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Introduction

Consecrated life, in addition to being consecrated, is essentially life. The Lord Jesus is its life. He came to give life abundantly (Jn.10,10). We are not interested in just any life; we, as well as all those who choose to follow Christ in a radical manner, search for excellence, fullness, richness and quality of life. This is what is intended by the metaphor of vitality which is the starting point, the middle and the goal of this search. 

When we talk about the present condition of consecrated life we often refer to its “negative” aspects, such as the scarcity of vocations, the incidence of abandonment and the difficulties in experiencing evangelical radicalism in today’s society. My presentation is intended to encourage you to find the “positive aspects” that exist in today’s consecrated Life. It is about searching for the existing signs of vitality in consecrated life and particularly in our own Institute.  It is not an impossible search; there are several signs of vitality in various parts of the world.  I therefore intend to examine this phenomenon more closely in order to understand the signs, the factors and the results: PART I.

The search for signs of vitality is aimed at finding the paths of vitality for our communities and provinces. To give or to give back “spirit and life” to our institutions seems to be the privileged way to face the challenges of vocational fragility of today’s young consecrated members as well as the difficulties in the vocational fidelity of consecrated people of all ages.  A live, vivacious and vital environment stimulates the interest, fascination and attractiveness of the call; but it especially generates fruitfulness, authenticity and a total response. Life generates life. The fullness of life in a community or a province strengthens the vocation of the weak and helps to live fidelity with imagination: PART II.

As a starting point, I selected some criteria of vitality for a community or province of consecrated life: vocational attraction, low average age, capacity to reinforce the adhesion and fidelity to one’s own Institute, capacity to mobilize members for tasks and forms of life requiring greater commitment, capacity to involve the laity, especially the young and significance within the Church and territory.

In this report, I wish to point out a process of research and comparison of the signs and processes of vitality, keeping in mind that many Institutes have already taken this path.

PART ONE:

Search for signs of vitality

In order to begin the detailed analysis of the state of vitality, the organization committee of this Assembly thought about carrying out a research as an opinion survey among some Institutes of the USG, to collect some data that can help us reflect on this phenomenon. 

First of all we asked some Institutes to select two of their provinces or communities that can be considered as good examples of vitality.  These were chosen according to the criteria mentioned above. We also suggested to them to choose a setting in Western Europe or North America and another region in Eastern Europe, Africa and Madagascar, Asia or Latin America. 

The Institutes then provided their answers to a questionnaire consisting of 16 questions. We hoped to receive forty-plus responses, instead we received 25
, but they turned out to be very interesting and detailed. The following is a summary of each question.

1. Sense of belonging

What is the sense of belonging and identification of the brothers with their own Province or Group? Does the sense of identity respond to a vision of difference or of excellence with respect to other Christian vocations? Or do we not observe a clear sense of distinction?

The brothers’ sense of belonging to their own province and Institute is one of the more obvious signs of vitality. All the responses, in fact, describe the sense of belonging in terms of “good”, “very high”, “strong”.  A response from Africa indicates a strong love and attachment to the province; one from India speaks about a sense of pride; an answer received from Colombia testifies to a deep identification with the province. Thanks to the freedom achieved after 1989, a number of new works have been established in Poland and vocations have blossomed, resulting in a strong sense of belonging.

The answer from Madagascar refers to a strong attachment to one’s own family during the first years of initial formation, but also to a tendency to confuse religious vocation with a simple social or ethnic belonging; only with perpetual profession does the sense of belonging gain strength and develop into a sense of pride for one’s own religious identity.  Two answers from Italy report this trait to be stronger among the young religious; they are full of joy and enthusiasm and find confidence, encouragement and patience in the community.  But one of these answers recognizes that “many among the elderly and particularly the ones that are involved in the Parrish mission feel a weaker sense of belonging”.

Half of the responses affirm that the sense of belonging and identity relates to the awareness of the differences between consecrated life and other vocations; three answers also add that the distinction lies in the radical and visible following of Christ.  On the other hand, four answers do not believe that the sense of belonging and identity depends on the difference from other vocations but on the possibility to live one’s own charisma and on the respect of society for the type of life they represent and the role they play in the education, pastoral and social fields. With regard to the excellence of religious life as compared to other vocations, three answers do not accept it; there is mention of a deep respect for other vocations and we must recall the simple idea that being religious doesn’t make us more perfect than other Christians. 

Finally, some responses underline other factors that contribute to the sense of belonging and identity. One mentions a serious methodology of vocational promotion, discernment and formation. Two other answers mention that community life is considered to be good thanks to the existing positive models and because of family relations, mutual help and listening to each other before making a decision.  Multi-cultural communities succeed in creating a particularly clear identity because they offer a good sense of hospitality and internationality. A common project indeed involves and unites the people, the community and the province. The members getting to know each other and their participation in provincial meetings, the diffusion of news in the province, the work of provincial encouragement, their availability for the required tasks and the appreciation of the history of the province can also help.

2. Visibility of the consecration

How can we give visibility to the sense of consecration? Do we wear the habit or the cassock? Do we show other signs of distinction?

Eight responses, of which one from Poland, one from Spain and six from missionary countries such as Congo, Colombia, Vietnam, India and Peru, underline that consecration is made visible especially through one’s own authentic and exemplary life, the pastoral commitment, the closeness to the people of God and a lifestyle that is characterized by prayer and activities carried out as a community. Therefore, the most accentuated element is the visibility of the actual testimony.

The above does not prevent us from wearing some external and visible sign of our own consecration. However, one of the responses from Congo reports a general tendency not to display external and distinctive signs in public; the Vietnam answer, on the other hand, states that special habits are not worn in a non-religious context to avoid awakening other people’s curiosity. 

At present, the cassock is very seldom worn, except by older members, as an external and visible sign of consecration.  Instead, the more common external signs are the black suit, the crucifix or a distinctive sign of one’s own Institute; one of these signs is usually worn in ecclesiastical contexts. Only two Institutes stated that their members normally wear the religious habit.

3. Sense of Church

What is the relationship with the hierarchical Church both at the particular church and universal Church levels? Where  do you situate it between the extremes of full identification and open criticism?

The answers unanimously confirm enjoying a good relationship with the universal Church and the great majority state the same regarding particular Churches as well. More particularly, they mention a “cordial adhesion to the Holy Father and to the diocesan Bishops” affirming they are men of the Bishops and of the Pope”; they profess a relationship of “harmony and obedience” or “obedience and respect” in accordance with the spirit of the Founder; a “full identification” with the Hierarchy is proclaimed. 

Being part of the particular Church is usually described in terms of actual collaboration in the pastoral areas and the care of the poor.  One answer refers to the cooperation regarding the retreats prepared for the clergy, the administration of various parishes, the assistance given for the formation of priests, the social apostolate and the construction of national reconciliation.  This contribution generates respect and appreciation within the local Church. Another answer, however, refers to the fact that, in some cases, the relationship with the hierarchy is quite formal while another sees some work still to be done with regard to collaborating with the local clergy.

It is also significant to note that some answers refer to certain difficulties or criticisms of the Hierarchy, but they always add that a solution to these differences is always pursued through a respectful and cordial dialogue with the Bishop.  One answer from Colombia admits that, despite the positive attitude from most of the members, some are critical of the Holy See.  The Brazilians confess they maintain a general attitude of “critical discernment” toward the particular and universal Church, in addition to being in harmony and obedient to it.  A third response from the United States admits that along with cooperation, consecrated life sometimes raises questions and challenges for the local Hierarchy.

The answer from Poland complains that some Bishops do not have a clear understanding of consecrated life and that, therefore, there are no agreements in place between religious and dioceses; the religious are used for tasks that are not in line with their charisma.  The answer from Madagascar refers to the issue of priority: the Bishops’ priority is usually pastoral ministry, while the religious especially prioritize community life; the agreement that defines the relationship between Bishops and religious is what ultimately helps to overcome such differences. The answer from Peru affirms that there is no individual apostolate or confreres in their Province who work with the Bishop, outside the community.

Another response from Congo-Mexico states that “there is cooperation with the Hierarchy and sometimes even criticism regarding the missionary nature of the Church”. A second response from Colombia mentions some “criticism of the Bishops because of their lack of prophetic attitude”. Members from India see the role of the consecrated as a catalyst that aims at the transformation of the Church at every level, whether local or universal; in order to have a more vital Church, the universal Church should give more weight to the context and to local traditions in the missionary work.

4. Relations with today’s culture

What is the internal perception in the Province or Organization of society and today’s culture? Where do we place ourselves between the extremes of being highly critical – distance and respect – collaboration?

Twenty out of the responses that we received from the provinces clearly indicate that they are conscious of the ambiguity found in culture and modern society. Their responses focus on two key words: collaboration and criticism. Two answers are significant: Madagascar and Spain clearly relate the specific difficulties they have encountered in this area. 

The answer from Madagascar describes the difficulty for the indigenous vocations to completely break away from their traditional and ancestral culture; on the other hand, they do not manage to completely adjust to the western mentality and culture and to make good use of modern technology.  They need to respond positively to the demands of consecrated life and of their own charisma, particularly poverty, simplicity and fraternity. Some discernment is therefore necessary to ensure that the modern culture does not harm the formation of the young confreres. 

The response received from Spain describes how a large group of confreres are quite critical of the secular and the materialistic society, not so much for evangelical reasons but because of ideological reasons. Other confreres, on the other hand, try to preach the Gospel based on the acceptance of the world and the man of today; they may, however, run the risk of accepting a non-evangelical lifestyle.

If we bring together the various elements contained in the answers, we can sketch out the type of approach to modern culture.  We believe that the first step must consist in being very open to culture by approaching people, listening to them with sympathy, enquiring with interest about their life and the problems they experience in society. We urgently need to face the issue of inculturation, mentioned in three answers from India, and the need for inter-religious dialogue. We also must understand the aspects of modernity, such as technology, language, relationships, the organization of school and spare time.

We then need an evangelical discernment that can evaluate the challenges of today’s society. We need to support the factors that promote social justice and human dignity as well as all the activities in favour of life and the common good. We are often called to collaborate with cultural bodies, state schools, universities, local authorities, etc. These can all be opportunities for evangelization through the inclusion of evangelical values in the socio-cultural situation and can help transform culture from the inside. 

Lastly, we believe in the need to know how to keep a distance from those values that oppose life, from the hedonistic and consumer mentality, from the tendency to secularization and individualism, from the inequality and injustice caused by globalization. All this presupposes that consecrated life has a clear sense of its evangelical identity and is convinced of its prophetic role.  

As indicated in three other responses, consecrated members are able on a theoretical level to distinguish the values and counter values of society and to recognize what the Gospel asks of them. From a practical standpoint, society exercises a much greater influence on consecrated life  than we may believe, sometimes bringing about a crisis. Therefore, in order to face this challenge, we shall require ongoing formation, community reflection, retreats, days of recollection and other means, while we continue our search for a greater authenticity.

5. Formative Balance

What is the ideological and theological orientation, especially in formation, between extremes of progressiveness and traditionalism?

Eleven responses express the belief that their formation is neither traditional nor progressive, but realistic, maintaining a balance between the two extremes. Two of these, Vietnam and Congo, consider their formation to be traditional but open, being “well aware of the illusion of a progressive tendency also from the left”. The Peruvian response expresses the belief that the progressive tendency in formation is anti-Roman, anti-hierarchy and anti-liturgy, thus it must be overcome. The Polish response admits that, due to their history, they lag behind with regard to formation, but that significant changes are already being implemented.

On the other hand, an answer from India expresses the belief that the confreres are more progressive than conservative and they would like to see the Indian reflection and theological experience become a part of the universal theology. Another statement from the same country expresses the belief that the ideology of formation is generally conservative; some, however, adopt an ideology that is inspired by Marxism and other social ideologies. The answer from Brazil states that their own theological and ideological orientation as regards formation tends to be reasonably progressive and open, both with respect to local society and in relation to the institutional Church.

The response from Madagascar judges its own members to be traditionalists when dealing with the teaching of the Church and its Magisterium but progressive as to liturgical celebration and interpersonal relations. One answer from Colombia describes from a historical perspective how formation was polarized by progressive tendencies during the 70’ and 80’, open to Latin-American theology and critical of the development model imposed by the first world. Today, polarization has disappeared but the critical attitude toward the present models of development still persists; however, they gladly welcome the teaching of the Church and the theology that challenges injustice.

How can we maintain the balance between the two extremes of traditionalism and progressivism?  In general terms, the answers affirm that we have on the one hand a fidelity to the Gospel as handed on  by the Church, especially in Vatican II, as well as the sense of fidelity to our own charisma.  On the other hand, there is an openness to the signs of the times, to the evolution of society and culture, to the situation of the world and the local Church, to the situation of today’s consecrated life and the new expressions of apostolate. This requires a critical attitude and one of dialogue among the members in formation. 

While almost all responses focus on the content of formation, one answer from Spain taking its cue from Vatican II has as its starting point the concrete and personal situation of the members in formation and the particular style of the province.  Therefore, it underlines the personalized approach that starting from personal freedom and responsibility gives weight to the process of identification with evangelical, religious and charismatic values.  

6. Renewed spirituality 

What is the style of spirituality in a hypothetical scale between the very traditional, devotional and the very contemporary, open to other spiritual influences?

All the answers indicate a strong attachment to the spirituality of one’s own charisma.  In this respect, we can speak of a “traditional and devotional” spirituality in so far as it gives priority to the practice of prayer and the ascesis rooted in the Christian, religious and charismatic tradition. Two responses from Poland and Vietnam underline the fact that this style of spirituality is well-accepted by the young confreres. An answer from Colombia even states that there is a growing interest in the young confreres to study, examine in detail and live their own charismatic spirituality to the extent that they also wish to offer it to others.  One answer from Madagascar, however, laments the fact that there is no interest in the spirituality of the charism on the part of young members.

At the same time, most of the answers themselves  add that their spirituality has taken on a Christocentric and biblical character; it has been renewed and become “modern” by the guidelines  of Vatican II and by emerging spiritual influences, such as the way to pray and celebrate mass which has become more spontaneous, creative and with greater participation, by faith sharing, by theological reflection about experiences with the poor, and a better connection between apostolate, community life and prayer.  Only one answer from Congo complains about an insufficient openness to new spiritual influences; another one from India admits there has been some attempt to “modernize” the traditional spirituality but in both cases, however, depth has been lacking. 

With regard to being open to novelty, a few answers from Brazil, Spain and Italy express a concern to ensure that new elements are in harmony with the particular spirituality of the Institute.  One answer from the United States, in fact, admits that a new range of spiritualities that reflects the cultural variety of their members, has emerged within their own particular original spirituality. Another response from Spain laments the fact that some members in their lives are deeply into other ecclesiastical spiritualities, such as the neocatecumenals, the focolari, the charismatics, thereby creating confusion, contradictions and double attachments.  Yet another response from Colombia mentions that young confreres appreciate an open style of spirituality with fewer traditional forms, such as the ones from the Far East.  And two answers from India would like to see the integration of the best elements of the Indian and Christian spirituality.

7. Sense of consecrated life

How are the values of consecrated life ideally represented? In the more traditional sense of keping the vows, seclusion, brotherly life and of prayer? Or rather in a more modern sense of social commitment, of offering of alternative values, of welcome?

All the answers agree in saying that there is no opposition between the traditional sense of consecrated life in terms of the practice of vows, seclusion, brotherly life and prayer and the more modern sense in terms of social commitment, offering of alternative values and welcome. Two responses from Brazil and India would like to see consecrated life  more deeply committed to social issues.

Instead, as reported in the answer from Peru, “today, the values of consecrated life are presented with a positive note.  From the very beginning of formation Christ is considered as the supreme value; that is why consecrated life represents a choice for a greater love and a superior life plan, an alternative to the world rather than the carrying out of obligations. Instead of referring to seclusion, we speak of maintaining a private space for the interior and spiritual life of the confreres and safeguarding fraternal life.  Religious consecration, along with its demands, is considered and option for love, for life testimony, for freedom for a better service, a greater availability, an evangelical quality of life, an alternative to hedonism and to the consumer mentality of the contemporary world and a greater closeness to the poor, especially when we welcome the more humble people and the young who seek Christ in our Christian communities”.

As the Colombians explain it, after the uncertainties and the pressures of the 70’ and the 80’, “we have entered a more serene and calm period. We see in our consecrated life, especially in the practice of the vows, a counter-cultural reality.  Today, more than in the past, we understand the value of our own spaces for the community and of seclusion, of fraternal life and of personal prayer.  Even social commitment, suggesting alternative values and openness to others require a care for the so-called traditional elements; we consider these values to be the essence of religious life”.

8. Simplicity of residences

From a logistical standpoint, what type of residence or domestic arrangement is favoured? 

A first series of answers from India, Italy, Peru, and Congo-Mexico indicate a preference for small, modest and simple dwellings as a testimony of poverty and to be able to identify with the poor. In fact, there is a preference for being integrated within working class neighbourhoods and a standard of living that is close to that of the people so as to avoid being cut off. It is preferable for the religious residence to be detached from the educational establishment; the means of communication should be shared at community level, and not be personal. Nevertheless, it happens as for example in Madagascar, that the homes of the religious compared with the homes of the majority of the population, are more modern, larger and luxurious; but the confreres live a simple and modest life and they welcome all the people who turn to them for help.

Five answers from Spain, Brazil, Colombia and Vietnam refer to the criterion of functionality of the residence for community life and the apostolate: Ideally, it should not be much different from those found in the surrounding area.  This may not always be possible especially since at present the tendency is to prefer larger homes that are made of more durable construction materials, which can also meet the requirements of the elderly and the sick. The two answers from the United States confirm the tendency to have different types of community: large communities that are more institutional, smaller communities that are more fraternal, scattered communities where confreres offering a variety of services live. The response from Congo-Mexico indicates how larger structures can lead to impersonalization. The Colombian answer suggests that where communities are numerous there is a desire for a more fraternal life in smaller and more modest communities.

Naturally, the subject of residences must still deal with the issue of the large buildings constructed in the past that are not easily adaptable; in this regard reference can be made to the answers from Italy, Spain and Poland. In mission countries as indicated in the response from Peru, all structures have been built following modern criteria and the province possesses no old buildings. The answer from the Philippines mentions the tendency to have fine houses reflecting quality criteria in accordance with the economic capabilities of the community. Lastly, one answer from Italy excludes any form of dwelling that would make the religious presence anonymous. 

9. Collaboration with other institutions

What type of relationship is there with the various institutions: educative, pastoral, health, civil, social assistance, ecclesiastic…? How much do they depend on institutions in order to carry out their mission? Which institutions are these? Are they of a civil or religious nature or both? 

Almost every answer stated there were good relationships with the civil and religious institutions.  Only two answers, from India and the Philippines, admitted to having little contact or collaboration with civil institutions.  The situation in Vietnam is peculiar because the Government has the monopoly in the educational, health, civil and assistance fields and Church is only allowed freedom in the area of worship. Nevertheless, we cooperate with the offices of labour and social assistance for vocational training centres and with local civil authorities with regard to youth centres and oratories.

Good relationships with civil institutions are usually in the form of support, collaboration and help. Often times, these projects belong to religious institutions and they aid the government in the fields of education, health, social services and development. They may at times even be financed by the Government.  Some work is also carried out in cooperation with non-governmental organizations and in some cases, the religious work in establishments that do not belong to them, but the number of religious in these situations is small, as for instance in the State University chaplaincies or in prisons. 

Religious also collaborate in a wide variety of ways in ecclesiastical areas: care of parishes, preaching of popular missions, catechetics, the animation of schools, “ad gentes” missions, formation of lay people, formation of diocesan seminarians, collaboration in the justice and peace field, management of Institutes of spirituality and theology and participation in the organizations of dioceses, of Episcopal conferences and conferences of religious. 

10. Preferential option for the poor

What are the types of activity or presence/service that are preferred in order to carry out your mission? 

All answers generally indicate a preference for the service of the poor, according to the characteristics of the particular charism.  There is an emphasis on the education of the young, whether formal or informal, with a particular attention to street children, to vocational training, the care for vocations and the formation of lay collaborators.  They then speak of parishes, missions “ad gentes,” formation of the clergy and of religious, theological teaching, means of social communication, pastoral work with families, assistance to hospitals, prison pastoral work, work with alcoholics, hearing confessions, spiritual direction, preaching, justice and peace ministry, social centres, socio-economic development, retreat houses and spirituality centres. 

11. Individual and institutional poverty

What sort of level of personal and institutional poverty is lived?

Almost all answers affirm they live poverty, both individually and in community in a satisfactory manner, favouring a simple life, moderation in the houses, in clothing and food and with an annual and even monthly budget; they support themselves through their work, show financial solidarity with the needy communities and with the poor.  The reply from Congo offers the example of a monthly budget of $300 for a community of three brothers.  Nevertheless, the answers from Brazil, Vietnam, Peru and Spain admit that, even though their standard of living is modest, it is still higher than that of the common people; three of these answers confess they feel challenged to give the witness of a more austere life. 

Four answers from Italy, Madagascar, Peru and Colombia deal with the subject of institutional poverty.  They point out that institutions must be equipped with the necessary means to carry out the mission and often, to also abide by the laws in force in the country. The answer from the Philippines mentions that the confreres can have modern equipment such as computers and cellular phones since they are connected with their work.  On the other hand, it should be kept in mind that these institutions sometimes hardly manage due to their running costs. 

Various answers mention the difficulties encountered regarding poverty. An answer from India says that confreres tend increasingly to have more technical equipment. Another one from India states that the most important question has to do with the spirit and the practice of poverty. One of the replies from the United States acknowledges the variety that exists among the members of the province in the way they live poverty and the impact of the surrounding consumer culture. Another one from Congo-Mexico admits that “cases of becoming bourgeois” do exist”. A response from Colombia states that the majority of vocations originate in poor surroundings, but their standard of life improves upon joining the religious Congregation; this fact is a cause for reflection and discussion among the confreres.

12. Vocational expansion and promotion 

How much do you favour the strategies of expansion and recruiting of new members? 

It is worth noting that the answers coming from Europe and the United States do not mention expansion strategies; a response from Italy in fact says tat “we do not aim at expanding” since “we are running out of forces year after year”. Poland experienced an expansion in recent years but they also prefer to use caution while they attempt to complete the new works initiated and remain open to various requests and new possibilities. All the responses from the missions, on the other hand, that is, from Congo, Brazil, Colombia, India and Vietnam speak of expansion not only within their own countries but also outside, by sending missionaries elsewhere.

With regard to vocational promotion, almost all responses in fact confirm its importance; some, especially from Italy and Spain, consider it a priority. There are provinces, such as Brazil and the United States that have drafted a plan of vocational work. Others, such as Spain, Italy, Congo, United States, Philippines, Poland, Colombia, have appointed a person to take charge of the project, supported by a team, whose principal role is that of alerting the confreres and the communities. Three answers from Italy speak of involving their younger confreres. Despite these efforts, a response from Spain indicates there is little attention given to vocations in the communities; in fact, it is  the testimony of simplicity, joy and openness of the community that fosters vocations

Rather than speaking about recruiting, some provinces in Italy and Poland try instead to create a “vocational culture” organising  youth work in local centres in such a way as to help the young to see their life as a project. In Vietnam, there is a close involvment  with people in order to evangelize them and help them feel a sense of duty to share in the universal mission of the Church.

 According to the responses received from Peru, Italy, Congo and Poland, vocations in general arise from contact with some community or parish directed by religious, from youth groups, from catechisis, from the training of altar servers and from  ecclesiastical movements promoted by religious. Young people are offered regular meetings, whether through monthly week-ends or during study weeks in significant places, through annual retreats and summer vocational camps.  

The response from Peru mentions the possibility offered to the young to experience religious life in a community for a period of one month. The experience is rather powerful; out of an average of 130 young people who annually try this experience, approximately 7 to 8% choose religious life.  For those who show signs of a vocation in different provinces of Italy, Poland, Spain, Madagascar, Congo, Peru, there are communities that welcome them with someone in charge or a team and that include a programme of formation and spiritual accompaniment. Naturally, discernment is an important task and it also requires visits to the families of the candidates. 

13. Comprehensive and personalized formation

What is the style of  formation used in the formation houses? What are the values that are given more emphasis? What attitudes and behaviour are mostly favoured?

According to ten answers received from Italy, Spain, Poland, Congo, Colombia and India, the methodology of formation is based on personalization; therefore we aim at internalizing and freely adopting the values with the full exercise of personal responsibility. A particularly effective way to personalize formation is represented by the drawing up of a formative project with monthly courses prepared by formation staff with the young confreres.  This initiative makes them feel that they are taking the lead in their formation and enables them to adopt an attitude of enquiry and discussion with the learning environment, and to be open to an assessment of their personal project.

The great majority of the responses talks about a comprehensive formation that merges studies with everyday life: manual work, housework, social and pastoral activities, prayer and liturgy celebrations; alternating life in the formation house with life experiences in the outside world, fidelity to tradition with openness to the signs of the times. In particular a great deal of importance is attributed to the community: we are formed in the community and for the community. The entire community is formative, as the Peruvian response puts it. The Brazilian response underlines the participative style; an reply from Italy mentions the joint involvement of both formation personnel and students. According to a response from Spain, formation is considered fundamental in the mission as well; from its very beginning, the formation process always implied strong experiences in the various foundations of the province.

There are varied responses that refer to the values that must be emphasized during the course of formation. Pastoral charity holds first place: it represents the centrality of Christ, the importance of the mission, the experience of God and prayer. With regard to human maturity, the elements indicated in the various responses relate to the capacity of self-acceptance and self-criticism, management of freedom, emotional balance, self-discipline, the practice of the human virtues, love for truth, keeping one’s word, loyalty and industriousness. Spiritual formation includes elements such as silence, interiority and depth, love for prayer and liturgy, purity of heart, willingness to comply with God’s will, ascesis, harmony with the Church and predilection for the poor.  There is a certain insistence on serious studies, intellectual passion and the capacity to analyze and reflect. With respect to pastoral formation, closeness to people, availability, hospitality, simplicity and apostolic enthusiasm are pointed out.

In addition, formation for one’s own charism includes, of course, all the elements that contribute to a sense of identification and belonging to the Institute.  Among the attitudes and behaviour referred to in the various responses, are to be found transparency, simplicity, openness to formation personnel, spiritual direction, docility, participation in community life. 

14. Participation style

What type of internal organization is predominant in the Province or Group? Is there a charismatic structure or one that is based more on obedience or focuses on participation? 

All answers, except for two, speak of a participation which takes different forms in the life and government of the province: the religious and the superior carry on a dialogue through which they search for God’s will together. There is consultation and persuasion in matters of “obedience”. In cases that require a decision, an answer from the United States indicates that the principle of subsidiary is invoked as much as possible at the local level. On the other hand, the answers from Madagascar and Spain refer to the participation both before and during the decision-making process. Two answers from India and Italy even talk about collegiality or a community decision. 

Another form of participation consists in the structures at various levels, such as the chapter and the provincial assembly, the assembly of superiors, various Consultative bodies for the sectors, the secretariats, the community councils, the regional assemblies and committees. There are replies from Italy, Poland, United States, Spain and Colombia that see a high form of participation in the  community projects at a provincial, local and personal level, as well as in the projects involving specific areas of activity. 

Several replies speak of a “charismatic” government, but with different meanings. Some seem to contrast a charismatic setting with one modelled on obedience.  A reply from India refers to the existence of a system to regulate life and the activities of the province that is “more charismatic than silent obedience”. One from Italy believes that the sense of obedience predominates among the elderly confreres, while there is a “good charismatic imput” among the other confreres The Colombian response states that the government system of the province “emphasises especially the charismatic aspects rather than the institutional ones”. 

Other responses seem to want to link “charismatic” to “participative”. The answer from Brazil refers to the attempt to “join together a charismatic and obedient emphasis”.  Another response from India states that the “type of internal organization that exists in the province follows rather the charismatic line and is participative”. The Polish response also indicates that “the charismatic approach focused on participation is predominant” in the province; while a response from Italy believes that planning is a way to present the charism of the Founder in contemporary terms.  

There are yet other answers that still seem to understand the word “charismatic” as related to exceptional characters. Vietnam, for instance, believes that “there was a charismatic approach in the internal organization at the start of the province”, due to the presence of great missionaries; similarly, Congo sees  an important role for the “pioneers”. 

15. Charismatic characters 

Does the vitality of the Province or the Group have anything to do with the capacity and the strength of one or more charismatic people?
The answers on this point are more or less equally divided. Twelve answers believe that the vitality of a province depends on charismatic characters; others express an opposite opinion. Among the answers that recognize the role of the charismatic characters, the ones from Brazil, Colombia, Vietnam and Madagascar appreciate those people who were able to react to the signs of the times” or “have stood out because of their government, direction, formation and education skills”. All these charismatic people have a different effect on the development and vitality of the province and they lead to reflection and discussion. Normally, as stated in an Indian response, any group of people who live together gather around one or two charismatic figures. 

The responses from Italy, Poland, United States, Colombia and Peru consider their province to be blessed by the presence of a “good group of leaders who ensure that the province responds in a healthy manner to a number of situations in its apostolic mission”. Except for a few cases, the continuing impact of a province depends a great deal on the continued work of various generations of confreres with great human, intellectual and spiritual qualities.  There are “people who possess particular charisms who dedicate themselves to the service of their brethren and of the province”, “enthusiastic confreres, with a special charism for leadership some with a special gift for building communion in the community, some for apostolic zeal or leadership; others who  maintain the ideal and the objective of our consecrated life before everyone’s eyes.”

The answers which do not recognize the definite role of charismatic characters for the vitality of a province, note the importance of community work. The answers from Italy, Congo and Brazil speak of the need to work in teams and with a collective acceptance of the  charisma and mission.  This means, as also stated in other answers from Italy, Congo and Spain, that the vitality of a province depends on the guidelines that it provides in its chapters, on the efficiency of the provincial government bodies in animating the communities and on involving them in the implementation of a common local and provincial project. 

Even in the responses that do not attribute a great degree of importance to charismatic characters, some answers from Italy, the Philippines and Spain recognize that their presence can serve as an inspiration and support to the confreres and it can exercise a great influence and provide a powerful boost to the province itself. 

16. Availability to undertake a demanding form of life

Do we find a greater or lesser participation in missionary projects or in more demanding forms of life or with greater radicalism?

Almost all answers testify to a great openness, generosity and spirit of sacrifice. Out of those, 18 responses from Italy, Spain, Poland, Congo, Brazil, Colombia, the Philippines, Vietnam, India, Madagascar and Peru express an enthusiasm for the “ad gentes” missions both outside and inside their own countries, as reported by Vietnam, Peru, India and Madagascar. Colombia and Peru say that their formation houses have become centres of missionary outreach.  In Italy communities are sensitive to the missions in the various countries they have ties with; they animate young missionary groups with excellent results also from a vocational standpoint.

There are countries such as Spain, where there is always a group of confreres who want to go on the missions, but due to a scarcity of personnel it is not always possible to let them go. In the Philippines, they can only go as far as collaborating with other provinces because the scarcity of funds available does not permit establishing and supporting missions abroad. One of the answers from India observes that “many prefer the easy missions, few embrace the heroic ones” and another one complains that there are no confreres who have embraced a more demanding and radical lifestyle”.

Considering the ones who remain in their own country, the answers from Italy, the United States and Colombia speak of members who are committed to traditional missionary work, such as the popular and also youth missions, or to giving a more missionary character to parishes.  At times, there is a desire to work in areas that are needy within the same country or new forms of witnessing to the Kingdom of God in the surrounding culture are sought. Others would like to join areas of conflict, among the shanty-dwellers or with refugees. 

In addition to the “ad gentes” missions, several answers from Italy, Poland, Congo, Brazil, India and Peru express a desire  other ways of life that may be more demanding or which present greater radicalism, as an alternative to the consumer and materialistic world.  However, according to the responses from Brazil and Congo, sometimes there is no appropriate preparation and guidance to ensure an effective practice of such forms of life.  In the answer from the Philippines it is said that there were people – just a few to be honest – who had the courage to follow more radical and more demanding forms of apostolate, but many of them caused conflicts within the community and also abandoned the Institute.

SECOND PART:

Proposal for paths of vitality

In the first part of this report I presented the summary of the responses provided to the questionnaire, which was addressed to a number of sample provinces; we were thereby able to identify some signs of vitality. At this point and in light of these results, I would like to suggest some initiatives that can give or restore vitality. The question we raise relates to factors which determine this vitality and consequently, the roads we must follow to give vitality. 

The process of identification of the signs and procedures of vitality helps us take notice of the culture of the province. This culture is made up of the mentality, the criteria for evaluation, the models of behaviour, the personal and community style, the way of being of the Church, the concept of consecrated life, the practice of the evangelical counsels and the profile of the consecrated person that the province or community propose.

The province in question may sometimes exhibit a weak culture, which does not help to overcome the vocational frailty, does not strengthen fidelity, does not attract vocations, is not effective in the mission and has little impact in the local area.  On the other hand, the culture in a given province may be very positive one that assists in overcoming weaknesses, in vocational fidelity, and the attraction of the charism for young candidates, in pastoral effectiveness and the significance of their presence. 

I shall indicate for this four paths to follow in order to foster a culture within the province that succeeds in stimulating an increase in vitality. It is a systematic reading of the signs of vitality we have just presented in the first part of the report and, at the same time, a review of the priorities to pursue in today’s consecrated life from the point of view  of vitality. 

1. Primacy of God

Consecrated life is focused on the primacy of God, the radical following of Christ and the availability to the Spirit. This belief is shared by consecrated members even though it fails to be expressed visibly and in a community way. Young people and  lay people in general often do not realize that the lifestyle, the way of organizing work and relationships are marked by this primacy, radicalism and availability.  We are individually good religious people; what is missing is a community witness and an institutional prophetic statement.  

First of all it is a matter of giving God and His Kingdom the primary position in our life. Beyond all charisms, apostolic activities and formation programmes, the central reality and reason to lead a consecrated life is simply to focus all on God.  The consecrated person is essentially a “man of God”; this must be expressed not only in one’s personal life but also in that of the community. 

We are summoned to the following of Christ. Jesus Christ is the inspiration for a lifestyle that focuses on God and on His Kingdom. Jesus dedicated his entire life to being available to his Father and committed to proclaiming His Kindom and making it present among us. In order to focus our life on the Father, we identify with the Lord Jesus, making his feelings and his form of life our own.  While we are inspired by and open to the Spirit, we set out to follow Christ in the footsteps of a founder who offers us his charism as well as his way of following Jesus.
It is not possible to live consecrated life authentically without establishing a deep relation with God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Here is to be  found the fundamental secret of the vitality of a consecrated person and of a religious community. This implies that the consecrated member and the community must deepen their faith at the school of the Word of God.  It is a faith that results in a simple and heartfelt prayer with Christ alive in the Eucharist; in a permanent attitude of gratitude to the Father, the donor of all goodness; in a docile attention to the renovating action of the Spirit. Our life is raised to God and filled with him through faith and prayer.  Spirituality then becomes the privileged aspect of consecrated life.  

This is a renewed spirituality that has been integrated with the tradition of our own Institute, the council guidelines, together with recent theological reflections and the new spiritual influences.   This leads, for instance, to an active welcoming of the Word of God, to a livelier and more authentic celebration of liturgy, to a more determined practice of community and personal prayer, to a commitment to greater unity between apostolate, community life and prayer. 

At present, spirituality is instilling a new vital force in people and in communities. It is enough to think about the Eucharist adoration that unleashes in consecrated people the energies to live a radical lifestyle and to be dedicated to generously serving the poorest.  The same applies to other expressions of spiritual life, such as the “lectio divina”, the entrustment to Mary, spiritual discernment and the communication of faith. If God is not at the centre of the life of a consecrated person or of a community of the consecrated, their vitality is simply impossible.  Where there is no spiritual life, we risk having confreres who are “burnt out in action” and not “contemplatives in action”.

2. Prophecy of witness

The desire to focus life on God as did the Lord Jesus, leads the consecrated person to embrace, along with others, a type of life that is entirely oriented towards the radical following of Christ and to the docile openness to the Spirit. The vow of obedience, for instance, is taken to fully comply with God’s will; the purpose of vow of poverty is to experience one’s total dependence on God; the vow of chastity, to love God and the confreres with undivided heart (cf. LG 42). The consecrated are aware that the calling is a singular gift from the Father to them but it is especially a gift to the Church and the world. When God calls people to consecrated life it is certainly out of love for each one of them, but it is especially for a service to the Church and the brethren.  

This service primarily consists in the prophetic witness, in other words, in the capacity to communicate a message that touches the heart, to recall that there are absolute values, to challenge the lifestyle or the values offered by the world, to present an alternative way of living, to show a life project that is fully human. The Church and the world always need to remember that God must hold the primary position; that we find the real and complete fulfilment of human life in the words and especially in the example given by Jesus Christ; that the Spirit is the Lord and brings life.

Sexuality, the possession and availability of material goods, the ability to make independent decisions represent values which must not, however, become absolutes because only God is absolute.  This is the “spiritual therapy” that the consecrated are called to offer to humanity and that makes of their consecrated life “a blessing for human life and for the life of the Church” (VC 87). Properly understood, this is their service of criticism to today’s culture and of eschatological reservations regarding the present time.

Testimony requires visibility and should attract attention. The first paragraph of Vita Consecrata states that “by the profession of the evangelical counsels the characteristic features of Jesus — the chaste, poor and obedient one — are made constantly "visible" in the midst of the world ” (VC 1). Among these visible signs, there can be the practice of individual and community poverty, the living in simple dwellings and also the religious habit. The awareness of one’s own consecrated vocation and of the primary task of bearing witness gives a vital boost to their life. They have to make every effort to become inculturated and to approach people, but without hiding their own identity, with no fear of being recognized and appearing different, alternative or counter-cultural. 

The consecrated members also bear witness by carrying out their apostolic mission. Many among them choose to embrace forms of life and of apostolate that are more demanding and with greater radicalism, such as involvement in areas of conflict, in the shanty towns or refugee camps, such as the work in “ad gentes” missions as an alternative to the consumer culture. They undertake these and other apostolic services not primarily to alleviate poverty. They are not social workers, but their preference for the poor aims at making their love for God visible and tangible.  In fact, many of the services provided by consecrated people, such as schools, hospitals, centres for professional formation, are also provided by other agencies and institutions and often with great competence; if consecrated persons commit themselves to these it is simply to offer a testimony of love. 

Another element that provides a testimony and vitality to consecrated life consists in love and gratitude for the founder and for the charism that originated in him. This translates into a strong sense of belonging and identity. It unleashes in consecrated members a degree of energy that leads them to be enthusiastic about the mission of the Institute and convinced of its contemporary nature and significance, to love those for whom they work with a generous availability, to take advantage of the world-wide experience and of the spiritual nourishment offered by the Institute for their own life and work, to cooperate with their own confreres and to share the richness of their own spirituality and charism with lay collaborators. 

Wherever there is a sense of consecration, belonging and identity, we experience a deep gratitude to God for the gift of vocation; we feel proud to be a member of a community, province and Institute thereby experiencing joy, enthusiasm and commitment. Then one’s own life becomes a vocational proposal: there arises a desire to promote one’s own charism and a commitment to communicate the joy of one’s own vocation. The young are helped to discover God’s design for them and they are invited to welcome the charism of their founder. 

3. Gift of communion

The charism of the Founder is a part of the mystery of the Church in its historic development; in fact it was brought to life in it and for it. “Consecrated life is at the very heart of the Church as a determining element” (VC 3). This fact entails a spiritual sensitivity that sees in the Church one’s own mother in faith and the centre of unity and communion of all the forces that work for the Kingdom.  The consecrated members feel committed in it according to their own vocation, so that “it may present itself to the world as a universal sacrament for salvation” (LG 48; GS 45). Their sense of Church leads them to identify with it and to feel involved in its joys, its anxiety and its missionary zeal.  They manifest that sense of the Church in their communion with the entire people of God and in their good relations with the Hierarchy, in fidelity to the successor of Peter and in collaboration with the Bishops, with particular attention to the issues of the universal Church and to becoming a part of the particular Church.  

They experience the Church in the fraternity of the community: “the more intense their fraternal love, the greater the credibility of the message she proclaims, and the more visible the heart of the mystery of the Church, sacrament of the union of humankind with God, and of its members among themselves” (“Fraternal life in community” 55). Today we increasingly acknowledge the strong influence exercised by the quality of brotherly life on vitality and perseverance of the individual consecrated members in their vocation. The most effective atmosphere to encourage the individual consecrated member to grow in his own vocation is found in a truly fraternal community that enjoys a serene family atmosphere, one of welcome and faith, that has a participative style in the internal organization of the community where there is a true sharing of life, prayer and apostolate, co-responsibility, understanding and mutual help.

In this regard, the superiors and their way of exercising authority play a significantly crucial role. It is necessary to have superiors with open minds who are able to create this atmosphere in the communities, who share a personal relationship with the confreres, who are perceived as fathers, friends and brothers.  Their closeness, concern, understanding and encouragement are encouraging for the confreres.  They exercise authority as a service to the vocational growth of both the individuals and the community through listening, dialogue, encouragement and discernment, not being authoritarian.  The role of the confreres is not reduced to simple implementation; instead, there is a promotion of joint responsibility of all in discerning and setting a common course.  This kind of superior inspires confidence and the awareness that interest and support will always be found in him at all times.

In addition to the superiors, the impact that certain charismatic figures have on the vitality of a community and of a province should not be ignored. Their presence is encouraging and reassuring; it inspires confidence and courage. These are people with authority and simplicity, who live close to all within the community, enquiring about each member and building community life. Through their everyday life, they show the beauty of consecrated life and how Christ can fill the heart with joy and satisfaction, despite the difficulties of following him. They often open new paths in the evangelizing mission. The presence of such figures, however, does not replace the necessary work to be done together within the community and the province, which also involves lay people.  

4. Formation commitment

There is no doubt that formation has a very important role to play in the vitality of members, of communities and the province. Formation has found a new balance under the renewing   impact of Vatican II. It is indeed closer to the Word of God, to the guidelines of the Church and to the charism of the Founder; it has become open to the signs of the times, to the challenges coming from society and culture, to the new tasks for evangelization in today’s world and in the local Church.

This is a comprehensive formation that includes the various dimensions in a harmonized and vital unity.  At the heart of formation is pastoral charity, a “special communion of love with Christ” (VC 15) that becomes a life project, a path of holiness,  an inspirational and unifying principle of the entire formation process, whether it is initial or ongoing. 

Today, this process gives a special place to the human dimension right from the initial phases, since it is the necessary foundation of the vocational response.  The vitality of a consecrated member comes from his balance, his mature emotions, his freedom and responsibility for his actions, from the practicing of those human virtues that favour the encounter, dialogue and collaboration. From experience it has been seen that often the issues regarding human relations and emotional and responsible freedom shut the person within himself and undermine the effectiveness of his ministry. 

The other aspect that has an influence on the apostolic vitality of consecrated persons is that of intellectual formation. We are often satisfied with completing the curricula of studies required by the formative phases and we do not realize the importance of the “loving commitment to the intelelctual life” or of the “dedication to study” (VC 98), which are the solid bases to live one’s consecrated identity and to carry out an effective apostolic activity. A lessened commitment to study can have grave consequences because it generates a sense of marginalization and of inferiority or ecourages superficiality and rash initiatives (cf. VC 98). Among the urgent tasks that underline the need at present for intellectual formation need to be mentioned the formation of consciences in a time of relativism, helping the laity to adopt the social doctrine of the Church or forming them for their mission in the world.  Without being limited to a course of studies, formation aims at maturing the habit of reflection, judgement and a critical approach to the world,  the capacity to maintain a dialogue and to share ideas and the promotion of Christian values; it thereby ensures the vitality of the apostolate.  

Spiritual life, if personally adopted and effectively developed in faith according to a strong sense of belonging to Christ and the imitation of his way of life, establishes the vitality of the person and of the community.  It is a matter of progressively going from being servants who are entirely directed toward the works, to being friends who are beside the Lord Jesus listening to his Word and celebrating the Eucharist, to the extent of becoming in love with him taking up the  cross of everyday fidelity. Christ really becomes the centre of life’s experiences as well as their point of reference. It is necessary to foster the process of internalization, through the ability to find moments of silence, the experience of personal prayer, the exercise of lectio divina, adoration of the Blessed Sacrament and the contemplation of the cross.  There is the need to prepare a culture of interiority, making the internal sphere of each one more ample, deeper and livelier, so as to leave room for God’s action in each one’s heart. We need to invest in a life of faith, both at the intellectual and emotional levels; that is why we need formation in prayer.
Joy in the Lord Jesus translates into a love sacrificed to serving the brethren, especially the poorest ones. It is important to find an impulse of apostolic dedication.  When the apostolic sense is weak and the mission is not felt as something attractive then issues of vocational identity can arise .  When relationships are only organizational, if there is no joy in meeting and being with people, when the apostolic meaning of what is being done no longer makes sense, it is obvious that a void is taking over the heart.  The confreres  must be given the opportunity and the ability to grow in love and apostolic zeal for the Church and its evangelizing mission. If the heart and mind of the evangelizer are not formed through reflection about apostolic work, sharing and prayer, there is the risk of falling into activism and exaggeration. 

Comprehensive formation is only one part of the vitalizing contribution of formation.  The other aspect and perhaps the most demanding but also the most profitable one, consists in implementing a methodology of personalization. A personalized formation is required so that the content of formation is internalized by the individual, transforming him from the inside.  He then becomes the main protagonist of the formation, and continuing in interaction with the Holy Spirit and with the community grows in his vocational identity of a consecrated person according to a particular charism. Along these lines, therefore, the community project and the personal project, spiritual direction, the sharing with other confreres, the reaching the person in depth and spiritual and community discernment assume  major significance. These are all means that involve the person and make him responsible with regard to formation, leading him towards maturity in his consecrated life, launching him on a path of personal growth that has no end.  

Conclusion

At the end of our research and presentation, we find ourselves taken back to the same starting point. The signs and courses of vitality follow each other and refer to each other reciprocally.  We may succeed in obtaining a vital community or province only if these manage to coexist “systemically”.

If vitality is present in the consecrated life of a province, the latter will enjoy an atmosphere of enthusiasm for its own vocation and affection for its own founder and charism is thereby nurtured. There is joy in living this gift from the Lord with fidelity and it is easier to overcome the temptation to abandon it.

The charism becomes attractive and there is a spontaneous desire to want to share such a gift with others. Therefore, an invitation is extended to the more committed and willing young people “to come to see” this form of life, to spend a period of time in a community and to share this life.

Many young people become “infected” with the lifestyle of the consecrated members and decide to stay with them. In turn, members accompany them with attentive affection, allowing them the time and necessary means to make their choice with full knowledge and freedom. 

The arrival of new vocations rejuvenates the image of an Institute. It becomes more dynamic, fruitful and creative and if the  vitality is maintained, other young people will feel the same attraction. Consequently, the average age of the province decreases while the number of members may increase.

Their generous and enthusiastic fidelity guides several members to joyfully welcome the request of superiors, or the inspiration of God, to dedicate themselves to the poorest, to be pioneers in new and challenging forms of apostolate or to work in difficult areas or the foreign missions.  

Thanks to their zeal and enthusiasm, the members bring new life to the local Church where they belong, inspiring the sympathy and gratitude of all and managing to involve many lay people who share their spirit and their mission.

We thus go back to the five criteria of vitality that marked our starting point.  A vital community or province is one that attracts vocations, stays young, reinforces the fidelity of its own members and knows how to mobilize them for tasks and forms of life requiring greater commitment. It knows how to involve in the charism the laity, especially the young, and it holds a significant position within the local Church and the locality.  

This, I believe, is the dream we all have for our Institutes.  May the Lord in his goodness grant us the grace to see this dream come true.

� This is the list of the 12 Institutes and the 25 provinces that replied to the questionnaire. CM - Vincentians: Provinces of Colombia and USA Est. CMF - Claretians: Provinces of Chennai - India and Spain. LC – Legionaries of Christ. MCCJ - Combonians: Provinces of Congo, Mexico and Italy. OFM – Friars Minor: Province of Sicily. OFM Cap. - Capuchins: Province of India, of Emilia - Romagna, Umbria, Madagascar and Peru. OMI - Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate: Province of Congo and Italy, which also includes Senegal, Guinea - Bissau, Uruguay and Romania. OSA - Augustinians: Province of Philippines and Spain. SCJ – Sacred Heart Fathers: Province of Central Brazil. SJ - Jesuits: Province of Colombia. SDB - Salesians: Province of Lombardy and Emilia - Romagna, of North Poland and Vietnam. SVD – Divine Word: Province of Chennai - India and Chicago - USA.
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