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in the Postconciliar Church
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HE TITLE FOR this essay is inspired by the wonderful
metaphor used by John Manuel Lozano to capture the
ecclesial tone of the dramatic transformation of religious life
unleashed by Vatican Council II: ;
From the "side chapels" in which religious orders
used to sit (each with their own advocacies,
devotions and privileges), they have moved out
into the "main aisle" of the church. There is a
strong ecclesial orientation in their spirituality
and a sense of communion with the rest of God's
people. 1
The ecclesiological principles enunciated in the documents of
Vatican II have shaped the direction of religious life in ways that
could not have been imagined prior to the cout\cil. The
developments that have taken place in the renewal of religious life
over the past thirty years reflect critical paradigmatic shifts in
ecclesiology that have both called into question and radically
affirmed the very nature and meaning of religious life within the
life of the Church. In fact, it could be argued that the changes in
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the Church's self-understanding during Vatican II are nowhere
more dramatically seen than in the continuing transformation of
religious life.
Among the many conciliar and postconciliar documents that
present and develop the teaching pf the council regarding religious
life, for the purpose of this discussion, the most significant are, not
surprisingly, the two constitutions that treat directly of the
Church - Lumen Gentium (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church,
November 21, 1964) and Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on
the Church in the Modern World, December 7, 1965) - as well as
Perfectae Caritatis (Decree on the Up-to-Date Renewal of the
Religious Life, October' 28, 1965).2 Lumen Gentium (LG) explicitly
addresses the relationship of religious life to the life -of the
Church, while Gaudium et Spes (GS) sets the tone for under
standing the fundamental relationship of the Church, induding
religious life, to the world. Perfectae Caritatis (PC) focuses
sp,ecifically on the renewal of religious life according to two
guiding principles: a return to the biblical roots of religious life as
the following of the Christ of the gospels and to the, spirit and
charism of the founder of the particular institute; and the need for
appropriate accommodations to the contemporary situation.3
In the first section of this essay, I shall draw primarily on
these documents to explore three focal elements of the council's
ecclesiology� in regard to religious 1ife: the universal nature of the
call to holiness, th'e role of charisms in the life of the Church, and
the nature of the Cliurch's relationship to its historical context,
i.e, the Cliurch's mission in and to the world. In the second
section, I shall identify soine major areas of concern that present
some of the more pressing tasks facing institutes of consecrated
life4 as they move into the twenty-first century: the ongoing
struggle for clarity around identity and mission, the growing
movement toward collaboration, and the nature of the corporate
witness of •religious life - areas that challenge today's men and
women religious to a creative fidelity to their rich heritage as they
move forward into the future as witnesses to G::hrist's compassion
for the world.
To capture the heart of Vatican II's teaching in regard to
religious life and to describe where religious life is now in its
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ongoing response to the council's challenge are daunting tasks, to
say the very least. The reflection that follows comes from one
who has live& the vowed religious life for thirty years, a period of
time that coincides exaFtly with the period of renewal of religious
life that has followed the Seconc! Vatican Council. 5 As with all
perspectives, mine is' both uniquely enriched and necessarily
limited by my experience; I offer it in the hope that it will
contribute to a more complete understanding of the .complex
reality that is religious life at the dawn of the twenty-first century.

What the Council Said: Call, Charism, Context
The Universal Call to Holiness

Vatican Council II did a great service to·religious life-when it
replaced the operative·preconciliar ecclesiology (with its clearly
articulated ranks and states) with an ecclesiology built on an
understanaing of the universal call to holiness, a call rooted in the
grace of baptism. With the promulgation of Lumen Gentium in
1964, the popular understanding of the Church as divided into
three tiers of descending degrees of holiness (i.e., clergy, religious,
and laity) was challenged, by the clear affirmation that all
Christians, regardless of the forms and tasks of • their lives, are
called to one and the same holiness, the perfect holiness given to
the Church by its head, Jesus Christ. By emphasizing the dignity
and importance of baptism, Lumen Gentium affirmed the role of
all Christians in the mission and ministry of the Church: to
realize the one holiness of the Church itself in many and varied
expressions. All baptized persons are called to the fullness of
Christian life .and to the perfection of charity; moreover, the
evangelical counsels have a place in the life of. all Christians.6
In rejecting the clergy/religious/lay division, the Church
embraced a self-understanding in which, to enlarge upon Lozano's
metaphor, religious life no longer found its home in the side
chapels of the Church (between the sanctuary of the bishops and
priests and the body of the laity); religious suddenly found
themselves situated squarely in the main aisle with their lay
brothers and sisters. Religious life had lost its claim to ·an identity
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as a privileged "state of perfection."7 Prior to the council, by their
very self-definition, religious had understood themselves to be
superior to and separated from the lay or secular members of the
Church itself; now, by virtue of their baptismal call to the one
holiness of the Church, the laity could no longer be considered as
belonging to a form of Christian life somehow inferior to that of
the clergy or religious. Religious did not simply relinquish -any
claim to superiority over or separation from the laity; non
ordained religious were themselves identified as laity in
contradistinction to clergy.
The qµestion of the place of religious life within the structure
of the Church remained a significantly controversial one and
eventually led to an interesting development in the final drafting
of Lumen Gentium. Prior to Vatican II, it had been accepted that
the hierarchical structure of the Church, i.e., the distinction made
between the clergy and the lay faithful whom they pastor, is an
essential constitutive divine structure of the Church.8 The 1963
working draft reflected this teaching when it suggested that
[the religious state] is not, if one considers the
divine constitution of the. Church, intermediate
between the clerical and lay condition: but some
faithful from both states are called by God to
enjoy this special gift in the mystery of the
Church, and are dedicated to his service.9
This initial formulation rejected the popular triple division which
placed religious life somewhere between the clerical state and the
secular laity, but it also implied that religious life does not belong
essentially to the divine structure of the Church. After much
debate and a number of forceful interventions by the Council
fathers, the text was amended to read:
[The religious state] . . . is not, if one considers
the divine and hierarchical constitution of the
Church, intermediate between the clerical and lay
condition: but some faithful from both states are
called by God to enjoy this special gift in the life
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of the Church and may contribute, each in their
own way, to its saving mission. 10
The definitive text of Lumen Gentium suggests that there is
not simply one divine constitution in the Church. Rather, the
concept of "the divine constitution of the church" is a generic one
which requires specification in terms of which divine constitution
is intended in a given context.11 This conclusion is further
strengthened by the final paragraph of No.44 of Lumen Gentium:
The state of life, then, which is constituted by the
profession of the evangelical counsels1 while not
belortging to the hierarchical structure of the
church, belongs nevertheless inalienably to its life
and holiness.
There is a necessary and essential relatedness between the Church
and religious life; religious life belongs to the very life and holiness
of the Church as an essential constitutive structure.12 This
relatedness is reiterated by John Paul II in his recent exhortation
Vita Consecrata (VC), which teaches that
the consecrated life, present in the church from
the beginning, can never fail to be one of her
essential and characteristic elements, for it
expresses her very nature. This is clearly seen
from the fact that the profession of the evan
gelical counsels is intimately connected with the
mystery of Christ and has the duty of making
somehow present the way of life which Jesus
himself chose....Jesus himself, by calling some
men and women to abandon everything in order
to follow him, established this type of life which,
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, would
gradually develop down the centuries into the
various forms of the consecrated life. The idea of
a church made up only of sacred ministers and
lay people does not therefore conform to the
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intentions of her divine founder, as revealed to us
by the Gospels and the other writings of the New
Testament. 13
While Lumen Gentium clearly recognized that religious life
belongs "inalienably" to the Church, it did leave a vagueness
about the "how" and "where" it fits into the Church's structure.
Some religious found the lack of clarity on this point difficult to
live with. They were uncomfortable with the fact that, unlike the
concept of the hierarchy (whose nature it is to have distinctions
and exclusive categories), the place of religious life in the structure
of the Church had not been defined as clearly. Many religious
actually pushed the Church to pin things down a bit more; much
to their chagrin, the Church has been working at it ever since.
Responding to the discomfort, the council itself produced a
separate document on religious life, Perfectae Caritatis, in 1965.
Essential Elements (1985) and Vita Consecrata (1996) represent
subsequent attempts to clarify further the nature of religious life.
Unfortunately, these. later documents return to an emphasis on
distinctions and categories, 'running the risk of creating a new
elitism. In other words, they use a hierarchical approach to
analyze a non-hierarchical reality, a charism given to the Church
by the Spirit. A clear nomenclature of charism is an oxymoron.
The clarifications have sometimes produced new and equally
effective straitjackets for religious because abstract definitions,
while helpful, always lose something of the nuanced reality of the
concrete particularity of each institute's charism. The genius of
Lumen Gentium had been precisely to let go of the need for
categories in relationship to religious life: the hierarchic,:11 diocesan
entity and religious life are not parallel structures. 14
As postconciliar religious set about the challenging but
liberating process of relinquishing their self-definition in -terms of
de jure as well as de facto superiority to other members of the
Church, they sought and embraced a more ecclesial, if less rigidly
defined, identity. Notwithstanding, the concept �f religious life as
a "state of perfection" still surfaced in new ways, as-evidenced by
John Paul H's recent statements in Vita Consecrata regarding "the
objective superiority" of the consecrated life. 15 While affirming the
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"equal dignity of all members of the church," this papal
exhortation describes religious profession primarily as a
"deepening" of the consecration received in baptism, a. "further
consecration differing in a special way from baptismal conse
cration," and a "more.authentic configuration to Christ" which,
as a way of showing forth the Church's holiness, has an "objective
superiority." 16 Aside from the evident difficulty in asking a
theology of consecration to bear the full weight of the mystery of
the gift of religious life in the Church, the language of this
document also seems to indicate that the Church still has a long
way to go in recognizing the dignity and centrality of baptism and
the consequent equality of all the members of Christ's body.17
Although there is certainly a validity to a theology of consecration
based in baptism, perhaps it, is a construct that alone cannot
adequately account foJ" the rich reality of religious life in the life
of the Church today and in the future. In any case, as Archbishop
Rembert G. Weakland has observed, it certainly does not seem to
have emerged naturally from the lived experience of religious, .nor
have religious found the notion particularly liberating or
inspiring. 18
The recent introduction of the term "consecrated life" also
points to another aspect of the Church's understanding of religious
life: the creative tension that exists between spirit and law, charism
and institution. "Consecrated life" is· intended to embrace both
secular and religious institutes as a juridic framework within which
to define each. (Indeed, Vita Consecrata strain� to cover many
diverse forms of life under a common rubric.) While the "secular"
institute is clearly envisioned with positive content as a conse
cration in the world, the "religious" institute is seen as a
consecration somehow contradistinct from that being-in-the-world,
leaving the defining characteristic of religious institutes in a
negative key, less in sync with the theology of Lumen Gentium
and Gaudium et Spes and certainly not reflective of the lived
experience of men and women religious over the past three decades.
This attempt to systematize the various expression.s of religious life
into static legal categories flies· in the face of the postconciliar
emphasis on the creative work of the Spirit in shaping religious
life as a living, evolving charism in and for the Church.
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Another result of the emphasis on the universal call to
holiness in Lumen Gentium is best reflected in the general
consensus that Vatican II ushered in the era of the "church of the
laity." This term is. not meant to signify a shift of emphasis from
one "rank" to another, i.e., from a clerical model of church to a
lay model. Such an interpretation would use "laity" as a category
that excludes when just the opposite had been intended by the
council. The post-Vatican II "church of the laity" really connotes
a collaborative church which uses the gifts of all members,
however the Spirit may see fit to distribute those gifts.
Religious Life as Charism

The Holy Spirit nurtures and directs the Church through the
rich variety of gifts, ordinary and extraordinary, given for the
good of the whole body of Christ. Religious life is just such a gift;
or charism, given to individuals for the good of all, i.e., the whole
church; 19 consequently, religious life is more properly the treasure
of the Church than the personal possession of those persons who
exercise the charism in religious congregations.
While the Church recognizes, affirms, and claims charisms, it
does not create the gifts. As charism, religious life is not simply or
even primarily a juridical entity. In other words, religious life did
not begin because the institutional Church defined it and con
fected it, nor does it continue because Church law has ordained it
so. The Church did not create religious life; the life endures
because it is a gift of God to the Church, a constitutive element
of the life and holiness of the Church. Religious life belongs to the
mystery of the Church and, like the Church, it continues sometimes despite itself. Of course, as institution, religious life
needs law to serve its useful purpose: to recognize, authenticate,
safeguard, and preserve valued ways of life. Charisms are situated
within the Church as gifts of God who gives to the Church the
pastoral authority ,and obligation to protect them by discerning
the divinely inspired wisdom of the community's experience and
formulating that wisdom in canon law.20 However, while it is
entirely appropriate that, in due time, the experience of the
religious institute find canonical expression for the protection of
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the rights of persons, communities, and the whole Church, one
must be careful not to mistake the canonical form for the life
itself. Religious life is better understood in terms of a fluid, vital,
ever-changing "movement" than in terms of institutional forms
and canonical categories. Shaped by tlie Spirit, this movement is
at its core a mystery which, although identifiable, is not com
pletely definable in terms of essences.
A biblical understanding of "call" can help to distinguish
relig,ious life as an evolving ecclesial identity from religious life as
a canonical "state of perfection." Both Lumen Gentium and
Gaudium et •Spes present religious life primarily as a way of living
the gospel, a way bf following Christ.21 The simple and direct
gospel invitation, "Come, follow me," suggests that the charism
of the religious vocation is a whole way of life, an organically
coherent way of interacting with persd'lls, situations· and needs.
Nourished by the lifegiving Spirit, religious life is a prophetic,
compassionate ongoing response to the call to, live the life of
Christ in a new time and place. Because it finds itself in the midst
of historical reality, religious life digs deep into the messy stuff of
holiness. True religious hesitate to depend upon such "certainties"
as juridical prescriptions that promise to ensure a steady advance
along the path of perfection; rather, they simply follow their
loving Lord, struggling to respond in faith to the rigorous standard
of the gospel amidst the sometimes confusing circumstances of
their lives without the luxury of knowing exactly where they are
in that mysterious journey of faith.
Any theological project that reduces religious life to an entity
defined by canons reveals an essentialist and predominantly
juridical mentality. While they may provide a convenient tool for
judging authenticity and orthodoxy, canonical definitions and
norms are only capable of giving religious life an existence as an
enduring, unchangeable "essence," reducing religious life in the
concrete to nothing more than a manifestation of an "essence,"
which tends to express itself in antisecular and ahistorical terms.
As Philibert has observed,
it would be unfortunate if one were to try to
reduce religious life to a genus and species
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analysis. There is no simple common denominator
that can be used as the generic form for religious
life. Religious life arises genetically from the
inspired, charismatic response to the gospel of a
creative genius whose work is continued by a
religious family of sisters and brothers beyond the
original time and place of its foundation.22
To use a simple analogy, the difference between religious life
as a defined static essence and religious life as a charismatic way of
life is similar to the difference between a clay figure-made from a
mold and the clay pot formed by the master potter at the wheel.
The first is a dime-a-dozen, painted-by-numbers, lifeless copy,
however intricate and perfect the detail; the second is a genuine
work of art whose beauty lies in the uniqueness of its form. The
canonical prescription may produce �n "objectively superior" life
form, but it is the honest, following of Christ that yields the true
gift of religious life to the Church. Religious life is a way of self
forgetfulness whereby one concentrates, not on actively con
forming oneself to a pre-existing mold, but rather on being
receptive and pliable to the touch of the master potter's hand. The
pot is always being shaped anew. Of course, in the religious insti
tu):e one finds a "family" resembl�nce, a particular "way" (or
shape to the pot), which springs from the original inspiration of
the institute's founder; yet each individual in the institute is
formed, coaxed by the Spirit into that unique, particular expres
sion of the mystery of Christ imbedded deep within his or her
very being. The particular institute's "way" of self-forgetfulness
allows each member's true self to emerge unspoiled by an inflex
ible external mold.
As soon as one defines religious life in canonical forms, one
runs the risk of destroying its very life. The following of Christ
always involves concrete situations ,in a changing world that
demands answers to new questions, and answers to new questions
are not obtained by sheer deduction from juridical premises and
categories. Religious institutes are not primarily verifications of a
species, but unique, historically identifiable communities living the
evangelical counsels. When one looks at the origins of a religious

.
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congregation, one finds a charismatic, Spirit-filled response
conditioned by t}ie concrete circumstances of its world - not a
canonically-inspired state of consecrated separation from that
world. The vowed life as lived by a particular institute is shaped
l;>y the mission and charism of that institute, both of. which
necessarily respond to a specific historical and cultural experience
and environment.23 The resulting diversity among religious
institutes is itself the Spirit's gift to the Church.
Perfectae Caritatis also called upon religious to return to the
founding charisms of their institutes. As a result, many congre
gations were led to rewrite their �onstitutions in the years
following Vatican II. Following the mandate to go back to their
roots iin the gospel and in the lives of their founders, religious
institutes came to the realization that their founding charisms had
less to po with what the founders did and more to do with the
"eyes" thrpugh which they had viewed their 'Yotld. The charism
is not so nn1ch the type of work, but rather tht "way" in which
one is present in that work. Consequently, in reformulating their
constitutions, religious sought to deemphjlsize canonical categories
in an effort to reclaim the true spirit of t.heir founding charisms.
Th.ey discovered that precise categories and distinctions fail to
cap�ure the playful breath of the Spirit and that theirs is a way of
life as opposed to a canonical st�te. Again, it is the difference
between the technique of using a mold (the perfect mold, recipe,
ingredients, temperature, etc.) and the art of the potter's '3/'heel (a
changing atmosphere, moisture, a steady hand, the unprj:!dictable
irregularities that become th� hallmark of true beauty).
The Context: The Church in the Contemporary World24
Lumen Gentium and Perfectae Caritatis are the two documents
of Vatican II that dealt explicitly with the topic of religious life;
howevery a study of these two documents alone would fail to
account for the dramatic changes in religious life in the years
following t�e .council. It is the Pastoral Con�titution on the Cpurc,h
in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes)-which actually provides the
clarifying prism through which one must see all the other
documents of Vatican II, including those which address issues of
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religious life. Gaudium et Spes, an unexpected gift of the Spirit
working in the gathered church" called the Church to realize that
it is inextricably and intimately linked to humankind and its
history:25 all that is truly human - the joy, hope, grief, and
anguish of all humankind - cannot fail to find an echo in the
hearts of those who follow Christ.26 Moreover, the Church's
prophetic mission to the world cannot be fulfilled if its message is
unintelligible to that world, especially to the poor and the
marginalized members of the human family.
Religious, who have always understood themselves to be at the
heart of the Church and its mission, were deeply affected by the
powerful message of Gaudium et Spes. They quickly grasped its
significance for their lives. Whereas, prior to Vatican II, religious
life had functioned as a ptophetic sign within the Church's inner
life by witnessing to a radical living of the evangelical counsels,
postconciliar religious life was challenged to be a sign in and to
the world as an integral part of the Church's mission in the world.
The implications were dramatic: if religious were to be effective
and credible witnesses in service to the Church's mission in the
modern world, they needed to be relevant and intelligible to that
world; conversely, if they were to participate in the proclamation
of the good news of the gospel to their world, religious must
understand that world, its problems and its needs, especially the
needs of the poor.
Complicating matters for religious institutes was the fact that
the "modern world" in which they were navigating a course from
a medieval "state of perfection"·to a prophetic "way of life" was
itself in the throes of a major paradigm shift from modernity to
the as-yet-unnamed age labeled only as "postmodernity." Post
conciliar reJigious found themselves embracing the challenges of
the dawning postmodern era without having had the advantage of
actively participating in the modern world. In other words,
religious life was forced to go from a pre-modern (medieval)
worldview to a postmodern worldview in one leap;fastforwarding
through centuries of modernity.27 Religious had scarcely·become
acquainted with modern culture before they began to wrestle with
the implications of the postmodern _critique that rejecfed the
individualism, competition, and hierarchical dualism (the either-or,
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right-wrong, sacred-secular, superior-inferior distinctions that
define by separation and fragmentation) of the modern age in
favor of holistic interrelatedness, cooperation, and unity-in
diversity (the creative tension of inclusive, both-and relationships
of equality) in a postmodern global society that values pluralism.
_Since the council did not return to the role of religious after
the promulgation of Gaudium et Spes in 1965, religious were left
to explore for themselves their relationship to the Churcli and the
emerging postmodern world in light of the new way in which the
whole Church was entering into dialogue with that same world.28
In the period following the council, religious institutes enthusi
astically set about the task of adapting their life and ministry to
meet the challenges of Gaudium et Spes. They quickly grasped that,
since the Church had explicitly located its mission in the world in
solidarity wi�h all humankind, it was absolutely incongruous for
religious to seek an identity as "separated" from that world. The
reformula.tion of their constitutions allowed religious institutes not
only to reflect more clearly their original sources of inspiration
(namely, the gospel and the founding charisms of their institutes),
but also to incorporate their newly expanded understanding of
their mission to and in the modern world. Religious pursued the
goals of the council with relentless enthusiasm and a profound
trust in the Spirit's abiding presence. In the process, they
rediscovered that their authentic mission lies not in achieving a
canonical ideal, but in responding as Christ to a very real world.
With the impetus provided by Gaudium et Spes, religious
embraced human experience as a legitimate locus of truth and the
world as a sacred place, a place where one can find holiness. The
resulting movement away from a sacred/secular dualism began to
chip away at- some of the ways that the religious and apostolic
dimensions of religious life had been dichotomized. For example,
in the preconciliar paradigm, the "world" h�d distracted religious
from the "sacred," so they disavowed the world to enter the
"state of perfection." Consequently, contact with "seculars" in
one's ministry had been kept to an absolute minimum (even visits
from family members were restricted). In the years following the
council, however, religious grappled with the image of Church as
leaven in the world and eventually relinquished their more
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privileged self-understanding as beacons of holiness in an alien
world. In the process, many dualisms were challenged, especially
those that tended to divide or hierarchicalize religious life itself:
clerical/lay, cloistered/non-cloistered, contemplative/active. Religious
recognized that the active life, which is more directly involved in
the lives and concerns of people, is truly in harmony with and not
in opposition to the contemplative dimension of religious life, i.e.,
seeing with the eyes of God. Religious holiness ·and presence in
the world are not antithetical: one embraces the world in order to
find God in it.
In his postconciliar apostolic exhortation, Evangelica Testificatio
(1971), Paul VI liighlighted the prophetic nature and spiritual value
of the insertion of .religious into the life of the world:
How then will the cry of the poor find an echo
in your lives? That cry must, first of all, bar you
, from whatever would be a compromise with any
form of social injustice. It obliges you also to
awaken consciences to the drama of misery and
to the demands of social justice made by the
Gospel and the Church. It leads some of you to
,oin the poor in their situation and to share their
bitter cares.29
[The] religious life, if it is to be renewed, must
adapt its accidental forms to certain changes
which are affecting with growing rapidity and to
an increasing extent the conditions of life of every
human being .. ..Deep understanding of•present
tendencies and of the needs of the modern world
should cause your own sources of energy to
spring up witb renewed vigor and freshness. It [an
authentic living of religious life in the context of
the modern world] is a sublime task in the
measure that it is a difficult one.30
By gaining insight info their own times, religious were able to
develop sharper "ears" with which to hear the cry of ·the poor,
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the cry to which they aspire to respond with the compassidh' of
Christ, in whose footsfeps they have chosen to follow. He-eding
the message of Gaudium et Spes, they wholeheartedly embraced,the
"duty of scrutinizing the signs csf the times and of interpreting
them in the light of the gospel." 31 As a result, many religious
congre'gations adopted the prbphetic vision articulated in the
postconciliar Justitia in Mundo from the 1971 Synod of Bishops:
Action on behalf of justice and participation in
the transformation of the world fully appear to us
as a constitutive dimension of the preaching ,of
the Gospel.32
Reflecting on the example of Jesus presented in the gospels as well
as on statements coming from both the Vatican and from the
Latin American bishops' meetings in MedelHn (1968) and Puebla
(1979), religio"us turned their attention to the poor, the oppressed,
and the marginalized,of society, all who are considered and'treated
as "the least." 33 In evaluating and redefining their ministerial
commitments since the council, religious institutes have struggled
to witness to a'true "preferential option for the poor," not only
in terms of living a life of poverty, but also of embracing the cause
of the poor by denouncing social injustices and promoting justice
in the Sbciety and culture in which they work, each according to
its own charism.34 Perhaps more than any other factor, the
preferential option for the poor continues to sei:ve as a guiding
principle for prophetic witness and ministry within religious
congregations.
Today's Agenda: Clarity, Compassion,
Collaboration, and Corporate Witness
Clarity of Identity and Mission:·
Compassion and Prophetic Witness
As religious life strives to find a language with which to speak
its truth in the postmodern pluralistic world, clarity remains an
elusive commodity. Religious life has found it difficult to
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disengage itself from its highly institutionalized form. The
sweeping revisions of congregational constitutions and statements
of purpose have only partially succeeded in dealing with the
tension that exists between religious life as charism and religious
life as institution. Now, after thirty years; perhaps it is time for
religious in�titutes to turn their attention away from the task of
pinning down the structure of religious life in favor of looking
more to its mission and ministry in the postmodern age. The
renewal of religious life called for by Vatican II is not a discrete
task, but a continuing way of responding to the world. Each
religious community is called to ongoing discernment of what its
future is to be. The conciliar goal was never to accomplish a
"renewal" (i.e., a restructuring of "religious life") but rather to
free religious life to be religious afresh in each new age and
circumstance, prophesying by its very life lived in relationship to
an ever-changing world.
In the years following the council, many religious experienced
a certain ambivalence in terms of their identity within the struc
ture of the Church. During a time when the gospels· replaced the
Rule as the primary formative influence, they enthusiastically
undertook what turned out to be the somewhat incongruou� task
of rewriting their constitutions and statements of purpose incongruous because the very process of rewriting constitutions
does little to help religious institutes experience their identity
apart from canonical categories. As a result, religious life. has yet
to claim fully its charismatic identity as it struggles to move away
from a primarily institutional self-understanding. In answer to the
challenge of Gaudium et Spes, it seeks to be faithful to what it
always has been, the following of Christ, but a following in new
modalities more in tune wi,th a postmoqern, global, interfaith
world. A great challenge facing religious life as it moves into the
postmodern age will be to keep its focus on Christ and to seek
clarity of identity in terms of its charism, its "way." of being
Christ's presence in the world, rather than in terms of canonical
categories and juridical distinctions. Identity for the members of
a religious institute lies in their unfailing attachment to and
faithful imitation of Christ.
The freedom and flexibility evident -in the post-Vatican II
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recasting of religious life have had a paradoxical effect in terms of
clarity. Prior to the council, the highly institutionalized structure
of religious life bore the burden of projecting a clear identity and
mission (e.g., one couM hardly mistake the identity and mission
of the highly visible armies of habited worker bees staffing
hospitals, schools, etc.) The life of the religious was prescribed in
minute detail. Since Vatican II, as religious exercise considerable
personal freedom in the way they live out their vows, each indi
vidual is more responsible for the clarity and integrity of his or
her witness to die living of the evangelical counsels. As a result,
today's religious have the opportunity to embrace the counsels,
not by a blanket acceptance of a complex set of structures as a
whole, but by a· conscious discernment of God's call in every
individual choice they make. As a result, the evangelical counsels
and the institute's charism find expression in the life of a religious
because he or she has owned them in a uniquely personal way
rather than because structures have put them there. Paradoxically,
while it is possible for religious to live with greater personal
authenticity today, their corporate identity seems less clear because
each member expresses that identity in an individual and original
way.
Because charism is more properly revealed in one's "way of
presence" in ministry rather, than in the specific tasks performed,
the search for clarity demands that religious concentrate more on
the "gift to" than on the "gift of" - to whom and in what way
is one present in the Church's mission to the world? The kind of
self-forgetfulness that focuses on Christ and sees the world through
his eyes yields the most authentic witness: a compassion - a
"suffering with" - that embraces the poor, the marginalized,
those who are most oppressed by the agenda of modernity. Com
passion for the world is perhaps the best measure of holiness
because to be one with Christ, whose suffering embraces the
world's suffering, is to "suffer with" the world. To meet this
challenge, religious must also come to a certain degree of clarity
about their context, the radical pluralism of the postmodern
world. The result will be an example of the classic balance
between contemplation and action: while religious keep their eyes
on Christ in order to become the eyes of Christ with which to see
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the world, religious also must keep their eyes on the world in
order to bring the light of Christ's vision to the dar1'est corners
of that world.
The final paradox of clarity results from the fact that religious
life is not about self-conscious identity, but rather about an
invisibility in which all attention is focused on the one being
served. Love is self-gift, not self-consciousness. In a sense, religious
find their truest identity in self-forgetfulness: when ,they lose
themselves in Christ and his mission, they become truly visible as
Christ's compassionate presence in the world., Christ is both
whom they see and the seeing itself. Because no individual or
community can exhaust the richness that is Christ, the different
religious institutes focus on specific facets of Christ's way of being
present in and to the world and try to follow his lead. According
to their specific charism or "way" of being present, religious look
to the world in compassion, picking up on those cries of the poor
that are not being heard by others. Postconciliar religious are
being called out of the privileged seclusion of a Catholic culture
into a global world where their prophetic witness gives visibility
to gospel values that might otherwise be forgotten. Religious often
serve needs that have been neglected by the society; when a need
is recognized by society and others pick up their work, religious
must be ready to move on in compassion to new needs, always
seeing with Christ's eyes and leading the Church in new
directions. For this reason, religious life will always be rooted in
an existential experience of the contemporary world, not in pre
existing, free-floating "essences." Because of this; the specific forms
of that life will remain provisional, responsive to being reshaped
by the Spirit to recognize and speak the truth in new situations.
Because clarity of form is an element that can make religious
life an attractive option for idealistic young people, there is a
temptation to return to more clearly-defined structures and forms
when a religious institute experiences a shrinking number of new
vocations. It must be remembered that today's drop in numbers
is not unprecedented in the history of religiousJife.-Whenever the
Church begins to understand its mission in new ways, the impact
is _often dramatic in terms of the effect on vocations to religious
life (e.g., when mendicant orders and apostolic congregations

RELIGIOUS LIFE IN THE POSTGONCIUAR CHURCH

189

appeared in response to the needs of the Church in a changing
society, mqnastic and· cloistered·· communities dwindled in
numbers). The advent of the era of the laity in the post-Vatican II
Church has allowed religious life ·to return to its more natural
state as a prophetic minority. However, the fact that laypersons
are assuming tasks·formerly done by religious does not mean that
religious life is no longer necessary. Religious life is not a service
organization that can be replaced by other, more efficient service
groups. Cla�ity about the prophetic nature of religious life ensures
that· religious life will continue to be understood, not as a social
institution, but as a ·way of life in which one seeks to embody
Christ's being ·in the world, a world .whose changing needs will
continue to dictate new• charisms or "ways" of responding in
compassion.
A challenge for religious today is to risk giving priority to
prophetic witness in a postmodern world rather than foe.using
their energies on simply preserving religious life. In other words,
the age-old tension between charism and institution must• be
negotiated once again. Christ's compassionate presence must be
realized in each new age, however that presence is best embodied
or institutionalized. Institution and law stand in service to
charism; and charism is a gift to the context, a way of bringing
Christ's presence to the world. The:;-charismatic founders of
religious communities are those·who look outward to their world,
its forgotten values, its unmet needs, its unheard cries; the later
generations of members tend to maintain the institution built on
the founding charism. Pre-Vatic�n II, religious life was very
involved in such, maintenance, requiring managers who are
inclined to look inward to the past. Vatican II has called religious
to look outward at their world, especially the poor, the margin
alized, alld the .oppressed. It is once again time for• prophetic
charismatic leaders to reclaim the original vibrancy of a founding
charism and bring that gift to the postmodern world.
Collaboration and Corporate Witness
A second major challenge facing religious life in the future lies
m the area of collaboration. Charisms are gifts for the whole
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Church, and the charism of religious life is no exception. A
charism is given not in order to be admired or compared, but to
be used in collaboration with other charisms in bringing-about the
reign of God. No single charism exhausts the richness of the
gospel. The charism of religious life is meant to complement, not
compete with, the other charisins present in the Church's life.--.As
with a mosaic, each individual piece is needed, but the beauty is
found in the whole, not in any single piece. When religious
institutes work in collaboration with each other and with the
clergy and laity, each brings its unique gift and enhances the
ministry of the whole Church. The gospel paradox holds true: one
must lose oneself in order to save oneself.35 In other words, when
religious· life focuses more on furthering the mission of the whole
Church than on clarifying its own identity, its charism is realized
with greater effectiveness. By "losing" its high institutional
visibility, a religious institute may actually exercise its charism
with more authenticity and clarity because its individual charism
is less likely to distract from the Church's communal mission to
proclaim the fullness of the gospel.
In some ways, the growing movement toward collaboration
•among religious communities may seem to be a matter of mere
survival in response to external factors operating on religious life.
A---closer examination suggests that it may be an example of the
Spirit's informing the future shape of religious life. In other
words, circumstances may be the potter's ·way of remolding
religious life when good intentions are not enough. For example,
after an unusual era of ever-growing armies of religious staffing
flourishing hospitals, schools, and social service agencies, the
number of religious has dwindled, and they are less visible in these
ministries. At the same time, lay members of the community have
come forward to manage and staff Church institutions; While it
still remains difficult for founding congregations to relinquish
control of their institutions, many religious communities have
done so and are involved in various federations and mergers in
order to ensure the continuation of the needed ministries these
institutions provide. Collaboration has become a necessity rather
than an interesting theory.
In a. broader evaluation, collaboration may be the charism
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specifically required in today's pluralistic world. In the
postmodern era, perhaps the proclamation of the gospel message
will be best served by a collaborative "world wide web" model as
opposed to a pyramidical "chain letter." Each charism logs
directly onto the "website" of the Church's mission and interacts
with the whole in an immediate, lateral, and openly collab9rative
way, rather than through a hierarchical chain-of-command model.
The issues facing a multicultural global Church in a pluralistic
world demand the postmodern values of cooperation, inclusivity,
and mutuality, values that critique the individualism, fragmen
tation, and isolation so identified with the modern age. The
wisdom and insights gained through the many collaborative efforts
made by religious institutes over the past thirty years (e.g., co
membership and associate membership programs, intercommunity
living, and intercongregational projects, federations, and mergers,
etc.) will bear much fruit in the Church in the postmodern age.
Moreover, because religious congregations will be logging onto the
"web" of the Ghurch's mission precisely as real communities,
they will stand in prophe,tic oppositi'on to the anonymity of a
postmodern "virtual" c_ommunity.
The ability to collaborate and effect change laterally also calls
for a new emphasis on corporateness, not in terms of an homo
genized conformity but as a model of mutuality, interdependence,
and genuine community. In the preconciliar Church, structures
gave great clarity of identity to the group, albeit at the cost of an
institutionalism that often consumed the individual members who
were able to exercise little personal influence on that identity.
After the council, when structures have tended to be less obvious,
the corporate sense has diminished, and each individual religious
seems to bear the burden of representing the whole institution
singlehandedly, i.e., in any given circumstance, an individual
member's personal choices regarding lifestyle and ministry have
the effect of forging the identity of the group. The challenge for
religious life today is one of being corporate in new self-forgetful
ways that stretch the members to use their unique individual gifts
collaboratively in the Church's common mission and that allow
the gospel message to become more visible in a pluralistic world.
The corporate apostolic witness of religious life,will continue to
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be a source of power, not in the sense of a dualistic "power over,"
but in its impact on the web of interconnections that are affected
by the self-forgetful, collaborative exercise of charisms. While, on
the one hand, religious are striving to achieve greater clarity
around identity and charism, their seeming invisibility may be the
identifying characteristic of the gift they are being called to be for
the Church in the postmodern world. Perhaps religious life will
have achieved its purpose when the Church no longer views it as
a privileged center of power, when the gospel is proclaimed by all
members of the Church without any sense that.religious life has
a special claim to "proprietorship" of the gospel mission. What
the onlooker will see is Christ and his church, not religious life.
In what seems to be a losing of its "identity," religious life may
be most authentically what it has always been called to be: a gift
of Christ's spirit animating the body, the Church: As religious
become self-forgetful animators of a collaborative model of church,
their very invisibility will be, in fact, a most profound clarity.
To return once again to Lozano's metaphor, the movement of
religious life from a "side chapel" to the "main aisle" is simply an
indication that the Church has come to under�tand itself as a
whole: the Church, is all the people of God, the one body of
Christ. The Church's self-understanding is diminished when too
much emphasis is placed on a division of its members into
categories. Baptized Christians may have different roles within the
Church by virtue of their,charisms, but their one .baptism assures
their equal membership in Christ.36 Stretching the metaphor, one
can say that the Church is the whole buifding, not simply a
composite of a sanctuary (hierarchy� plus side chapels (religious
life) plus icons and statues (saints} plus the middle aisle Qaity).
While the constituent parts may be essential to its structure, the
Church must keep its focus on the integrity of the whole.37 Just
as the human person cannot be defined solely in terms of complex
relationships between physiological systems and organs, so the
Church cannot be adequately defined in terms of the canonical
status of its members. This is not new theology, but an early
Pauline doctrine that had been somewhat obscured by layers of
theological complexity arising from the medieval fascination with
categories· and distinctions.38
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Like it or not, with Vatican Council II, religious (and clergy,
for that matter) found themselves in the main aisle, the body of
the Church - still an essential part of the Chutth, but no longer
an elite corps ·som�how superior in holiness to the ordinary
baptized christian. Since religious life has always been a gift to and
in the Church, it should not have been surprising that religious
found themselves squarely in the midst of the laity at the precise
moment when the era of the Church of the laity was inaupllrated.
Often, the gift religious life brings to any particular period in the
Church's history is only clearly identified in retrospect. We
recognize now, for example, that religious life in the period
immediately preceding the council actually prepared toda'fs laity
for mission, both through a comprehensive ministry of ed�cation
and also through the lives of the many religious who decided that
they could serve the Church better as lay persons and thus 'left
religious communities to take up new work. One of the great, still
generally unrecognized gifts of religious life to the postconciliar
Church was the influx of former ,religious to lay ministry, even if
the Church was not quite ready to have them.39
So what could at first be .1rasily misconstrued as a loss of
identity for religious life following the council slowly comes into
clear focus: the Spirit's intention was the abolition of "ranks" of
holiness within the structure of the Church, not a denial of the
reality of religious life as an essential part of the Church. ln the
process, religious life was liberated from self-preoccupation with
rigid structures in order to see again the world with the eyes of
Christ and, seeing, to respond with his compassion to the as-yet
unheeded cries of the poor and marginalized of the contemporary
world. Postconciliar religious life reflects a deeper sense of
communion with all of God's people, finding its home 'in the
main aisle, right in the midst of the Church's mission in and to
the emerging postmodern world. Perhaps the gift religious life is
now struggling to be for the <:;hurch will be evident and
appreciated only in retrospect. However, as long as there are men
and women accepting the challenge to follow Christ through a
radical living of the evangelical counsels in each new age and
circumstance, the Spirit will continue to surprise the Church
through the gift of religious life.
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