, and ecclesiality.
The identity question goes hand in hand with that of vocation, but widens the field. To put it differently, the usual application of ecclesiola, domestic church or small church, to a Christian family[footnoteRef:20] can also refer to a grouping of Christian families. If we look at the terminology these communities use to describe themselves, each is different. In only one case is the community defined in terms of place rather than relationships (Colline de Penuel); however, the choice of name for the place does evoke relationship, since it is the place of Jacob’s face-to-face discussion with God. Others use terms without religious connotation like “solidary project” (Louvranges), where humanity is at the forefront, even though it is a group of Christians. Hence, modelled on the encounters of Jesus, we have communities inviting growth in humanity as well as communities of disciples. Then there are others who use terms which have spiritual connotations, linked to religious life, like “fraternity” or “community”. Finally, on two occasions we find the rather unusual concept of a “communion of families” (Vieille Voie, Colline de Penuel). None of the communities has used the expression ecclesiola in characterizing itself, even though it is known and sometimes evoked in conversations (Grande Maison). [20:  See T. KNIEPS-PORT LE ROI/G. MANNION/P. DE MEY (EDS.): The Household of God and Local Households Revisiting the Domestic Church, BETL 254, Leuven: Peeters, 2013.
] 

If we try to define a family beguinage in a way that encompasses the diversity studied, a few elements stand out: it is a group of persons who decide not to live their Christian faith in an isolated way, but to live a common project in which they are engaged in the world from the perspective of their faith in a way not directly connected with the institutional Church. Diversity remains important: these are different projects, with different durations, different calls, and, above all, different expressions of a relationship to God. The choice of devoting a part of the common space to an oratory or chapel is also significant. Finally, let us point out that these communities are not closed in on themselves; an emphasis on hospitality is part of their structure[footnoteRef:21], whether it is outreach to disadvantaged persons or to persons on a spiritual quest. These last two points (a space explicitly open to transcendence and hospitality for one’s neighbor) are strong points of the Christianity lived in these communities. [21:  See Diakonia 44/1 (2013).] 

These communities do not see themselves as a Church in the complete sense, as if the community life suffices for all that the Church provides. At most, they intend to be a complement or alternative to parish life. If they claimed the former, then there would be an ecclesiological problem. As Gilles Routhier shows, the Church is not just community[footnoteRef:22]. It is also an assembly (ecclesia) open to service (diaconia) and a shared life (koinonia). The parish can be seen as a non-elective assembly, and it is a communion of communities, being composed of families, peer groups, and other associations. In the parish, each of these smaller communities are called to transcend their boundaries to embrace all the others, recognizing that in their otherness they are part of the body of Christ. That is a condition of attempting to live a Catholic communion.  [22:  See G. ROUTHIER : “Communautés – réseaux – assemblées: Penser l’Église dans un monde pluriel”, in: Théophilyon 11 (2006), 71-93.] 

The Vieille Voie community finds itself in a period of crisis, which can be described as a liturgical and spiritual desert. It helpfully experiences this situation as one in need of becoming Church. The members long to participate in the Church but no longer have the opportunity. In their town of Liege, the changes in parish structures have deeply affected the community, showing that the community was always connected with the parish.
The connection to “the Church for everyone in one place” that the parish is supposed to be, as well as with the particular Church the diocese represents, vary from one community to another. The Colline de Penuel and the Fraternités du Bon Pasteur have strong ties on every level, whether it be in local parochial engagement or in the wider diocese. This seems obvious given the very raison d’être of their project of social engagement. That dimension is in fact reinforced by individual engagement and not only by an ecclesiality of the community. As in Liège (Vieille Voie), from the beginning the Habitat Groupé in Brussels has had a strong connection to the parish. In contrast, that which characterizes the other communities’ ecclesiality is above all the individual dimension, whether it be through the professional engagement of its members (sometimes as teachers of religion or parochial assistants), active participation in the life of the Church, or quite simply the presence of children in catechetical and youth groups. The ties with parishes also vary depending on whether pastors in these parishes are appreciative of the community project. In several cases, a member’s external engagement is seen as a form of sending by the community. It is taken as a sign of the maturity of the lived communion.
In terms of functioning, three questions were chosen. The first cuts across all the communities, that of leadership, notably a guarantor of communion[footnoteRef:23]. Louvranges does not have a leader and rejects any relationship of authority, but the place of the founder assumes that dimension in part. All the other communities have a person in the role of leadership: a “moderator” (Penuel), an “organizer” (Vieille Voie), or a “sentinel” (Habitat Groupé, Grande Maison, Fraternités de Bon Pasteur) with reduced competencies. He or she is appointed for a few years to ensure the agenda, conduct meetings, and see to the project’s progress. Put differently, he or she is indeed like a shepherd. Sometimes an assistant or council assists him or her. For the Fraternités du Bon Pasteur and the Colline de Penuel, an administrative council and a general assembly constitute regulatory authorities because of their legal status.  [23:  The Whiteheads’ chapter on this question is quite informative (see note 6).] 

The leader also has the mission of guiding the group through tensions and conflicts. It seems that only the Vieille Voie has a practice of accompaniment by an outsider. The dimension of conflict is normal in any human group, and even sane according to the Whiteheads. Managing it is thus one of the tasks of any community. It figures among the major tests of communion. At the Vieille Voie, the charter’s fourth appendix is a text by Jean Vanier. Several passages of the text manifest something of essence to the Christian faith in regard to conflict resolution.[footnoteRef:24] In all, a third of this charter is dedicated to the question, showing its importance. Does not the extent to which this community takes that component seriously say something essential? In going further, are not these tensions necessary for the life of faith? In any case, it is noteworthy that in these communities, which are not structured hierarchically, each member receives the advice of others not as a teaching or exhortation, but as a gift or proposal. [24:  Jean Vanier is the founder of the Communities of L’Arche (named after Noah's ark). See his Community and Growth, 2nd revised edition, New York: Paulist Press, 1989 and From Brokenness to Community, New York: Paulist Press, 1992. It is no coincidence that the author has been, and remains, a well-known reference to the members. Thus, in 2011-2012, the Fraternités du Bon Pasteur worked on the book. Some passages of the charter of the Vieille Voie are taken from it.] 

In terms of mission, the small communities are the leaven of the Gospel and encourage their members’ Christian witness. Three subtopics have been selected here: the community’s mission as such, the prophetic dimension (in the world and in the Church) through the alternative character of these beguinages, and the laity’s role that transforming the world represents. In a world which is searching for meaning, in the diversity of ways of being, thinking and doing, in the anonymity of cities, it is a question of finding a way to live together so that Christian life may be present as a leaven. “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ” (Gaudium et spes 1). This surely implies a way of being. Making room for the poor, the excluded, and those around us is an important criterion of Christian mission in the current context. Something of the Church as a sign at the heart of the world is going on here. Let us add here too the festive dimension of living together. Celebrating the large and small events of life together is prominently present in the life of these communities. Perhaps there is another prophetic message for our “depressive” societies and their Liquid Fear[footnoteRef:25] here. [25:  Z. BAUMAN: Liquid Fear, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013.] 



[bookmark: _Toc333489287][bookmark: _Toc358292894]3. Perspectives and new theological questions

After this analysis, let us tackle two major questions the theologian cannot escape: why have these lifestyles emerged today? What can we learn from these communities for the future of Christianity in Western post-Christendom? Let us focus on the questions of fundamental theology that these small communities raise. During observations and interviews, three recurring notions emerged with a scope that is as much philosophical as theological: autonomy, strength, and recognition. Without pretending to develop a detailed reflection here, we instead suggest routes intended for subsequent investigation.

[bookmark: _Toc358292895][bookmark: _Toc333489288]
3.1 Autonomy

Many of the remarks of the members stress the importance of autonomy, and this notion is even regularly and explicitly cited, without going into detail. It stressed the importance of freedom and choice. What does “principle of autonomy” mean in this context? Is it simply the contemporary desire to be master of one’s limits? Let us recall that in philosophy, autonomy is the faculty of acting on one’s own in giving oneself one’s own rules of conduct. The study of these Belgian family beguinages brings a paradox to light: this lifestyle by which persons bind themselves to others contributes to their autonomy.
This autonomy takes on the appearance of independence in relation to the ecclesial institution: it is not that people reject an ecclesiastical authority a priori but that they do not want to be “controlled”. This illustrates an aspect of the deinstitutionalization of religion, which sociologists have been discussing for over 20 years[footnoteRef:26]. The leadership question is also important. Does the leadership of the founders or of temporarily-appointed leaders from among the members parallel in any way ordained ministry in the wider Church? An analysis of this issue can helpfully plumb the lived theology in these new Christian forms. [26:  See R. FENN: The Blackwell Companion to Sociology of Religion, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2001, 206. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc358292896][bookmark: _Toc333489289]3.2 Strength

This common life makes people autonomous because it makes them stronger. The concept of strength is very enlightening for these small communities. This cardinal virtue traditionally designates firmness and constancy in pursuing a spiritual good, in surmounting obstacles in moral life. In adapting this vocabulary somewhat, the concept of strength is readily applicable to the profound motivations and realism characteristic of the persons encountered. A thoroughly socio-anthropological approach would see an economic and social pragmatism here. In this strength, theology discerns one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit and thus an effect of the sacrament of confirmation.
These cursory remarks deserve further development. But the extent to which thought and research on the laity, the common priesthood, and the baptismal vocation would be enriched by attention paid to these small communities is becoming apparent. For Christian spirituality, the fact that the choice of this lifestyle makes the members stronger reveals the weakness of any individual striving for virtue.
From an ecclesiological point of view, the strength observed here shows that this kind of lifestyle is attractive to lay people. It highlights the dissatisfaction that often occurs with the kind of parish structures we live with today, put into place by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 and confirmed by the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century. They testify to a certain liquidity in the realization of Church life.[footnoteRef:27] People living in these spaces all testify to the interest regularly manifested by others in their form of living together. The humble strength noted becomes credibility and coherence. Coupled with the autonomy mentioned earlier, these beguinages may be perceived with mistrust, or even “jealousy”, by people involved in local ecclesial institutions.  [27:  See P. WARD: Liquid Church, Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013 [1st ed. 2002]; A. JOIN-LAMBERT: “Vers une Église liquide”, in: Études 4213 (2015), 67-78.] 


[bookmark: _Toc358292897][bookmark: _Toc333489290]
3.3 Recognition

In an increasingly destructured and anonymizing Western society, these beguinages offer places of recognition. This recent concept in philosophy, masterfully delineated by Paul Ricœur[footnoteRef:28], is being taken up in theology. It is not just a matter of existing in the eyes of another and of the Other, this other that my regard and attitude make exist and grow. Paul Ricœur calls this a “process of identification” in the respect of alterity. There are three phases in this recognition: identifying, recognizing oneself, and mutually recognizing one another. The French theologian François Moog endeavors to “explore the foundations of a principle of recognition in a Christian way of life”[footnoteRef:29]. He proposes a three-stage reflection: the central role of recognition in the mystery of the faith, “how recognition makes us enter the Christian experience it precedes”, and the ecclesiological consequences of this recognition.  [28:  P. RICŒUR: The Course of Recognition, Institute for Human Sciences Vienna Lecture Series 2, Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2007.]  [29:  F. MOOG: Accueillir ceux qui frappent à la porte de l’Église: La grâce de la reconnaissance, Le point catéchèse, Paris : Le Sénevé & ISPC, 2009, 25.] 

Family beguinages can be a central place of recognition, considered from either a philosophical or theological perspective. This is not unconnected to what I have discussed above. The process of recognition characterizing this lifestyle generates autonomy and strength.

[bookmark: _Toc358292898][bookmark: _Toc333489291]
4. Conclusion: A Sign for the Future of Christian Faith in Postmodernity

How far we have come since the 60s and 70s! We might refer here to an invaluable 1971 text of the great theologian Yves Congar, in which he outlines a typology and a manner of theological questioning in line with the enthusiasm of the time[footnoteRef:30]. Today, these communities contribute to reflection on a theology of the laity which is always in search of itself over the course of sociological mutations. Is this lifestyle good for all baptized Christians? Should it be proposed to everyone? If it accords with the common vocation, then the institutional Church should be proactive in this domain. Our study does not allow us to answer these questions definitively. Moreover, the members of the studied communities themselves have a nuanced opinion. The following remarks by an organizer of the Vieille Voie are particularly apt: [30:  Y. CONGAR: “Les groupes informels dans l’Église: Un point de vue catholique”, in: R. METZ/J. SCHLICK (EDS.): Les groupes informels dans l’Église, 2e colloque du Cerdic, Strasbourg, 13-15 May 1971, Hommes et Église 2, Strasbourg : CERDIC, 1971, 273-300.
] 

At the beginning, it was often presented in an idyllic way and we found it very hard to state the difficulties of community life. It seemed nirvana, the solution. It is not the future in the sense that it is the only future possible for the Church. It is often said that it is one of the futures and one of the ways of doing Church. But it is neither better, nor worse, nor a required step in being Church. It is one that deserves attention, one that has been refined and will go on creating. In today’s expanding world, it is an interesting path to follow but surely not the only way of making a community, of doing Church.
It would be interesting to widen this research to other attempts and living in community by Catholics and other Christians. That would allow us to confirm what has emerged in this study: these family beguinages contribute to autonomy, strength, and recognition in their members. These are clearly resources for achieving the common vocation of sanctity, whether that is consciously with faith, or situated within a more indeterminate quest for personal achievement. In their own way, these family beguinages are also signs of hope for all men and women who believe in the Gospel’s relevance for our time.


SUMMARY
Christian “Family Beguinages” in 21st century Belgium: A New Lifestyle for Christians in Times of Liquid Modernity

There is a common phenomenon in Belgium in which individuals or families choose to share their life in some form of communal existence with other individuals or families. Among these, there are several projects that are specifically organized by or for Catholics. These are characterized by being primarily groups of families choosing to construct a shared life around a shared mission. These projects are autonomous, neither religious communities nor part of the new international lay movements but characteristically Christian. With a view to the person’s fulfillment, these projects integrate various dimensions of a person’s social as well as spiritual relations, both individual and familial. The way these communities are organized and the effect they have on the members’ faith development make them very similar to the beguinage movement of the later middle ages. The article examines six different communities in Belgium that have existed for many years. It sets out the different motives involved in their formation, describes their community structure, and gives an account of their different goals. It then engages in a theological reflection on how these different communities as a whole can be said to contribute to the sanctity of its members. The reflection is organized around the themes of sanctification, communion, and mission. The article continues by considering the various ways in which the communities share in an ecclesial dimension, concretizing the vocation of each of the members within a family context. This is examined in terms of the autonomy, strength, and mutual recognition that life in community fosters. It concludes by offering how further reflection on this new lifestyle can contribute to both a theology of the laity and to a renewal of parish life.
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