A reflection on religious life and the results of the August 2009 NRVC-CARA study
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While completing graduate work, physicist Thomas Kuhn
 made a fortunate discovery. Moved by curiosity to enroll in an introductory course entitled physical science for the non-scientist, he realized over time that its content was causing him to question his conventional ways of thinking. What he was learning would eventually undermine principles he had been taught earlier about the nature of science, principles upon which he had built his doctoral research. 

Kuhn later wrote extensively about the history of science. More importantly, however, he developed a new understandng about how scientific knowledge progresses. Kuhn became convinced that it does not accumulate necessarily in a step-by-step fashion but can undergo periodic revolutions or paradigm shifts during which those involved begin to look at and evaluate familiar data in fresh and creative ways. 

Why begin this presentation about religious life and Church vocations with a reference to Thomas Kuhn? For this simple reason: regardless of the name that we give to the experience, there can be little doubt that a number of women and men religious for at least the last 50 years, both here in the US and throughout our world, have struggled with the effects of a paradigmatic shift in understanding about the meaning and purpose of their way of life.  Vatican II was a siesmic event; when the dust settled we all found ourselves standing in a different place. 

The picture is further complicated by the fact that all that has transpired during the last half century or so has been reflected within religious congregations through the experience of three different and distinct generations. The oldest, whose number grows ever smaller with each passing year, remembers what this way of life looked like prior to Vatican II. They can recall the Latin Mass, as well as the day when the priest turned from facing the wall and began to slowly introduce the vernacular into the celebration of the Eucharist. 

A second group came to maturity as John XXIII was calling for the Council to take place. Many of them were quickly immersed in what is known as modernity. Putting aside certain privileges and casting off the symbols and ways of living that had separated men and women religious from the People of God, they challenged them to face the same questions about life and meaning that everyone else had to address.

The renewal questions of 2009 and 2010, however, are not those of the 1960s or the 1980s. Today, a new generation, many of whose members lack a strong Catholic identity as defined by the practices of the past, is looking at religious life and mission through eyes shaped by a world that is foreign to many of us over the age of 50. Theirs does not include John F. Kennedy or the “Cold War.” Nor is it a world that has cause to remember Woodstock, the sexual revolution, Dag Hammarskjold, a War in Vietnam, Watergate, the early days of the women’s movement. These persons and events may have been part of your world or mine but for the emerging generation, they serve as the content of the history books that they read. 

The young men and women in the 2009 study, “Recent Vocations to Religious Life: A Report for the National Religious Vocation Conference,” (conducted by the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate) are members of this third generation and, like their contemporaries, they appear to have lived with questions since childhood. They are now looking for some answers and insist on having clear signs that mark them as religious men and women. If you or I were to speak with them directly we would discover quickly that Vatican II is someone else’s history. 

The results of the present study should give us a better understanding of at least some of the members of this most recent generation and help us to decide how best to introduce the generation as a whole to the possibility of a vocation to religious life. At the same time, we would benefit from asking ourselves what insights the results of this study can offer us in terms of the process of renewal in which so many of us have been involved for almost a half century. For just as a generation that was young in religious life during the years immediately after the Council made its contribution to the work of renewal, there is no reason to believe that the current younger generation will not do the same. 

This morning I plan to approach the topic of religious life and the results of the NRVC-CARA study from three perspectives. First of all, to look at some of the findings of the project within the context of the ten year investigation of religious life and its future carried out by David Nygren and Miriam Ukeritis. In so doing, I want to point out that a number of the findings of this earlier study are being mirrored in one way or another in the results of the present investigation.

Next, to say a word about identity in light of the study’s findings and to mention charism as an important part of that identity. Many Catholics, including most men and women religious, have been struggling for quite some time now about the place and purpose of religious life in a post-Vatican II Church. The study’s results remind us that the most important questions associated with this struggle are those that deal with spirituality and meaning.     

Finally, in light of our discussion, I will make some recommendations for action. I begin with a few summary remarks about the results of the vocation study by the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (the NRVC-CARA study). 

The study

a. Who is coming to religious life today?

The results of the NRVC-CARA project tell us that those coming to religious formation today appear to be better educated than candidates were in the past; a number also have had some work or ministry experience. No surprises here since the age at which these new entrants began their process of formation is older than what was the norm in the past. 

Candidates are coming also from a much more varied ethnic background than in the past. Hispanic/Latino(a), Pacific Islander/Asian, and African/African American participants made up part of the study’s population along with those classified as Caucasian/white. This profile is obviously different than the current ethnic makeup of most religious congregations with a presence in the US. We must ask ourselves: as these trends continue what changes will need to be made in custom and practice to accommodate increased multiculturalism?

More than two-thirds of those who participated in the study had thought about a vocation to consecrated life prior to age 21, and half or better had entertained the idea during their high school years, prior to age 18. While some women reported having considered this way of life as early as age 14, the majority of the men identified the college years as their time for discernment. 

Finally, some prior personal contact with a member or members of the congregation they eventually entered continues to be important. For most of the men, this contact usually took place within an institutional setting such as a school; in contrast, for most women, more often than not a friend or advisor was the source directing them to one group or another.  

b. What motivates them? 

What drew this new generation to consecrated life? First and foremost, a sense of call and a desire for spiritual growth. Wanting to be of service and live as part of a community were also mentioned. 

What made them choose one congregation over another? The obvious sense of joy, zeal for mission, and humanity they found among its members were all cited as important reasons for joining a particular group.  

Do differences exist between the members of this new generation and those who entered religious life as Vatican II was coming to a close? Apparently so, with the greatest differences falling under these four categories: desire to belong to a group whose commitment and fidelity to the Church is unquestioned, the wearing of a religious habit, the form of community life, and style of prayer. 

The context of the Nygren/Ukeritis study

The NRVC-CARA study followed another major study of religious life conducted almost 20 years prior. In the Fall of 1993 David Nygren and Miriam Ukeritis, a Vincentian priest and Sister of Saint Joseph respectively, published the results of their ten-year-long investigation of religious life in the United States. Known commonly as the Future of Religious Life in the United States or FORUS study, this Lily foundation funded project included input from approximately 10,000 women and men religious and was guided by a Board whose members reflected a variety of viewpoints about religious life and its future in this country. Once work on the major focus of the study had come to a close, a supplementary project was undertaken aimed at better understanding the nature of religious leadership. Harvard’s David McClelland served as a member of the team. 

The two researchers identified several factors that, in their opinion, were working to ensure the future of religious life in this country; at the same time, they discussed those attitudes and behaviors that appeared to be undermining the ability of consecrated life to arrive at the same end.

They also pointed out that the 1960s and 70s in the United States, referred to by some as a period of “deconstruction,” was a time when structures of American life, industry, family, and religion were simply taken apart. This phenomenon and the post Vatican II world came together and contributed to the massive unraveling of long standing forms and structures of religious life. Institutions sponsored or staffed in the past by men and women religious experienced a dramatic decline. Many of these facilities had up until that moment provided the members of those groups involved with a sense of corporate identity. 

Nygren and Ukeritis reported that religious congregations with a strong sense of identity included men and women who, regardless of age, had an awareness of the distinctiveness of their vocation as well as the capacity to enter into the lives of others for the sake of those whom they were serving and not solely to meet their own needs. Personal needs did not consistently take precedence over the goals of the group.  Longing for union with God, these women and men were deeply committed to their congregations where, by all objective standards, the costs of their work and membership were very high. 

Leadership also plays a key role in the identity of any religious congregation, with the most effective leaders being those deeply grounded in faith, and characterized by the qualities of objectivity and compassion. They also sensed the impact that their group could have.  These women and men led with a moral authority; having over time won the trust of the members of the group, they had been given the right to lead.
 

The work of Nygren/Ukeritis as well as the findings of the present study would lead us to conclude that the genuine renewal of religious life has far more to do with being in love with Jesus Christ than it has to do with anything else.  Throughout the history of religious life three tasks have been associated with effective renewal: one, a reappropriation of the founding charism, two, a reading of the signs of the times, and three, the experience personal conversion on the part of a significant number of the members.  Duirng times of reform, reappropriating the charism becomes the primary focus, while an accurate reading of the signs of the times takes precedence at those moments of paradigmatic shift. But a revolution of the heart on the part of the membership is always necessary.  

The present period of renewal appears to be one in which the dominant image of religious life is shifting. At the same time, more familiar forms of this state of life are also being renewed. We need to be patient with the process but not unafraid to make decisions when they must be made. In any process of identity formatoin there is a time for exploratin and crisis; there is also a time of choice and decision making. 

The results of the NRVC-CARA study appear to indicate that young people are more attracted to those groups with a strong sense of identity: those for whom spirituality, life in community, a sense of belonging to the wider Church, and a spirit of joy are evident. These qualities may also exist in those groups with fewer or no vocations, but they may be more difficult to identify. Young people are joining groups they believe visibly stand for something; they judge them to be worth the gift of their lives. 

A word about identity


On a personal level, the word identity can be defined popularly as knowing “who you are and where you are going in life.” When the word is applied to an organziation, however, we must consider three elements.  First of all, its character; what do its members cherish and hold dear? Next, what makes it different from other groups, especially those similar in purpose or that perform the same work. And, finally, the values within the group that have stood the test of time.   

When the subject of identity is discussed within the context of consecrated life, charism plays an important role in helping to address all three points just mentioned. And yet the meaning of charism itself is easily misunderstood. Some use the word to describe a type of personality or to characterize certain movements, while others insist it refers to specific works thought to be in keeping with the inspiration of a founding person.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
When used in reference to a religious Institute, however, the word charism takes on a meaning different from when applied to an individual. There are two reasons for this distinction: first of all, an Institute’s charism has stood the test of time, and, second, it has been shaped by many different people. The presence of these two factors, endured over time and shaped by many different people, moves a charism from the realm of the personal to that of the universal Church. 

Charism, for our purposes, is a free gift of the Spirit given for the good of the Church and the use of all. It should not be confused with grace. A charism is bestowed because of God’s love for the world, grace because of God’s unconditional love for the person.

During the years following Vatican II, the writings of Paul VI contributed significantly to our knowledge about charisms and helped clarify their meaning for our day and age. The Pope said the following, “The charism of religious life, far from being an impulse born of ‘flesh and blood,’ or derived from a mentality which conforms itself to the modern world, is the fruit of the Holy Spirit, who is always at work within the Church.” 

He went on to identify several characteristic signs of a charism’s presence: fidelity to the Lord, attention to the signs of the times, bold initiatives, constancy in the giving of oneself, humility in bearing with adversities, and a willingness to be part of the Church.

The charisms that entered the Church and world through our founding persons, therefore, have to be made up of much more than certain works thought to be faithful to their original vision, more than a style of prayer or a particular spirituality — as important as both might be — and surely more than a composite of the qualities that marked the life of one or another founder or foundress.  

We might say that the charism of any of our institutes or congregations is nothing more and nothing less than the presence of the Holy Spirit. And allowing that Spirit to work in and through us can give rise to some surprising outcomes. For example, in 1686, after more than 30 years of exile in Bilbao, Spain two Irish women, members of the Dominican congregation, set out once again for the land of their birth. They did so at the urging of the then Provincial of the Friars of Saint Dominic, who judged it safe enough to establish once again a convent in Galway in the west of Ireland. 

Rising to the challenge Juliana Nolan and Mary Lynch made their way home in an open boat. They did so with full knowledge that upon their arrival in Ireland they would face many unknowns. When the full and final history of Dominican life in the Church is written, these two women will hold prominent places. For they endured exile, war, political upheaval, the crushing anti-Catholic penal laws, hazardous journeys, and financial insecurity to reestablish in the land of their birth the Dominican way of life. Mary was 60 as she took up this task; her companion Juliana was 75.

Who but the Holy Spirit could give any of us the courage to do what these two women did? Genuine renewal comes at a cost and at times the price we are asked to pay can be very high indeed. However, if we are seriously interested in the renewal of our congregations and institutes today, we will need to put aside excuses such as age, temperament, fear of the future, and a thousand other reasons and get on with the task at hand. But first of all we must answer this question: Do you and I really believe that the Spirit of God, who was so alive and active in your founding person and mine, longs to live and breathe in you and me today? The results of the NRVC-CARA study indicate that this is just the type of challenge for which young people considering our way of life are looking.

Spiritual indifference

Indifference might appear to be a strange word to associate with charism. But spiritual indifference is exactly what is needed in the life of those involved with the renewal of religious life today.  The notion has its roots in the ancient belief: “God’s will and not my own.” Simply put, are you and I willing to let the Spirit lead? To take a chance that God’s ideas might, on occasion, be better than our own? Are we open to asking those questions that are on everyone’s mind and in everyone’s heart but on the lips of only a few?  

But spiritual indifference can be present in your life and mine only when a self-emptying has taken place and that end is not reached without prayer, and sacrifice, and a fear of the Lord. We will need this virtue if we are to be able to discern not only God’s will for ourselves, but also to strip away personal prejudice, clear our eyes, stand in those places where God has a chance to be heard, and to understand what it is that God is asking of our institutes and congregations. 

Action steps


Since the days of Vatican II, religious life in the US has been moving through a time of significant transition. With what outcome? Confusion among many about the nature and purpose of this way of life. The results of the NRVC-CARA study provide us with an opportunity to address some of this confusion and in the process revisit the plans and programs that we have in place for encouraging vocations to congregations of sisters, brothers, and priests.  For example, we could benefit from not only asking ourselves whether or not the last half century was a necessary time of “falling apart,” but also wondering if this process had to take place if we were to move with freedom into the period that lies just ahead. Another question:  are those upcoming years meant to be a time of experimentation, a period we can use to find answers to the challenges that have been ours during the last 50 or so years. 

For example, the results of the study indicate that there are thoughtful young men and women  considering religious life today. Our challenge is to identify them, and to reach out and invite them. What can you and I do to establish the necessary lines of communication between this population and our congregations? The report tells us that we can accomplish that end by creating a “culture of vocation promotion” within our groups.

To do so, we must first ensure that at least one full-time vocation promoter is named for each Province or District in the congregation. However, we must also write a new job description for this person. He or she is not to be made solely responsible for tracking down and inviting suitable applicants to join the group but rather his or her chief work is to help all who make up the Province or District take on personal responsibility for that task. 

What about those groups that might insist that they cannot afford to free up at least one person full-time for the work of vocation promotion. They would do well to remember this point:  if General Motors or IIBM faced the personnel crisis that we have had on our hands for the last few decades they would have long ago had their best people out recruiting men and women for a career with their corporations. I do not mean to imply that religious life is a corporation but if IBM can employ some of its best people in the work of recruiting, hopefully we can also and with good results. At the same time, each of us must learn to take some responsibility for this work. More than a few of us continue to be much too shy about inviting people personally to our way of life. 

Second, the report indicates that prior knowledge of a group or some contact with its members is another important factor in the decision making process of young people considering religious life. It goes on to explain how helpful Come and See programs and the like have been. In addition to what is suggested in the report, all who are interested in promoting religious life and its mission—clergy, laity, members of religious congregations—need to take advantage of those opportunities available to educate as wide a population as possible about what has happened to consecrated life since the Council. 

Where opportunities do not present themselves, we need to create some. For example, by offering during a parish adult education series a course on religious life, yesterday and today. In so doing, we might consider targeting parents especially. They were once one of the strongest allies of those encouraging vocations; they need to be brought into that same position once again. That change can only come about if we help parents and other family members appreciate where religious life stands today as well as the challenges it and our Church must face during the years ahead. 

Third, the Catholic Church to a large extent appears to have lagged behind several other religious communions when it comes to the use of modern media. And yet, the target audience of a great deal of the activities of modern media is young people. As a group we need to educate ourselves about the resources that are available in this area and take advantage of them. We are significantly less visible in our culture and society than we were fifty years ago. The use of media can give us greater visibility and, if employed effectively, help us to educate a wide audience about our mission and way of life.

Fourth, the results of the NRVC-CARA study indicate that among those who have entered formation programs recently the idea of a religious vocation was present as early as their high school and college years. And yet in many of our congregations the opportunity for a live-in experience of formation of any significant length is not offered until university studies are complete. We may to consider offering such experiences to younger people.
Prior to Vatican II candidates often entered formation at a very young age, in some groups as early as 13 or 14 years. Subsequent to the Council, policies changed and the age at which a potential candidate could enter was pushed back by many groups to sometime during the early 20s or later.  The argument was made that by delaying the age of admission, we would allow young people to have a more “normal” experience of psychosocial development, and therefore better equip them for the challenges that came with the adult years.

 In years past the work of developmental psychologists such as Erik Erikson
 were cited in support of this decision. Unfortunately, in some instances it appears as if the work of Erikson may have been oversimplified and reduced to something resembling a ladder approach to development. Erikson did talk about an identity crisis during the adolescent years and a challenge of intimacy during a time in life that is now called youth. However, he also emphasized that these crises appear first of all during these periods and that they reoccur at later times, and surely whenever we pass through a time of life change or transition. 

Furthermore, the limited research that has been carried out examining whether or not age of commitment has any bearing on a person’s ability to manage stress in later life
 demonstrated that, at least for men, there was no relationship. Rather, a person’s sense of self was the best indicator of a capacity to manage stress. Though some fine older candidates have applied to religious life in recent years, experience has also taught us that the passage of years is not necessarily a guarantee of maturity. 

  In making these points I am not advocating that we reestablish the formation programs of years past. I do, however, wonder why it is that many of us do not have a live-in program of formation for a university student who expresses serious interest in our way of life. Young people are given the opportunity to explore many other aspects of life at that age, why not religious life? 

Fifth, visibility. The results of the NRVC-CARA study are clear: many young people coming to religious life today welcome some visible sign that distinguishes them as a man or woman religious. By way of contrast, a number of us from older generations of religious have, to a large extent, become invisible in the places in which we serve and the communities in which we live. If we want people to be aware of our way of life and mission many of us must do a better job than we have done up until the present in being visible as women and men religious. 

Some of the signs that we have used to date have not been effective; and the argument that the way in which we live and carry out our mission should be sign enough has, for good reason, fallen short of the mark. For we are blessed to work with many dedicated lay men and women whose lives and work are an example to all. 

Groups that have no effective sign or symbol that lets others know they are members of a religious congregation could benefit from an open and free discussion among community members about the topic. Each group must ultimately make its own decisions in this area but if we are truly interested in improving the witness value of our way of life, a number of us will need to find some new and more effective ways to  be more visible. 

Finally, those of us in religious life profess publically to live radically the gospel plan as the meaning and purpose of our lives. And yet, we live today in a world and Church that is badly divided. There have always been, are now, and will always be men and women of good will who have differences of opinion. Such a situation is surely true in religious life today. As a consequence, it is our responsibility to a common ground for dialogue, a place where different points of view are respected, where honest debate can take place, where we can learn together the best ways forward. In so doing we will take up what is our true role in the Church. Permit me to explain with a final story. 


Every evening at sunset, a Rabbi walked through the town in which he lived as far as its outskirts. This daily routine gave him time to reflect and also to keep an eye on the comings and goings of his neighbors. 


Wealthy landowners living on the town’s outer edge had the custom of hiring watchmen to guard the perimeter of their property at night. One evening the Rabbi encountered one of these guards and asked him for the name of his employer. A familiar one was given in return. 


The surprise of the Rabbi, the watchman next asked him about his employer. The question stunned  him. Wasn’t it obvious to the guard, indeed to the entire world, that he worked for the Master of the Universe? Growing unsure of himself, the Rabbi delayed giving an answer. Eventually he said, “I am sorry to say, that I am not sure that I really work for anyone. You see, I am he Rabbi in this town.”


After a long silent walk together, the Rabbi asked the guard, “Will you come and work for me?” “Yes,” replied the man, “I would be willing to, but what would my duties entail?”


To which the Rabbi replied, “Oh, there would be but one thing that you would always do. Remind me for whom I work, in whose employ I am, and also why I am here. Just remind me—that is all.” 


And the point of the story? With almost 50 years of renewal efforts behind us, you and I could very well conclude that we are the Rabbi in this tale, ever in need of being reminded for whom we work.  But our proper place is among those who watch. We are called to live on the perimeter, and to be—by our way of life and ministry--our Church’s living memory, reminding it constantly about the nature of its identity. We are meant to be the Church’s conscience: ever reminding it of what it can be, of what it longs to be, of what it must be. That is our prophetic role. 

Conclusion


This year the Smithsonian Institute took an important step on the journey to restore to US history books the contribution of women religious in this country. The  recognition was long overdue. For 20 percent of the nurses serving both sides during the Civil War were Catholic sisters. In 19th century New York City it was women religious who fought the Protestant establishment insisting that unwed mothers be given the right to keep their newborn children. They built hospital systems to serve the poor and schools to educate an immigrant population in the faith. And their numbers grew. 

Brothers and priests in religious life, always smaller in number than women religious, did some of the same but on a much smaller scale. As we come to the end of the first decade of the 21st century, we know we have a proud history of faith and service in this country.

One hundred years from now, someone else will write the story of this time in history. What will they say about us? That we showed the same courage as those who came before; that we were creative in finding solutions to the challenges that faced us, that we were willing to look at points of view at odds with our own and to made bold even unexpected decisions in the process of renewal, that we loved this way of life? The answers to those questions are really up to us. Thank you. 

�� See Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Third edition), (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1962, 1970, 1996).


� See Mary Bendyna, Recent Vocations to Religious Life: A Report for the National Religious Vocation Conference: � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/" \l "hl=en&expIds=25901,26087,26446,26459,26515&sugexp=ldymls&xhr=t&q=CARA%20vocation%20Study&cp=19&pf=p&sclient=psy&aq=f&aqi=&aql=&oq=CARA+vocation+Study&gs_rfai=&pbx=1&fp=f42cedd875d403c4" �http://www.google.com/#hl=en&expIds=25901,26087,26446,26459,26515&sugexp=ldymls&xhr=t&q=CARA%20vocation%20Study&cp=19&pf=p&sclient=psy&aq=f&aqi=&aql=&oq=CARA+vocation+Study&gs_rfai=&pbx=1&fp=f42cedd875d403c4�.





� See David J. Nygren and Miriam D. Ukeritis. The Future of Religious Orders in the United States: Transformation and Commitment, (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1993).





� Ibid., pp. 246-247.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       


� See Sandra M. Schneiders, IHM, Finding the Treasure: Locating Catholic Religious Life in a new Ecclesial and Cultural Context. (Ramsey, NY: Paulist,  2000;  See also Sandra M, Schneiders, IHM, Selling All: Commitment, Consecrated Celibacy, and Community in Catholic Religious Life. (Ramsey, NJ: Paulist, 2001). Schneiders makes the point that celibate chastity is the sign that most distinguishes us from others vocations in the Church; it is central to our identity as women and men religious.  


� See John C. Haughey (Ed.). Revisiting the Idea of Vocation: Theological Explorations. (Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press, 2004). 





� See Helen Mary Harmey, OP, “Emerging from our struggle?” Religious life Review, (45)238, May/June 2006, pp. 181-186.


� See Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society. (New York, NY: W.W. Norton and Company, 1950, 1963).


� See Seán D. Sammon, Marvin Reznikoff and Kurt F. Geisinge “Psychosocial Development and Stressful Life Events Among Religious Professionals,” � HYPERLINK "http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00223514" �Journal of Personality and Social Psychology��� HYPERLINK "http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=PublicationURL&_tockey=%23TOC%237201%231985%23999519996%23648555%23FLP%23&_cdi=7201&_pubType=J&view=c&_auth=y&_acct=C000053262&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=1515455&md5=9b9314c38edc9c18f7975ffe955beb91" �Volume 48, Issue 3�, March 1985, Pages 676-687.





1

