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THIS IS THE MOMENT FOR RELIGIOUS LIFE 
TO MOVE FORWARD IN HOPE
At the onset of this vocation symposium and on behalf of the National Religious Vocation Conference (NRVC) and our executive board, I want to express my deep and sincere appreciation for the generosity of your time and your willingness to be a part of this gathering, which we are calling the Moving Forward in Hope Project.   
Two and a half years ago, NRVC, in collaboration with the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), commissioned a comprehensive and landmark study on recent vocations to religious life in the United States.  As the officially recognized professional organization for religious vocation directors, NRVC works with all religious institutes and other church constituencies in promoting vocations to religious life here and abroad.  Given the rapid changes taking place in our Church and world, our board recognized that we needed to assess the religious vocation landscape in this country so that we can effectively assist religious communities in their vocation efforts and outreach.  We commissioned this study because prior to this research the only information we had regarding religious vocations was purely anecdotal and mostly based on hearsay.  We clearly needed hard data.      
Study reveals critical juncture in consecrated life

With the generosity of a foundation grant, and the financial support of the J.S. Paluch Company, the J.S. Paluch Family Foundation, the Catholic Theological Union, and TrueQuest Communications, we were able to obtain the necessary funding to research who is coming to religious life today and what are the characteristics of the religious institutes who attract and retain new candidates.  Most important of all, from our research, we were able to identify best practices for vocation promotion and recruitment of newer members.  No study of this magnitude on religious vocations had ever been done before in our country.
The results of our research were released last August and received significant media attention in the religious and secular press, both nationally and internationally.  Since then Sister Charlene Diorka, SSJ, associate director for NRVC, and I have presented this study to approximately 40 interest groups in various venues, including religious congregations, archdiocesan gatherings, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops last November, and most recently in June, the religious of England and Wales.  
Although processing the study results by religious groups is an important initial step, given the significance of the research, the NRVC executive board recognized that we needed to take it to the next level.  The board asked the question—how we can constructively use this important research to help sustain the viability for religious life for generations to come?  We were determined not to let this study reflect the fate of so many other church research projects.  Our work was far too important to let it simply sit on a shelf collecting dust.
Our study testifies that religious life is at a critical juncture today in the United States.  While newer religious communities are being founded, other more established communities are consolidating, reconfiguring, and merging provinces, monasteries, and/or institutes into new entities that will continue to meet the needs of the Church and the people they serve.  Although this has engendered new hope in some congregations, admittedly, it has taken an emotional toll.  Religious institutes that once founded and staffed, but now sponsor Catholic institutions, such as schools, universities, and hospitals, now plan for the assurance of the Catholic identity, mission, and community charism in these ministries when in the future the community is no longer able to administer them.  If we did not have such Catholic institutional ministries, the Church’s mission would be sorely handicapped.  Because of fewer members earning salaries and in the face of rising health care and retirement costs, it is common knowledge that some communities and monasteries struggle to make ends meet.  How can they afford new membership when they struggle to bury their dead?  These are only two examples of the pressing realities that heighten the urgency of the vocation question in all of its intricate complexities.  

Although the demographics of religious life in the United States reflects diminishing and decreasing numbers, as you will hear tomorrow, our research does give some evidence that younger people are beginning to look at the possibility of the vowed life once again as a viable life choice.  According to our study, forty-three percent of newer entrants are under the age of thirty.  This seems to be confirmed by the annual trends survey sponsored by Vision VocationMatch as well as vocation directors who acknowledge that they are receiving more inquiries from younger people.  Remarkably, even in the face of decreasing numbers, the majority of newer entrants surveyed remain hopeful about the future of religious life and the future of their institutes.  They believe religious life will persevere and that the Spirit can and will move forward in the face of diminishment.  
God’s answer to our prayers?
God seems to be presenting us with a graced moment.  For years we have been praying for more vocations.  Could this moment be the answer to our prayers?
Although I do not have the answer to this question, our NRVC executive board decided to seize this moment in good faith and to be proactive in our response.  Given this renewed interest in religious life found in a segment of younger Catholics, how do we present religious life as a viable life option to them when the general face of religious is aging?  With fewer priests, sisters, nuns, and brothers in contact with young adults, how do we make young Catholics aware of the rich legacy and tradition found in religious life?  The NRVC / CARA study definitely challenges us to champion new perspectives, fresh ideas, and innovative approaches to vocation ministry by generating new energy in promoting religious life.  
Hence, with the generosity of a second foundation grant, we are sponsoring this gathering called the Moving Forward in Hope Project.  
Currently, there is no structure in the Church for a gathering such as this to occur.  Given the mission of NRVC and the completion of our study, it makes sense that this project initiative rests with our organization.  This symposium is based on the same model used for the 2002 North American Congress on Vocations in Montreal.   While we acknowledge Vatican II’s broad understanding of God’s call which is that all of us share a unique vocation within the Catholic Church, our purpose for these days is to focus exclusively on vocations to religious brotherhood, sisterhood, and priesthood.   As was stated in the final pastoral plan of the Congress, “Because the Church is at once community and communion of vocations, all its members need to be concerned about and committed to the flowering of vocations in the Church, and not merely their own.”
  In other words, all of us in the Church, not just the sisters, nuns, priests, and brothers themselves, share in the responsibility of encouraging and promoting religious life.  The document goes on to use St. Paul’s description of the Church as a body “whose constitutive parts all must be functioning well and in harmony with each other.”  This is especially “appropriate to building a Church in which the unique value of each vocation is honored, and in which all vocations work together in the service of holiness and mission.” 
  
The name for this symposium, the Moving Forward in Hope Project, is taken from the homily given by Pope Benedict XVI to priests and religious in St. Patrick’s Cathedral in 2008.  The Holy Father prayed:  “May our Lord Jesus Christ grant the church in America a renewed sense of unity and purpose, as all—bishops, clergy, religious, and laity—move forward in hope, in love for the truth and for one another.”

It is in this spirit that we have chosen to gather a broad and diverse representation of the various constituencies that make up our Church, the body of Christ—we are a communion of vocations.  We are lay, ordained, and men and women religious.  We are vocation directors, Catholic educators, major superiors, diocesan personnel, parents, youth, young adult and campus ministers, media and communications experts, and church researchers and statisticians.  We represent different generations, ethnic backgrounds, ecclesiologies, and ideologies.  Although diverse in our make up, we stand united in our love for Jesus Christ and the Church, for we are the body of Christ.
Your acceptance of the planning committee’s invitation to be part of this symposium indicates that you believe in and treasure to various degrees the value of consecrated religious life in the Church.  Our history attests to its value.  No one can dispute that brothers, sisters, and priests, have had a dramatic impact on the development of our nation.  Their witness has been the impetus for social change and spiritual renewal throughout history.  In the United States women and men religious have been the moral force behind the Catholic education, health care, and social service systems we celebrate today. They were the forerunners in promoting civil rights, world peace, and other similar justice issues affecting the poor and the powerless.
Tremendous impact of religious life

While it is imperative to highlight the contributions and impact of religious in this country, I would be remiss if I did not also emphasize the more important witness value of their vowed commitment to the Church and the People of God.  In a culture that glamorizes sex, power, and money, their giving of themselves totally and freely to consecrated chastity, poverty, and obedience, for the sake of God’s reign and out of their profound love for an unconditionally loving God, is central to the life of our Church.  Their devoted witness has inspired countless others to live faith-filled lives in service to God and the Church.  I am hard pressed to imagine a Church without that witness.
Just recall the impact that men and women religious have had in your own life.  While they taught you how to multiply numbers and how to diagram a sentence properly, through their example, they also taught you how to treat others justly and fairly and to show a special sensitivity to the needs of the poor and less fortunate.  Maybe during a time of personal crisis, illness or grief, they taught you the importance of a caring presence and the comfort of a compassionate embrace, which was usually followed with the quiet whispered assurance, “It will be all right.  I’m praying for you.”  While we saw how hard they worked in ministry, often with so little, we learned the value of a good work ethic that spoke of the necessity of balancing priorities.  True, work is essential, but so are family, faith, and giving back to the community.  
A smaller, and older religious population has lessened the opportunity for such encounters to occur today, especially with our younger Catholics.  This was confirmed in our study when we asked our newer entrants how they first heard of their institute.  Unlike people like myself, who personally knew both priests and men and women religious as a child growing up, and in my case, who were taught by them in both grade school and high school, the responses from our newer entrants survey indicate that members of the Millennial generation are more likely to have first heard about their institute through the recommendation of a friend or advisor or through print or online promotional materials.  It is testimony to God providence that despite their lack of knowing another religious personally, today’s men and women, even though they are in smaller number, continue to come to the vowed life. 
The temptation for many of us who come from an older generation is to compare today’s reality of religious life with what we remember from the fifties and the sixties when houses of formation and novitiates were filled with young candidates and novices.  If we were to look at the broad history of religious life, we would see that the post-World War II boom in vocations was not the norm; in actuality, it was an anomaly.  The truth is that throughout history men and women religious have always made up a small percentage of our Catholic population.  I am pleased that our vocation study has now established a new benchmark to track religious vocation trends for this new century.  The challenge before us in this symposium is to help ensure that future generations will continue the great legacy of religious sisters, nuns, priests, and brothers in this country so that others may benefit from their faith-filled lives dedicated to God, the Church, and to service.

Seeking the truth together

In my invitation letter to you, I identified three goals for this project:
· To review the data and best practices for vocational promotion as outlined in the NRVC / CARA study;
· To suggest creative strategies based on the study’s findings to advance religious life from the various disciplines represented in this gathering; and
· To develop a strategic plan of concrete action steps that would increase the number of candidates in religious institutes.
Daunting tasks, indeed, but far from insurmountable!   That is why our personal and common prayer will be integral to the structure of these days.  If we are to seek the truth together, we must begin these days prayerfully mindful that the Spirit lives and dwells among us; therefore each individual present needs to be reverenced and respected. 
In the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom, we read:  
Truth is to be sought after in a manner proper to the dignity of the human person and his (or her) social nature.  The inquiry is to be free, carried on with the aid of teaching or instruction, communication, and dialogue.  In the course of these, people explain to one another the truth they have discovered, or think they have discovered, in order to assist one another in the quest for truth.

Together we are seeking to discover a truth of how we may effectively promote religious life to a new generation in a new century.  It is in this spirit that the planning committee has created a program for these days that incorporates the elements of instruction, communication, and dialogue that will assist us in our goals.  As you can see from the schedule, tomorrow will be dedicated to placing the vocation question within the context of the study’s findings, religious life as it is today in this country, and the faith and spirituality of young adult Catholics, whom we hope to attract.  The heart of our work, however, will take place on Saturday where, through a facilitated process, all participants will gather in identified interest groups.  As I mentioned previously, the task of each group will be to develop a plan from their given expertise to increase the number of priests, brothers, and sisters.  This will be done through the lens of the study’s findings of today’s candidates, the characteristics of the communities who receive them, and the best practices of vocation promotion.  We hope that your suggestions will also address how to build a culture of vocation within the various interest groups represented here.  In addition, depending on what is developed, we would solicit your support in helping to carry out the plan’s goals and objectives in the future.
A context of “tribalism” and tensions
Vocation promotion does not take place in a vacuum devoid of the societal and ecclesial realities of our time.  We will be developing strategies to invite people to the vowed life in an American society that is progressively becoming more and more secular.  Where our Catholic teachings were once very much in sync with our American cultural ideals, today the Church stands in stark opposition to many of the values espoused by contemporary American society.  Even within the Church itself, as faithful Catholics, we find ourselves divided on a myriad of issues, whether it is the hierarchical leadership and their exercise of their magisterial authority, human sexuality, the sexual abuse crisis, the woman’s role in the Church, the right to life, immigration, or the sanctity of marriage.  Tragically, these internal divisions have created in American Catholicism what journalist, John Allen has identified as Catholic “tribalism.”  As he says in his most recent book, The Future Church,  
While strong internal diversity in a large Church is both inevitable and desirable, many regard the present situation as dysfunctional.  Members tend to read their own publications, attend their own conferences, worship with like-minded, and generally have little interaction with the competing tribes.  Catholics of differing temperments and perspectives often are engaged in completely separate conversations, with few common points of reference.
  
Ironically, newer entrants in our study who are under 40 and who did not live through the transformative experience of Vatican II are clearly disheartened by this polarization they see in the Church, in religious life, and in their religious institutes.  As one survey respondent stated:  “The politics in Church is frustrating. The traditional and liberal members are at odds with each other and both show favoritism to their group members.”    
Tension has been part of the Church since the days of Peter and Paul.  I recently read an interview with the newly appointed Secretary to the Vatican’s Congregation of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, Archbishop-elect Joseph Tobin, CSsR, former superior general of the Redemptorists.  Although the Archbishop was referring to the tension often between the Vatican and local churches, I think his words are fitting for us.  The Archbishop said, “I think life without tension would be very boring and useless. We can’t walk, we can’t talk, we can’t sing without tension. You need to have tension in your vocal chords and your back, let alone a guitar. However, tension can be destructive. The challenge is to recognize the diversity of gifts and the plurality of churches and the one spirit that unites us. And I think that is the adventure of a lifetime....”

Our purpose these days is not to debate or to bring resolution to these issues or tensions, whether they are in the Church or in religious life.  That is for an adventure of a lifetime, not for two days!  We do need to acknowledge them, however, as being part of the reality in which we Catholics live, worship, and pray.  It is also the reality to which we attempt to invite women and men to a radical following of the gospel of Jesus Christ in a life of consecrated chastity, poverty, and obedience.  Our challenge these days is to rise above the politics, the tribalism, and the polarization, so that we can face together the more critical and urgent challenge which is ensuring the future of consecrated life for women and men in the Church in the United States.

Unity, cooperation within our diversity
As I said previously, God seems to be presenting us with a graced moment.  Like it or not, these issues or tensions, as uncomfortable as they may be, are part of our graced moment.  My prayer, however, is that our focus these days will be not on what may divide us, but rather on what unites us, which is the communion of vocation we share as baptized Christians in communion with Christ.  As diversity would characterize this group, so too does it characterize religious life.  Ironically, in many ways, our study has confirmed that part of the richness of religious life lies in its diversity of charisms, lifestyles, and ministries that have always been a hallmark of religious institutes in this country.  
If we are to be successful these days in creating an effective plan to enhance religious life, then we need to engage in frank, honest dialogue.  In his first encyclical letter, Ecclesiam Suam (On the Church), Pope Paul VI spoke about his desire for dialogue in the Church “to take on new inspiration so that the Mystical body of Christ on earth would be increased with holiness and vitality.”
  For this dialogue to be effective, the Pope identified four necessary characteristics, which I believe are appropriate for our situation today.
First, “dialogue demands that what is said should be intelligible.”
  In other words, we need to speak not just honestly, but clearly, articulating to our best ability the meaning of our message and making it understood among the parties who are hearing it.  Clear articulation of one’s thoughts and ideas avoids misunderstanding or reading into messages that are not intended by the speaker.
Second, dialogue should be characterized by the meekness of Christ.  “Learn of me, for I am meek and humble of heart” (Mt. 11:29).  Dialogue in the tradition of the Church is always rooted in charity, not antagonism.  It is rooted in humility, not arrogance.  It is rooted in respect, not dominance.  As the Holy Father said, “In a dialogue conducted with this kind of foresight, truth is wedded to charity and understanding to love.”
   
Third, the Pope says that we must be confident, “not only in the power of one’s own words, but also in the good will of both parties to the dialogue.”  In other words, we need to speak with conviction about what we believe to be the truth, confident that the Spirit is present in the process and in the other listeners who are present.  Such confidence avoids self-seeking purposes, and instead, as the Holy Father said, promotes “friendship and intimacy” on both sides.
            
The last characteristic of proper dialogue as articulated by Paul VI is prudence.  It is learning to be sensitive to the needs, backgrounds, and circumstances of one’s listeners.  The Pope says that the person who speaks should adapt “himself and the manner of his presentation to the susceptibilities and the degree of intelligence of his hearers.”

Dialogue essential to future of religious life

Over thirty years later, Pope John Paul II in his encyclical Ut Unuum Sint (On Commitment to Ecumenism) recalled the wisdom of Paul VI and highlighted these same four characteristics for successful ecumenical dialogue.  The Holy Father wrote: 
To follow these criteria is a commitment of each of the parties which desire to enter into dialogue and it is a precondition for starting such dialogue.  It is necessary to pass from antagonism and conflict to a situation where each party recognizes the other as partner.  When undertaking dialogue, each side must presuppose in the other a desire for reconciliation, for unity in truth.  For this to happen, any display of mutual opposition must disappear.  Only thus will dialogue help to overcome division and lead us closer to unity.
 
From my perspective, I cannot recall another time in recent history when this kind of dialogue is so essential to the future of consecrated religious life in our Church and in our country.  

In closing, I would like to refer once again to the homily given by Pope Benedict at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.  The Holy Father prayed:

As we give thanks for past blessings and look to the challenges of the future, let us implore from God the grace of a new Pentecost for the church in America.  May tongues of fire, combining burning love of God and neighbor with zeal for the spread of God’s kingdom, descend on all present!
 

I am confident that our holy efforts and works these days will contribute to the grace of a new Pentecost for consecrated religious life for the church in America.  As we embrace this graced moment, may the Holy Spirit inspire our words and guide our hearts with intelligence, humility, confidence, and prudence.  And let us move forward and seek the truth together in hope, love, and joy. 
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