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I. INTRODUCTION

Trust is an essential value in any relationship. One cannot entrust himself / herself to

anybody without this basic element. Trust provides us an assurance, security, and confidence of not

being abandoned and betrayed. In our relationship with God, our faith-conviction is the goodness

and unconditional love of the invisible God who gives us a far greater sense of security and trust

that we will never be abandoned and betrayed for He is ever faithful in His promises. This trust and

faith in Him lead us to totally entrust our lives, our dreams, our hopes, and our future in His loving

care and providence. Those who possess God are never wanting of anything. “God alone suffices.”
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True, Christianity and other great religions of the world affirm to the truth based on the

experiences of humankind that attachment to the things or earthly goods is considered one of the

greatest obstacles in a person’s search for the Ultimate-God. “Possessions lead to attachment;

attachment leads to greed or craving; greed seeks more possessions. A vicious circle is thus

formed, which enslaves human beings depriving them of contentment and inner peace. Moreover,

attachment and greed are frequently considered the root cause of all sufferings.” 2 There is always

in a person’s heart the insatiable thirst to possess and have more. It leads him/her to

discontentment, impermanence, and restlessness. The focus is directed towards having rather than

being.

Many spiritual guides / teachers of the great religions found greed as the root of these

insatiable cravings for possessions. Christians believe that it is only God who can cure this spiritual

malady of greed, who can satisfy our desires and longings for possessions, and who can pacify our

restless hearts. Voluntary practice of poverty in imitation of Jesus Christ orients us to possess God,

our highest good and the greatest possession. It is true that we need things to survive, develop and

grow. But things / earthly goods should not be obstacles but means for us to mutually grow in our

relationship with others, nature, and God.

Along the history of the consecrated life, this vow is highly significant, not because it is

superior to the vows of chastity and obedience, but because “it is the vow which is at the origin of

1 St. Teresa of Avila.

2 Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ( India: Redemptionist Publications, 1985 ), p. 121.
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most foundations, reforms, and collapse of religious congregations. It seems that poverty is a kind

of thermometer or yardstick of religious congregations.” 3 The various interpretations /

understanding of poverty become the very source of conflict and disunity among the religious. It

becomes a testing device to know the fervor and the depth of one’s spirituality and of one’s

dependence on the goodness of God.

Faith is so central in the exercise of obedience; love in chastity; and hope in poverty. Hope

is the theological virtue, which is very much related to trust and is very operative in living out

poverty. It is the certainty that the promises of God will come to its realization and fulfillment in

His time. To hope then is to trust and trust is born because of one’s habitual and constant

experiences of the goodness, generosity and abundance of God’s love.

Archetypically, poverty is the easiest of the three vows to comprehend in the sense

that the dominant underlying values – sharing, simplicity, ecological stewardship,

care, and concern for the created order resonate deeply within all people and have a

strong contemporary appeal in a world continually living under the shadow of

nuclear annihilation. 4

The framework used in developing this vow of poverty is sharing, simplicity, and

responsible stewardship which is the fruit of one’s joyous dependence on God’s unfailing love.

The truth is that we are all children of the same God. Everyone is loved by the Creator-God in a

very unique and personal manner. Everything He has is ours; thus, all the goods of the earth are

given by God to all not to be used up abusively but to be used for mutual sustainability, growth

and development. Human beings who do not only exist but are fully alive, is God's glory. Poverty

as a value and as a vow fights against the violence of consumerism and deprivation. The Creator-

God is pleased to see that no one suffers from want and insufficiency because of the greed of the

powerful, for He has blessed the earth with more than enough goods to sustain life.

This study explicitates that poverty lies at the very heart of every human being. “In its

deepest meaning, the vow of poverty acknowledges before God that humans are stewards of God’s

creation.” 5 To be human is to seek the common good. Seeking the common good and mutual

3 Fr. John Thadathil, Handouts on Evangelical Counsels and Consecrated Life, ( ICLA, Quezon City, 1999 ),

p. 138.

4 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision: Hope And Promise for Tomorrow, ( Notre Dame

Indiana: Ave Maria Press, l99l ), p. 160.

5 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision, ibid., p. 160.
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sustainability in terms of the use of earthly goods is the foundation of poverty. It is a basic human

reality to share. To understand this better, let us start from its anthropological dimension and try to

locate this value of poverty on each level of the psychic life.

II. ANTHROPOLOGICAL FOUNDATION OF POVERTY (POVERTY: A HUMAN REALITY)

Man is a corporeal, social, rational and spiritual being. As a corporeal being, a person needs

material goods to sustain his/her physiological existence. But even in the first or physiological

level, it is evident that he/she has to know the quantity and the quality of goods in order to live and

grow. The focus is on the needs of the body.

The second level speaks of another dimension of a person which lies on his/her relationship

with others (social dimension). There is an awareness that he/she cannot live in isolation from

others. To survive and live meaningfully, the value of the person is given more importance than

material things. Poverty on this level includes not only sharing of goods but also the sharing of

what we have (knowledge, time, talents, etc.) what we are (life, values, dispositions, attitudes,

etc.), and what we can (services, capacities, etc.). It springs from the truth that we are all

insufficient and our completeness is only experienced in our relationship with others.

The third level focuses on the spiritual aspect of the person, his/her capacity to go beyond

oneself, to transcend from what is physically and socially satisfying in order to form a value, that

becomes his/her point of reference in every decision-making / making choices.

Here we can see clearly the dynamic interplay of the three levels of psychic life. It is

expected from every human being to act and make choices / decisions, not out of one’s need but out

of one’s value. Poverty becomes an interior attitude, a witness to our interior values.

Poverty Based on the Three Levels of Psychic Life

1. Psycho - Physiological Level – In order to grow physically, we need things like food,

shelter, clothes, and money to buy the necessary / basic needs. All these things need to be oriented

and regulated, and used temperately, respectfully, and wisely if we are aiming to be healthy and

vibrant beings. To survive, we need food and goods of this world. Thus, our needs for things of

this world is implicit in our physiological existence. The existential need of the individual for

material things is an essential aspect of our spiritual-corporeal being. The right choice and use of
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material goods is important to make survival and development possible. The goal here is survival

and development.

2. Psycho - Social Level – We are human beings who need to have relationship with others,

to be cared for by others, to be near to others. We need to value people and friends over things,

being with over having. We learn to subordinate our desire for things to our need for people. We

need people since we are not self-sufficient; we are finite and limited in our capacities. We need to

use material goods not merely for our own survival but also in respectful interaction with others.

We are social beings and this implies poverty. The goal here is human growth through human

relationship.

3. Spiritual - Rational Level – We are spiritual-rational beings with the need to think, to

judge, to evaluate, to go beyond the senses into abstraction, forming immaterial concepts about

material things. It is on this level that we find ourselves with the capacity to discern a new, deeper

and supernatural meaning of poverty. We are given the capacity to remove ourselves from the

center of our own existence and affirm others, to reach out to God reaching out to us. We can

choose poverty, living it not only out for survival and growth but out of desire for an ideal, a value

which touches the relationship with God. Through this level of our being, we see God’s invitation

to go beyond the materiality of things and the transitoriness of people, to commit ourselves to a

relationship which transcends the functional needy ‘me’ and allows a wise enjoyment and use of

things not only in their immediacy but in their capacity to reveal the hidden, transcendent meaning

of life and culture. This level enables us to define ourselves in the light of our relationship with

God. Through this level, we can act from a rational wanting when we choose a value, not merely

from an emotional need, or the desire for people or things, or our own self-interest. On all three

levels, poverty is indispensable. The goal here is the desire for value which touches my relationship

with God (Self-transcendence). 6

Before focusing our attention to the discussion of the theological foundation of Christian

poverty, I find it fitting and proper to study first the phenomenology of poverty, what is its primary

analogue, and how is it viewed and experienced by Filipinos. Through this, it will shed light and

6 Joyce Ridick, Treasures in Earthen Vessels: The Vows, ( New York: Alba House, 1984 ), pp. 8-10.
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give meaning to the study of Christian and religious poverty. This is the phenomenology of poverty

as contextualized in the Philippine culture.

III. PHENOMENOLOGY OF POVERTY AS CONTEXTUALIZED

IN THE PHILIPPINE CULTURE

It is not uncommon to equate poverty with insufficiency, lack, or deprivation. Insufficiency is

the identifying characteristics of poverty in its literal sense or primary analogue.

Poverty is an analogous term. An analogous term is one which is used of a number

of realities to which the term applies in a way that is both somewhat the same and

somehow different. For example, life is predicated of humans, of animals, and of

plants. In its case its meaning is somewhat the same, namely, the power of

immanent activity but the activity of a person and of a plant are so different. In these

two cases, life has a different meaning. 7

Poverty can be applied to intellectual poverty, social poverty, spiritual poverty, economic

poverty; all refer to insufficiencies in important areas or dimensions of human existence. Reducing

poverty to the economic aspect of human life means not having enough of those goods, which are

essential such as food, clothing, shelter and education. Deprived of the primary / basic needs, this

will result to poor health, low energy and no cultural development. The life of the poor is

determined by insufficiency or lack, which governs their world and experience. 8

If we limit our understanding of poverty in terms of its primary analogue, which is material

insufficiency, it is evident that poverty is not a value but an evil not to be sought and desired by any

human being. Consequently, it is something negative and we have to fight for its total eradication

in the human sphere of existence. Obviously, this is not the poverty which the Christians and

religious value. Nevertheless, we will try to focus our study of poverty within this framework of

deprivation / insufficiency and let us see how this experience affects the growth of the other

dimensions of a person; how does this kind of poverty dehumanize or put people to sub-human

conditions.

7 Sandra M. Schneiders, New Wineskins: Re-imagining Religious Life Today, ( USA: Paulist Press, 1986), p.

169.

8 Ibid., pp. 170-171.

8

Here, I would like to quote from the author his interesting treatment of the phenomenology

of poverty in the Philippine experience. These are the characteristics of poverty in the present

Philippine society.

_ Homelessness. The poor do not have a decent house to call a home. They are

ashamed of their humble houses. ‘Pasensya na ho kayo, maliit lang ang bahay namin.’ (“Please

bear the inconvenience of our small house”). Others, literally, do not have a home. Still for others,

the streets are their home.

_ Depravity. The poor do not merely lack material things. They are deprived of them.

_ Facelessness. The poor live in the anonymity of the masses. They are hardly noticed

by society. No one asks about their families. People do not expect anything from them. They are

simply passed by and overlooked.

_ Exploitation. The poor are the majority of the retail-economy population. They do

not have large storerooms in their homes. They do not and cannot buy in large amounts and save in

the process. ‘Things are cheaper by the dozen.’ In the long run, they have to spend ‘much’ in the

retail market for things of poor quality. They work hard and earn little. They are also objects of

vote-buying during political elections, struggling as they are for survival. The poor are often

victims of injustice. They get jailed too easily for petty crimes.

_ Instability. The poor are deprived of a better tomorrow or a brighter future. They do

not have established plans in life. Their condition is prohibitive and therefore so unstable. There is

no sense of security in the life of the poor. Everything is a movement of improvisation of what is

available. They are accustomed to unconventional ways. Everything happens in an impromptu

setting; there are no scheduled appointments in their lives.

_ Stagnation. The poor who get discouraged about life no longer entertain ambitions.

Theirs is a life of contentment as regards present conditions. Some of them are not even

discouraged by lack of means, but are simply lazy or complacent with the present state of things.

Productivity is non-issue in this type of poverty.

_ Sub-human Conditions. The poor do not live like persons worth their dignity.

They quarrel among themselves over pieces of garbage. Basic human needs are not even met; if

met, then not regularly. Cultural and educational interests, even the sense of history, are lost in

their struggle for survival. A hungry man cannot philosophize, nor theologize.
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_ Voicelessness. The poor do not exercise political clout in matters of social or

national interests, not even in advocacy-related issues. Oftentimes, they are not given

representations in conferences and discussions about the poor. Bureaucrats and technocrats seldom

listen to the poor, since money talks. No money, no voice. In the macro-level, politics is undergirded

always by economy. The poor will remain voiceless for they are ill-prepared to run for

public office, where money dictates the extent or intensity of electoral campaigns.

_ Objects. The poor are oftentimes treated as objects (of political promises, of

sentimental piety expressed in dole-outs, of humanitarian projects, etc.) They are seldom treated as

subjects responsible for their own liberation. They are servants too easily dictated, that is, made as

objects of planning and command. They merely follow orders from leaders.

_ Abandonment. The child of the poor woman is often abandoned. The poor elderly

parents are abandoned by their children. The poor who are sick are abandoned to death. There are

many claimants to a particular name, many well-wishers to a particular man. But the poor are often

left alone in their daily struggles.

_ No Alternatives. In the context of survival, the poor do not and cannot choose from

a wide variety of choices. The poor readily receive just about anything that is given them for free.

_ The Praying Crowd. The most visible urban and rural churches are the poor

church-goers. They pray for their most basic needs. They pray novenas, light candles, ‘kneel-walk’

from the church entrance to the altar. They are a desperate lot in need of God.

_ Simplicity in Faith. The poor are grateful to God for the things that really matter

to them. God is their last resort. They manifest strong faith in the midst of human suffering. They

are most willing to sacrifice if only for the simple reason of expecting a minor or major miracle to

happen in their lives.

_ Hungry for Quick Solutions. The poor who realize the near impossibility of

improving their lives look for easy opportunities for quick fortunes. They line up for lotto tickets,

join almost every commercial raffle draw. There is no more hard work in this type of poverty.

_ Simplicity of Needs. There are those who, already living simple lives by

the

circumstance of their want, are also simple in their needs. Whatever is functional takes

precedence over the aesthetic and the cultural. For instance, a house, for as long as it provides

shelter, need not have detailed furnishings.
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This, too, applies to the poor man’s manner of clothing (no need for designer jeans or

signature shirts) or to the manner of working (not demanding state-of-the-art facilities; maximizing

the capabilities of whatever available resources).

_ No Access to Information Technology. Today information is power. The poor

are

uneducated, unschooled, unskilled, and undeveloped. Their lack of access to information makes

them poorer in a highly competitive society. Technology is far from the lifestyle of the poor.

_ Violence and Fear. The poor almost always live under conditions of violence.

They

are either witnesses to crimes or victims themselves. They fear for their lives, and because of their

fear, they become either submissive or aggressive.

_ Aping the Rich. A consumerist society sets the wealthy as the ideal. The ambitious

poor try to cover up their poverty by associating with rich families. They become social climbers,

all too willing to deny their humble origins.

_ Vices. While oftentimes the vices of the rich arise from their avarice, love

for

comfort and convenience, the vices of the poor are but desperate means of escape. Drugs are taken

to forget hunger, to give illusions of power and relief, even if temporary, to life’s problems.

_ Entertainment-lovers. This type of persons to result to various ways of

entertainment

to distract themselves from the more striking issues of survival. Part of their desperate condition is

the desire to identify themselves with successful characters in stories of rags-to-riches, or underdog

lives. Tired of life’s problems, they fix their gaze on superstars, idols or heroes.

_ No Job Opportunities. Uneducated, the poor have less and less opportunities

for employment. While there is a form of poverty that depends on manual labor, there is also the

more crippling type of poverty: unemployment.

_ Ethics of Survival. The main issue here is practicality. Moral values are

judged

according to the standards of survival. “It's not how you get, but how much you get.’ The end

justifies and specifies the means. This type of morality engenders ‘survival of the fittest’ by hook

or by crook. The poor are more and more tempted to succumb to this distortion of values.
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_ Brokenness. Living in sub-human environments, where violence and fear

normally reign, it is not surprising that most of the poor families are broken either by crime

(incest, murder), by work ( migrant workers ), by sheer failure in relationships ( runaway children

), or by death.

_ Self-Sacrificing. Not alien to the world of suffering, the poor are, in more ways

than

one, most capable of patient endurance and dedication. Their threshold of pain is way beyond the

narrow comfort zones of people living in luxury. Under similar circumstances of suffering, those

accustomed to comfortable lifestyles would expectedly cry out, ‘enough!’, while the poor, already

acquainted with so much pain, would still consider it as something bearable.

_ Lack of Self-Esteem. There is another type of poor people who are at pains

in

accepting their condition. Psychologically, they need to be affirmed in their talents and

achievements. They have to find a support system that consoles them in their deprivation and

suffering. ‘Misery loves company.’ Lacking in self-confidence, they are often hesitant to take

leadership roles or initiate projects. They feel helpless and ill-equipped for a given task.

_ Sensitivity. Related to low self-esteem, the poor are highly sensitive to what they

see

and hear. Simply passing by without greeting them is construed as indifference to their condition.

Non-acceptance of their opinion is taken as a rejection of their personhood. Positively understood,

the poor are those who are very sensitive to the needs of others. Knowing the profound meaning of

what it is to suffer, the poor are quick to respond, to risk, to give and to act. The poor help their

fellow sufferers.

_ Irritability. Enmeshed in a confusing world of poverty where causes and factors

are

too complex, personality patterns exhibit a high degree of irritability. Anger, which may sometimes

lead to physical violence, is the most discernible psychological outlet of the poor person who feels

so helpless and alone.

_ Showy. The poor are accustomed to display the best of what is available to

them,
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perhaps a defense mechanism to cover up one’s poverty. This, too, accounts for the ‘expensive’

lifestyle of the poor.

_ Rumor-mongers. Competing for attention, the poor have the tendency to sow

rumors

by putting one in a bad light in order that another may appear better. Lacking in education and

work, the poor have nothing more to do but find support from a willing ear and discuss trivial

things in life.

_ Celebration-oriented. Ironically speaking, the poor, who apparently have

nothing

worth celebrating in life, are the ones so interested in celebrating every little occasion that they find

meaningful.

This understanding and experience of poverty may not only be limited to the Philippine

context but it may hold true to any country or Asian countries belonging to the third world. It is in

this context that the Church calls for a preferential option for the poor and encourages every

member to do something to alleviate their condition in life.

“The option for the poor is inherent in the very structure of love lived in Christ. All of

Christ’s disciples are therefore held to this option, but those who wish to follow the Lord more

closely, imitating His attitudes cannot but feel involved in a very special way.” 9

Who then are the poor to be given preferential love and care? Are they not the forsaken,

the marginalized, the deprived, the un-churched?

The term poverty itself runs the risk of being reduced to economic poverty. But

Jesus’ concept of poverty was wider than that; his mission – in words and prophetic

gestures was to put back into the center of God’s reign all those who have been

physically (the sick), religiously (sinners, thieves, adulterers), socially or culturally

(children and women), politically (the anawim), and economically (shepherds)

marginalized. Marginalization is always marked by a certain God-forsakenness, or

unchurched-ness. 10

9 Vita Consecrata, 82b.

10 Ferdinand T. Hernando, “Formation in Religious Poverty: Confronting the Arresting Issues,” Quaerens

Journal of Theology and Pastoral Life, ( June 1998 ): 56.
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IV. THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION OF CHRISTIAN POVERTY

Here, we are not only discussing about teachings and ideas but about the Way, the Truth,

and the Life – embodied in the very Person of Jesus Christ. Through Him, with Him, in Him, and

for Him, we find meaning and joy in living our Christian and religious life – a kenotic life

characterized by a total and joyous dependence upon the Father, who is the Source of all graces. It

speaks of our humility that in front of God we are nothing; in front of people we are equal in rights

and in dignity; and in front of things, we are stewards / administrators not masters.

Jesus Christ is the teacher and model of poverty. He did not only teach it but lived it as

well. Let us delve into the essence of poverty as taught and lived by Christ Himself.

1. The Poverty of Jesus Christ.

The whole life of Jesus is a concretization of the virtue of poverty. Starting from the

Annunciation when the Word was made flesh. It was the intention and will of the Father that His

only begotten Son will be born of a woman, a human being like us. “Though He was in the form of

God, He did not regard equality with God” 11, but He allowed Himself to be carried in the womb of

the Virgin Mary for nine months, “emptied Himself and took the form of a slave coming in human

likeness”. 12

Even in the womb of His mother, He already experienced rejection, because when Joseph

found Mary conceiving a child, he decided to divorce her quietly. 13 During His birth, He was

“wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger because there was no room for them in the

inn”. 14 His first visitors were the shepherds. 15 He was the Son of God yet “He united Himself in

some fashion with every human being. He worked with human hands, He thought with human

mind, acted by human choice and loved with a human heart. Born of the Virgin Mary, He was truly

been made one of us, like us in all things except sin.” 16

11 Philippians 2:6.

12 Philippians 2:7.

13 Matthew 1:18-19.

14 Luke 2:7; 2:12.

15 Luke 2:15-17.

16 Gaudium Et Spes, 22b.
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His whole life was a clear manifestation of self-emptying (Kenosis) and self-giving. Being

one like us, limited, poor and subject to our human reality except sin, He showed us the value of

simplicity of life and sharing not only of materials goods but also of spiritual goods. The source of

His poverty was explained in some texts of St. Paul: “You know well the generosity of Christ

Jesus, our Lord. Although He was rich, He made Himself poor to make you rich through His

poverty.” 17 By becoming man, we were brought back and reconciled with God. It is in sharing our

humanity that we in turn share in God’s divinity. This is the paradox of Christ’s incarnation, which

speaks so much of the value of poverty. While on earth, He was an itinerant missionary, totally

dependent upon the providence of His Father and the goodness of the people. “The Son of Man

has no where to rest His head.” 18

The external manifestations of Christ’s poverty “are the expressions of an inner reality,

something deeper and interior such as when He made Himself subject to physical pain, to the lack

of goods, to the need of growing and learning. He was subject to passion and death, subject to

contradiction, misunderstanding, betrayal, slander, and insults - and these are painful experiences of

human poverty.” 19 Above all, He allowed Himself to die on the cross like a criminal, to be

stripped off of His garments, to be abandoned by almost all of His apostles and disciples.

In this way, Christ becomes poor par excellence. His was an utter renunciation of what was

supposedly His and a total abandonment to the will of the Father. He gave Himself up completely.

He lived in an attitude of radical availability to whatever the Father willed from Him – detached

from everybody (celibacy), from everything (material poverty) in favor of the mission received

(obedience). 20

Jesus identified Himself with the poor of God when He called Himself “meek and humble

of heart.” 21 These words bring out the strong religious meaning of the idea ‘poor’.

Jesus showed that He was not concerned with ensuring a permanent source of income

by earning His living during His public life. The great hospitality practiced in Palestine towards

traveling preachers, made such a source of income a superfluity (Mt. 10:9-11).

17 2 Corinthians 8:9; Romans 4:25.

18 Matthew 8:20.

19 John Thadathil, Handouts on Evangelical Counsels and Consecrated Life, ibid., p. 151.

20 Ibid., pp. 153-154.

21 Matthew 11:29.
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He did not have the comfort and security of a permanent home (Luke 9:5-8).

He had to be buried in another person's grave (Mt. 27:60).

He readily accepted the hospitality of the well- to-do (Luke 9: 38 ff., 19:1 ff.). He

received financial support from a group of women (Luke 8:1 ff.). He and the 12 apostles had

obviously enough money for them even to appoint a bursar (John 12: ) and also to buy provisions

and to give charity to the poor (John 13:24). For Jesus, poverty is not just simply an economic

condition equal to destitution.

Evangelical poverty includes sharing in the paschal mystery of Christ. His

incarnation was a voluntary act of becoming poor.

His death on the cross was an extraordinary way of self-emptying. It was on the

cross

that Jesus showed His utter reliance on the Father in His total self-abandonment to Him. By freely

emptying ourselves of the right to wealth and money through a life of poverty, we share in Christ’s

Passover self-emptying. 22

He renounced self-assertiveness, the display of power, and the seduction of riches.

He

entrusted Himself totally and unreservedly to the Provident love of the Father. 23

When He began His evangelization activity, he left his family, his house,

his possessions, his profession and began to lead a life of itinerancy (itinerant missionary) and of

permanent service to others. 24

2. The Poverty of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

Mary is the first and foremost among the poor of Yahweh. “She stands out among the poor

and humble of the Lord, who confidently awaits and receives salvation from Him.” 25 The ‘poor’

here are those who fear God, who depend on Him for everything. Therefore, evangelical poverty is

a religious rather than an economic condition, which is equal to destitution or misery. It is meant

22 Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ibid., pp.129-13 D.

23 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ( Quezon City, Philippines: ICLA Publications

and Claretian Publications, 1995 ), p. 4.

24 Ibid., pp. 4-5.

25 Lumen Gentium, 55.
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for and is the result of a God-centered condition whose survival is totally dependent upon the

Provident and loving God. That is why the ‘magnificat’, which is a God-centered song is the prayer

of one of the ‘poor of God’ in the New Testament.

Thus, the proud, the mighty and the rich ( Luke 1:51-53 ), refer to the three famous selfsufficiencies

of human beings: pride, power, and wealth. These, however, are not three

independent ideas. The rich are not only those who own money; they are primarily the proud and

self-sufficient people. The ‘poor’ are the lowly, the hungry servant Israel. The true Israel was

ready to serve God’s designs. The Blessed Virgin Mary is a poor one of God because she belongs

to the true Israel who waited for God to keep His promises in the Old Testament. She “teaches

unconditional discipleship and diligent service.” 26 She is a simple and humble woman of the

people, who shared the situation and condition of the women of her time. 27

Referring to the economic condition of Mary, both her husband and her Son were carpenters

and as such she could not have been financially poor (destitute). Neither could she have been very

rich. The fact that St. Joseph and Mary, on the eve of Jesus’ birth, went looking for the place in the

inn shows that they had sufficient money to pay for their stay. She gave birth in the stable not

because she was financially poor but because there was no room in the inn (Luke 2:7).

Nevertheless by giving birth in a stable, she and her child became one with the poor especially with

the shepherds who were another group of religious outcasts in their time. 28

Since she was poor, the announcement of the Reign of God by the angel Gabriel was

transformed for her into good news. She was the first among the poor who received the good news,

the Gospel. She experienced in advance the first beatitude of Jesus, ‘Blessed are you poor, for the

Kingdom of God is yours.’ According to Luke, the evangelist, Mary was set in the grand tradition

of the anawim, the poor of Yahweh. With them, she shared patience, a lovely and indomitable trust

in God, an ardent expectation of the Kingdom, and poverty of Spirit. She was presented as one

identified with the spirit of the remnant of Israel, as the living symbol of the poor.

Mary represents the poor, subject, humble, and humiliated Israel, who hoped for all things

from the powerful intervention of Yahweh. Mary, in her magnificat, knows and confesses that she

has God on her side. She does not trust in human powers nor in revolutionary or violent power, but

26 Vita Consecrata, 28c.

27 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., p. 7.

28 Based on Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ibid., pp. 138-139.

17

only in the arm of God, which intervenes mightily. The magnificat is the proof of this Lukan

identification of Mary and the spirituality of the poor. It must be stressed that the Reign of God

takes on the appearance of the little, the poor and the humble. It is a Kingdom announced and

inaugurated in poverty and humility for the poor and humble. The figure of Mary fits perfectly

within this context. She is the humble handmaid, poor in her virginity. 29

3. The Poverty of Christians.

Jesus Himself asked something from His disciples. “If you wish to be perfect, go and sell

all that you possess and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then

come and follow me.” 30

On the other instance He said:

“Amen, I say to you, there is no one who has given up house or brothers or sisters or mother

or father or children or lands for my sake and for the sake of the Gospel who will not receive a

hundred times more now in this present age: houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and

children and lands, with persecutions, and eternal life in the age to come.” 31

These statements of Jesus are not only addressed to His apostles but it holds true for all His

followers / Christians. He demanded from His followers the same detachment as He proclaimed in

words and deeds (teachings of life). This includes detachment from goods (poverty), relatives,

family, loved ones (chastity), in order to be free in following Him (obedience) for His sake and for

the sake of the Gospel (mission). The interrelatedness and interdependence of poverty, chastity,

obedience and mission are quite clear. Renunciation, or the leaving is a part of the ascetical

dimension of the vows but this is not the most essential one. It is not the leaving / renunciation but

the following. Renunciation is just the consequence of one’s following of Jesus Christ. For the

Buddhists, renunciation is of value in itself. But for the Christians, renunciation itself has no value

if one cannot follow the Lord. The intimate connection between the external and the internal

poverty is also very clear.

29 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., pp. 10-11.

30 Matthew 19:21.

31 Mark 10:29-30.
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“No one can serve two masters. He will either hate one and love the other or be devoted to

one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and mammon.” 32 But seek first the

Kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things (material things) will be given you

besides.” 33

Aside from the twelve apostles, St. Paul is a concrete example in the New Testament who

left everything to follow Christ and to carry out the apostolic mission he received from the Lord

with steadfastness and faithfulness in spite of His experiences of wants and deprivations. His

following was a response to Christ’s love. Love is the reason of his leaving everything and of his

following Jesus Christ. 34

“The love of Christ holds us and we realize that if He died for all, all have died. He died

for all so that those who live may live no longer of themselves, but for Him who died and rose

again for them.” 35 In the same way, Paul said, “Follow the way of love, the example of Christ

who loved you.” 36 The call to evangelical poverty is a call to interior freedom of detachment; a

demand for a total renunciation of wealth. This does not mean that evangelical poverty is a call to

misery / destitution. It demands that we trust and be dependent on God. It means that we have to

renounce every earthly security and concern and nourish faith and trust in God.

“Blessed are the poor in Spirit: the reign of God is theirs.” 37 This is the first among the

beatitudes, which calls for the disciples of Christ to be poor in spirit. Poverty in spirit is to become

single-minded and single-hearted, that is, to wish one thing only; to have God as the only One

necessary in life. In our spiritual journey, He is our point of departure and the point of arrival. He

alone is the Source, the Meaning, the Treasure, and the Object of our life. “The poor in spirit are

precisely those people who are open to receive from the generous abundance of God because they

know God to be radically near, immersed in the ordinariness of the daily event and encounter.” 38

“Inner freedom or detachment is demanded from all Christ’s followers; for even though the

riches of the earth are not evil in themselves, human beings make them often into false gods.

32 Matthew 6:24; Luke 16:13.

33 Matthew 6:33.

34 Based on John Thadathil, Handouts on Evangelical Counsels and Consecrated Life, ibid., pp. 156-157.

35 2 Corinthians 5:14-15.

36 Ephesians 5:2.

37 Matthew 5:3.

38 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision, ibid., p. 80.
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Wealth and money make people forget what is absolutely essential in life, who God is and what His

sovereign claim is all about. It can enslave even those who are otherwise well-disposed towards

God. What is forbidden is not the possession of money but becoming its slave. St. Paul expressed

his basic Christian approach to the riches of the world thus: “Those who buy as though they do not

own what they bought; those who deal in material goods, as though they were not fully occupied

with them. For this would, as it is now, will not last much longer (1 Cor. 7:30 ff.).” 39 So

Christians who are called to follow Jesus Christ also share in the Master’s life of poverty.

V. RELIGIOUS POVERTY ( VOW OF POVERTY )

The new theology of evangelical poverty does not focus on the renunciation and detachment

from material goods, but its very object is “rooted in the Gospel values of joyous dependence on

God and open hearted sharing of God’s gifts within the human community.” 40 The

renunciation or detachment of goods, as part of the ascetical aspect is important but it is just the

consequence of one’s choice in life. “In modern times, it has been understood as obliging the

religious to renounce the independent use and ownership of all material goods. In practice, this

renunciation was expressed by obtaining the permission of the superiors for the use of whatever

material goods were necessary for life or work.” 41

In fact, the vow of poverty in this line of understanding forbids religious the following:

_ Appropriation of something that belongs to the community for personal use.

_ Giving, selling, exchanging, disposing of things, and buying on one’s own initiative,

lending, borrowing, wasting through neglect.

_ Accepting things for personal use without permission or making unjustified demands for

care of health.

_ Refusing assignments or work. 42

39 Based on Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ibid., p. 131.

40 Sandra M. Schneiders, New Wineskins: Re-imagining Religious Life Today, ibid., p. 90.

41 Ibid., pp. 90-91.

42 Pope Paul VI, “Obedience and the Council,” in Daughters of St. Paul, comps., Religious Life in the Light of

Vatican II (Pasay City, Philippines: Daughters of St. Paul Publications, 1968), p. 133.
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In the post-modern time, there are contemporary reflections that emerge based on the

experiences of many religious regarding the modern understanding and practice of the vow of

poverty. These new reflections are deeply affected by two factors:

_ There is the psychological fact that total dependence upon superiors for one’s material

well-being is experienced by many religious as trivial in itself, unrelated to evangelical poverty, and

conducive to immaturity and irresponsibility.

_ There is an increasing awareness on the part of many religious of the extent and

severity of real destitution in the world and a consequent sense of inauthenticity in claiming to

practice poverty while enjoying a disproportionate share of this world’s goods and virtual freedom

from material insecurity.

As a consequence of these experiences, members are participating more directly and

extensively in the handling of the finances of their local communities and institutes and assuming

increasing responsibility for ordinary economic affairs of their own lives. 43

This is particularly true in the third world countries like the Philippines wherein there’s a

wide gap between the rich and the poor. The dominant and controlling few capitalists become

richer while the majority is suffering from want and deprivation. There is so much poverty, which

is the root of many evils.

Are religious really poor? If poverty should not be reduced to economic insufficiency, how

can religious who vowed poverty reconcile with the truth that one cannot reach interior poverty

(poverty in spirit) without living external poverty (poverty of fact); that internal poverty is mirrored

in the external poverty? I think there is really a need for religious to pause, reflect, examine /

evaluate, and critique their present understanding and practice of this vow.

So congregations today find themselves in a dilemma. They are surrounded by

massive buildings which cost a fortune to maintain and encumbered with rich

properties from which they live, although often simple and austere within, militate

seriously against their potential to be liminal, prophetic presence in today’s world.

44

Other factors that had a great influence on the theology of the vow of poverty are the

following:

43 Sandra M. Schneiders, New Wineskins: Re-imagining Religious Life Today, ibid., p. 91.

44 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision, ibid., p. 166.
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_ Vow of poverty is presently viewed as a public commitment to responsible stewardship

of the goods of the earth.

_ A struggle and an establishment for a just economic order in which an equitable sharing

of limited resources will hasten the end of the oppression of the poor by the rich.

As a result, there is a change for voluntary simplification of personal and communal

lifestyles to individual and corporate participation in the politics of social justice. 45 There are still

many more issues, problems, and challenges that the religious are facing nowadays – especially on

this age of globalization and technology. We cannot have all the ready made and down to earth /

realistic answers. At times, we rationalize and justify easing the pain of confronting the issues.

But can we evade from being conscienticized of the realities around us? Can we remain

deaf to the cry of the poor, who are our fellow members of the same body? Unless all the members,

all parts of the body are liberated and are functioning accordingly, that body is never totally

redeemed. Day by day, we are continually challenged by the realities of life that are experienced

both within and outside of us. We may have the goodwill to alleviate their pains and sufferings but

our resources are not sufficient. This shows the need of an apostolic humility that we cannot do

everything without the loving support of the Holy Trinity.

1. Dimensions of Religious Poverty.

1) Religious Poverty as a Charism ( Charismatic Dimension of Poverty ).

Religious poverty (vow of poverty) is a charism of following Jesus Christ who is poor.

“Religious poverty at the most profound level is a special gift from the Lord before it can be a

response to the Lord’s love. It is precisely this gift, this charism, that empowers me to respond to

the Lord’s love by living my commitment in poverty.” 46

“The vow of poverty as a charism, is meant to be the safeguard against all abuses related to

wealth and property; against the violence of consumerism and deprivation.” 47 Vita Consecrata

affirms that “another challenge today is that of materialism which craves possessions, heedless of

the needs and sufferings of the weakest, and lacking any concern for the balance of natural

45 Sandra M. Schneiders, New Wineskins: Re-imagining Religious Life Today, ibid., p. 91.

46 Robert Faricy, The End of Religious Life, ( USA: Winston Press, Inc., 1983 ), p. 25.

47 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Poverty, Celibacy, and Obedience, ( New York: Crossroad Publishing Company,

1999), p. 65.
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resources. The reply of the consecrated life is found in the profession of evangelical poverty, which

can be lived in different ways and is often expressed in an active involvement in the promotion of

solidarity and charity.” 48

The prime motive of embracing this vow voluntarily is not to enter into solidarity with those

who have nothing but LOVE. “The motive is Jesus Christ, who calls me in love to respond to His

love for me. This loving response made by the power of his spirit, leads me to live out religious

poverty, and it leads me to a preference for the poor.” 49 The charism of poverty empowers me to

give up everything for Him, because I am free to love and serve Him in the downtrodden, the

outcasts, the marginalized and the poor.

Not all Christians are called and empowered to respond or embrace the life of radical

poverty. It is a gift given to some to follow Jesus on the way of the cross, a radical way of being

poor with Jesus poor. The power to live out the answer to that call is the charism of poverty.

As a charism, poverty enables me to serve the Lord with special freedom. I am free to serve

Him through the apostolate. It builds up the Body of Christ and this relates me in a particular way

to Jesus, making me His disciple in a chosen radical poverty, in the poverty of the cross. It

associates me with Jesus who died without anything, without material possessions and who died

stripped of all honor, dignity and respect; it associates me intimately with Jesus in His passion and

death, crucifying me to the world and the world to me (Gal. 6:14). It frees me from ambition for

honors, for applause, for attention from others.

The charism of poverty empowers me to be poor with Jesus poor, who was poor materially

and poor interiorly (poverty in fact – external poverty and poverty in spirit – interior poverty). It

relates me in love to Jesus who laid down His life for me. This charism enables me to attain an

interior freedom which takes shape in my total dependence on the Lord, dependence that looks to

the Lord for salvation, for liberation from present difficulties both for myself and for those whom

the Lord has called me to serve. 50

Most importantly, the charism of poverty is a charism of love. Everything becomes less

meaningful when it is not done or motivated by love - love of God, who was born and who died for

me and for my fellowmen out of love. Love of God and love for my fellowmen are two

48 Vita Consecrata, 89.

49 Robert Faricy, The End of Religious Life, ibid., p. 27.

50 Ibid., pp. 25-28.
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relationships that support, enrich, complement each other, and unify as a single way of Christian

life. I love the God of the people and I love the people of God.

2) Community Dimension of Religious Poverty.

Like any other counsels, religious poverty (vow of poverty) has a community dimension. It

springs from the truth that “religious profession expresses the gift of self to God and to the Church,

a gift which is lived in the community of a religious family. Religious are not only called to an

individual personal vocation. Their call is also‘convocation’. “They are called with others, with

whom they share their daily life.” 51

The members are congregated, united together into a single community by their ‘yes’ to

follow the poor, obedient and chaste Christ. “They are united with Christ, and therefore called to

be united among themselves. They are united in the mission to prophetically oppose the idolatry of

power, of possessions, and of pleasure.” 52 This gift / charism to embrace this way of life is not

given to all but to some whom the Lord wishes. They are bonded by the same intention, the same

charism, and the same love for God.

“Poverty, the sharing of goods, even spiritual goods, has been from the beginning the basis

of fraternal communion. The poverty of individual members, which brings with it a simple and

austere lifestyle, not only frees them from concerns inherent in private ownership but it also

enriches the community, enabling it to serve God and the poor more effectively.” 53

A community / institute is truly living the spirit of poverty if the individual member is living

it, too. Personal and communal / collective poverty is imperative. In the economic aspect, the

poorer the individual member is, the richer the community / institute becomes. The richer the

individual, the poorer the institute is. From the very beginning of religious life, evangelical poverty

and a common life with material things began to be closely associated. A common life of material

things was motivated by values such as:

Primacy of God’s love above all created things. One who wishes to give God’s love

51 Fraternal Life in Community, 44a.

52 Ibid.

53 Ibid.
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the first place must free oneself from the things of the world. Saint Thomas Aquinas said that the

first foundation for attaining fullness of love is voluntary poverty. This link between poverty and

love of God necessarily links poverty with the love of one’s neighbor. The use of material goods

in the service of love is the basic reason for the close link between religious poverty and common

life.

The community of Jerusalem teaches us that a common life of material things is

possible only through a) non-attachment, b) actual renunciation.

Jesus by His own example, paved a way for the community life with material

things. He

and the Twelve had a common fund.

Renunciation of things gives witness to the faith conviction that God’s

Kingdom alone is our real treasure. Fraternal life of perfect sharing is an effective witnessing.

The common life of material things is not for the sake of convenience

or organization but it gets its evangelical value only as an expression of love. Moreover, the living

of the vow of poverty binds religious to a common life.

Common life demands giving up of everything required by the constitution

and dependence on the community in the use of material things.

The renunciation of the independent use of material things which makes

a religious automatically dependent is necessary.

The community itself is made up of individuals who have freely embraced

the same obligation: a) all give to the community b) all depend on the community c) all share in

the goods of the community. 54

All these are possible if the individual member lives in simplicity; this of course will lead to

a collective simplicity. “Poverty of spirit, humility, simplicity, recognizing the gift of others,

appreciating evangelical realities such as the hidden life with Christ in God, respect for the hidden

sacrifice, giving value to the least ones, dedication to efforts that are neither recognized nor paid -

these are all unitive aspects of fraternal life and spring from the poverty professed.” 55

3) Poverty as Service / Mission ( Missionary Dimension of Poverty ).

54 Based on Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ibid., pp. 150-152.

55 Fraternal Life in Community, 44.
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a. Poverty as Personal Witnessing.

More than in external works the mission consists in making Christ present to the

world through personal witness. This is a challenge, this is the primary task of the

consecrated life. The more consecrated persons allow themselves to be conformed

to Christ, the more Christ is made present and active in the world for the salvation of

all. 56

It is quite true that to be become an effective and affective missionary / evangelizer one

must first be evangelized. To be able to carry out the noble task of bringing the love of God to

people wounded by sin, one must first have a profound experience of God’s unconditional love. A

sense of mission is essential to every baptized Christian, much more to religious who totally offer

themselves to God. By virtue of their Christian and religious consecration, religious are ‘in

mission.’ Religious who are the continuators and mirrors of Christ’s life on earth must be able to

integrate the two-fold dimensions of a missionary life: the dynamic integration between the witness

of life and the witness of works / apostolate.

Moreover, “the task of devoting themselves wholly to mission is therefore included in their

call; indeed by the action of the Holy Spirit who is at the origin of every vocation and charism,

consecrated life itself is a mission, as was the whole of Jesus’ life” 57

What is this particular mission in relation to poverty? Religious are called to be transparent

and effective witnesses of the poverty of Christ who deeply showed His concern, preference, and

love for the poor and most neglected ones without disregarding the needs of the rich. This is the

prophetic role of all those who particularly embraced this counsel as a vow. It is the first and

foremost mission of the religious and consecrated persons to make Christ who is poor present and

visible in the world by the witness of their lives and by living poverty in fact and in spirit (external

and internal poverty). It is bringing Christ to the people / world.

To be poor is to completely trust and entrust oneself to a loving, merciful, and provident

Father, placing one’s security and future in Him who knows what is best for us and for our

salvation. With this attitude, there can be no reason to hoard, to accumulate wealth, and to abuse

the gift of God’s creation such as natural resources, for personal and selfish motives. Selfishness /

greed degrades our dignity as human beings by assuming this animalistic tendency. Mutual

sustainability, if lived in imitation of Christ, becomes a Christian value. A religious lives this

56 Vita Consecrata, 72b.

57 Ibid., 72a.
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evangelical poverty with depth, intensity, completeness, and commitment by making it a vow

through public profession. Love of God and love of neighbor become the driving force and the

spiritual energy to do missionary work as Jesus did. It is not enough to do some charitable work

and be philanthropic if the motive is not grounded in one’s love of God. Our love for God is a

response of this experience of the Divine, and of the unconditional love of God to us.

Simplicity of life, sharing, and responsible stewardship are archetypal values inherent to all

human beings. If sharing of the planet’s resources is lived in imitation of Christ, then poverty

becomes a Christian value. Religious are the incarnation of the evangelical poverty. By living this

value, they become one of the majority of the people who have no riches but God, the real treasure.

Evangelical poverty is a value in itself, since it recalls the first of the beatitudes in

imitation of the poor Christ. Its primary meaning, in fact, is to attest that God is the

true wealth of the human heart. Precisely, for this reason evangelical poverty freely

challenges the idolatry of money, making a prophetic appeal as it were to society,

which in so many parts of the developed world risks losing the sense of proportion

and the very meaning of things. Today, the call of evangelical poverty is being felt

also among those who are aware of the scarcity of the planet’s resources and who

invoke respect for and the conservation of creation by reducing consumption, by

living more simply and by placing a necessary brake on their own desires. 58

In our post-modern era, which corresponds to the age of globalization, we are faced with

global issues that challenge our vow of poverty. Some of these are consumerism, materialism,

capitalism, unemployment / underemployment, ecological degradation, poverty caused by

deprivation and injustice, unjust structures and policies, pollution, limited planetary resources,

ozone layer, and many others. How do we respond to these problems as individuals and as

corporate entities? Can we provide solutions / concrete actions according to the mind, heart, and

values of Jesus Christ? How will Jesus see or perceive these problems? This is our prophetic task

to be counter-cultural in this regard.

To carry out this service appropriately, consecrated persons must have a profound

experience of God and be aware of the challenges of their time, understanding the

profound theological meaning of these challenges through a discernment made with

the help of the Spirit. It is often through historical events that we discern God’s

hidden call to work according to His plan by active and effective involvements in the

events of our time.59

58 Vita Consecrata, 90.

59 Vita Consecrata, 73a.
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b. Service For the Sake of the Kingdom.

Religious and consecrated persons are called to become faithful, committed, affective, and

effective prophets of their time. They become the voice that proclaims God’s message. We can see

the two major roles of the prophets namely, to announce the Good News of salvation and to

denounce, condemn, and destroy sin, oppression and injustice for the sake of God’s Kingdom.

The Old Testament prophets for example, were not only called to announce the Good News

of the coming of the Promised Messiah but also to prepare the hearts of the people by denouncing

the destructive power of sin for the coming of the Reign of God. These prophets were great men

who were deeply rooted in the life of their people and who were inspired, and empowered by

God to be able to perceive, to speak, and to fight against the corrosion of sin and evil. The victims

were always the poor, the powerless and the weak, who were pushed below the sub-human

conditions of life due to greed, indifference, and oppression of the influential, affluent, and

powerful people.

Being prophets commissioned by God to announce and denounce, there was a great demand

that they have to be in deep communion with the life and experiences of the people and with

the spirit of God who empowered them to prophesy. 60 The prophetic vision of the Kingdom

was of such a universal dimension that it embraced all the peoples of the earth, although Jerusalem

would be the center of the presence of the Kingdom. The preferential recipients of the Reign of

God were the poorest of the poor, the lost, the least, and the last of the society. God would be their

advocate and defender. The announcement of the Kingdom was indeed good news to them because

the inner dynamics of the Kingdom involved not only the denunciation, condemnation and

destruction of sin and evil but the establishment of a system of communion based on love, sharing

and respect. 61

In the New Testament, “Jesus was the great prophet and initiator of the eschatological Reign

of God.” 62 He became the sign of contradiction during His time because He announced the Good

News of salvation and also denounced the evils of His time. He did it in response to the will of

the Father. Religious are also commissioned to this challenging task by virtue of the charism they

received from God.

60 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., p. 118.

61 Based on Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., pp. 18-21.

62 Based on Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., p. 21.
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We who follow Jesus, who share in His prophetic, evangelizing vocation, who are

missionaries of the new Eve, who are in some way continuators of the prophets and

apostles, must seek above all the Kingdom of God, placing all our trust in the Lord

and all our distrust in the human power and riches. We must carry on His attitude,

His message, His actions, and initiatives. As witnesses of the Kingdom, we must

show to others where true salvation and liberation are to be found, as well as the

fundamental attitude we must all have in order to receive and commit themselves to

those great goods namely, poverty, which leads us to open ourselves to salvation. 63

Consecrated persons such as religious are asked to bear a renewed and vigorous witness to

self-denial, simplicity, hospitality / welcoming attitude to all especially to the neglected ones. This

evangelical witnessing must be coupled by a “preferential option for the poor which is shown

especially by sharing the conditions of life of the most neglected ones. 64

c. Preferential Option for the Poor: Option of the Church, Option of the Religious

The call of the Church to every baptized Christian particularly to the religious to have

preferential option for the poor is becoming louder and more insistent. This is one of the signs of

the times. Understanding the signs of the times remains ambiguous and creates confusion due to its

variety of conceptual interpretations and practical applications. Nevertheless, we will try to dissect

and define some words and unlock the meaning in order to understand a bit if not totally grasp the

whole interpretation.

_ What is an Option?

“The word option refers to a dynamism that shapes a man's or a woman’s freedom,

inasmuch as this option is an effective exercise of freedom.” 65 An option is a voluntary and free

choice for a cause. It is this choice that becomes our point of reference in every decision-making

and plans we make.

_ What are Signs of the Times?

Signs of the times are significant events which faith leads us to see as signs of the

Spirit which God is sending us in order to show us God the Father’s will in history,

His mysterious design, His governance. These signs appear unforeseen in history

63 Ibid.

64 Vita Consecrata, 90b.

65 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., p. 26.
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and strongly question those who are able to grasp them. Thus they become an

authentic voice of God, manifesting the mystery of His will. 66

Grasping the signs of the times needs familiarity, closeness, and sensitivity to the movement

of the Spirit in our interior and exterior world. It is the Spirit, the prime mover of souls, who

penetrates and comprehends the Will of the Father, and channels this will through concrete

manifestations understandable to human minds. Jesus Christ is the main point of reference, our

model on how to respond to the signs of the times according to the present context. Only men and

women of deep prayer and faith can see these signs and they can’t remain indifferent as they are

compelled by the Spirit of God to respond.

_ Who are the Poor?

The poor we refer to includes all those who feel deprived of meaning, dignity, and

purpose in their lives. This includes the materially poor, victims of injustices, the

marginalized and rejected, unemployed people, refugees, people suffering from

sickness or pain, the aged (at times the young), and the rich people who feel an inner

emptiness. 67

The poor are the unloved, the unloving, and the unlovable who find life useless and

meaningless. They are also the sinners, the fearful and insecure people or the least, the last and the

lost in the society who must be given preferential care, attention and love.

_ What is Preferential Option for the Poor?

The preferential option is the contemporary call to engage with the poor so that we can

evangelize one another and thus become recipients of God’s new reign. It is not the question of

making the poor rich nor is it a case of religious doing something for the poor; that is often

manipulation which leads to exploitation. It means an option for communitarian, liminal, and

prophetic structures that will activate and promote justice and well-being for the poor in the

world. 68

The option for the poor is inherent in the very structure of our call to discipleship. “All of

Christ’s disciples are therefore held to this option, but those who wish to follow the Lord more

66 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., p. 26.

67 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision, ibid., p. 163.

68 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision, ibid., p. 163.

30

closely, imitating His attitudes, cannot but feel involved in a very special way. The sincerity of

their response to Christ’s love will lead them to live a life of poverty and to embrace the cause of

the poor.” 69

A true option for the poor is one that liberates, and not one that safely leaves the poor in

their stagnant condition, in their trampled freedom, to be visited once in a while and made objects

of apostolate. Therefore social awareness is important in safeguarding the freedom of others.

Social injustice, discrimination, avarice, and oppression all lead to poverty in its enslaving form. 70

_ What to Do?

Religious are called to an evangelical task of befriending, of activating a process that

enables the poor to procure the basic requirements to live in dignity and self-respect.

It involves a giving of ourselves, our time and our resources; more importantly, it

demands a form of solidarity with the poor and frequently a call to a protest against

the forces of injustice and oppression. 71

Our solidarity with the poor enables us to become givers and receivers of the fullness of

God’s Kingdom. It is true that there is no rich who has no need to receive and there is no poor who

has nothing to give. In a world of interdependence and interpersonal relationship each one benefits

from the richness of the others.

We must be guided of our plan of action in helping the poor. Here are some guidelines or

principles to be adapted.

_ An Affective Option for the Poor

It means that Christian communities let the poor touch their hearts. This is reflected in the

ways communities pray, the values they embrace and the virtues they cultivate. A spirituality of

poverty requires that Christians examine their lifestyle, their use of material goods, their hiring and

salary policies, and their use of earth’s resources. It is reflected in the spirit of justice, welcome,

and hospitality that communities show.

69 Vita Consecrata, 82b.

70 Ferdinand T. Hernando, “Formation in Religious Poverty: Confronting the Arresting Issues,” ibid., p. 49.
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_ An Indirect Effective Action for the Poor

Christian communities can live and act in ways that transform the structures of society.

This can become concrete in four areas: economic action (supporting businesses that hire and train

the poor, provide day care for single parents, and employ the disabled); personal study (joining

citizens’ action groups that lobby on behalf of the poor); community education (learning about the

plight of the poor through speakers, videos and visitors who can inform them about other Christian

communities and their struggle for structural transformation); and cross-cultural experience

(engaging ourselves in action and in worship with other Christians to promote harmony and

justice).

_ A Direct Effective Action for the Poor

This hands-on involvement can mean community organizing, volunteering in nursing

homes, tutoring poor children, working with the disabled, etc. 72

Before the religious and the Church as a whole can be effective and affective witnesses of

poverty of spirit, they must not only strive to be one with the poor, of the poor, and for the poor, but

they must first of all be poor. Unless the Church itself does not experience poverty but remains

living a luxurious and soft life, its Christological sign loses its impact because Jesus Christ who is

the Head, is poor.

The poor of the world must feel that the Church is their home. “Anyone who wants to be an

imitator of Christ must preferentially love those who are poorest and most helpless.” 73 Love of

God and of neighbor is not just a feeling but a willing to reach out to others and become good

Samaritans to them.

4) Ecological Dimension of Poverty.

Religious poverty has an ecological dimension since it pertains to one’s relationship as

regards the goods of the earth. People of the modern time are beginning to be ecologically aware of

their duty and responsibility towards nature, towards the goods of the earth and towards the whole

creation of God. All blessings come from God. “Everything is a gift to be shared and used for

72 Ferdinand T. Hernando, “Formation in Religious Poverty: Confronting the Arresting Issues,” ibid., p. 57.

73 Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, Poverty for the Kingdom, ibid., p. 31.
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mutual benefit. And because everything is a gift, the liminal engagement entails a great deal more

than shared use. Gifts are given first and foremost to be celebrated, to be endowments, which

evoke enrichment and gratitude. They invite us into mutual participation, which is as much about

discerning the meaning of the gift as it is about responsible and appropriate use.” 74

God’s gift is for all, not for some only. We own nothing for exclusive personal use over

anything in creation. Everything on earth is created to be mutually interdependent for its survival,

growth, and nourishment. Everything is created to sustain the needs of all especially human beings.

This truth challenges us ecologically to be friends of nature, neither to be masters to the point of

abusing them nor to be subjects to the point of being enslaved by them. If everything in life is gift

given for nourishment, therefore our attitude towards the goods of the earth should not be

exploitative or destructive.

According to Diarmuid O’ Murchu, the words that best encapsulate the traditional

understanding of the ‘vow of poverty’ is the ‘vow for mutual sustainability.’ For him, the vow of

poverty, as traditionally understood emphasizes the betrayal of creation and the abandonment of

basic human responsibility for the goods of creation entrusted to human care. The word sustenance

reminds us that everything in life is given for nourishment and therefore not intended to be usurped

or destroyed destructively. To sustain in being requires renewed effort and devoted love, not the

competitive or antagonistic behaviors that seek to undermine and exploit one another.

Sustainability highlights the complementary relationship of growth and the environment.

In the old understanding of the vow of poverty, ownership of goods belongs to the

community rather than to the individual. This often led to widespread abuse and a great deal of

irresponsible evasiveness. The notion of mutual sustainability makes each and all of us reclaim the

real ownership of the goods entrusted to our care. However, as we strive to adopt a non-violent

way of living, especially in our relation to the goods of creation, a spirituality of non-possessive

owning becomes quite an engaging vision. Oftentimes, we exert extreme violence upon our world

and its giftedness because we are so alienated from the created order.

Reclaiming the vow for mutual sustainability is very much about coming home to ourselves

as planetary - cosmic creatures who owe everything we are and everything we have to the creation

out of which we have evolved. The earth is the primordial womb, which under God begets

everything that exists, including ourselves. Our vocation to mutual sustainability is about learning

74 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Poverty, Celibacy, and Obedience, ibid., p. 67.
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afresh what it means to be at home where we really belong and to be at home creatively with all

those others with whom we share the earth as home. 75

In addition, Fr. Jose Cristo Rey Garcia Paredes, a Claretian theologian says, formation in

poverty can not put aside ecological conscientization. We are now more conscious than in the past

that nature is destined to be our house, the environment in which we can create our own worldhome

and re-create ourselves; that nature is also the house of the whole biotic community, of all

living creatures.

Mechanism, technicalism, and materialism have enslaved nature. They have degraded it.

They have abused its resources and did not respect its balance / equilibrium. Pollution is

everywhere. The water of our river and seas has been contaminated; and thus water, which is the

maternal womb of life has been transformed into poison of death for thousands of living creatures;

the air, the atmosphere, are being subjected to violence, doped, transformed into vehicles of moral

contamination. They are losing their symbolic capacity. In many places, water and air cannot be

symbols of the Spirit, symbols of life. The symbolic capacity of nature is being destroyed.

Ecological degradation is cutting in us the veins of the future.

This is a challenge to all consecrated people, all religious men and women of today.

Religious are the prophets who denounce the abuses done to our environment / nature. By their

quality of life and personal witnessing, they effectively announce the possibility of restoring the

ecological balance, its symbolic capacity and the respect due to its mysteries.

Simplicity of life and mutual sustainability are signs of our communion with nature and

signs of harmony. Religious have the responsibility to defend nature and its natural resources

because nature is the house of everybody and has to be the house for everybody, and therefore

cannot remain an infertile and barren desert for the coming generations. To be evangelically poor is

not only to think of our welfare of the present but to look forward to the welfare of the future

generations, preparing a wonderful and harmonious abode for them to dwell in. 76

5) Apostolic / Ascetical Dimension of Religious Poverty.

75 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Poverty, Celibacy, and Obedience, ibid., pp. 65-68.
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Evangelical poverty or the poverty of Jesus and His disciples was a form of apostolic

poverty. Apostolic poverty is simplicity at the service of the Gospel; it is influenced and controlled

by the requirements of the apostolate. It is also simplicity of external life-style which is at the

service of the apostolate. So what is best for the apostolate is the best form of apostolic poverty.

One cannot speak about the apostolic poverty of Jesus and His disciples by undermining the

ascetical aspects of it. Apostolic poverty includes a certain degree of renunciation, kenosis, and

sharing of the Paschal life of Jesus.

Apostolic poverty calls for the following:

_ Apostolic poverty makes one free from all that is unnecessary and

superfluous. Jesus’ advice to those whom He sent to announce the Gospel is really a call to

practice utter simplicity by avoiding superfluities. In Palestine, unusual hospitality was extended to

traveling preachers as a religious duty, “for a laborer deserves his food.” 77 Hence, gold, silver,

copper, and to carry money was a superfluity. To carry an extra tunic, to wear sandals and to carry

a staff is also a luxury.

_ Apostolic poverty is adapted to suit the times and places. Therefore, its practice will

necessarily vary. Thus, we notice how the Gospel of Mark has adapted the above words of Jesus to

suit the conditions of the Roman Empire (Luke 6:8 ff.) permits a staff and orders missionaries to

wear sandals. Similarly, while Jesus did not earn His living by working, St. Paul did (1 Cor. 9:6-

18).

_ Apostolic poverty requires the acceptance of hardships and lack of comforts that the

apostolate brings with it (2 Cor. 11:25 ff.).

_ Apostolic poverty makes one depend on the generosity of others. (Luke 8:3,

10:7 ff.; 2 Cor. 11:8 ff.).

_ It does not seek financial remuneration. “You received without paying, give

without pay,” (Mt. 10:8; cf. 1Cor. 9:12-15).

_ It brings one closer to the conditions of the people one evangelizes. “I have

learned, in whatever condition I am, to be content... I know how to face plenty and hunger,

abundance and want” (Phil. 4:11 ff.).

_ Apostolic poverty requires a poverty of spirit that enables one to accept the values of

a culture, of a people that is not one’s own. “To the Jews I became a Jew... To the Gentiles I

77 Matthew 10:10.
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became a Gentile... I have become all things to all men... I do all this for the sake of the Gospel

that I may share in its blessings” (1 Cor. 9:19 ff).

Apostolate also involves witness. External simplicity serves the apostolate best at all times

and in all places. It must be borne in mind that evangelical poverty or simplicity is not an end in

itself but an instrumental value needed to attain the ultimate end - God. Simplicity in material

things has evangelical value only if it sets our hearts, our personal and community lives free for the

interests of God’s Kingdom. 78

Evangelical poverty is an internal attitude of availability to serve out of love for the

Kingdom of God. It is a profession of love like the two other counsels of chastity and obedience.

Love of God is the sole motive of living the vow of poverty.

The Church and society itself need people capable of devoting themselves totally to

God and to others for the love of God. The Church needs consecrated persons who,

even before committing themselves to the service of this noble cause, allow

themselves to be transformed by God’s grace and conform themselves fully to the

Gospel. All the faithful are asked to pray constantly for consecrated persons, that

their fervor and their capacity to love may grow continually and thus contribute to

spreading in today’s society the fragrance of Christ. 79

2. Poverty as a Sign.

Religious life in itself is a sign and a witness. Likewise, each of the vows has its own

special sign value. Vatican II speaks of voluntary poverty as providing “a witness which is highly

esteemed, especially today. (Religious Life, 13). A life of evangelical poverty is a sign because it

gives prophetic witness to the following:

1) Christological Sign – It is an imitation of and a sharing in the poverty of Christ who is

the model, teacher, and source of a life of evangelical poverty. Moreover, it is also a sharing in the

Paschal mystery of Christ. St. Paul speaks of the earthly life of Jesus in terms of poverty. ‘Though

He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor so that by His poverty you might become rich’ (2

Cor. 8:9). The Incarnation was, therefore, a voluntary act of becoming poor. It is this selfemptying

that Jesus expressed in an extraordinary way in His death on the cross. It was on the

cross that Jesus showed His utter reliance on the Father in His total self-abandonment to Him (Luke

22:42; 23:46). By freely emptying ourselves of the right to wealth and money through a life of

78 Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ibid., pp. 148-150.
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poverty, we share in Christ’s Passover self-emptying. Just as Jesus’ self-emptying was to make

room in His life for the glory of the Father, so in union with Him, emptying of ourselves of wealth

is meant to make room for the supreme treasure which is God.

2) Ecclesiological Sign – Evangelical poverty, is therefore, a quality of the life of the

Church. ‘The poor of God’ in the New Testament is the ‘little flock’ - the CHURCH. It is the

humble and lowly people who accepted the Good news announced by Jesus. The beatitudes are

simply Jesus’ own description of His followers. We saw the economic condition of the first

followers of Jesus - whom He called poor. So the evangelical poverty of the Church is to be

measured not by the amount of wealth it has or does not have but by the degree of total dependence

it has on God as the source of all security. To show that dependence, the Church must divert itself

of pomp and power that come from the accumulation of wealth.

In the life of the Church therefore, the practice of evangelical poverty takes on a new aspect

of sharing material things in common. The practice of Gospel poverty through a common life not

only goes back to the origins of the Church but is also based on the very nature of the Church as a

brotherhood or communion of life in the Spirit. To share life in common (of the Risen Christ) is

also to share earthly things in common. The outpouring of the Spirit of the Risen Christ

(Community life in the Spirit) makes his followers live in fraternal communion ( Acts 2:1-4, 33,

42).

3) Eschatological Sign – Christian hope motivates us to a life of evangelical poverty by

teaching us:

_ That in the world to come God Himself will be our eternal security; that the real and

permanent treasure is in heaven or in the life to come, for the wealth of this earth are impermanent

and transitory.

‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth where moth and rust eat up and where

thieves break in and steal but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven where neither moth nor

rust eat up and where thieves do not break in and steal’ (Mt. 6:19-ff.).

It is based on our faith-conviction that God will be everything to us - He is our riches, our

wealth, and security. St. Teresa of Avila says ‘God suffices,’ and in the prayer of St. Francis of

Assisi, ‘My God and my All.’
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_ That the riches of the Kingdom, in its fullness, will far surpass all the wealth of the

earth. As citizens of heaven, ‘who have no lasting city here but seek one that is to come’ (Heb.

13:14). Our source of eternal security will be God Himself. God will be everything to us. He and

what He offers in the fullness of His Kingdom is the source of ultimate security. God will be the

absolute ruler in the fullness of His Kingdom.

_ That those who renounce the things of this world do not really love them. On the

contrary, they discover these things over abundantly in God and His Kingdom. This is an assurance

of Jesus to those who left everything to follow Him: ‘Truly I say to you, there is no one who has

left house or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or lands, for my sake and for the

Gospel who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time,... and in the age to come, eternal life’

(Mk. 10:29 ff.). ‘For where your treasure is... there your heart is also’ (Mt. 6, 21).

_ That in the world to come, God will be everything to us. When Christ’s redeeming

work is brought to completion God the Father will be visibly and humanly experienced as the goal

of life. That is, He will be everything to everyone. God, His life and riches will so fill us and the

new world to come that there will be no room for anything else. God will rule us totally that

nothing created will have dominion over us.

_ That the riches of the world will pass away. It means that this world, with its riches, is

impermanent, insecure and temporary. Jesus’ call for evangelical poverty gives us the motivation

of the real and permanent treasure in heaven. ‘Sell your possessions, give alms, provide yourselves

with purses that do not grow old, with a treasure in heaven that does not fail, where no thief

approaches and no moth destroys’ (Luke 12:33). Enslavement to things or the practice of nonattachment

depends on what one considers the real treasure - the things of earth or the things of

heaven yet to come. 80

3. Models in Understanding Religious Poverty

Models help us understand various aspects of the one process of articulating our faith.

There are various instances in which shifts of emphasis have led the paradigm shifts not only in the

actual practice but also in the underlying concept of the vow of poverty. These various expressions

80 Based on Anthony Malaviaratchi, Initiation Into Religious Life, ibid., pp. 133-144.
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of the vow of poverty are called models. The use of models prevent us from the temptation of

looking at the formation of poverty as an exclusively one / single model.

Here are some models:

1) The Biblical Models

a. Spirituality of Detachment ( Mt. 10:9-10; 19:16-24 ). Missionary journey implies

facility of movement and a renunciation of self which gives way to the things of Jesus and of the

Father’s Reign.

b. Providence. Since Jesus is the providence of the Father, true Christian spirituality

should lead us back to a spirituality on the basis of the Father’s will (cf. Mt. 5:3-12; 6:5-15; 25-34;

7:7-11). Related to the stress on God’s providence is a third application which challenges the

Christian believer to clarify one’s value judgment on true riches.

c. True Riches. ‘Do not lay up for yourselves an earthly treasure, moth and rust

corrode; thieves break in and steal. Make it your practice instead to store up heavenly treasure,

which neither moths nor rust corrode nor thieves break in and steal. Remember, where your

treasure is, there you heart is also’ (Mt. 6:19-21). Finding the true riches involves the surrender of

peripheral claims. The Reign of God is compared to a buried treasure or a valuable pearl, the

purchase of which requires the selling ‘of all he had and bought it,’ ( Mt. 13:44 ). Preoccupation

with temporal wealth tends to arrive at a level of insensitivity to the neighbor in need.

d. Condemnation of False Gains. This stems from the realization that judgment on

true riches implies a condemnation of false gains. ‘What profit would a man show if he were to

gain the whole world and destroy himself in the process?’ (Mt. 16:26) Luke’s portrayal of the

beatitudes of the poor, the hungry, the weeping, and the persecuted contains concomitant woes for

the rich, the satisfied, the contented, and the unharmed (cf. Luke 6:20-26). In Biblical times,

women and children were voiceless in society. Aside from them, those who belonged to the

marginalized groups were those possessed by unclean spirits, the sinners, and the sick and even taxcollectors.

Jesus’ attitude toward this other kind of poverty is one of compassion.

e. Compassion. This tells us that compassion is never a static emotionalism on the

part of Jesus. It drove Him to actions of justice. The orientation of such active compassion was

always toward the center, which is the center of His Father’s Kingdom.

f. Common Life. ‘Those who believed shared all things in common, they would sell

their property and goods, dividing everything on the basis of each one’s need’ (Acts 2:44-45). ‘The
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community of believers were of one heart and one mind. None of them ever claimed anything as

his own; rather everything was held in common…nor was there anyone needy among them, for all

who owned property or houses sold them and donated the proceeds. They used to lay them at the

feet of the apostles to be distributed to everyone according to his need’ (Acts 4:32-35).

2) Eschatological Model

What distinguishes the early Christians from the rest of the poor is their faith in the

Kingdom of God, coupled with an eschatological hope which relativizes the importance of temporal

conditions. This idea reinforces the practice of fraternal charity, which serves as an effective

guarantee for security.

a. Poverty as Holocaust. To be a Christian was almost automatically to risk

martyrdom… The prospect of martyrdom kept the level of commitment high. Persecution and

death are only for the serious, the heroic, those who are detached from this passing world.

Self-denial and self-renunciation find their greatest form in the offering of self-martyrdom.

Indeed, losing one’s life in martyrdom is the supreme and most radical expression of poverty.

b. Production of Goods for Charitable Use. The Gospel invitation to sell one’s

property and give the proceeds to the poor served as the inspiration for living in fraternal

communion expressed in regular hours of prayer, work and acts of charity. Pachomius and Basil on

the strength of a more organized community discipline had a tremendous impact on the practice of

poverty. Since common work in monasteries led to a large scale production, the thought of

working for charity found its justification. Basil, allowed the administration of one’s own

inheritance in view of helping the needy. To avoid the temptation and the possibility of attachment

to the product of his own work, his later writings indicated that such an administration was left to

the hands of an assigned work who would take charge of charitable activities. Assigning a common

administrator liberated the individual monk from the possibility of attachment to the product of his

own labor. This implies that beneath the expression of poverty in terms of manual work – the

product of which is meant for their needs and for the larger community – the surrender of oneself

in service is of the essence.

c. Communication of Goods. This model guides Augustinian concept of poverty on

the basis of the experience of the early Church (Acts 2:44-45; 4:32). In Augustine, a notable shift

has occurred. The three essential elements of the practice of poverty are viewed from the

40

perspective of common life (Rule 1, 3): (a) you should not call anything your own; (b) but let

everything be yours in common, and (c) food and clothing should be distributed to each of you by

your superior, not equally to all, for all do not enjoy equal health, but rather according to each one’s

needs. For St. Augustine, to have a genuine communication of goods, the individual members of

the community must have inner disposition to let go of their belongings in humility. Poverty and

humility are synonymous. Moreover, in Augustine’s view, there are two pillars that support this

communion of goods: re-distribution in the order of justice (according to each one’s need), and in

the order of charity (tolerance for the brothers who have entered the monastery from a more

comfortable manner of life).

d. Poverty Expressed in Religious Habit. With Cassian to embrace poverty means to

divest oneself from the secular setting. Cassian’s emphasis is on the avoidance of distinction that

marks the outside society. This is dramatically symbolized by the donning of a uniform habit. The

monk will have to be considered as the poor of Christ. What we mention here is simply the fact

that Cassian expressed poverty in the use of a common religious habit.

e. Poverty as the Non-Administration of Goods. Still related to the idea of

divesting oneself from unnecessary pre-occupations is Benedict’s insistence on totally divesting the

monk and giving the Abbot all the legal rights as far as disposition of community goods is

concerned. Consecrating himself to God, the monk entrusts himself to providence, which God

exercises through the agency of the Abbot. The individual poverty creates in the monk a certain

detachment from the nature of work and from its fruits. Yet, Benedict still maintains the

Augustinian concept of communitarian poverty. The rule of prayer and work puts human effort in

the context of worship.

Later on, the monks were permitted to work in the field and fix a moderate price for their

products.

f. Poverty of Nature and Real Poverty. Reflecting on the poverty of Jesus, the

Fathers of the Church, especially Hilary, Ephraim, Basil, Ambrose and Augustine maintain the twofold

distinction between Jesus’ poverty in His humanity and wealth in His divinity.

We can identify two aspects emphasized by the Fathers of the Church in their understanding

of Christ’s poverty, poverty of nature and real poverty, also called poverty in fact. Poverty of

nature refers to His self-emptying in the fundamental event of the incarnation. Poverty in fact, is

simply the sign and manifestation of this poverty of nature (external poverty): our human nature
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poor and needy, with all its limits and imperfections is made by Christ as his own, and he manifests

it from day to day through suffering, pain, and humiliation up to his death on the cross.

3) Mendicant Model.

a. St. Francis of Assisi belonged to a relatively wealthy class; the key insight to his

conversion is the importance that he gives to work without social promotions. For him,

mendicancy is not a means of survival, but is intented to be an exercise of poverty and effective

humility. Poverty places the mendicant in the same situation of rejection that Jesus experienced in

his lifetime. For this reason, poverty is not intended to be a rejection of temporal goods, but as a

participation in the life of the suffering Christ. Francis brings to the fore the importance of the

Sequela Christi as the context within which to understand the meaning of poverty.

b. Dominic, on the other hand, identifies poverty with begging in the context of

itinerant preaching. Friars should live on alms when they preach. But poverty is not sought for

itself. It forms part of the complex whole of fraternal life and the preaching of the Gospel.

Dominic believes in personal and social liberation that poverty provides. He views poverty as a

social condition demanded by the humble mission of proclaiming and defending the truth of the

Gospel.

c. The Society of Jesus attempted to recover the radicality of poverty while

harmonizing it with the needs of the apostolate. Poverty is therefore, seen as the ascesis of

renunciation and availability for the apostolate. Houses run by Jesuits are not to have goods other

than necessary. However, Jesuit schools can acquire temporal goods for the sake of the apostolate.

d. The way of life ( Forma de Vivir ) of the Augustinians, distinguishes exterior

poverty (not possessing things) from interior poverty (not desiring to possess things), and gives

priority to the latter. The distinction is made evident when the Forma de Vivir exhorts the brothers

that ‘we be poor in our possessions and in their use’ (FV, IV). The priority of interior poverty over

exterior is patterned after a relationship of a means to an end. It reads ‘True poverty in a religious

does not consist only in not possessing things, but and principally, in not having a desire or an

attachment for anything; this is the end toward which exterior poverty is ordered.

4) Solidarity Model.
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In contemporary history we see two major orientations in the various attempts at recovering

the evangelical spirit of poverty: the identification with the poor and the acts of solidarity. One

figure that stands out in the attempt to harmonize these two aspects is Charles de Foucauld. At the

background of Charles de Foucauld’s option to identify himself with the poor was his pilgrimage in

1888 to the Holy Land as he was struck by the poor life in Nazareth. Nine years after his Nazareth

experience, in 1897, he was finally given the authorization to leave the Trappist community in order

to live the life of poverty of the Holy Family. For Charles de Foucauld, the life of poverty and

simplicity and all the other aspects in life of Jesus are oriented to and marked by the cross.

5) The Liberation Model.

In the early sixties liberation movements flourished in the Third World but were more

strongly vibrant in Latin America. Theirs was a collective response to structural or institutionalized

injustices. The founding theologians of the liberationist movements had been schooled in Europe

and then took notice of the fact that their kind of theologizing did not meet the basic requirements

of Christian witness in their region. This liberationist movement became the movement of the poor

who by then were only starting to be conscienticized in raising issues of justice, peace, and

development.

It is in this context that we have to understand the emergence of the Church of the poor

which is, from the religious perspective, the unreachable or the unchurched. The founding of

BEC / BCC (Basic Ecclesial Communities or Basic Christian Communities) are a great support in

making the people more and more conscious of their role in the Church.

The Church of the poor is a relatively recent coinage in reference to the poverty lived in the

spirit of solidarity with the poor. Not only in Latin America but also in the whole of Asia, there is

now a growing consciousness among the laity of living simply that the others might simply live. It

is undeniable that today, there is a growing number of secular institutes whose community life and

the life of moderation stand as a challenge to the kind of poverty lived by religious institutes. There

is still a vast majority of our people who still live in the boundaries of poverty, and their presence

poses not as a threat but as a challenge to the very spirit of poverty to which we as individuals and

as communities are bound to testify in reference to our following of Christ. 81

81 Ferdinand T. Hernando, “Formation in Religious Poverty: Confronting the Arresting Issues,” ibid., pp. 30-

39.
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4. The Two Foci of Religious Poverty Today

1) Societal Focus – It has to do with our individual and corporate impact on the

institutional sins which are making and keeping poor the majority of the earth’s people while the

minority becomes progressively richer. Responsible stewardship based on reverence for God’s

creation and solidarity among people must replace exploitation, and material goods must be

redirected toward human needs. It can be that the first objective of religious poverty today has to

do with contributing to the restructuring of the economic situation on a world-wide scale. This

seems especially so for apostolic religious for whom the call to participate actively in the

transformation of the world in Christ is so integral to their religious vocation. 82

Praying for the poor and talking about their poverty is mere show and hypocrisy

unless accompanied by action to alleviate their pain and suffering. In practice, this

means a readiness to network with others involved in social actions, a sense of

solidarity with the poor themselves, and a readiness to contest the oppressive faces

that impoverish and degrade human beings and the earth we all inhabit. 83

It is true that as members of the mystical Body of Christ, we cannot remain indifferent to

the needs of our brothers and sisters who are living in sub-human conditions while others including

the religious are living in a secure and luxurious life. We can never say that the body is totally

redeemed, freed, and liberated unless all the ligaments are joined together, all parts are healthy and

function accordingly, and all parts of the body enjoy the same nutrients coming from the main

source.

“Serving the poor is an act of evangelization and, at the same time, a seal of Gospel

authenticity and a catalyst for permanent conversion in the consecrated life.” 84 Here are some

ways in which religious can begin to exercise their vow of poverty in relation to the economic and

environmental situation of our time.

_ The use of corporate resources to influence policy and practice on whatever level is

accessible to us.

_ The energetic exercise of personal civic responsibilities such as voting, writing to

82 Sandra M. Schneiders, New Wineskins: Re-imagining Religious Life Today, ibid., pp. 182-183.

83 Diarmuid O’ Murchu, Religious Life A Prophetic Vision, ibid., p. 161.

84 Vita Consecrata, 82.
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congress people, protesting local injustices, supporting non-violent efforts to influence corporate

powers, attending meetings where our presence can help, is a way to help bring about the kind of

society in which the poor will begin to attain justice.

_ Corporate planning for the care of our personnel is another important contribution to

the future well-being of our society. We can plan for a future in which the elderly will have a

secure, meaningful, and productive lives.

_ Appropriate and effective commitment of some of our personnel and resources to

direct work with the materially disadvantaged. Here we are involved in making decisions

according to the truth. This requires great purity of motivation and careful discernment.

_ Direct involvement in political ministry. This certainly does not exhaust the

possibilities of active involvement in the restructuring of our world in justice and love. It involves

a deliberate and beneficent effect on the social and economic relationships which structure our

world.

2) The Personal Focus – is the personal spiritual one which has to do with our own

ascetical preparation for and interior exercise of that openness to God in grateful receptivity to

salvation. The vow of poverty has a personal dimension, that is, the personal character of the

practice of poverty, which must complement societal involvement.

Here are some ways to enhance a meaningful and spiritually fruitful, personal living of the

vow of poverty.

_ Simplicity of Life – Material goods are acquired and used to the extent that they are

really necessary.

_ Sense of the Gift of Life – The infinite bounty of God begins with the gift of life

itself

and continues with everything that sustains it. We cooperate with the Creator God in transforming

history into God’s reign of justice and love.

_ Hospitality – It offers a marvelous experience of solidarity with other people. It

involves the active and joyful breaking down of social barriers and breaking open of private

supplies. It is an attitude of welcoming others into our homes and into our lives.

_ Community Financial Structures – refers to the capability of responsible financial
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management.

_ The Lack of Options – There are many cases in which many of us probably

experience lack of options particularly that of effective action for justice. Our frustration matches

in some ways the frustration of our victimized brothers and sisters. What they cannot do for

themselves we cannot do for them and the more we care the more this hurts. This hurt is named

compassion and it is a fruit of genuine poverty.

_ Participation in the World of Work – Religious, like the poor, have always worked

hard. Now, many of us work in situations owned and operated by others. We begin to experience

what unemployment means, how job insecurity feels, the feeling of being discriminated against

(because we are women). We experience powerlessness on the job and the exploitation, often by

the Church itself, of our dedication through unjust wages, and a refusal to allow us to participate in

decisions which touch our lives. These are the experiences of the people in the laboring class in a

capitalist society, and they establish a certain solidarity between us and our brothers and sisters who

suffer bitterly from the injustices of our exploitative labor system. 85

5. Uses and Abuses of the Vow of Poverty: Based on the Three Levels of Psychic Life.

1) Psycho - Physiological Level – We know already that the goal of this level is physical

survival and development. The use of material goods must be ordered towards this end / objective.

However, when things and possessions become ends in themselves, when we seek to possess for

security’s sake (be it food, things, rest, and so forth), or for the sake of merely having rather

surviving and developing, a distortion of poverty is evident because of the inversion of means and

ends. Overuse becomes an abuse and may be detrimental to ordered existence. Imbalance would

destroy rather than create. This involves a dispossession of goods, talents, time, and gifts entrusted

to us. The dispossession of goods may not necessarily lead to union with God if it is not Christ

Himself who moves us to do this. The underlying motivations are important factors to consider. If

we pride ourselves of being ‘poorer’ and thus somehow better than others (Pharisaical attitude)

then the counsel of poverty becomes a form of self-enchantment rather than a simple abandonment

in trust to a loving Father.

Non-internalization of this vow of poverty is manifested through the following examples:

85 Sandra M. Schneiders, New Wineskins: Re-imagining Religious Life Today, ibid., pp. 184-190.
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_ jealously hoarding our possessions

_ harsh coldness when one asks for the car for apostolic reasons;

_ too free a use and possession of a community car by one person

_ stinginess

_ keeping donations

_ fanatic push to obtain dress, book or crucifix or vacation, etc.

_ grumbling because of minor inconveniences

Our treatment of things can be a healing or divisive factor in our own personality. The

internalized or gift of poverty can be healing. It can allow us to rise above the compulsion of our

level of needs in order to emerge as a whole person.

One should ask the following questions:

Why do I have this? (motivation)

How much do I need? (balance)

What will I do with it? (objective)

Jesus saw life in a deeper, cosmic perspective not in terms of survival, storing up,

gratification, and development. He evaluated things, people, self-integrating all levels of His

humanity to the service of the will and love of a generous Father.

2) Psycho - Social Level – The object of this is communication, interaction, relationship,

and co-development with others. At this level, possessiveness in regard to persons can enter in.

Possessiveness is transferred from the area of things to that of persons. My thoughts, preoccupation

is a wish to make a particular person happy. This is not bad but this should not be the

preoccupation especially when one becomes selective and exclusive. Poverty then becomes

utilitarian, which means useful for our need-gratification of level two only, not value-expressive as

we profess through level three.

Do we value others because we experience the supreme worth of Christ in them and the

supreme value of belonging with them in Him? Should jealousy or envy be so evident in our

lives? Do we perhaps value specific people only for gratification of our need to be cared for, loved,

and accepted? This level challenges us to dispossess others by leaving them free in our love of
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them and this must spring from a strong conviction of how much we need Christ above all and how

firmly Christ possesses us and how carefully He watches over His own.

Only in letting go for Christ can a person discover his/her capacity within himself/herself to

enrich others and be truly enriched by them.

Poverty on this level, in the light of the third, can mean experiencing the anxiety of being

separated and alone, and at the same time, of struggling to love freely, unreservedly, and faithfully

so that others, too, may exist, develop, and love freely.

It can mean living alone, when circumstances so require it, in creative aloneness; it can

mean living intimately near, if situations allow it. In short, it means being flexible, being totally

available despite emotional desires, indiscriminately accepting loss and change or persevering in

and deepening relationships for Christ.

3) Spiritual - Rational Level – This level speaks about our capacity for judging, valuing,

abstracting, transcending, and going beyond ourselves. Because of this innate gift, needs of other

levels can be regulated and integrated. This involves total surrender of ourselves to God. This

dispossession of ourselves for Him includes total surrender of one’s own life, one’s own time,

qualities, name, status, and power, in loving service of Him and others.

a. Dispossession of One’s Life.

Do I care to preserve my health and if sickness comes, do I do what is required to regain it?

If I am beset with chronic ailments, do I offer to others and to God the limitations of my corporeal

finiteness as a manifestation of faith in a richness, which lies beyond all the bodily functions? Am I

really in constant touch with my conviction that even my next breath depends on God? Am I

willing to change my personality if I see it hindering God’s work?

Being sent to an undesirable place, given an undesirable work are examples of actual

poverty which results in painful insecurity. Do I welcome these insecurities in life as a means of

identifying myself with the life of Christ? Only if we choose to make of it a creative religious

experience of humble faith will it have meaning, will we be like Christ, dispossessing ourselves of

our own lives as He did.

b. Dispossession of One’s Time.
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Is there a proper balance of my time between relaxation for regeneration and working in a

spirit of co-creation with Him? Do I use my time profitability, wisely, and fruitfully, not wasting

on cheap and shallow interests and rationalizations / justifications as ‘others are doing it, I need

more time for my apostolate, my work is my prayer, etc.’ Proper dispossession / use of my time is

an expression of poverty.

c. Dispossession of One’s Qualities.

As we receive from God without pay, also give without pay. Total surrender to God also

finds its consequence in our surrender of our own talents and qualities in loving service of Him and

others. If all are gifted by God with talents and capacities such as a listening heart, an analytic

mind, we ought to give the best of ourselves for Him. Refusing to offer ourselves in loving service

to God means we are wasting our lives and this is against poverty. We can make our lives vibrant

with hope and enthusiasm by sharing our personal, God-given qualities for the up building of the

Church. Humility and faith can best grow if there is a ground of unconditional, selfless motivation

in the gift of one’s qualities.

d) Dispossession of One’s Name, Status, Power.

Our name, status, and power reinforce our self-esteem but we can still detach ourselves

from all these surface appearances and commune with the transcendent meaning of self, persons,

and things. In centering ourselves on God, one’s name, status, and power become less significant.

Constant awareness of our own weakness, our inner poverty will bring us to the feet of Christ and

assist us to distance ourselves from preoccupation with mere profit, gain, and high social esteem all

of which condition a false, unstable self-esteem. If we can see and treat each other in terms of who

we are in ourselves, regardless of name or power, accepting our own and others’ gifts and

limitations in humble gratitude and satisfaction, we will have no need for fanatic drives to establish,

manipulate for and maintain a good name, status or power. Those alone who lack inner depth and

feel frantically insecure need to parade their name, status or power.

Today, there is an unconscious motive frequently seen in some to build their lives on desires

for measurable achievement or professional capacity rather than religious living. Efficiency

becomes more important than effectiveness and faithfulness; having than being.
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A real poverty also implies a humble need to forgive others for being humanly limited as we

are, to accept all that happens to us as God’s manifestations of love in our daily living. Forgiveness

springs from a solid integration of all levels of our being. If we are poor in our interior attitude and

thus humble in forgiving, we would not find hostile, grandiose silences, and refusals to talk to

others in the community so frequently. We must look forward to creating for the future rather than

hoarding in the present and bemoaning the past. Forgiveness is the way we bless the future and

make provision for it.

Thus poverty is invaluable means to proper discernment of values in our religious calling.

Poverty enables us to focus our attention on God above all else. Thus, poverty is liberating, freeing,

and enriching.86

6. Criteria for Evaluation of the Spirit of Poverty.

1) Congruity:

_ Is our poverty congruous with the example of Christ?

_ This following of Christ is more specifically elaborated in our Constitutions or

Ecclesial Exhortations. Do we respond to these prescriptions with love, fear, or a side-stepping of

them?

_ Another whole area to be considered is congruency of our poverty in the social

situation in which we find ourselves. Does our possession or dispossession of material goods

indicate an identification with the poor? Do we have a more vital sensitivity to the frustrations and

insecurities of the humanly destitute, whatever be their social or economic status?

2) Which level of our being?

From a psychological perspective, we need to consider which level of being expressed

through poverty is major in our lives. (Is it level one, two, or three?). Does our attitude of poverty

stem from a personal need in us only, or an objective value?

3) Which process of our psyche?

Is our poverty prompted, motivated by compliance, that is, a wish to please others or avoid

86 Based on Joyce Ridick, Treasures in Earthen Vessels: The Vows, ibid., pp. 11-20.
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criticism and punishment, a wish to be accepted? Is it motivated by non-internalizing

identification, that is, a wish to be like another for the gain in self-esteem or social benefits it

brings? Is it truly internalization? Do we choose poverty because we are driven to it by our

conflicting needs or because of the social rewards we get from it, rather than because it is valuable

in itself as a means of total response to God’s loving call to union with Him, amidst all the

insecurities and limitations of our createdness?

4) Which functions?

a) Utilitarian – I give gifts to get them in return, give up things to be well thought of and

admired. I hand in my donations to avoid being questioned about it.

b) Ego-defensive – I give gifts and live poorly, for example, to build my self-esteem. I

like to feel better than the religious next to me. Perhaps I deprive myself of something out of guilt

for my cheating in other areas of religious living or other aspects of poverty.

c) Perhaps it is knowledge-oriented. I want to become poor as the poor to understand their

insecurity and frustration.

d) Value-expressive, indicative of an outpouring from an intense love relationship with the

Beloved, a spontaneous attempt to preserve, nourish, and expand that loving surrender to Christ?

5) Which procedure of evaluation do I use?

a) Emotional Wanting: I give and renounce and use what I want when I feel like doing it,

when I am fearful, when I am guilty, when I am elated, inspired or loved, when things are going

well.

b) Rational Wanting: I give and renounce and use everything always to the measure and in

the manner God’s will indicates out of a growing conviction rather than a temporary sentiment.

6) Which fruits are evident?

Am I humble enough to admit sincerely my limitations or do I blame them on others? A

true spirit of poverty will manifest itself in greater warmth, openness, detachment, creativity

whereas greed breeds boredom, cynicism, isolation, hardness of heart, self-centeredness. 87

87 Joyce Ridick, Treasures in Earthen Vessels: The Vows, ibid., pp. 20-22.
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7. What is / what is Not Poverty?

_ Poverty is not a concept, a law or a thing, which can be analyzed, dissected, studied

apart from the Gospel. Rather, it is an intangible gift: an attitude, which grows out of a relationship

between God and the person who love each other. It is initiated by God through the gift of Himself

to us. To accept this gift means that we allow ourselves to be led and possessed by Him, and

transforming our relation to the material according to His values.

Poverty becomes a witness to our interior values: the faith, hope, and love we have for

Christ. It should reveal our surrendered, dedicated trust in Him. Poverty becomes an interior

attitude, springing from a deep value of which the vow is only a sign.

_ Poverty is not merely a behavior or a mere concern with things but rather a concern

with a Being, a Person. It is an attitude embodied in a vowed life, which becomes an exterior

symbol of the interior surrender.

_ Poverty is not a deprivation of material goods or possessions, persons, or social

interactions. It is an integration, a liberation and a revelation:

a) It is an expression of the integration of our being: an ordering of things and people

according to the essential significance within them and within ourselves.

b) It is a liberation. It is freedom from excessive preoccupation with food, clothing shelter,

and particular persons. It is availability, as well as radical detachment and implies a rooting out of

our possessiveness on all levels and at the same time a rootedness in Christ. Our exterior

dispossession expresses a fundamental inspiration, a positive interior detachment from self.

c) It is a revelation. It becomes an expression of the transcendent self-forgetful love

proposed by God.

_ Poverty is not necessarily expressed in externals by a totally uniform way of life. The

interior attitude is one of personal abandonment and its exterior expression must be congruous to it,

though the expression may be multiple in form. There is no perfect way of poverty since it is a

means and not an end in itself. Although our ideal for poverty is the abandonment of Christ to

the Father, each one’s particular symbolization (lived out expression) of this internalized attitude

within the prescription of his congregation is unique and individual.

_ Poverty cannot be spoken of in isolated terms. We must relate it to community,

celibacy, obedience, consecration to God, apostolic witness and service. It permeates each of

the vows and acts of religion and finds complementarity in them.
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The quality of our poverty, is the quality also of our obedience and chastity because it also

bespeaks our abandonment and self-immolation in the area of the use of will and sensual desires.

Abandonment also touches our psycho-social and spiritual-rational levels: we surrender goods,

people, and ourselves to Him; anything less than all this is only a partial gift. 88

CONCLUSION

PRAYER FOR THE GIFT OF POVERTY

Lord Jesus, I ask you for a new fullness of the charism of poverty. I ask you to reveal to me

my inordinate attachments, my holding on to things or to persons, my “richness” that keeps me

from saying a more complete yes to you.

I surrender to you my excessive search for material comforts, and whatever material goods

I have that I do not really need to serve you.

I surrender to you my excessive need for attention, for acclaim and applause, for

narcissistic feedback from others. I surrender all my selfish ambitions, my search for honors, my

vainglory and my pride.

I surrender to you my possessiveness of those whom I love; teach me to love freely, leaving

others free; teach me to love with an open hand. I renounce the possessiveness in my love for

others; teach me to love more and better.

And I ask you now for new graces, for new power to live for you, for the new outpouring of

the charism of religious poverty.

Give me the interior poverty that depends on you and not on the world’s acceptance. You

say to me now, “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. If you were

of the world, the world would love its own; but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world

hates you. Remember the word that I spoke to you, A servant is not greater than his master”.

Teach me, Lord, to enter by the narrow gate that leads to life. You are that gate, Lord; let

me follow you, taking up my cross.

For you alone, Lord, are my portion. I love no inheritance; I want no possessions, for you

are my possession. Amen.

Robert Faricy

88 Based on Joyce Ridick, Treasures in Earthen Vessels: The Vows, ibid., pp. 4-8.
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CUESTION FOR REFLECTION AND TERM PAPER

The students are expected to submit a research paper containing 5-8 pages, single-spaced and

included in it is a one page personal reflection regarding the chosen topic and the list of

bibliography. Choose one from the given questions.

a) What are the contemporary issues and challenges of the vow of poverty? How do the

religious respond to these challenges?

b) Elaborate the meaning of this:

Preferential Option for the Poor: Option of the Church, Option of the Religious.

c) What are some ecological problems that beset the modern world and explain the

significance of the ecological dimension of poverty on this regard.

d) Who are the poor? Are religious really poor?

e) What are the means to grow in religious poverty? Explain your answer.
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Prayer for the Gift of Obedience
THE VOW OF OBEDIENCE
I. Introduction 

II. Anthropological Dimension of Obedience (Human Obedience)
The etymological meaning of obedience provides us the basic idea that obedience is primarily an attentive listening to the call of the moment: to self, to others, to the events and experiences of life that demands a response. Obedience as listening is the very foundation in understanding the obedience of Jesus Christ and the obedience of Christians as well as of the religious. Also being stressed here is the social dimension of obedience, which is founded on the common good or charity. As a social being, a person is destined to be in communion and in solidarity with others through mutual self-giving and service for the common well-being. A person does not only limit him/herself in responding to his/her personal needs but also to the needs of others and of the whole creation.

Another characteristic of obedience is human freedom. Human freedom is the anthropological ground where Christian and religious obedience is primarily rooted. Freedom and obedience are two complementary and interrelated qualities inherent in every person. These are fundamentally human realities. In this regard, it is very clear that the use of freedom has a communal dimension; that is, opting to act in favor of the common welfare. To respond to a call, to a need, to a command or request, and to a particular situation in life is undeniably a basic human reality.

1. Etymological / Literal Meaning of Obedience

“The term ‘obedience’ is derived from the Latin ‘oboedire’ (intensive prefix ob- + verb audire) which, like Biblical Greek (hyp – akouo) and Hebrew (Shama), means to listen intently, tovopen one’s ears, to heed in practice.”
 God endows each person with a capacity to listen, to understand, and to respond. This understanding demands a person’s response, which is the result of his/her decision. Obedience is an attitude of attentiveness and responsiveness to the call of the moment that originates from the internal and external forces. 

It is not “primarily a submission to laws …. It is life lived with the alertness of the Spirit, attentiveness to things that really matter.
”  An attentive listening – obedience, is to place oneself in an atmosphere of openness and faithfulness “to God, to others, to life’s circumstances, to nature, to the many calls of daily living, and to respond in a manner that enhances growth.” 

2. Human Elements in Obedience Based on the Three Levels of Psychic Life

It is appropriate to identify the human elements in obedience in terms of the three levels of being. Man is a corporeal-spiritual being. He is called to a fullness of human life not by responding only to the bodily but even to the psycho-social and spiritual-rational needs.
1) Psycho - Physiological Level. Man as a corporeal being has to respond to the physiological needs. “On this very human level, obedience is mere reactive condition-physiological laws implanted in us by the mind of the all-loving Creator function automatically, as long as there is no disease or physiological abnormality involved. Our body obeys the psychic request for satisfaction of the bodily need.”
 
Examples of these physiological needs are when a person is hungry; the automatic reaction is for 
him to satisfy the need by eating, to drink when thirsty, to rest when tired. It is quite evident that these physical and psychical processes of the human need function automatically and spontaneously. There is an evidence for immediate and total satisfaction of these needs for the good of the entire body with the natural intention to survive and preserve life. “The motivation that regulates this level is the satisfaction of these needs. Thus, one has a movement that comes from the subject and goes to the object in order to return to the subject again. It is totally subjective.”
  This is the law of nature. The feelings or sensation of deficiency in the body becomes the motivating factor for a person to do something to respond to that particular need for the good of the physiological self. So here, even in the physical level, man is obedient to his physical needs, or to the innate laws of nature. The body consciously or unconsciously is obedient and submissive to the laws of nature “such as our reactivity to age: gray hair, sagging features, slowing down of movement, a faltering uncertainty in walking and death.”
 

2) Psycho - Social Level. In the psycho–social level, it includes the psychic activities, which emanate from a certain aspect of a person as a social being. Man begins to realize that he is not created for himself alone. He is a human being whose basic need is to be with, to relate with, and to be in communion with others. This deep need for others is the result of the fact that he is not self-sufficient. The awareness of these limitations enables him to reach out to others, to depend on some extent on the strength of his fellow human beings. The interdependence and mutual self giving complements each other’s strengths and weaknesses, thereby promotes growth towards the fullness of life.
Unlike in the psycho-physiological level, the object is no longer a thing but a person. The object that gives satisfaction is not so specific as on the first level because here we deal with situations in which people are involved. It is always something external, which can never become internal or be appropriated by the subject, as in the preceding case due to the fact that the other is not a thing
. Concretely, “the most immediate motivation, which promotes this action, is the awareness of our own limitations and insufficiency as persons which make us aware of our need for others.”
  There is an expansion in terms of relationship for the person which does not only limit himself by responding to the bodily needs but also to the world outside of himself that is the world of people he is interacting with. “We are social beings; social interactions are as necessary as is food, for our completion, for our growth. This means there is a need of forming friendships, forming a community.”
  There is a requirement of a certain renunciation and transcendence on this level. The common interest or common good is given more priority than merely satisfying one’s personal needs. “For example, husbands renounce their own individual interests in order to work, to care for, to cooperate with the wife in obedience to the law of love for wife, for children.” 

The above example provides us with a clearer idea of self-transcendence and how obedience to a higher common good is prioritized in favor of immediate personal desires/interests. The choice is possible because a person is not only a physiological being but also a social and rational being.

3) Spiritual - Rational Level. On this level, another aspect of man is emphasized. Man is not only a social being but also a rational being who possesses the capacity and the potential to know and understand the truth. He/she is specially gifted with reason and intelligence, which enables him/her to know and experience moral obligations, to judge situations as good or bad rationally, not merely in reference to the here-and-now, to personal gratification or fulfillment, but we are able to transcend for principles beyond ourselves
. Here, the object of obedience goes beyond the physiological and social laws. It is geared towards higher values. This is a deeper and more profound kind of human obedience because it allows the person to judge, to evaluate, to rationalize, to decide, and to act not anymore in a utilitarian manner but for the sake of value, truth or principles in itself. The movement is always towards the objective moral good.

“It is the third level that allows the most complete obedience, because it facilitates the human integration that is necessary for a more perfect human obedience… A mature human obedience requires the integration of both subjectivity, knowing my reactions and objectivity, forming my actions.”
  At this level, the person is able to transcend in order to pursue spiritual values. He is capable of distancing himself from the instinctive and social immediacy and this is made possible due to the use of his/her superior faculties.
 The act of making choices freely and intelligently makes a person a moral agent of which he/she becomes responsible for what he/she does.

II. Theological Foundation of Obedience ( Christian Obedience) 

The obedience of Christ is the key to the obedience of Christians and religious. Christian obedience cannot be properly understood as such without any reference to the obedience of Jesus, who is the Model of perfect obedience to the Father through the Holy Spirit. The obedience of religious is not different from the obedience of a Christian, although by virtue of their religious profession, the religious are expected to live it in a deeper and in a more intense manner

1. The Obedience of Christ to the Father

There are no words from Jesus highlighting submission to another human being as a distinguishing trait of being His followers. Rather, the whole tenor of Jesus’ life, a life of total obedience to the God. He called Father, inspires all Christian obedience, but is not in itself sufficient to establish obedience in all our human interaction as a mark especially indicative of Christian life and so of religious life
.His deep love for the Father was the prime factor that motivated Him to strip Himself of His personal autonomy and will that by doing such He could freely align His will to that of the Father.

The will of God the Father became His food, His life-blood and His sole concern as vividly seen in His whole life from birth to death. His total surrender of Himself to God reached its peak during His death. “He humbled Himself, becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:8.)  The obedience of Jesus was the fruit of His deep relationship and constant communion with His Father whom He truly loved. To be of one heart and one soul with the Father was the reason for His existence. “Behold, I come to do your will.” (Psalms 40:7.) He totally offered Himself through total obedience. “Here I am, I am coming to do your will, O God.” (Hebrews 10:7.)
The obedience of Christ is far from a sheer submission due to constraint or a passive  compliance, but it is a free and loving adherence to the salvific plan of God who knows what is best for us. “I seek not to do my own will but the will of Him who sent me.” ( John 5:30.)Jesus’ obedience can be spelled out in a three-fold way: (a) as a relationship, which by faithful listening (ob-audire) to God’s Word, Jesus has come to know the fact that He is the Son; (b) as a following of God’s will, which Jesus expresses as His meat and drink; and (c) as mission which is the sense of being ‘sent’ to bring about the Kingdom
. 

Obedience for mission is possible only when there is that openness to listen, to search, and to do God’s will. The obedience of Jesus Christ has implications in the Christians’ lives. As Christ’s followers we find the same three-fold way of obedience necessarily present in our lives: (a) relationship, the Christian finds identity in being a child of God by the very gift of the Spirit; (b) the following is pursued in an attempt to hear the continuing call of the Lord in one’s life; and (c) the mission remains a sending out with the Gospel message through an obedience to one’s vocation as Christian
.  As a human being, Jesus experienced the struggle to renounce His will in favor of the Father’s will. This struggle was very clear during His agony at Gethsemane. Yet, love triumphed  over. “Father, if it is possible, take this cup away from me. Yet not what I want, but what you want…. Let your will be done.” ( Matthew 26:39, 42 ) It was a difficult decision to say ‘yes’ to the will of the Father. “Although He was the Son of God, He learned through suffering what obedience was.” ( Hebrews 5:8.)

Christ’s obedience to the Father consists in hearing the Father and doing His will. It was a kind of self-emptying, of a kenosis which started from His incarnation up to His death on the cross
. It was the obedience of Jesus to the Father that redeemed the disobedience of mankind
.  It was the love that existed between the Father and the Son that enabled and gave Jesus the courage to obey even to the point of offering His life for the redemption of all. Love unites. It is an active and dynamic reality that empowers the person to always do well for the sake of the beloved. This is exactly what Jesus did by seeking and passionately doing what pleases the Father.
It is from Jesus Christ that the whole body, supplied and built up by joints and ligaments, attains a growth that is of God (Col. 2:l9). In Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily (Col. 2:9). He fills the Church, which is His Body and His fullness, with His divine gifts (Eph. 1:22-23) so that she may grow and reach all the fullness of God
. Jesus Christ was always at the service of the Father,  a service that is born out of love. “The Father had begotten Him out of love and the Son aimed only at returning this love to the Father as He had received it from Him.”
  Love is the bond that unites the Father and the Son that it is “only in Jesus did the Father receive the perfect response of obedience.”
 By preferring the will of the Father to His will, this became the “ultimate moment of His commitment of love, of absolute obedience.”
 Christ’s obedience was indeed a perfect one because it demands giving up one’s life  or the sake of the beloved. ( Cf. Philippians 2:8.) and at the end He triumphantly said that His mission is finished or accomplished  

 ( Cf. John 19:30.)  
2. The Obedience of Christ in the Spirit

Truly, it was due to the obedience of Christ that the plan of salvation was carried out and wonderfully brought to fulfillment. The plan was conceived by the divine will of God the Father and was accomplished by the incarnate Son of God through the power of the Holy Spirit. In short, the whole process of the history of salvation was the work of the Holy Trinity and was made concrete by the obedience of Jesus Christ. Here, the role of the Holy Spirit is understood within the context of mission. “Conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35), anointed by the Spirit for mission at His baptism, Jesus lives out that mission ‘led by the Spirit’ (Luke 4:1) and in the power of the Spirit (Luke 4:l4). Jesus’ ministry manifests the power of His Spirit and shows that the Kingdom of God has come (Luke 11:20).”
 

The virtue of obedience is one of the manifold gifts of the Holy Spirit. It is a “charism, a gift that comes from the Spirit.”
 32 The obedience of Jesus Christ, His total surrender to the will of God the Father was made possible because of the power of the Holy Spirit. He allowed Himself to be led and to be inebriated by the Holy Spirit who is power and love Himself. “The Holy Spirit is the divine power in its activity and the enunciator of the Word of God.”
 33 By submitting Himself to the divine power, which is able to penetrate the mind of the Father, Christ was led to perfect obedience.

“For Jesus, the Holy Spirit was the bearer of the Father’s desire; the Spirit was, above all, the law in which Jesus read the will of the Father. It was the Spirit who drove Him to mission.”
  It is the Holy Spirit who can penetrate and comprehend the thoughts of God and communicate them to Jesus who was so open to the Spirit’s lead. “From the beginning to the end of time, whenever God sends His Son, He always sends His Spirit. Their mission is conjoined and inseparable.”
 From Jesus’ incarnation up to His glorification, the Holy Spirit was with Him, one with Him in the Father’s plan. His openness to the promptings of the Holy Spirit and His courage to obey the inspiration led to the realization of God’s plan for humankind. Though the three divine Persons have distinct functions, they move as one in accomplishing the mission. “The Holy Spirit is at work with the Father and the Son from the beginning to the completion of the plan of salvation.”
 To obey the Father is also to obey the Holy Spirit since the latter is the One who made clear to Him the will of the Father. “Jesus is the One whom God anointed with the Holy Spirit and power.” ( Acts 10:38.) Jesus’ perfect  obedience to the Father out of love was the result of His perfect obedience to the Holy Spirit who gave Him the impetus and power to totally surrender His personal autonomy. The Holy Spirit is viewed in the context of Christ’s mission as power, love, and life. The Spirit of power and love is the Spirit of life. Jesus was a man filled with the Holy Spirit. The power of the Spirit animates the whole missionary activity of Jesus Christ and the Church. Both Jesus and the Holy Spirit are two distinct Persons but inseparable.

The role of the Holy Trinity is beautifully expressed in the prayer of the Church. The Church confesses “One God and Father from whom all things are, and One Lord Jesus Christ, through whom all things are, and One Holy Spirit in whom all things are.”
  Jesus’ docility opens the door of the encounter to the presence and action of the Holy Spirit. This is fundamental when we believe that the Holy Spirit is the principal agent, guide, and mover of souls
. Jesus also affirmed to His disciples the role of the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Truth, to wit:
I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot hear them now. When the Spirit of Truth comes, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak, and He will speak, and He will declare to you those things that are to come
.  This affirmation of Jesus regarding the role of the Holy Spirit is very important because in His very own life, He sought the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the Source of all truth, to verify the will of God. His obedience was the fruit of His prayer and discernment under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. “By its very essence, there cannot be any act of obedience that does not proceed from the Holy Spirit. The inspiration of the Holy Spirit, His prompting, is the soul of obedience”
 The obedience of Jesus Christ in the Spirit becomes the fundamental norm of all Christians and religious. Christian and religious obedience is inconceivable unless we consider it as modeled in the obedience of Christ.

3. The Obedience of the Blessed Virgin Mary

As a model and mother of the Church, the Blessed Virgin Mary embodies in herself the Church’s life of obedience. The angel’s message to her (Luke 1:32-35) is an anticipation of the proclamation of the Good News after the resurrection (cf. Acts 2). At the annunciation and at the foot of the cross, she showed herself as a perfect model of obedience. She is presented to us as the first to accept Christ and His Gospel by her obedience to God’s plan when she responded to the invitation, ‘Be it done to me according to your Word’ (Luke 1:38). For this reason, the Fathers of

the Church point to the fact that the Virgin Mary conceived Jesus first in her heart and only then in her womb. Mary’s obedience to God was manifested not by carrying out what she thought was best before God but by accepting what God asked of her through others – the angel, Simeon, and her own Child Jesus
. 
 “She is the model of the acceptance of grace by human creatures.”
 She obeyed the will of God in spite of the fact that she was in the dark and did not understand God’s real purpose; and in spite of the fact that God called her to obey him, only through the human words of others. It was the same spirit of obedience to God’s unfathomable plan that the Blessed Virgin showed on Calvary. Jesus on the cross was a sign of rejection which became the sword that pierced her soul (Luke 2:34 ff.). Hence on Calvary, she proved herself as the mother of obedience, when she shared in her Son’s supreme act of obedience. Mary’s obedience, as was Jesus’ own, was not shown through means chosen by her. As a human mother, she too could have said about the cross that it is ‘not my will.’ The cross was a great tragedy imposed on them by others. It was in the face of tragedy she said with her Son, ‘your will be done.’ 

The early Fathers were fond of closely associating the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Church because of their obedience. Mary is presented to us the new Eve (John 2:4, 19:26)The Church too is the new Eve. But she became first present in Mary. The damage done by Eve through her disobedience is undone by the new Eve through her obedience. Eve was the mother of the old and disobedient world. Mary is the mother of the new world of obedience to God. By becoming the mother of Jesus, she thereby became our mother as well. Her motherly word of authority calls us to give our whole-hearted obedience to her Son: ‘does whatever He tells you’ (John 2:5)
. The Blessed Virgin shares with us the love, which enables us to offer our lives everyday for Christ and to cooperate with him in the salvation of the world. Hence, a filial relationship to Mary is the royal road to fidelity to one’s vocation and a most effective help for advancing in that vocation 
and living it fully
. 

4. The Obedience of Christians (Christian Faith is Obedience)

Christians are called as such because of their faith in Christ. One clear manifestation of this faith is their incorporation to the Church through the sacrament of baptism. “To belong to the Church is, above all, to belong to Christ. To enter the Church is to enter into the obedience of Christ; to belong to His obedience means becoming conformed to Him.”
  Jesus’ whole life is summarized into loving obedience to the Father in the Holy Spirit. It was a mature and personal commitment to the mission given to Him by God the Father that permeated His life until it reached the point that the will of the Father became His food and drink, in short, the source of His life. This holds true for every believer or Christian. The central point in the Christian’s response is obedience. The obedience of the Son, who came not to be served but to serve, is the norm of this following. “The followers listen to the Lord and learn from Him a whole series of norms for mission, which they must obey.”
 

Our ‘yes’ to Christ involves sacrifice or self-emptying so that the Spirit can penetrate our hearts and can orient us into the true and mature obedience of Christ. Believing in the Person of Christ is not purely an intellectual enterprise but it is more of an interior movement or attitude, which is the result of an authentic experience and relationship with the immanent and transcendent God. Our profession of faith, if really authentic and mature, is concretized in our obedience by renouncing our personal autonomy in favor of God. Freedom that is born out of love must be the strong backbone on which obedience rests. Faith in Christ is a fundamental virtue of every Christian. It is a personal decision of a believer in response to the experience of God’s love and goodness. “There is no faith by proxy.”
 “Faith is one’s initial and basic positive response to the revealing God. It is the person’s total ‘yes’ to God’s total gift of self in Christ.”
 Hearing and keeping the Word of God authenticates this gift of faith. Keeping the Word of God means acting or doing and obeying it. Orthopraxis is a constitutive part of a living faith. For us Christians “faith without works is as dead as a body without breath. (James 2:26.) 
Christians aim at making the Word of God incarnate and alive in their lives. With this objective, they are led by one single concern that is the “concern of listening to the whisperings of the Word and realizing it in every detail of their lives. This concern for hearing the Word of God and realizing it in their lives and in their world is the essence of their obedience.”
 Christian obedience is essentially a kind of listening to the Word of God, so that the Word of God, the Incarnate Son of God, may become the “decisive power, the sole-life stream, in one’s life. The listening is, therefore, for the sake of realizing in one’s own life what is being heard.”
  A Christian is a hearer and listener of the Word of God and his/her prime concern is to actualize it. Obedience needs constant sensitivity and alertness of the Spirit to grasp God’s message and His will because “the Word is never given totally or completely to anyone. But the Word is everywhere and is given continuously to anyone through the events that take place in and around 
him.”
 

“Perfect obedience includes a certain gentleness, readiness, and facility that come from the Holy Spirit.”
 Christian obedience is the obedience of Christ in the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is very significant in the life of every Christian. Without doubt, the Holy Spirit is the power or the breath of God that moves, motivates, gives life, and brings about human growth and perfection. The Holy Spirit moves the human being toward the Father and unites the person with Jesus allowing him to take part in Christ’s death and resurrection in order to integrate himself into the Body of Christ and edify the Kingdom
.  Our obedience to the Holy Spirit enables us to bear many fruits such as “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” (Galatians 5:22-23.)  These virtues are essential in our Christian life especially in our relationship with self, others, nature, and above all, God.

IV. Religious  Obedience 
By its very nature, religious obedience is primarily and essentially the obedience of Jesus Christ to the Father whose goal is to be intimately united with Him. It is a deepening of Christian obedience with Christ as the point of reference and identification. Through religious profession of the vow, it becomes more binding and more intense in terms of its praxis. Besides, it is being lived within the ambiance of a particular institute that has a specific charism, lifestyle, vision, mission, Rule and Constitutions, which must be considered in every decision-making, project and activity.

1. Jesus is the Source and Model of Religious Obedience

This topic highlights some of the most important characteristics of Jesus’ obedience, which religious must follow. All Christians and religious obey and are called to model themselves after the obedience of Jesus. By the vow of obedience, religious seek God through Jesus in their religious community and through its way of life. They vow to continue to deepen a relationship with Jesus.
  Jesus is the exemplar of obedience that came down from heaven not to do His will but the will of the One who sent Him. He places His way of living and acting in the hands of the Father.”
 “To see Jesus is to see the Father.”
 He has one particular aim, which the religious must also possess. This is the strong passion to discover and accomplish the will of His Father. For Him, doing the will of the Father is an act of glorifying Him. Thus, He says, “I glorified you on earth by accomplishing the work that you gave me to do.” (John 17:4.) Religious obedience is the whole human life of Jesus. Professing the vow of obedience presupposes a serious concern and love of God and His plans. Jesus showed us the example. Here are some of the characteristics of Jesus’ obedience.

“He had concern for those outside the margins of social acceptance. Jesus’ mission involved forgiveness and compassion, table-fellowship with those sinners and traitors. He proclaimed the 
Kingdom and was made real through His own activity as healer, exorcist and preacher.”
 This implies a preferential option for the lost, the least and the last; for the unlovable, the unloving, and the unloved sectors of the society. But it does not mean an exclusive love for the poor. Christ’s love is inclusive.

“Jesus learned obedience from what He suffered (Heb. 5:8). The opposition Jesus encountered in being faithful to God actually bound Him closer to God.”
  The obedience of Jesus involves kenosis or self-emptying. Thus, “He emptied Himself and took the form of a slave and became obedient unto death, even death on the cross.” (Philippians 2:7-8.)
“Jesus’ obedience was centered in prayer, a habit of living in union with God. Jesus was known to be a joyful person; He emptied Himself, yet was not depleted as a person.”
  His obedience was the fruit of His intimate friendship with the Father. Jesus loved to go to isolated places to pray and commune with the Father. Prayer became the life-blood of His ministry. “He lived in constant company with Him who sent Him, listening to His words, discerning His loving will, and carrying it out.”
 

Jesus’ obedience was marked by freedom. He was so free that He was able to liberate us

from the slavery of sin. “He is not subject to the law, He is above the law, and because He is above the law, He liberates us, giving us genuine liberty.”
 One cannot give what he/she does not have. He is the supreme law of love and obedience.

Jesus’ obedience was motivated by love. “Through His obedient love, He reestablished

between man and God the community of love which was disrupted by the sin of disobedience of our first parents. Our supernatural capacity for love derives from the act of obedience of the new Head of the human race.”
 Religious life “has its supreme purpose and its profoundest meaning in love. Its highest mission is to prove this love in the test of obedience. On the most exalted level, love and obedience are one.”
 

The central message of Christ’s teachings and the synthesis of the Decalogue is love.  Jesus says, “The world must know that I love the Father and that I do just as the Father has commanded me.” (John 14:31.)  Obedience of love is surely more comprehensive than mere legal obedience, for mere observance of the law is the lowest degree of obedience. On the contrary, love by its very nature “strives for the highest and best and seeks the most perfect manifestation of its ideals in actions.”
  Religious must never forget that their search for true meaning in life can only be satisfied with their total union with God, when God’s will and dreams become theirs, too. “Love looks upon every command as an invitation of love and responds with love in obedience.”
  Jesus commanded His apostles, “Love one another as I have loved you.” (John 13:34.) He did not only teach love but lived it. “Only love makes obedience perfect and justifiable. Love must give impulse to and qualify our obedience.”
 73 Religious must learn to journey with Jesus on the path of love. They must also take initiative to progress to the higher levels of love. The degree of obedience depends largely upon the level of love the religious have. To aim at the most perfect kind of obedience is to aim also at the highest level of love. The most sublime and perfect obedience is found only in the Person of Jesus Christ. Jesus’ standard of loving must be the standard of the religious.
2. Concepts of Religious Obedience
The two concepts of the old and the new provide an avenue to all religious to examine and evaluate their own structural ways of governing their respective institute, if it is in keeping with the Gospel value, as it is also proposed by the Second Vatican Council. The purely pyramidal or vertical line of authority-obedience which is devoid of participation from the members, and which emphasizes the exalted role of the superior as the sole decision-maker and discerner of God’s will is gradually losing its force.
Contemporary religious men and women are already aware of their stance in the community. By professing the vow of obedience, they have basically an equal right to share in the authority and the obedience of Christ. Obedience as a virtue and as a vow is practiced by both superior and subjects. All are subject to obey God’s salvific will. The new vision of religious obedience is viewed as a personal covenant with God; a way to personal growth; an opportunity to participate in the decision–making through dialogue; and obedience for mission. The new ecological dimension of religious obedience finds its importance in the formation of the religious in this new era. It directs the religious on how to obey the mandate of the Lord to become the caretakers, good administrators, and faithful servants of His creation. The way to obedience is the way to servanthood. Religious obedience in the new perspective can be described as growth-enhancing, life- promoting, and self-fulfilling. This renewal is indeed the work of the Holy Spirit.

1) Previous Concept or Understanding of Religious Obedience

The idea and practice of religious obedience in religious life has undergone a profound change in the last three decades. It has been enriched and deepened. If we compare previous ideas with the current understanding of obedience, we can discover a great demand for interior consistency, a more emphasized sense of responsibility in mission, and a living awareness of the need to integrate the double relationship of the religious with God and with one’s brothers and sisters
. 74 All are affected with this change, both those in authority and the members. It would be unfair to criticize religious of the past for this negative perception. Surely, it was not the fault of the religious, but the result of allowing the Institutional model of religious life to dominate. The institutional element in religious life is necessary, but when it becomes the primary, institutionalism takes over and leadership and authority become confused.
 This kind of governance stifles personal creativity and initiative and it allows members to remain passive of being governed.
Furthermore, “leadership and authority then come to be seen as power, and largely in juridical terms… and they demand obedience simply because they are in control.”
 Precisely, this is one of the reasons why in the past we confused obedience with submissiveness, with passivity, with conformity, and with identification. There are religious who find it easy to be submissive and passive, and authority finds it easy to deal with submissive and passive people
.  But these are not desirable traits for the new understanding of religious obedience. The previous conception of authority-obedience was purely vertical. “This purely vertical conception of obedience explains the interior paralysis of many religious, as well as the devaluation of true talents, the insecurity and infantilism. All these often lead to an inferiority complex of people who lose confidence in themselves or who go on to live a domesticated and alienating servility.”
 

The Superior is looked upon as someone who has the authority to decide, to command, to interpret the will of God and channel it to the members, and has the gravest responsibility over the success and failure of the entire institute. These kinds of perception create a great impact in paralyzing the growth of all the members including the Superior who did all the thinking, discerning, and deciding while the members, the doing or the implementing. The effects were really tremendous. It drowns and neutralizes initiative and creativity in those who are not in authority. It reduces or underestimates the need for consultation and sharing. It empties or eliminates the meaning of participation and the practice of co-responsibility stressing the dependence of everyone on a single source of decision. It brings with it lack of perception of and sensitivity to the organic and subsidiary body, a perception that is crucial in the living out of mission.
 It is unthinkable how religious life has survived throughout the centuries with this kind of an oppressive and dehumanizing lifestyle. But thanks to the Holy Spirit who is the prime mover of this renewal for there are many wrong notions and practices that are rectified and placed in its proper context.
There is a great possibility that this old concept of obedience converts those in authority into autocrats. They believe that everything depends on them. They feel responsible for the actions and attitudes, and the smallest details of those who obey them. They often grant to their decisions an almost messianic dimension, and they make God responsible for what is only their partial view of things and people. This type of conception of obedience reinforces to a great degree the insecurity of shy people who are in authority who, lacking leadership qualities, almost always take refuge in the jurisdiction they have. They substitute the exterior affirmation of their power and authority for the interior security they lack
.  This kind of job description gives us an idea that to become a superior is indeed a burden. It is so if the one placed in the authority is unprepared to assume such responsibility and she/he lacks the qualities and the spirituality of a good leader.

Christian authority “is not lording it over others, not domination, not self-serving. It is a divine gift of service in community. Love given by the Holy Spirit is its primary dynamism and atmosphere, which facilitates both individuals and community to flourish.”
 “It is sometimes said nowadays that it was easy to be a superior in the old days. Superiors were seen as holding the place of God and to obey them was to be obedient to the will of God.”
 This kind of perception places authority in a very exalted level which somehow creates a big gap and even fear between superior and inferior s, thus, it does affect the exercise of obedience if done out of fear, coercion, complain or other natural motives.

“Obedience which functions in superior-inferior relationships usually fosters mistrust, rigidity, manipulation, and ultimately rebellion. At the heart of this understanding of obedience, lie a search for, and a protection of power.”
 Superiors who succumbed to abuse their office could be a crucifixion for religious bound by vow to obey them. Some psychologically fragile religious lived in watchful fear of authority and many of them still carry psychological scars from what they experienced as oppression.
 The rigidity-structured perception of obedience has primary focused on self-denial and abnegation of one’s will in imitation of Jesus Christ who was obedient unto death. This form of obedience was expressed in absolute obedience to the religious superior who was seen as Christ on earth. Superiors were above others and were treated as such
. It is true that self-denial and renunciation of one’s own will are elements of religious obedience but these must not be the focus. The path of living out an authentic obedience is through love as depicted in the life of Jesus Christ. Love unites us to God. “The man of the Church does not stop short at mere obedience; he loves obedience in itself, and will never be satisfied with obeying of necessity without love.”
 Today, the vow of obedience is a means to develop religious as an adult. Adult appeal and obey authority at the same time. Structures of obedience in the community such as communal discernment, congregational processes, and roles of authority call the religious to both obey authority and participate in authority
.  The Church is indeed dynamic, growing, and open for changes and renewal. “The effort to build communities that are less formalistic, less authoritarian, more fraternal and participatory, is generally considered to be one of the visible fruits of these recent years.”
 

2) A New Vision of Religious Obedience in the Light of Vatican II

There are a number of religious congregations and orders, which are heading forward alongside with the new trends and needs in response to the Second Vatican Council’s call for renewal and adaptation. These changes in religious life have profoundly affected religious communities. One of these changes is the new governing structure that emerged from revised constitutions, requiring greater participation and involvement among the religious in the problems of the community. Different approaches to facing problems are adapted such as community dialogue, co-responsibility and subsidiarity. This greatly affects interpersonal relationships and the perception of authority-obedience in finding its proper place within the context.
 
Within this struggle for change, there exists an evidence of a dichotomy between theory and practice. “Concerning the vow of obedience, there is a vast chasm between theory and practice. While many subscribe to a new model, focusing on participation, consultation, subsidiarity, and discernment, the practical outcome still tends to be functional and utilitarian.”
 Change can really be very difficult especially when religious opt to cling to their own narrow perception and worldview. Openness, attentive listening, and an active response to God who speaks in a diverse and complex situations of life are the necessary conditions to accept changes. “For the vow of obedience, the primary archetypal characteristic is respectful and attentive listening to God, to others, to life’s circumstances, to nature, to the many calls of daily living, and to respond in a manner that enhances growth.”
 

Here, the communal aspect of searching and of discerning is needed. In many communities, there are religious listening, sharing, and discerning, often struggling to comprehend what God is saying to our world.
 This is something foreign in the traditional understanding of obedience, which places authority as the sole decision-maker. The new paradigm allows sharing of views and faith-experiences, which can be very enriching and growth enhancing to each one. By virtue of their religious profession, all religious obey: “those who command as well as those who do not. Those who serve without authority in various areas of mission obey. Those who serve in authority also obey.” 
 All are subjects to an “unconditional submission to the divine will.”
 “Religious obedience is not a game of domination or submission. It is the conscious search for the meaning of mission and its specific means by all who are involved in the process.”
 All are called to serve. Obedience is linked to service as seen in the life and teaching of Jesus.
“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over and them, the great ones make their authority over them felt. But it shall not be so among you. Rather, whoever wishes to be great among you shall be your servant; whoever wishes to be the first among you shall be your slave. Just so, the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give His life as a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:24-28.) “The changing emphasis from autocracy to subsidiarity in the process of obedience places authority in an organic context and corrects many of the described distortions, without affecting its hierarchical character.”
 The new understanding of obedience does not disregard the role of authority but orients it towards the gospel value of exercising it. Jesus is the model and source of every religious authority. The authority of Jesus became credible and strong because He first obeyed and owned His teaching by living it Himself through service in love.
“If I, therefore, the master and teacher have washed your feet; you ought to wash one another’s feet. I have given you a model to follow so that as I have done for you, you should also do. If you understand this, blessed are you if you do it. The power that is held is looked at from an evangelical perspective. It becomes an extension of the power given to Jesus by the Father to proclaim the Kingdom, a power that Jesus exercised as a service of love.”
 The vow of obedience does not imply an imposition of will of a person to another. Rather, it is viewed within the context of freedom and love. “Obedience has to be voluntary (will), active (intelligence), and responsible (decision).”
 There is no contradiction between obedience and freedom. Jesus Himself discloses the mystery of human freedom as the path of obedience to the Father’s will, and the mystery of obedience as the path to the gradual conquest of true freedom
. Obedience and the exercise of authority are carried out in a climate of listening and dialogue. Members of the institute participate for the good of the institute and of the Church. The Superior exercises his/her responsibility respecting the human person. Renunciation of one’s will, though important, is a characteristic of the traditional element of obedience. The emphasis in the new vision of religious obedience lies in the ultimate purpose of the vow, which is communion with the will of the Father
. 

a. Obedience is a Personal Covenant with God

Religious obedience has two-fold complementary dimensions namely the vertical and the

horizontal. The vertical dimension refers to one’s personal relationship and commitment with God and the horizontal refers to one’s relationship and commitment to the Institute. One cannot speak of a covenant without a reference to a relationship. This topic emphasizes more on the vertical aspect of religious obedience of which the word ‘covenant’ becomes the key symbol in unlocking the understanding and concept of a relationship with God and the religious. “Scripture does not speak of the relationship between God and human beings, between Christ and the Church as a ‘contract’ but as a ‘covenant’.
 A contract can mean many things. “It can mean an agreement whose content can be determined by the contracting parties themselves which can later be revoked by mutual consent. It can also refer to things, services and rights, which in one way or another can be separated from the person; and can mean mutual transfer of specific rights and duties.”
 Whereas a covenant is deeper for it is a relationship based on love. It presupposes a deep and intimate relationship grounded on an unconditional love. “It is the mutual self-giving of two persons with a view to an exclusive community of life and love. It connotes a community of love, an intimate partnership of married life and love; a conjugal covenant of irrevocable, personal consent.”
  In religious life, God calls a person out of love and the person called also responds out of love. This mutual self-giving in love finds its highest expression in consecration through the profession of the evangelical counsels. The relationship between God and the religious reflects the character of an alliance, which embraces the religious to the extent that he/she no longer pertains to himself / herself, but to Christ. 

Another characteristic of this love that unites them is of nuptial character. “Only this love, which is of nuptial character and engages all the affectivity of one’s person, can motivate and support the privations and trials which one who wishes to ‘lose his life’ necessarily encounters for Christ and for the Gospel ( cf. Mark 8:35 ).”
 The profession of the evangelical counsels “shows forth the unbreakable bond that exists between Christ and His bride the Church. The more stable and firm these bonds are, the more perfect will the Christian’s religious consecration be.”
 107 To follow Christ in His life of obedience means to have the same mind and determination to do the will of the Father. This determination to follow the will of the Father becomes the basic condition for personal obedience.
 Thus, this virtue becomes more binding through its public profession. “To vow obedience to God, as a member of a religious institute, is to accept a personal gift from God, to conclude a covenant with God through the Church. This personal covenant is our strength.”
 
This personal covenant with God through the vow of obedience is strengthened and solidified through the personal covenant with the Institute. The obedience of a consecrated religious has its particular aspects: it covers a broader field; it is more intense; it takes place in a well-determined community, part of the Mystical
 body; it is sealed by a vow which is a consecration through the vow of obedience, through the consecration that represents the vow of a religious, a personal covenant is established between God and religious similar to that which existed between God and Abraham who obeyed the divine call
. It is well stated in the Code of Canon Law that “by religious profession members make a public vow to observe the three evangelical counsels. Through the ministry of the Church, they are consecrated to God, and are incorporated to the Institute, with rights and duties defined by law.”
 
Consecration, which is the basis of religious life, is a divine action. God calls a person whom He sets apart for a particular dedication to Himself. The personal response of total self giving is an integral part of the consecration. The resulting relationship is a pure gift. It is a covenant of mutual love and fidelity, of communion and mission, established for God’s glory, thejoy of the person consecrated and for the salvation of the world.
  This total consecration to God requires two supporting pillars of obedience: obedience to God and obedience to the legitimate superiors. “The evangelical counsel of obedience, undertaken in a spirit of faith and love in the following of Christ who was obedient even unto death, requires a submission of the will to legitimate superiors, who stand in the place of God when they command according to the proper constitutions.” 

b. Obedience: A Way to Personal Growth and Fulfillment

“It was not you who chose me, but I who chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit that will remain, so that whatever you ask the Father in my name He may give you.” (John 15:16.)  When God calls a person to a particular vocation, it is always within His noble intention of helping the person grow to the fullness of life and attain self-fulfillment in life. God is the very Source of this fullness of life. He is the origin and the ultimate end of every human being.The profession of the evangelical counsels is effective means to free the religious from inordinate attachments and worldly cares and enables them to become single-minded in doing theaffairs of the Lord. The counsels are means to grow and mature in one’s relationship with God, to attain “spiritual values and also those, which contribute psychologically, culturally, and socially to the fullness of the human personality.”
 “Religious life, like any other vocation, should offer the possibility of the greatest personal fulfillment. Otherwise, why would anyone choose religious life? As the very term ‘religious life’ suggests, it must nourish life.”

It will be wise to clarify the essence of religious life, its purpose and significance in the modern world since its concepts had been scarred for the past years. Unfortunately, “over the past few years, religious life has been criticized as dehumanizing, encouraging infantilism, and naivete, a life that enslaves and reveals bankruptcy of the religious dimension. The entry of religious into the modern world of work, study, and secular pursuits has awakened a strong consciousness of, and desire for, greater personal fulfillment.”
 It is high time for us to retrieve and recapture the essence of the vows and of religious life in general. By professing the vows, “religious undertake to do all that is necessary to deepen and foster what they have vowed, and this means a free choice of the cross, that it may be, as it was for Christ, proof of the greatest love.”
 Religious obedience orients the religious in the attainment of an interior freedom through union with God. By remaining in Him, Jesus assures manifold fruits. “I am the Vine, you are the branches. Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit, because without me you can do nothing. Anyone who does not remain in me will be thrown out like a branch and wither.” (John 15:5-6.) 

 “Personal fulfillment is the realization of latent possibilities in our personality.” 
 Being

multidimensional person, he/she is responsibly tasked to develop everything God has given him/her. A person is never finished being born and is always in the process of coming to birth, of developing, increasing, and actualizing these potentials to make them productive in accordance with the talents which a person received from God; that is the full human potential
.  The Parable of the Talents speaks so much about our responsibility of developing our God given gifts to glorify the Giver and for our own good
.  This is obedience also. “Personal fulfillment does not lie in the number of potentialities realized, but in the quality of one’s interaction with life and what life in our concrete situation presents to us.”
  To create an atmosphere of care and concern to facilitate growth and full development of an individual’s potentials is both an individual and communal task. Obedience is not just a passive waiting of a command from legitimate superiors but a dynamic search for what pleases and glorifies the Lord.

“Obedience is at the heart of the affective bonding of a community. Religious freely decide to join their wills to be and do something they cannot do alone. This free decision creates a sense of belonging and sharing in a common purpose beyond oneself.” 
 Obviously, obedience is not only an affair of the will but of the heart. “It touches on areas of personal growth that all Christian vocations elicit in one way or another. Yet, religious life is a framework of living where vowed obedience sets the religious on a unique path of becoming.”
 The essence of obedience is sharing in the heart of Jesus who sought to do the will of the Father. Obedience is a matter of the heart because the decision of doing the will of the Father was not an intellectual pursuit but a heartfelt decision of love, which integrated His entire life.
 “It witnesses to a value deeper than activity, as religious enter into decisions and actions which plunge them into the redemptive activity of Jesus.”
 The vow of obedience as an expression of faith facilitates growth and personal fulfillment in life. “It involves the growing trust, deeper commitment, and a greater sensitivity to the life and mission of the congregation, which embody human faith.”

c. Obedience for Mission

“In the image of Jesus, the Beloved Son ‘whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world’ (John 10:36), those whom God calls to follow Him are also consecrated and sent into the World to imitate His example and to continue His mission.”
 When God chooses and consecrates a person, it is not only to set apart and dedicate the person totally to Himself but also to engage him/her in His divine work; that is, the consecrated person is one who is sent to do the work of God in the power of God. Thus, consecration inevitably implies mission.
 Total self-giving to God necessitates service based on love and freedom for the building of God’s kingdom here on earth. This is basically Christian. Much more is expected for a consecrated person whose lifestyle is very much closely identified with that of Christ. “Religious, by their particular form of consecration, are necessarily and deeply committed to the mission of Christ. Like Him, they are called for others.”
 Jesus’ obedience was total for He embraced everything that pertains to the Father’s kingdom. “The task of devoting themselves wholly to mission is therefore included in their call; indeed, by the action of the Holy Spirit who is at the origin of every vocation and charism, consecrated life itself is a mission as was the whole of Jesus’ life.”

Speaking about mission or apostolate does not only imply apostolic works and activities but it is primarily an incarnation of the obedience of Christ, a witness of faith and life. This is a very strong prophetic stance of every follower of Christ and of every religious. That is why a sense of mission is inherent in every religious Institute whether it is dedicated to apostolic life or contemplative life.

Vita Consecrata affirms that “more than external works, the mission consists in making Christ present to the world through personal witness. This is the primary task of consecrated life, particularly religious life. By virtue of their consecration, religious persons are in mission.”
 Religious life exists because of God’s call to mission.  Faith must be translated into actions. “For faith without works is dead.” (James 2:17.) The life of Jesus who we are following is a life of an active, free, loving, and responsible obedience to the Father. His mission was accomplished by being one with the Father in perfect obedience. Likewise, religious are called, chosen, and consecrated to share in Christ’s mission. “As you sent me into the world, so I sent them into the world. And I consecrate myself for them, so that they may also be consecrated in truth.” (John 18:18-19.)

Furthermore, Jesus commissioned His disciples and assured them of His continual and abiding presence. “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the ages.” (Matthew 28:20.)
It is very clear then that mission and obedience are two complementary and inseparable elements in the life of Christ. We have to bear in mind that a “life of obedience, being a public sign, is itself a service, for it keeps before men and women their true condition as God’s creatures and children.”
 Essentially, “prayer should accompany the journey of missionaries so that the proclamation of the Word will be effective through God’s grace.”
 138 Prayer sustains, nourishes and strengthens the spiritual life of the religious. Their rootedness in the Persons of the Holy Trinity enables them to really obey the will of God, making their mission more fruitful and effective. “The Holy Spirit is indeed the principal agent of the whole of the Church’s mission.”
 “A religious is the presence of Christ through the Holy Spirit. The Spirit gave them gift of discipleship, precisely by making Christ present in them and conforming their lives to that of Christ Himself.”
 
“The sense of mission is at the very heart of consecrated life. To the extent that consecrated persons live a life completely devoted to the Father ( cf. Luke 2:49; John 4:34 ), held fast by Christ (cf. John 15:16; Gal. 1:15-16), and animated by the Spirit ( cf. Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8; 2:4 ), they cooperate effectively in the mission of the Lord Jesus ( John 20:21 ) and contribute in a particular profound way to the renewal of the world.”
 Generally, mission is the work of the Holy Trinity who acts as one for the salvation of the world.
d. Obedience as Dialogue

One of the essential aspects in the modern understanding of religious obedience is the so called dialogue. This is one of the changes and renewals brought about by the Second Vatican Council, which is offered to us as a gift, and as an effective means in keeping with the communitarian discovery of the will of God. This is the new form of obedience, which leads to maturity as children of God. Religious, who are notably called the impassioned seekers of God’s will, are bound to be confronted by dialogue which is the work of collaboration and of love.

The Council insists on the need for dialogue in all its documents, and takes every opportunity to urge its practice in the Church, not only among religious and consecrated people but also among the bishops in their relationship with the priests and laity and among priests in their dealings with the laity
.  

 “Dialogue means an effort to listen to the other side with respect and sincerity, to understand what is being said.”
 Attentive listening has a significant role in the process, so with the attitudes of sincerity, meekness and friendship in order to arrive at a mutual agreement and understanding. Moreover, dialogue facilitates the discovery of personal values. It engages two or more people in a dynamic process only when the inner core of  each participant’s life is touched and his/her ultimate orientation to life is exposed. In a religious encounter, this response of one person to another can evoke a deepened and expanded sense of one’s ultimate values. Such an engagement is to perceive someone’s heart with one’s own. To perceive with one’s heart is a metaphor used in several world religions to mean seeing beneath the surface, or seeing what most people often do not want to see or cannot usually see
 “When dialogue exposes the deepest values and character of human life, it can become ultimately significant for the participants. To share one’s deepest religious commitment with another person in a mutual exploration of the fullest and freest living is to evoke an expression of the ultimate context of life.”

This process of dialogue is indeed a difficult one. It requires vulnerability and transparency in exposing oneself to the other in mutual openness. The purpose of dialogue within the context of a joint search for God’s will is a “mutual personal, spiritual growth. This makes dialogue an important spiritual act that transforms conflict into understanding, disregard for others into care for them, and fear into confidence.”
 The wisdom that underlies this dialogical approach to obedience is so rich that those who enter into it, if taken maturely, are renewed and enriched by the encounter of the others as God’s gifts. Each one becomes a valued gift to others, a vessel of God’s presence, and an effective channel of His will. “If each participant in religious dialogue remembers that every authentic encounter with another person is also an opportunity for genuine transcendence to enter their lives, the dialogue can be a means to expand a narrow, culturally centered point of view.”
 

Dialogue can be gauged authentic if there is a sincere desire to listen, to understand, to enter into the other’s mind, to find interior renewal in his or her point of view, a give and take. Dialogue itself is a renewal if it is genuine, open, unprejudiced and flexible. Real dialogue is fruitful and brings with it an opportunity of renewal for both people
. The communal dimension of obedience challenges every individual religious and religious institute to take heed and go with the new move of the Church regarding dialogue as a way of discovering the Word of God. The religious discovers the Word in the community. Every member of the community is in one way or another contributing to the discovery of the Word. Since every individual is led by the Spirit to lead a life of evangelical counsel, every member of the society has the Spirit in him and as such is the bearer of the Word. In a common search for the understanding of the revealing Word, a good religious seeks light from his fellow religious who bear the Word themselves.

Real dialogue must always be characterized by a genuine spirit of humility, awareness of one’s limitations, and a sincere intention of seeking the truth, which is the will of God. Therefore, “one should never come for dialogue with finalized resolutions and clear-cut decisions.”
 Another author affirms that dialogue must take place in humility and peace of heart if it aims at an authentic mutual search for the will of God
. Openness is another basic condition for an effective, fruitful, and successful dialogue. “Real dialogue is always mutual self-giving and selffulfilling.”
  It enhances growth, widens one’s perspective, and facilitates the acquisition of virtues such as openness, humility, trust, patience, self-transcendence and love.

 “Love is itself dialogue, the deepest dialogue. We can ever say that all genuine dialogue is love, just as all genuine love is dialogue.”
 Religious obedience as dialogue is fundamentally grounded on the communal discovery of the will of God in love through the guidance of the Holy Spirit. “A superior who promotes dialogue educates to a responsible and active obedience.”
 The Word, embodied in the very Person of Jesus Christ, the original source of all truth is the ultimate term of reference for rectifying one’s own conscience and way of life. The vow of obedience is directed to the Word and is the ultimate claim of authority.
 

3. Dimensions of Religious Obedience

1) Cultural Dimension of Religious Obedience (Filipino Context)

The internationalization of many religious orders and congregations is a very distinctive characteristic of religious life in the modern age. This is the very reason why there is a pressing need for inculturation in religious life. Respect for one’s culture has been stressed especially during the Second Vatican Council. No one has a monopoly of the richness of culture. Each culture has something to offer for the growth of all the members of the community. God communicates and is present in every culture.

a. The Vow of Obedience as Contextualized in the Indian Culture

In India   monks lived in Communities under the guidance of a leader at least from the time of Buddha. Common living in the monasteries called for certain rules and regulations and the submission of the individual to the common authority of the head of the monastery.  Guru- Sishya tradition of India and the Bhakti Movement contain many positive and relevant values, which are very rich in the understanding and practice of the vow of obedience.  The Indian tradition of joint family system, the village panchayat system also contains elements of working for the common good.  We could study some of these values and try to see its relationship with the obedience of Jesus, which is the filial obedience to the Father.
Within the family, there is a hierarchy of authority. Formal authority resides in the head of the family, but decision-making is shared with the seniors of the family. The eldest in the family has the greatest authority next to the parents and is charged with the responsibility of caring for the younger ones. Respect for elders remains a strong value; family solidarity is stressed, brothers and sisters are close to one another and interdependence among them is encouraged.  Here, although the formal authority resides in the father, but the shared authority and responsibility among the members is also obvious. It would be easier for the members to obey due to their respect for the authority and elders. Their closeness and interdependence allow them to share, participate in family affairs and decision-making.  In the traditional families, members have deep respect for the authority figure. Respect for parents is the respect for God because parents share in the authority of God. God is the highest authority in heaven and on earth.
Jesus’ obedience was a perfect one, most pleasing and most acceptable to God the Father because it was born out of union with the Father. “The Father is in me and I am in the Father… I and the Father are one.” (John 14:10; 10:30.)  He was of one heart and one soul with God.

The process of arriving at oneness of minds and hearts in a Religious Community is very much in consonance with the life of the Holy Trinity in their communion of love, of respectful sharing, and of mission. Therefore, a community that ventures in this dialogical process must possess a passion to discover the will of the Father, following the prayerful steps of Jesus Christ in His perfect obedience, and must be open to the lead of the Holy Spirit who enlightens and guides them throughout the process of discernment up to the fulfillment of the perceived will of God. Communal discernment of God’s will through the process of dialogue is not merely a human effort. God intervenes in the process. It is a process that involves human effort and divine grace.

2) Psychological Dimension of Religious Obedience

As a branch of science, psychology is an essential means of understanding human nature. To understand human nature is basic since a person cannot ascend to a higher realm of emotional and spiritual maturity without considering first what it means to be human especially as regards his/her needs, attitudes, behavior, values, and principles in life. This is more of a challenge to religious who live in community. Their day to day interaction with one another can either promote or stunt their growth depending upon their solid background or knowledge in human psychology. It is imperative for all religious whose goal is to be in union with God to have sufficient knowledge of themselves and of others, to understand their behavior and the behavior of others. “Depriving them of psychological knowledge makes them intolerant of human limitations. In order to build their capacity for relationships, they have to be taught how to recognize their feelings and emotions and how to handle them appropriately.” 

Lack of self-knowledge can equally affect the living of the vows especially the vow of obedience since this involves the will, which is the master faculty of a person. This topic discusses the role of psychology in religious obedience and the different levels or kinds of motives. It serves as a vehicle towards authentic personal maturity and integration. Psychology also offers us strategies and means for self-awareness, self-acceptance, self appreciation, self-image or self-esteem, and intimacy with self, which are basic elements for a meaningful self-donation to God.

This topic does not contain all the important elements in understanding human nature. Only those, which are perceived to be the most basic and the very foundation in the proper understanding and living out of the vow of obedience, are taken into consideration. Besides, the explanations are brief and concise enough to be understood.

a. The Role of Psychology in Religious Obedience

A mature personality can be authentic in the vow of obedience because such persons are masters of their own spontaneous reactions. Such people use their intellect and reason and can go beyond their own personal interests, taking a more objective view, unencumbered by distressing emotional judgments, being free and uninfluenced by prejudices or personal preferences in making choices
.  The vow of obedience is better lived to its perfection by religious who have reached a certain degree of personal maturity and integration. The vow is meant for the strong who can control, master, and direct their will and use their judgment with objectivity and prudence
.  The weak-willed the submissive who cannot own and make options, and who cannot take responsibly over one’s decision will have difficulty in this regard. Obviously, a person is a complex, intricate being. Deficiencies in terms of the basic emotional needs such as love, concern, and care will create a great repercussion in the person’s self esteem. Self-awareness, self-esteem, and self-acceptance are key factors towards maturity and self realization.
A mature and integrated religious can easily understand and relate with others, with God, and with the environment with a certain degree of fulfillment. He/she can authentically and realistically value with deep gratitude the gift of his/her person, vocation, and self-donation to God without undervaluing the giftedness and uniqueness of others. The maturity and effectiveness in living out the vow of obedience is gauged by a deep interior life solidly anchored in the Lord. Without this relationship with the divine, the religious cannot find meaning in living this vow since it needs both human effort and God’s grace. “A psychologically mature personality is the result of a balance in the person of his own needs conscious and unconscious and his values, as well as his attitudes.”
  A well-integrated person is consistent in his conscious ideals of obedience and his actual living out of the vow of obedience with greater objectivity and with supernatural motives.

The role of psychology is essential especially in man’s search for values. It highlights the

basic truth that man needs values to enhance life’s meaning. “Psychology, science of man, finds that it has to face the problems of man, which directly or indirectly, puts a question mark on human values.”
 Furthermore, psychology cannot impose on man any specific creed, but it reminds him that he cannot but believe in something that may give meaning to life. Unlike needs, values do not oblige or impose the person rather it inspires him to act. Obedience is a value. “Values are durable and abstract ideals regarding the present conduct as well as the final aim of existence.”
 . It empowers and stimulates the person to action. These values are learned through experience and are freely and responsibly chosen by the person to be his. 
Obedience as a value falls under the category of instrumental value. Instrumental values like chastity, poverty, and obedience support the attainment of terminal values.
Terminal values on the other hand, are “ways of necessary action if one wants to reach the final end”
 The terminal values are the following of Christ and union with God. So, the vow of obedience as an instrumental value is directed towards the following of Christ and union with God.

b. Understanding the Motives in Religious Obedience
_ Concept of Motivation

“Every human decision is prompted by a motive.”
 A motive is internal but very much essential in every human act. “It is a reason to justify our aim. The word motivation covers a series of expressions: intention, desire, end, interest, motive, choice, preference.”
 Motivation is like a power and an energy that moves the subject to do or to act. It is the ‘why’ or the purpose of every man’s action. In morality, the intention of the person or the doer plays a very important role in judging the weight or gravity of the action. It is one of the circumstances, which is given an utmost consideration because it can lessen or add to the gravity of the act.
It is possible that a person has a plurality of motives in a single act and decision. There is the so-called hierarchy of motives. Among these motives, there is always one, which is dominant, prevailing and outstanding. This prevailing motive “coordinates and finalizes all the energies implicated in the actions and gives them a meaning and direction. It is the result of the dynamic rapport between all the components of personality.”
 True, motivation is also central in the living out of the vow of obedience. Every act of obedience is a personal decision, and every decision is reached due to a specific motive, which is either conscious or unconscious. “A process of decision always begins with an intuitive evaluation, there are emotional motives. However, for the action to mature, a rational motive born of reflective evaluation is needed.”
  In religious life, the intention of the person is most pleasing and acceptable to God. It is the ‘why’ of the decision to obey, which finds favor with God. Here, there is a need to clarify the motive.
_ Kinds of Motives

_ The Unconscious Motives. The person himself is unaware of why he/she does the action. “The unconscious motive is always due to an unrecognized need. These unconscious motives have to be brought to awareness.”
 It is now the responsibility of the person to bring it to the surface or perhaps ask help from those competent in this field. Unless, the person is honest enough, he/she would have difficulty in confronting these unconscious motives. A religious may be externally obedient but the motivation may perhaps originate from a fear of rejection and the need for acceptance. To be accepted, he/she obeys. The unconscious motive here is ‘I obey because I am afraid to be rejected.’ The fear of rejection has its roots from an unconscious need to be accepted. This, of course, defeats the spirit of obedience.

“Unconscious motives are very human and these motives have no supernatural quality. Since the conflict is submerged in the unconscious, the individual struggles to resolve the underlying conflict by seeking relief or security in the supernatural sphere.”
 The intention behind the act can be very deceiving. Externally, it appears to be perfect obedience, but if the motive, which is the prime mover, is not supernatural, obedience is not perfect

_ Conscious Motives. These conscious personal motives are the intentions, which are already brought to the awareness of the person. “Behind every decision and action is a motive, a purpose.”
 Since the motive generates the decision and the action, it is imperative to clarify it. This is very important in the exercise of the vow of obedience, to be aware of one’s motive, the purpose, and the why one obeys. The awareness of the motive reinforces the value and meaning of religious obedience though its full development requires a certain degree of emotional and intellectual maturity. These motives may not be supernatural yet but the person is fully aware and conscious of her/his intention. Since the motive has surfaced, it is easier for the person to purify, and to transcend or go beyond from the natural to the supernatural motives. These natural motives should also be accompanied by the sincerity and honesty of the individual. “Without self-esteem, the individual becomes fearful and unable to face himself/herself honestly. The ability to assess or re-assess one’s motive depends on self-acceptance and self-honesty.”
 The recognition itself of the intention is a stepping stone towards self-transcendence which is essential in the vow of obedience.

_ Supernatural Motives.
 A religious who has reached emotional and spiritual maturity is one “who has already developed his/her prayer life and personal relationship with God. The usual indication of the supernatural motive is the desire to do God’s will with regard to his/her life’s direction.”
 The essence of obedience springs from an interior movement: The free act of inner conversion, the central decision of our will to let ourselves be transformed by Christ without reservation.
 The motive is no longer to satisfy the physiological or emotional needs but to please God. I obey because this is the will of God. The decision to obey becomes his/her own. A religious obeys with freedom and love. The supernatural motive of the religious is the one most pleasing and acceptable to God. It is one of the elements to be considered in qualifying obedience as perfect.

3) Ecological Dimension of Religious Obedience

Ecology as a movement is something new. It speaks to us about nature, about the very complex network of actions, reactions, and interactions that take place in the universe. Real ecology qualifies everything that is human. It deals with the relationships among living creatures, obviously about human beings, and their environment or milieu
. “Real ecology stands for the relations, interactions, and dialogue of all existing creatures among themselves and with all that exists.”
 
Today, there is a growing awareness of the importance of the ecological dimension in the formation for consecrated life. The absence of the ecological dimension in the formation of consecrated life is one of the reasons of the many imbalances which have been produced among us. Examples of these are the isolated formation without reference to other forms of life, impressive incapacity to understand the meaning and the dynamics of charismatic pluralism, the personal charism within the communities and institutes, the communitarian charisms within the Church, the spirituality of the rejection of the body and withdrawal from nature, and a loss of 
contemplative capacity, and a lifestyle dominated by the technical, rational, and consumerism
. 
As part of the ecological formation of religious, this topic focuses on the ecological dimension of obedience, its significance in creating harmony and interdependence; a counsel which best express our oneness of heart and soul with God and with all creation.  “Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all the living things that move on earth.”(Genesis 1:28). When God gave human beings the authority to have dominion over His creatures, He was just implicitly telling them of their ecological responsibility to take care and make the earth fruitful by caring, safeguarding, respecting, and protecting life; to work for the earth and be friends of nature. By preserving life, human beings become good servants and administrators of God.

Blessed those who fight for the earth in the country, so that they can work to turn the land into a banquet table where the world’s hunger can be satisfied. Blessed those who fight for the earth in the city, so that they can live with the dignity of sons and daughters of God.

Blessed are the ministers, bishops, priests, religious, and community workers who humbly serve the people, among the people, and with the people
. These are some of the theological and ecological beatitudes, which hope to appeal to both the hearts and minds of all humankind whom God entrusted the care of the earth. This is a call and a challenge to all especially to Christians and religious. This is very much in keeping with the essence of religious obedience, which a consecrated person professes, to use the power and authority given by God according to His divine purpose and not to abuse it.
There is a tendency to transform the mandate of the Creator about the dominion over creation into a tyranny over creatures. Through the evangelical counsel of obedience, we renounce service to self and the power that enslaves us. Through it, we transform ourselves into cultivators of creation, and into administrators of the creatures of God. We, religious, renounce our lordship over them and become dependent on them. But these lordship and dependence must be liberating, not enslaving
. Examples of this enslaving dependence are materialism, drug addiction, consumerism, and many others. A liberating dependence on creation is to make use of things for survival.
 
The world is thirsting for witnesses to this Gospel value of obedience. Religious who embrace this counsel as a vow are in a better position to witness and live it by becoming fecund, creative, and resourceful in multiplying strategies and ways to improve the earth and become prolife. This is the will of God, to make this earth a place, a home and an abode of life, of love, of freedom and of harmony. The neglect of this responsibility is a failure in obeying God’s salvific will and will eventually lead to ecological problems. Any ecological problem that arises, a human being has always a part in it.
As religious called to an intimate following and relationship with God, we have the prophetic ministry to defend the integrity of creation and to announce the new lordship over things to which we are called after the resurrection of Jesus
. Our point of reference in living out the ecological dimension of religious obedience is the life of the Holy Trinity, the distinction and at the same time the oneness, interrelatedness, and interdependence of the Trinity. The Holy Trinity is an interactive and ecological God. Religious obedience leads us to unity of wills, of minds and hearts to the Holy Trinity, who is the unifying principle of all created things in heaven and on earth and the source of all liberation. Thus, our obedient response to the call and challenges of our time transforms us to be prophets, witnesses, and messengers of God’s Kingdom in front of the many ecological threats and problems that beset our modern world. The ecological dimension of obedience opens our eyes to the reality of our interdependence and interrelatedness with all creation. Our ecological responsibility challenges us to obey the mandate of the Lord to promote and preserve life.

4) Community Dimension of Religious Obedience

This highlights the community dimension of religious obedience. Here, religious community is viewed as a gift and as an expression of a Trinitarian communion. As a divine gift, it is to be valued and to be given a space in the heart of each member. As an expression of Trinitarian communion, it demands a common effort towards fostering and incarnating an authentic unity, love, respect, and obedience among the members as seen in the life of the Triune God. 

Religious community is an icon of the Trinitarian communion. Religious obedience finds its better place in fraternal life in view of accomplishing the mission of the Church as the will of God. All the members jointly search the will of God through communal discernment, dialogue, and participative obedience. All are involved and are actively responsible for whatever decision the community has attained. Fulfillment of God’s will, which is in itself obedience, is the work of all the members of the community. The Superior is not the sole channel of God’s will or the commander in chief, but each member is God’s instrument in revealing His divine will. The corporate decision emerges from the revelation of the many individual decisions, the mystery of each one as God’s channel of His will. Essentially, the role of the Holy Spirit as the main protagonist in the whole discernment process and in the fulfillment of God’s will is stressed. He guides and unifies all the decisions and makes them into a single decision to be owned and implemented by the community.

a. Religious Community: A Gift and an Expression of a Trinitarian Communion
“Religious community is a gift of the Spirit. It is the love of God poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, from which religious community takes its origin and is built as a true family gathered together in the Lord’s name.”
   “It is also a place where the members grow in love for God and for one another; a place for human growth.”
  Religious community will not just happen. It is a gift from on high which is gratuitously given to some who are called to live a particular lifestyle in the Church to be a vivid “sign of the future age, to foretell the heavenly glory and whose very life and existence becomes a continuous worship of God in love.”
 This gift which is “being rooted in the very heart of the blessed and sanctifying Trinity,”
 is being lived, enfleshed, and embodied by those who are called to live such a life/vocation of being a parable of unity and communion. It is a common project between God, the giver of this gift, and the religious who are the recipients. In short, it demands on the part of the religious, an effort, cooperation, and openness to the Blessed Trinity. It is very clear then that religious community is not only a gift to be valued but a task to be done, to be created, and to be established responsibly by the recipients.
“God created man and woman in His own image and likeness for communion. God the Creator who revealed Himself as love, as Trinity, and as communion, called them to enter into intimate relationship with Himself and into interpersonal communion, the highest vocation which calls for our total and dedicated response.”
 The Holy Trinity becomes the archetype model of community and unity among the members. This Trinitarian unity is expressed in the prayer of Jesus, “that they may all be one; even as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us.” (John 17:21.)  Community life will gradually die out if the members simply wait for others to reach out. Each one is responsible for making it to be truly a gospel witness, a parable of love and unity by taking initiative to share one’s energy, talents, time, and goodwill.
“Community is a gift given to us to share, to spread, and to celebrate. It links us with the Trinity, the primary community of loving equals in dynamic relationship. It links us also with the first group of believers sharing one heart and one soul, who gathered in one another’s homes for the breaking of the bread.”
   Oneness of heart and soul among the members of the community is best expressed in obedience. It was the perfect obedience of Jesus who allowed Himself to be led by the Holy Spirit that enabled Him to be truly of one heart and one soul with His Father. It is in this context of following the obedience of Jesus Christ that the community dimension of religious obedience is very much treasured. With one common vision, it is imperative that all the members pool their resources to jointly search, know, and obey the will of God.

b. The Joint Search for God’s Will

In view of accomplishing the mission of the Church, the members of the community ought to move and act as one in searching for the will of God. It may not be an easy task, but the goodwill of each one to glorify the Lord through obedience is the motivating factor. Religious profession expresses the gift of self to God and to the Church – a gift is lived in the community of religious family. Religious are not only called to an individual personal vocation but their call is also a convocation which means they are called with others, with whom they share their daily life.

There is a convergence of ‘yeses’ to God, which unites a number of religious into one single community of life
.  Their personal yes to God’s call is an integral part of their religious consecration
. They are consecrated together, united in the same ‘yes’, united in the Holy Spirit
. Living a unified life in the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God who is the Spirit of unity, of harmony, and of reconciliation creates a powerful force of an authentic communion not only among the members, but also within each person
. Thus, obedience binds together the various wills and unites them in one single fraternal community, endowed with a specific mission to be accomplished within the Church. Obedience is a ‘yes’ to God’s design, by which He has entrusted a particular task to a  group of people. It brings with it a bond to the mission, but also to the community, which must carry out its service here and now together
. 
Importantly, the will of God is sought for the sake of fulfilling a mission of God. Thus, an 
individual member has to actively submit himself/herself to the discernment process by being
 open and sensitive to the movement of the Spirit, and by creating an atmosphere of prayer. 
“Communion gives rise to mission and is accomplished in communion.”
 
“Every religious community is by itself apostolic in nature, an authentic pneumatic community sent to evangelize the world.” 212 “In community life, the Holy Spirit is actively at work by inspiring everyone to share everything in common: material goods and spiritual experiences, talents and inspirations, apostolic ideals and charitable service.”
  Similarly, it was for the sake of mission why Jesus formed a community of apostles. But before sending them to mission, they were always with Him as companions, a privilege time of knowing Him more. That is why discernment process is made easier when all the members know Christ, His values, His mind, His heart, and His ways of making decisions. An intimate relationship with the Holy Trinity is essential. It is the Spirit Himself who leads the soul to the experience of communion with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ (cf. 1 John 1:3), a communion which is the source of fraternal life. There can be no true unity without that unconditional, mutual love which demands readiness to serve others generously and willingly.

_ Meaning and Importance of Discernment

Discernment is an integral element in searching for God’s will. Etymologically, discernment means ‘to separate apart’ that is to distinguish something so that it can be perceived clearly. This is the challenge confronting us in daily life. In the midst of our many tasks and responsibilities, we need to distinguish God’s will precisely so it can be recognized and implemented. This desire to know God’s will may be obvious to us but the process for nurturing that desire and coming to that knowledge may not be so apparent
.  Discernment involves decision-making. But not all decision-making falls under discernment. It takes great faith and prayerful spirit to venture on this process. “Discernment is a journey of faith, not an experiment in scientific analysis. We hope to know God’s will, yet we do not see it for lack of certainty. It is precisely in response to this reality that the power of our faith gives substance and evidence. We believe through hope, we believe without seeing.”
 Since discernment requires faith, not a scientific analysis or not just simply learning methods and strategies, prayer which is the life-blood of every Christian and religious and the very heart of one’s relationship with God is indispensable. Prayer enables one to know God - His ways and manner of manifesting and channeling His plans, His desires, and His will through a dialogical relationship. Prayer disposes the person to the reality of God’s guiding and leading presence in one’s life. Thus, discernment cannot be divorced from prayer if we aim at an authentic discernment. It is always within the context of one’s personal relationship with God

.Discernment in the context of communal search for God’s will requires that the community be a praying community always attuned to God to be effective and fruitful in this process. To arrive at a common consensus of what really God wills for them is not merely a work of those in authority but it is a joint venture, a common project, and it needs the concerted effort of all the members.

_ Listening: An Important Element in the Discernment Process

The desire to listen, the capacity and the power to listen attentively is very central in the

discernment process and in religious obedience. It is not just merely hearing something from the exterior but it is sensitivity and a prudent understanding of the interior movements of the heart. Listening, which is within the context of discernment is at the heart of one’s relationship with God. Discernment is impossible without prayer and so is prayer without listening. “Discernment requires the capacity to reflect theologically on one’s situation and life. It also involves the process of listening and sifting through the providential arrangement of significant events of one’s life as well as the grace to seek the truth of one’s situation and to determine the best true response to God’s love.”

Listening to the Lord in prayer has the objective of seeking the truth, of knowing His will, His plan. It is central in any relationship be it with anyone else or with God. In prayer, listening is characterized by spending time with the Lord, by mutual awareness of each other’s presence, honesty, and occasionally be willing to wait upon the Lord. “The problem of prayer and life, then, is the problem of discerning the salvific will of God at every step of our life. To make all of life a living prayer, we need to discern and respond to His presence and purpose in everything which comes our way.” 
  Since prayer is dialogue with God, attentive listening is needed. In listening, one hears the voiceless words of God. Listening requires an atmosphere of silence and solitude. One has something to say because he/she had listened. He was able to listen because he/she had elected silence
  “So I will allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak to her heart.”         (Hosea 2:16.)

c. Community Fulfillment of God’s Will

The testimony of consecration takes on special meaning in religious life because of the community dimension, which marks it. The fraternal life is the privileged place in which to discern and accept God’s will, and to walk together with one heart and one mind. Obedience, enlivened by charity, unites the members of the Institution in the same witness and the same mission, while respecting the diversity of gifts and individual personalities
.  Communal search and acceptance of God’s will is not an end in itself. It is done in view of fulfilling or carrying out the divine will, not as an individual person but as a corporate entity. This is precisely what obedience is. What comes after discernment is the implementation stage. This is the beauty of religious community. All are united in searching for and carrying out God’s will. God manifests His desire in each and every member of the community and the fulfillment of this is everybody’s business in the community. The joint search for the will of God and its fulfillment by the community are directed towards our common mission
.  Religious obedience is not a call to an individual religious only but to the community or the Institute as well. An active and responsible obedience of each member is reflected in the obedience

of the community.

“Being obedient together means calling forth each person’s gifts, reverencing each one’s mystery, acknowledging and transforming each one’s blurred sight. Truly, obedient people are not submissive, they are powerful.” 
 Religious obedience is part of the essential gift that is the full dedication of the religious to the works of Christ in an ecclesial community.
 Furthermore, “obedience is nothing but the free and responsible participation in this search and fulfillment. The only reality is that the whole community obeys. In fact, both the superior and the subjects have to live in an unconditional submission to the divine will.”
 Above all, in discerning what is to be done and the manner of doing and fulfilling it, there is only one main principle or criterion to follow and this is love. Love remains the driving force of mission, and is also the sole criterion for judging what is to be done, changed or not changed. It is the principle which must direct every action, and the end to which the action is directed. When we act in view of charity, nothing is unseemly and everything is good
. 

_ The Role of Authority / Superior
The Superior of the discerning community may be compared to the captain who

animates and motivates from within the field of play. He/she is the one who enables, empowers, affirms and encourages, and at the end, rejoices with his or her colleagues that together they made it
.  The Superior is not always the one to make decisions for the community except for some cases. But it does not mean that his/her authority in the community is unessential or has diminished. In fact, it is being put to a proper  perspective. “The leader who trusts the gifts of the members is able to respect their initiative in carrying out their work. To respect the initiative of the individual members is the manifestation of his/her esteem for individual gifts that God bestows upon each one.”
  To keep the members moving towards the fulfillment of the mission of the community, the superior should not control or dominate them but must be ‘persuasive’ and ‘tactful.’ Persuasion does not mean manipulation. Persuasion implies one’s ability to appeal to both mind and heart of group members
. 

A good superior will then confirm the decision that matured within the communal environment that he/she was able to create. But this is not the concern of the superior only. All the members of the community should be equally committed to the honest process of the search for the common good in terms of the goals and the mission of the community. That mission can then emerge as the fruit of consensus and as an expression of conscious and shared responsibility
 
Vita Consecrata affirms that those who exercise authority cannot renounce their obligation as those first responsible for the community, as guides of their brothers and sisters in the spiritual and apostolic life.
 He/she is seen as a spiritual leader whose authority and presence within the group focuses and calls forth the unity of vision and energy for mission. Being the servant of unity for mission presumes two things: a special understanding of authority role models and the readiness for apostolic humility, solitude, and contemplation in the heart of every member
. Speaking of apostolic humility here means that he/she is able to love his/her brothers and sisters and genuinely rejoice in their accomplishments beyond any comparison and competition. Solitude and contemplation are essential in the formation both of a humble identity and of community. In solitude we come to know our fellow human beings as brothers and sisters with whom we are called to give visibility to God’s all-embracing love; that the community is not a common ideology, but a response to a common call. Solitude and contemplation are the grounds from which community grows.
 

Both superior and subjects are basically called by God out of His love for a particular mission of the Church. The fact that they congregate themselves for the particular purpose, all are expected to participate and be responsible for every community endeavor or project. “The superior is within, pushing, helping, serving, animating, encouraging, correcting, and accompanying, being the first to bear a right witness to God’s will for the group. He/she doesn’t substitute any other conscience; on the contrary, he/she makes everybody responsible”
 not only during the discernment process but even in the execution or fulfillment of the decision.

_ The Role of the Members

One of the changes that happened after Vatican II is the style of leadership. This change

caused lots of tensions among the superiors and individual members. The theology of the role of the superior is that he/she was the voice of God; that the decision-making is always reserved to the top of the pyramid.
 236 But thanks to the Holy Spirit who is the prime mover of these changes. Vatican II made a big stride that changed the traditional pyramidical style of leadership into a new paradigm which allows all the members of the religious community to find personal growth and fulfillment, allows the exercise of initiative, freedom, participation, and co-responsibility. Gone are the days when the “superior was the sole exerciser and decision-maker, and the subjects, the obeyers”
  even the conformists.

After Vatican II, there was a gradual change felt and experienced by many. The authority/superior figure was not really abolished but only the style of governance/leadership changed. “That is why there is no change in what authority truly is, or no change in what obedience truly is. The change is in the style of the exercise of the role of the one in authority, and equally a change in the style of the exercise of the role of being one of those who obey.”

All the members of the community, including superiors and subjects, obey. This obedience is primarily oriented towards obedience to the will of God. Obedience is for all who profess the evangelical counsel.  Participative obedience, dialogical obedience, incarnational obedience are all terms of relatively recent origin. They enunciate the focus of the counsel of obedience that has emerged since Vatican II, with its mandate for the renewal and revisioning of consecrated life. The new paradigm of obedience revitalizes the new horizontal perspective, emphasizing dialogue, discernment, and decentralization.
 Obedience has nothing to do with possibility of religious to submit to everyone because of fear to make decisions. “Obedience is the greatest free decision one makes for God. In this perspective, obedience is a way of permanently searching, of listening to God in a communitarian obligation of my life.”
 This implies that not only subjects obey but even superiors are expected to obey God by virtue of their Christian and religious consecration.
“To obey will always be to own what I do, to do in a very personal way what only I can do in terms of mission only. To command will always be to own the fact that whatever is asked or demanded of others is essentially defined within the perspective of mission.”
 True or perfect obedience is characterized by a free, personal, and responsible ‘yes’ to God to do His mission.

The Role of the Holy Spirit in the Discernment Process and in the Fulfillment of God’s Will.
The Holy Spirit’s task is to guide, motivate, and lead individuals and congregations toward the Father through the following of Jesus who is the Way to the Father. The Holy Spirit, being the love of the Father and the Son has an essential role in the process of discernment and in the fulfillment of God’s will in the religious community. He is the one that seduces and awakens the desire of the person to respond fully; it is He who guides the growth of this desire, helping it to mature into a positive response and sustaining it as it is faithfully translated into action. It is the same Spirit who puts people at the service of their brothers and sisters and inspires them to undertake special tasks in response to the needs of the Church and the world.
 
Discernment leads to obedience. This is possible because of the Holy Spirit who guides the discernment process in order that we obey the will of the Father whom we worship in spirit and truth. It is Jesus whom we follow, who allowed Himself to be guided by the Spirit in seeking and doing the will of God the Father.
 Moreover, the Holy Spirit is our Teacher within, the Teacher of the Truth. “He illuminates our understanding and fills our hearts with wisdom if we receive Him and let ourselves be guided by Him. He is our guide, capable of guiding intelligence, strengthening affection to lead it to where He wants, pushing it towards practicing a superior life.”
 In religious community, all the members who act as one in searching for the will of God and in fulfilling it is being guided by the Holy Spirit who alone penetrates the mind and heart of the Father. He enriches the knowledge of the members and leads them to the truth. Docility and sensitivity to His prompting are of great value. Dialogue involves listening attentively, suspending one’s opinions, looking for the meaning of the word, opening oneself to the unknown truth, and receiving the truth, which enlightens them. When dialogue is practiced under these conditions, it opens the doors of the encounter of the presence and action of the Holy Spirit. This is fundamental when we believe that the Holy Spirit is the principal agent, guide, and mover of souls.
 The same Holy Spirit stimulates and animates the community to carry out the will of God, a product of the communal discernment. “The Holy Spirit is the principal agent of mission.”
 The mission of the Church is the work of the Holy Spirit.
Mission does not only mean activity, but “it means witness and a way of life that shines out to others.”
 The witness of a Christian life is the first irreplaceable form of mission. Christ whose mission we continue is the witness par excellence and the model of all Christian witness. Therefore, the first form of witness is the very life of the missionary, which reveals a new way of living. It is the Holy Spirit who accompanies and enables them to become witnesses of Christ
. Every religious community is missionary by nature. As missionaries, they are guided to be of one heart and mind in fulfilling God’s will, God’s mission, in imitation of the apostolic community under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, “the Spirit of Truth who teaches, reminds and guides.”
 Obedience to the will of God, manifested here and now in the mission received is the immediate means through which one can secure for oneself a certain unity of life patiently sought but never fully attained.
 As religious called by the Father out of love to follow His Son, Jesus Christ, through the profession of the evangelical counsels, the role of the Holy Spirit can never be ignored for He empowers the religious to respond fully to the call. 

Total adherence to the Triune God is indeed essential. Religious obedience binds together the various wills and unites them in one single fraternal community endowed with a specific mission to be accomplished within the Church.
 The quality of this counsel in terms of its praxis largely depends upon the quality of life lived in common. hus, religious community, being the fruit of the Holy Spirit, is an outstanding expression of the Church and a participation in the Trinitarian communion. For this reason, each and every religious is committed to feel co-responsible for fraternal life in common, so that it will manifest clearly their belonging to Christ, who chooses and calls brothers and sisters to live together in His name.

The obedience of Jesus and His very life that was vitalized, guided, and animated by the Holy Spirit becomes the prime model of every religious community. He gave importance to community life by living it Himself, to the community of the apostles which He formed not to serve Him but they to be bound by the common vision to proclaim the Father’s love and His Kingdom by the witness of their very own lives. 
The community dimension of religious life gives meaning to the living out of religious

obedience. “Fraternal life is the privileged place in which to discern, accept, and do God’s will, and to walk together with one heart and mind.”

CONCLUSION

PRAYER FOR THE GIFT OF OBEDIENCE

LORD JESUS, help me to hear you better and to live in obedience to your loving will for

me. Give me a great increase in the charism of obedience according to the spirit of my institute so that I may follow you in the way for which you have chosen me, so that I may not shrink from the cross but carry it in union with you. Help me, through a new outpouring of the charism of obedience into my heart and my

will, to obey your loving will always and to live in a spirit of listening and of readiness to hear your word and do it.  Give me a greater spirit of surrender that I may say yes to you in all things, laying down my life daily for love of you. Give me your grace of being obedient even unto death, and to live that same kenosis, that same emptying out, that you lived so that I may be filled with your light and your Spirit.  Let me live your “emptying out,” Lord, in my daily contemplation in humble and loving reverence. Let me live it in my community and in my apostolate in reverent service and in obedience to you in all the ways you speak to me. Let me live it in my death; however you call me to come to you finally. Amen.        Robert Faricy
QUESTION FOR REFLECTION AND TERM PAPER

The students are expected to submit a research paper containing 5-8 pages, single-spaced and

included in it is a one page personal reflection regarding the chosen topic and the list of

bibliography. Choose one from the given questions.

a) What are the contemporary issues and challenges of religious obedience? How

do the religious respond to these challenges?

b) Explain the dialogical process of obedience as contextualized in your culture.

c) What are the uses and abuses of religious obedience?

d) What is the relationship among leadership, authority, and obedience?

e) Explain, ‘obedience is the greatest freedom.’
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THEOLOGY OF THE VOWS
Vows in General

1. Definition of Vow / Vows

A vow is a free and deliberate promise made to God. It is a voluntary act of religion by which we deliberately bind ourselves to something better, which is not commanded by God. It is a  sign of self-offering. As religious, we bind ourselves with vows in total self-giving to God. They bind us in conscience and must be lived in a spirit of generosity and love
.  Free and Deliberate – Any Christian may be moved by the Spirit to embrace any or all the evangelical counsels privately. But if someone wishes to enter religious life, he/she must vow to live all the three evangelical counsels. Religious life requires public vows which means these vows are organized and regulated under the Church’s approval and the profession of these must be officially accepted by the Church. It is voluntary, not out of force or coercion.

Act of Religion – They are self-imposed and often belong to a popular practice of  religion. Such a vow is an act of unconditional and total devotion to God. It is a beautiful expression of self-gift to God. The word ‘religion’ comes from the Latin word ‘ligare’ which means to bind. This is also the actual effect of a vow – it binds the person. Religion is what binds us to God; it is union or oneness with God. The virtue of religion is a quality of our innermost selves which unites us to God. Religion unites us, a vow binds us to this all-holy God.

A Generous Self-Offering – The three vows of religious life must therefore be seen  from this point of view of total self-giving to God through a particular way of life. A total self-gift is possible only if we experience and cultivate that deep joy which comes from the Holy Spirit. A joyful heart is both a condition for and a consequence of, a vowed life. To personally experience the joy of self-giving is the best guarantee for a life of total self-giving. One of the hallmarks of God’s love is generosity, which comes from God’s inner goodness and therefore is given freely and in abundance. 

An Act of Worship and a Prayer – “Offer your bodies as a living sacrifice holy, and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” (Rom.12:2; 1 Peter 2:5). Since religious consecration is both a voluntary and a total self-offering to God, it is a special act of worship. Religious thus consummate a full gift of themselves as a sacrifice offered to God, so their whole existence becomes a continuous worship of God in charity. (Can. 607). The counsels which are divine gifts are taken as vows. That’s why when taking these vows, we do not come to God and say “I am not like the rest of men.” Rather, our attitude of heart should be “I can do all things in Him who strengthens me.” (Phil. 4:13). Hence, a vow is also a cry, a plea, a prayer
. 

A vow is a solemn promise underpinning a commitment to God or to another person. It is  generally considered to be irrevocable, although in practice it is often revoked, as we experience in contemporary marriage. Solemnizing a vowed commitment in a public (ecclesiastical) context is relatively recent and very much a Western development. In the great Eastern traditions, the vow was considered to be a private personal promise to God, taken and fulfilled with the support and supervision of the guru (a spiritual guide). In the Islamic tradition, even to this day, the vow denotes a serious commitment to fulfill specific duties of the Muslim Faith, pray at the set daily times, go on pilgrimage to a sacred shrine (e.g. Mecca), regularly give to charity. And in the Christian tradition itself, it is only at the beginning of the thirteenth century that the three vows of poverty, celibacy, and obedience were confirmed with official legal status. The canonical implication of living the vowed life are very much a development of the 19th and 20th centuries when canon law became an overriding factor in much of Christian theology and spirituality
. 

The vows therefore are conglomerates of values, all of which relate to the human search for meaning. Poverty is not about sacrificing material goods but about exercising stewardship over the goods of creation according to the equality and integrity of the Gospel. Chastity is not about abstinence from sexual thoughts and acts but about engaging with the daily struggles and challenge of authentic sexual and relational growth. Obedience is not about submitting our will to a higher authority but about exploring and proffering ever new ways to engage responsibly, collaboratively, and creatively with the issues of power and powerlessness that we encounter in daily life. The engagement with values, and not the observance of laws, is what the vowed life entails in its primary and fundamental meaning
.

There are three traditional vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, which most religious profess today. By means of these vows both dimensions of religious profession, the prophetic stance toward the world and the commitment to the transformation of the world in Christ are specified. The traditional three vows locate this specification in the attitude and behavior of the religious in the areas of the three major dimensions of human life (possession, affectivity and power) which are simultaneously the three major areas of human interaction which structure the world (economics, social life, and politics). The vows do not only direct one’s personal energies toward God but contemporary reflection highlights the potential of the vows for enabling the religious to play a significant role in the transformation of the structures of the world through an evangelical contribution to the major areas of human interaction. This awareness of the integrity and wholeness of the religious project is one of the major contributions of contemporary experience to the understanding of religious life. These two aspects though distinct are not separate
. 

2. Common Elements/ Characteristics of the Vows

1. Gifts/ charisms of the Holy Trinity ( Trinitarian Dimension )

2. Means and not ends in themselves

3. Signs

4. Task

5. Embraced for the sake of the Kingdom of God

6. Interrelated, inseparable and they form a total way of life

7. The goal is love or perfect Charity (common goal to all Christians)

8. Christological origin: namely, the life and teaching of Christ

9. Based on a person’s baptismal consecration

10. Require discipline and self-mastery in living it out

11. Multi-faceted reality / Multi-dimensional

The three vows of poverty, chastity and obedience form a single framework of life. It is a

way of life defined by the gift of one’s life to God in love. The vows open the religious to trust in God’s companionship and become the channels of His love. As a choice, the vowed life flows from an experience of being touched in some way by God’s loving embrace. The vows express a desire to allow God’s spirit to penetrate every facet of life.

The three vows serve as framework not just for living but for loving. By vows we give our love a future. Love’s desire in the vows is more than for the moment. Rather, the vows are a promise that future decisions will be shaped by choices made at the moment. As a framework of life, the vows make on-going demands. In this, they are a cohesive structure of life, which have an internal consistency. The vows situate religious life as a ‘way of living’. While we cannot predict the future, we vow that our decisions will follow a certain path. We limit our freedom and options in order to give our love direction and purpose. A framework for love stipulates what will be expected as signs of love, as deeds of love, and as efforts to make love continue to grow. 

VOW OF CHASTITY

I. Introduction
The vow of chastity is one of the oldest and the most enduring of all the vows. In Christian  religious life, it entails a life-long commitment. This is also ideal in the monastic system of the other great religions but the practice is somewhat different. In all the great monastic systems, celibacy denotes single-mindedness, an unencumbered devotion to God and to the development of spiritual life
.   It is unique among the vows professed by the religious. It is the only vow whose content has been a constant factor in all forms of religious life throughout history. It is also the only one of the three vows whose object is, strictly speaking, and ‘an evangelical counsel’ in the sense that it is a response to an invitation not addressed to all Christians. It is the defining characteristic of religious life
.  Chastity / celibacy is freely chosen and lived for evangelical reasons. It is viewed as a commitment of love and not just a renunciation of marriage and sex. To view this vow merely as a renunciation has a great repercussion in the actual living out of the vow of chastity. The old / traditional understanding of chastity which focuses more on denial and renunciation and a negative attitude toward sexuality and marriage as a Christian vocation is often seen today as overly characterized by fear, guilt, repression, and leading to serious affective underdevelopment in many religious
.   The contemporary realization of the importance of sexuality in human life and of  the irreplaceable role in affective growth of friendship with members of one’s own and the other sex has led to a serious revision of both the theology and the practice of religious celibacy. The focus of attention, both theologically and in practice, is still largely on personal development, the improvement of the affective quality of community life, and the consequent growth of religious in interpersonal effectiveness. Increasingly, however, religious are realizing the corporate significance of their chosen lifestyle as a witness complementary to that of Christian marriage, they are tending to see their celibacy less as a renunciation of marriage and more as a commitment to growth in love dedicated to the development of a world characterized by unselfish service and mutual care.
 Consecrated / vowed chastity is a call, a gift / charism, and a task. It is a call initiated by God the Father to follow His Son Jesus Christ, who is chaste, through the power of the Holy Spirit.  “Through it the Spirit conforms us with the virginity / chastity of Jesus Christ; it brings us to ‘re-present in the Church’ the virginal / chaste lifestyle of Christ Jesus.” 
  As a charism, “it is a grace gift given to an individual for the sake of the community. Of its nature, it is a call to service of others in some way.”
.   It is also a gift to be valued since it is not given to all but only to whomever God wills and however He wills. As a task, it needs the collaboration of the one called. It is an unfinished project, which needs a human cooperation. “It is a gift in germinal stage that does not unfold without the collaboration of freedom. The Spirit, who grants the gift of chastity / virginity without human initiative, does not bring to its fullness without free human collaboration.”
  Vowed chastity is a journey by which one becomes a living person through commitment to the Person of Jesus. It is a commitment to love. Religious life is based on the belief that one has been touched by God. The vow of chastity is a response to this touch. It entails obligation of perfect continence in celibacy for the sake of the Kingdom. It is a promise to enter into a friendship with Jesus. It is primarily a call of love. Vowed chastity is the conservation of our sexuality, our way of being a man or a woman in the world. As a vow, it touches our embodiment, or how we manifest ourselves, experience, behave and are seen by others as men / women. It is a symbol of our core commitment to God because it concerns our deepest recesses. It is a  commitment of our total life and the transformation of our future love. There must be an  integration of our spirit and flesh in the vow of chastity. Love of God and others are not abstract.  I love you with my body, my senses, my perceptions, my attitudes, my behaviors. How I express  myself with my body is an act of relationship with God. A desire to love God with my whole self  is made concrete / explicit in my decision not to marry.  God loved us also through the flesh. Through the dedication of His flesh even to the point  of the cross, Jesus made His love concrete. It would have been impossible for us to grasp His love  at the same depth without a manifestation of love. Our response of love is also specific and  concrete, not abstract. To see, hear, touch, yearn for, think about, speak to, or relate to another is  an embodied and sexual act. Celibacy / chastity touches all aspects of our embodiment and  relational capacities
.   
The vow of chastity calls for an integrity of behavior. That is not easy, as one enters into the complications, which arise in human intimacy. All relationships in a celibate’s life have to be  judged as to their place in the primary relationship promised to God and the commitment to grow  in love implied in the vow
.  To live a life of consecrated celibacy / chastity means to build up a community of true love  and friendship. This in turn requires the agility to relate with others, with self, with creation, and  above all, with God. This is absolutely necessary to grow as persons, as Christian, and as  religious
.

II.  Defining And Understanding The Terms Used. 

1. Celibacy - is simply the state of being, for whatever reason, unmarried. The celibate  person is free to marry when  he/ she chooses to do so. In the Christian context celibacy involves, as  its appropriate form of chastity, abstention from sexual relations, that is, from fornication or  adultery. It is important for religious to realize that in our culture simply being celibate / unmarried is not itself religiously significant
. “Celibacy (coelibatus) is the way of life of lay people outside matrimony and widowhood, of those preparing for priesthood, of the deacons, and of priests. It seems rather a male concept.  This term usually refers to men who have renounced marriage for a religious motivation.”
  

2. Consecrated Celibacy – involves, first of all, a free choice to remain unmarried for the whole of one’s life to make it a state of life. Consecrated celibacy is the defining characteristic of  religious life as a public lifestyle in the Church. It is embraced for religious / supernatural motive, not out of necessity, misfortune, or coercion. Permanence remains an essential characteristic of  the life commitment of matrimony and religious profession. Sexual abstinence, that is, abstinence from genital relationships, is the appropriate form of chastity for the consecrated celibate as it is for any Christian celibate
. 
 3. Chastity (Castitas, Castus) – “It is difficult to find an appropriate term for religious

celibacy. Chastity is certainly inadequate because all Christians are called to chastity and religious chastity is no more chaste than married or single chastity”
 “This is the way of the consecrated (LG 42, 43; PC 1, 5, 12), of those preparing for the priesthood (OT, 10), of young people before getting married (GS, 49), of those already married (GS, 49, 51). This concept is applicable to all Christians. A chaste person is one who lives his/her sexuality in the right way according to his/her vocation and charism. All Christians must be perfectly chaste. People can be physically virgin but not chaste, chaste and not physically virgin
.  

4. Virginity ( Virginitas ) – It is the way of Christ’s life ( LG, 46, 50; PC, 25 ), of Mary (LG , 46, 57, 64 ), of consecrated persons ( LG 42, 50; PC 12, 25 ), of those preparing for priestly  ordination ( OT, 10 ), and of priests. It is rather a religious concept applied to all consecrated men and women, and also to the priests. This is often considered as the condition of bodily integrity resulting from the absence of sexual union and maternity
. 

5. Human Sexuality – It includes two principal aspects of a person namely, the identity and interpersonal relationships; and the two dimensions namely, the physical or biological dimension which includes genitality and the spiritual dimension which involves the emotion called love
.   

6. Genital Sexuality – Refers to behavior, thoughts, fantasies, desires, and feelings that involve or promote directly or indirectly genital behavior. Genital intercourse and masturbation are two explicit forms of genital activity. Feelings and fantasies that activate genital processes are also included in genital sexuality
. 

III. Anthropological dimension of Chastity ( Human  Reality).

Here, chastity is viewed within the context of love. Chastity is a profoundly human reality and potentially a powerful social catalyst that leads to transformation. It is a radical call to that intimacy which empowers us to love ourselves, others, and God
.  (This illustrates how love as a basic human need is present in the three levels of the self namely: the psycho-physiological, psycho-social and spiritual rational. Let us consider this truth as our springboard and our point of departure to dig deeper into the meaning of chastity.

Love is a perspective / angle used in our study of chastity for it is relevant and significant  to the latter as a Christian virtue since “Christianity is foremost a religion of love.”
  By considering the importance of the human dimension, it hopes to capture the essence of the vow which lies in one’s loving relationship, friendship, and intimacy with the self, others, God, and creation. “The spiritual dimension, the loving relationship with God in prayer, meditation, and discernment, is of central importance but it must not become a substitute for the human dimension, as often happened in the past.”
  It is worthwhile to note that chastity is more comprehensible in the perspective of love since the former articulates the archetypal human needs for intimacy, a reciprocation of love in total self-giving, and the movement towards sexual integration and wholeness. Love is central in one’s affective growth and maturity. “Spirituality in the past with its over emphasis on the ‘spirit’ and the rejection of what is physically human succeeded in making consecrated celibates reject their body and eventually hate themselves.”
  True, experience is the best educator. We have to learn from the past by trying to minimize if not totally eradicate those, which impede our growth. To aim at wholeness and integration demands an acknowledgement and an appreciation of our humanness. 

1. Defining Human Elements in Love through the Three Levels of Psychic Life

A human being is composed of the three levels of the self. Let us delve into it and see how the dynamic interplay of these three levels can be helpful means in understanding the nature and essence of the vow of chastity. Chastity is basically a human reality. The human elements found in it are the foundation needed for a better understanding of the chastity of Christ and of the consecrated person. Body - the material / tangible self.

Psyche - it involves feelings, emotions, imaginations, reflection, intellect, memory and

will. Spirit - principle of life and of vital activity

1) Psycho - Physiological Level.

Self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-acceptance, and self-appreciation are indispensable factors needed in our total self-donation to God. Human beings never fully understand their sexuality or the world unless they profoundly appreciate their own body first, unless they perceive meaning and put meaning into it. Our bodies are made to react, to sense, to feel, to search, to be satisfied. Thus, our bodies are drawn to and are repelled from persons, situations, and objects, which can be satisfying or fulfilling in a bodily way. Man physically wants to fill, woman to be filled; both want to excite and be excited. Therefore, sensual excitability is innate and natural. At the physiological level, we are spontaneously attracted towards what is perceived as ‘good’. This good may sometimes be viewed in its undefined, global perspective. At other times, it may be specific, for example, the desire for one particular person or a particular kind of experience.
We can love others’ bodies; touch them for the same reason. Therefore, sensual excitability is innate and natural; it is neither morally good nor morally evil. Our body can be an object of pleasurable sensations. On the physiological level, we seek primarily to touch, to hold, to be touched, to give as to be stimulated, excited, pleased. Sexual attraction may be love (here love is merely sympathy, the fruit of a need, of affective physiological experience).

2) Psycho - Social Level.

We are beings who have need for social contacts, for acceptance, for recognition, for  interaction and communication. We need love, care, and attention. We are limited in what we can do and be for ourselves. We are created to grow through interaction with others and through closeness with others. I am not a self-sufficient person. What I lack is being complemented by  others to make me whole and complete. The focus of my attention shifts from my own or the other’s bodily presence, gratification and communication to a higher form of being with the other more totally. My vision is expanded beyond self-preservation and self-affirmation through cooperation with others. This level allows the formation of real friendship where recognition of the value of the other as object outside of me is possible. This level is characterized by a benevolent love (wishing others well). It is the core potential at this level. Social obligations and persons become more important elements in our presence to the world than mere bodily pleasure or satisfaction. It is letting people be more important than physical gratification or perfection; to grow in interiority, in inner-directedness, rather than to respond only in an exterior fashion for immediate self-gratification or fulfillment.
3) Spiritual - Rational Level.

On this level, are found our innate created need to think, to judge, to evaluate, to go beyond the material, the present, immediate senses in order to form concepts which are immaterial and more lasting. We reflect on ends and means and make choices. There is the desire for self transcendence, for going beyond our own needs. It is based on a truth outside of one’s own needs, a value beyond oneself. This level leads us to the spiritual world of love, truth and goodness for their own sake; thus, we are freed from biological determinism or social utilitarianism. It is directed to a good, towards long-range values, which may or may not be physically or socially satisfying. It leads to total availability spiritually, physically, socially, offering the other person my total spirit or soul, my entire being. This involves a gift of self, which is spiritual or moral, not merely a physical gift of self or a psychological gift of self for some mutual gain, but rather a gift of one’s soul to another. This is self-transcendence towards the Divine - God. At this level, love is more than our attraction, even more than collaboration. Love is total, free, unconditional self-gift to the Creator and to others. Authentic love comes through suffering, through delay of gratification, and finally through self-forgetfulness. It can move us from self fulfillment to self-transcendence and self-transcendence for the Divine as our goal
. 

2. Kinds of Love Based on Each Level of Psychic Life

1) Subjective Love (Level - Body) - ‘I desire you as good.’ The attraction is based on sensual pleasure and emotional want. Here, persons become the objects / means towards personal fulfillment or pleasure to fill up my life. The basis of love is the value of pleasure. Gratification and the fulfillment of my needs become primary (Love of Concupiscence)

2) Benevolent Love (Level - Psyche) - ‘I desire your good.’ Benevolence, friendship or true good are synonymous terms attached to this level. According to Saint Thomas, this level of love springs from the will, from the altruistic feelings for the other. It is more objective, aware of the limitations of the other, and wishing the fulfillment or perfection of the other also. I desire your good. This means that the ‘other’ is treated not as an object that serves my personal fulfillment and gratification but as a person. The basis of love is the value of the person.

3) Radical or Mad Love (Level - Spirit) - This level is the meeting point of human and divine love. It is the highest and fullest kind of love. So far we have described mostly natural human love. Psychic qualities, though not guaranteeing virtue or Christian perfection, condition their normal expression and full development. This level of love is not yet a Christian virtue unless we recognize that the order of nature, in the other and in ourselves, originates in God, is guided by Him and depends on Him for existence. Then action takes on a new criterion for evaluation. Now, there are three ordered wills involved, my own, that of the other person, and the will of the Creator. Grace works through this level, transforming human love into virtuous love. Love becomes a virtue when our chosen action on whatever level exists in the presence of and in response to God - for God’s sake. This includes my own good, the good of the other, and raises both up to and in relation with the only objective good which is the love of God. The basis of love is God’s love which enables me to give of myself totally and wholly to God - self donation / self surrender to God
. 

IV.  Theological Foundation Of Christian Chastity.

Jesus Christ is the model of Christian chastity. It is in the very life of Jesus that this virtue of chastity is perfectly lived, revealed and disclosed. He is the point of reference not only for Christians but also for religious. Apart from Christian chastity (Chastity of Christ), consecrated chastity or the vow of chastity is incomprehensible.
1. The Chastity of Christ

It would be easier to understand the chastity of Christ in relation to purity. “Purity, as defined and explained by Kierkegaard, is to will one thing only.”
 Purity of heart can be referred to as single-mindedness, unadulterated love and cleanness of heart. “Whoever can love can be pure. Whoever can be pure can be chaste.”
 Purity as a Christian virtue is founded in love. Christian love, which is the core of Christian values, is the total self-giving to the other. In Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, He extolled the virtue of purity. “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they will see God  “ (  Matthew 5:8).God Himself is pure, unblemished, all-holy, and unstained by sin and concupiscence. Whoever will live this virtue will likewise experience the beatific vision of God, who is pure, Himself.

Following our principle that whoever can love can be pure and whoever can be pure can be chaste, Jesus Christ is the model of perfect love, and therefore He is pure not because He is celibate but because His sole concern is the Father. He was fully absorbed with the Father’s concern, which is the Kingdom of God. For Jesus, “the Kingdom or Reign of God was His great mission, the motive for His incarnation.
” True, Jesus was born and became one among us out of love and He died also out of love. Therefore, He was indeed chaste. “Love led Christ to the gift of self, even to the supreme sacrifice  of the cross. So too, among His disciples, there can be no true unity without that unconditional, mutual love which demands a readiness to serve others generously, a willingness to welcome them as they are, without judging them ( Mt. 7:1-2 ) and an ability to forgive ( Mt. 18:22 )
.Regarding purity of heart, Jesus did not only forbid adultery but also impure thoughts and desires. Thus, He said, "I say to you that anyone who do much as look with lust at a woman has already committed adultery with her in his heart “ ( Matthew 5:28.)   According to the Webster dictionary chaste means pure in thought and act, innocent of unlawful sexual intercourse; celibate; severely simple in design or execution; clean or spotless
.  Jesus did not only teach the virtue of purity / chastity but lived it with steadfastness and faithfulness. If Christian chastity is viewed in the context of purity, then this virtue is addressed to all Christians regardless of their vocation in life. Married Christians can practice the virtue of chastity by being faithful to one person only, his wife / her husband. Religious and celibate  persons are expected to love God above all else and be pre-occupied with His affairs and concerns. Jesus’ way of loving is the purest and most perfect. He wanted that His way of loving must be the  standard of loving also for His followers. “Love one another as I have loved you.” )John 15:12.)

1) Chastity For the Sake of the Kingdom of God

Jesus Christ assumed the condition of a celibate chastity for ‘the sake of the Kingdom of God’ (Mt. 19:12). He was a eunuch for the sake of the Kingdom of God. Becoming a eunuch for God’s Kingdom is an alternative lifestyle, which has a deep prophetic significance. It was a  symbol of the relationship of His person with the Kingdom but was at the same time a privileged  instrument for making the Kingdom present
.   His was a “celibacy that reveals a new style of  filial and mystical relationship with God, of fraternal, communitarian and diaconal relationship  with human beings and of lordly relationship with things. Thus, the celibacy of Jesus is a symbol  and a parable of the Kingdom.”
 Celibate chastity is a way of life, a gift, a charism that comes with the dawning of God’s Kingdom. “Not all man can receive this precept but only those to whom it is given.”
  A gift is something gratuitously and freely given, and freely accepted on the part of the recipient. Thus, Jesus underlines the gift of character of celibate chastity when He further says: “He, who is able to receive this gift, let him receive it.” ( Matthew 19:12.) 

“Celibate life expresses attachment to God as a lover. To direct human love exclusively to God who is the path to perfect freedom and to the attainment of total union with God.”
  This is precisely the reason why Jesus Christ embraced celibacy in order that He can attend to the affairs or business of His Father. This free and deliberate choice has a close reference to the renunciations which Jesus demanded in Mt. 19:29, “Anyone who has left houses, brothers, or sisters, or father, or mother, or children or lands for my sake, will receive a hundredfold and inherit eternal life.” (Matthew 19:29.)  Scriptures vividly promise us a solid foundation for a life of chastity, poverty and obedience through the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. The very life of Jesus was offered as a total holocaust to the Father and His Kingdom as an expression of His deep and undivided love for the Father. This is the essence of His celibate chastity. “Jesus’ existence is a Eucharistic existence: bread handed out, as wine poured out, which, in the very utterness of its self-offering, gives life in its own dying. By dying Jesus gives life and life in abundance. Jesus was not concerned for Himself. He neither protected nor gratified His body. His body was always the immolated body, the Eucharistic body, handed over. (Luke 22:10). The death on the cross is the supreme movement of the sacrifice that began in the Incarnation.”
 It is in this context that we can understand the depth and nature of Christ’s celibate chastity. “It was the great existential sign of His mission in service of the coming of the Kingdom. It was a parable of His death, decided upon out of LOVE.”
 
2) Total Devotion to the Father’s Concerns

Though not married, Jesus Christ still finds fecundity in His celibate chastity by devoting Himself wholeheartedly to the Father’s concerns or business, giving Himself totally to the Father in love through His loving service for the building of His Kingdom here on earth. The fruitfulness of His ministry finds its origin / source in His virginal relationship with the Father. “God the Father is, for Jesus, the one worthy of being loved above all things, because there is no reality that can compare with Him in beauty, goodness, existential richness or capacity to attract”
    “The world must know that I love the Father and do as the Father has commanded me.” ( John 14:31.) The overwhelming love of Jesus for the Father motivates Him to offer Himself as a holocaust of love, even to the point of dying on the cross. The will of the Father becomes His food and drink; His daily nourishment. With this unconditional love shown by the Son, the Father finds all His delight in the Son. Thus, the Father acknowledges it by saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.” (Matthew 3:17.) Indeed, the celibate chastity of Jesus enables Him to devote Himself wholeheartedly to the concerns of the Father. When His parents found Him in the temple sitting in the midst of the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions, they asked Him, “Why have you done this to us?" His answer was "did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” ( Luke 2:48-49.) Jesus is indeed the “eunuch for the sake of the Kingdom.” ( Matthew 19:11-12. ) “So great is the drawing power that the Kingdom exerts on Jesus that He remains incapacitated for matrimony. He had to be the mediator of the Father’s love to all humankind, the parable of God, the Spouse of His people.”
  He came to give life to all, abundant and eternal life
  through His death. His affective life was absolutely gratified / fulfilled in His unconditional relationship of love with the Father.

2. The Chastity of the Blessed Virgin Mary

The Blessed Virgin Mary is also considered as the model of chastity among Christians and religious. “Among all persons consecrated unreservedly to God, she is the first. She is also one of the most fully consecrated to God, consecrated in the most perfect way.” 
 She was conceived  without sin, The Immaculate Conception. Her whole life is the most perfect reflection of Divine beauty and holiness. Her holiness stems from her deep union with the Persons of the Holy Trinity. No wonder she received the highest appreciation from the Most High as the “highly favored daughter of God,” ( Luke 1:28.)  the Mother of the Son of God, ( Luke 1:31-32, 43.) and the Spouse of the Holy Spirit, the “temple of the Holy Spirit
.”  During her visit to her cousin Elizabeth, Elizabeth cried out in jubilation upon meeting her saying, “Most blessed are you among women.” ( Luke 1:42.) Vita Consecrata affirms that “Mary in fact is the sublime example of perfect consecration, since she belongs completely to God and is totally devoted to Him. Mary’s presence is of fundamental importance both for the spiritual life of each consecrated person and for the solidity, unity, and progress of the whole community.”
 “Consecrated life looks to her as the sublime model of consecration to the Father, union with the Son, and openness to the Holy Spirit, in the knowledge that acceptance of the virginal and humble life of Christ also means imitation of Mary’s way of life” 
.  Moreover, she is an example of virginity or of consecrated chastity. Mary is an example of virginity, but within the distinctive conditions in which she had to live it: being both mother and wife. She was a virgin-spouse. She lived her virginity in permanent reference to her spousal condition, being the faithful wife of Joseph and also in permanent reference to her maternity: that is her first maternity over Jesus ( Mother of God ), and afterwards, her maternity over the disciples of Jesus ( Mother of the Church ).
 She gave her whole self, body and soul at the service of her family: her family of Nazareth and her family that is the Church. She is indeed a sign and an expression of total availability and commitment to God the Father and His Kingdom through her consecrated chastity. Her chastity was preserved through her most intense interpersonal communion with the Triune God. Thus, she becomes the model of religious consecration. “She is  the Mother of religious in being the Mother of Him who was consecrated and sent, and in her fiat and magnificat religious life finds the totality of its surrender to and the thrill of its joy in the consecratory action of God.” 
  

3. The Chastity of Christians

Christians are believers and followers of Christ – His lifestyle, values and His whole  person especially His way of relating and loving. He is always our point of reference. “The virtue of chastity is not childhood innocence. Chastity is a free choice. It is practiced by married people, single persons and celibates when they make an adult choice to be chaste.” 
. Married people can be chaste when they are able to be faithful to their conjugal partner. “The virtue of chastity qualifies the sexuality of men and women in relation to their objects. Chastity consists of living our sexuality according to the value  assigned them in the economy of the Kingdom. The virtue affects the different states of life: matrimony, non consecrated celibacy, and consecrated celibacy”
. The virginal body modestly avoids appearing to advertise itself sexually. To affirm oneself as a personal presence is to manifest oneself as a countenance, not a sex. Modesty, which is expressed in a certain mobility of the body, in the way of dressing, and of relating becomes the sacrament of spiritual virginity. Chastity, which is applicable both for the married and celibate, signifies unification, pacification, integrity and wholeness of being
. That’s why the Blessed Virgin Mary though she was married but remained pure and chaste as she desired only one thing – to please the Lord through her faithful fulfillment of her duties as the mother of the Son of God and as the wife of Joseph.

V  Religious Chastity (Vow of Chastity).

1. Dimensions of Religious Chastity

Speaking about the vow of chastity, we refer this to consecrated chastity or religious chastity embraced by some for the sake of the Kingdom of God. This is the chastity of the celibates / virgins. Consecrated chastity is the gift of the Holy Trinity. It is a charism given to some whom God wills. “The chastity of celibates, as a manifestation of dedication to God with an undivided heart (cf. 1 Cor. 7:32-34), is a reflection of the infinite love which links the Three Divine Persons in the mysterious depths of the life of the Trinity, the love to which the Incarnate Word bears witness even to the point of giving His life, the love poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, which evokes a response of total love for God and the brethren.”

 (1) Chastity as a Charism ( Charismatic Dimension of Chastity ) “By embracing chastity, they make their own the pure love of Christ and proclaim to the world that He is the Only-Begotten Son who is one with the Father (cf. Mk. 14:11).”
  “It expresses attachment to God as a lover. To direct human love exclusively to God is the path to perfect freedom and to the attainment of total union with God.”
  The presence of the Kingdom of God and God’s unfathomable love so overwhelm the person that he/she cannot do anything but respond through embracing the rare way of consecrated chastity. So here, we can say that celibacy is not a means to the Kingdom but the result of the overwhelming presence of the Kingdom of God. It is a proof and a sign that the Kingdom of God is already in our midst. The offer of God’s love takes hold of the person that he/she can only do one thing - that is to give himself/herself entirely to it. So the celibate chastity becomes a free and deliberate choice as a consequence of an experience of God’s love. The renunciation of marriage becomes a spontaneous and inevitable consequence. They are the people who freely and deliberately choose to become eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom. (Mt. 19:11). Consecrated chastity points to the primacy of God’s love. The love can take hold of us so overwhelmingly, that we become incapable of marriage; we lose our taste for marriage, for in faith we have tasted something still better. The deepest cause for a life of celibacy is the uncompromising nature of love for God who as the fullness of love unshakably grips us first. Thus, consecrated / celibate chastity relativizes the all-important reality of marriage and family life; and shows that God’s love alone is absolute
. 

a. Like Christ and For Christ

Consecrated chastity involves total self-giving as a response to the call from God to value a plan of life and mission which is primarily the worship and close imitation of Jesus Christ. What is this mission for which a person makes this holocaust of self? “He who renounces matrimony confesses publicly his/her trust to find God, fulfillment of his/her needs of love; he/she attests with his life to treasure and to believe in the promise of the Gospel; to demonstrate in the person that eternal life is a reality which already has begun on this earth.”
 The vow of chastity is a real holocaust of body and soul, a holocaust made as the most direct and rapid way to the perfection of chastity. The soul is given through love, the body through chastity. It is a joyful and loving acceptance of a celibate chastity as a permanent way of life, out of our desire to imitate Jesus Christ who is the object of our love. Chastity frees the human heart in a remarkable manner (1Cor. 7:32-35), so that it burns with love for God and for all people. One of the greatest contributions which religious can bring to humanity today is certainly that of revealing, by their life more than by their words, the possibility of true dedication to, and openness towards others, in sharing in their joys, in being faithful and constant in love without a thought of domination or exclusiveness
.  Consecrated chastity brings about a special relationship with the Person of Jesus Christ.

It gives Christ in a real concrete way the central place that is given to the spouse in a

good marriage.

Christ becomes the spouse, the life-partner. Just as genuine marriage takes place only

when two people are fascinated by each other’s love, so too, joyful celibacy is possible

only if we are fascinated by Christ’s love.

The absolute claim that Christ has on us is made real as possible – martyrdom

alone surpasses celibacy in this regard.

By an actual renunciation, a life of celibacy shows that Christ’s love is as real as the

love of a good spouse.

It unites us to Christ because celibacy makes a gift of self to Christ, as does marriage to

the partner in life.
 

b. For the Sake of the Kingdom

Jesus Himself assumed the celibate condition according to the testimony of Matthew, “for the Kingdom of Heaven.” ( Matthew 19:12.)  His being a eunuch is considered as an alternative lifestyle, which has a deep prophetic significance: it was a symbol of the relationship of His person with the Kingdom and a privileged instrument for making the Kingdom present. The celibacy of Jesus is defined by all the dimensions that constitute the coming of the Kingdom. It is a celibacy that reveals a new style of filial and mystical relationship with God, of fraternal, communitarian, and diaconal relationship with human beings and lordly relationship with things. Thus, the celibacy of Jesus is a symbol and parable of the Kingdom
.  Celibate chastity of the Kingdom is then a sharing in Christ’s own way of life. Christ the Lord Himself is the model of the virginal life of religious. He is more than a model. He is also the source of our celibacy and consecrated chastity. Here, we can conclude that celibacy is a gift to us of Jesus’ own celibate way of life. Renunciation of marriage for the sake of the Kingdom is in actual practice means celibacy for the sake of Christ. It is present where God truly rules, where His will is precisely obeyed
 

c. The Value of the Gift of Chastity

Chastity for the sake of the Kingdom of heaven (Mt. 19:12), which the religious profess, must be esteemed as an exceptional gift of grace. It uniquely frees the heart of man (1 Cor. 7:32- 35), so that he becomes more fervent in love for God and for all men. For this reason it is a most effective means of dedicating themselves whole-heartedly to the divine service and the works of the apostolate. Thus for all Christ’s faithful, religious recall that wonderful marriage made by God, which will be fully manifested in the future age, and in which the Church has Christ for her only spouse
.  Consecrated chastity is not a refusal to love, rather, it is a commitment to love. Sex gets its true meaning and beauty from love and self-giving to the spouse. So does consecrated chastity. The dichotomy between sex and love can lead to the dichotomy between celibacy and love. By renouncing marriage, we do not discard our capacity to love. The same is true with regard to chastity. As in marriage, a male religious offers initiative, fatherliness, strength, support and everything else that is part of his masculine, sexual nature; while a female religious offers tenderness, ability to care, motherliness and all that is part of her feminine, sexual nature. Moreover, a life of chastity can truly be expressed only in self-giving love; it is as valid and as enriching an expression of human sexuality as marriage is.
  “Through consecrated chastity, celibates in a special way, share in the Church’s spousal relationship with Christ, by being exclusively set apart for Him” 

Teachings of the Church regarding Consecrated Chastity

( Based on Vatican II, Religious Life # 12; Code of Canon Law # 599 )

The Evangelical Counsel of Chastity is a surpassing gift of grace.

It is embraced for the sake of the Kingdom of God.

It expresses a greater love for God and for all men and women.

It is a sign of the world to come. ( Eschatological Sign )

It is a special way of offering one’s life in the service of God and His people.

It gives witness to the spousal relationship between the Church and Christ, her only spouse.

A life of chastity demands trust in God and the practice of mortification
.  

The object of the vow of chastity is the renunciation of marriage and the observance of

perfect continence or a life of perfect continence through celibacy.

2 ) Community Dimension of Religious Chastity

Religious chastity or the vow of chastity is better lived in the community. “Because religious community is a school of love (Schola Amoris) which helps one grow in love for God and for one’s brothers and sisters, it is also a place for human growth”
   It is not true, based on the common notion, that embracing religious chastity can stifle one’s growth and development  because there are many saints who championed the crown of eternal life; lots of great religious men and women who prove it otherwise. Community life must be fostered and deepened to allow space and growth for each member and to develop to its fullest their capacity to become fecund for the sake of the Kingdom of God.

Consecrated chastity / religious chastity which implies great purity of mind, heart and body, expresses a great freedom for loving God and all that is His, with an undivided love and thus with a total availability for loving and serving all others, making present the love of Christ. This love, neither selfish nor exclusive, neither possessive nor enslaved to passion, but universal and disinterested, free and freeing, so necessary for mission is cultivated and grows through fraternal life
. Religious community becomes a concrete place and a training ground where a religious can better incarnate, express, and live God’s commandment of love, “Love God with all your heart…and love your neighbor as you love your self,” (Matthew 22:37-39.)  “Love one another as I have loved you, so you also should love one another. This is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” ( John 13:34-35.) It is where the value of religious chastity as a sign becomes very expressive dynamic, and alive. Religious community as a gift / charism is a sign of a Trinitarian communion, an ecclesial communion, a place for becoming brothers and sisters. It also becomes the place and subject of mission
.  Religious community invites the religious to be a sign of unity. Our highest vocation is “to enter into communion with God and with our brothers and sisters.” 
 Through a common life, religious share in Trinitarian communion, which can change human relationship and create a new type of solidarity. “Consecrated persons live for God and from God, and precisely for this reason they are able to bear witness to the reconciling power of grace, which overcomes the division tendencies present in the human heart and a society”
  Moreover, religious community can be a safeguard against temptations that beset the religious in their spiritual journey. It becomes their support, their shield, their refuge. It is also an oasis of love where they can be refreshed through the love and care of the members of the community. “Above all, everyone should remember – superiors especially, that chastity has strong safeguards in a community when true fraternal love thrives among its members”
  88 It is quite true that the quality of fraternal / communal life has significant impact on the perseverance of individual religious. Just as the poor quality of fraternal life has been mentioned frequently by many as the reason for leaving religious life, so fraternity lived fully has often been, and still is, a valuable support for the perseverance of many. Within a truly fraternal community, each member has a sense of co-responsibility for the faithfulness of the others; each one contributes to a serene climate of sharing life, of understanding, and of mutual help; each is attentive to the moments of fatigue, suffering, isolation, or lack of motivation in others; each offers support to those who are saddened by difficulties and trials. Thus, religious communities, in the support they give to the perseverance of their members also acquire the value of a sign of the abiding fidelity of God, and thus become a support to the faith and fidelity of Christians who are immersed in the events of this world, where the paths of fidelity seem to be less and less known
. 

The mystery of God’s giving and loving is but expressed not in isolation but in the communion or interpersonal relationship with others especially in the community. It is a privilege of encountering concretely the Persons of the Holy Trinity, not merely in theory. “To live a life of consecrated or religious celibacy / chastity means to build up a community of true love and friendship”. 
  Love becomes central in the living out of the vow of chastity. Love of God is made concrete in one’s love of neighbor and vice versa. “Community that is not mystical has no soul, but community that is not ascetic has no body. Synergy between the gift of God and personal commitment is required for building an incarnated communion, for giving, in other words, flesh and concrete existence to grace and to the gift of fraternal communion.” 

3 ) Ecological Dimension of Religious Chastity
To understand better the ecological dimension of chastity, we will define first ecology as a science and as a movement; its significance in the formation of religious life, and the Holy Trinity 
as an ecological God.
a. Fundamental Concepts of Ecology

Ecology speaks to us about nature, about the very complex network of actions and reactions and interactions that take place in the universe, in the world. As a science, it is rather new. It deals with the relationships among living creatures – obviously about human beings – and their environment or milieu. Real ecology qualifies everything that is human. Nowadays, several authors believe that without any reference to sociology, ecology remains mutilated and fragmented. Ecology introduces us into a highly complex universe and into our own world which has an ecological structure.
 

Ecology is also a movement. A movement is something collective; it implies many things. It is an energy and power that makes life. Life is movement and collective movement is life
. As a movement, it creates energy, a power, or a push that opens up the minds and hearts of the people to the new awakening / awareness of their need to be in harmony with all the creation of the universe. Collectively, we begin to see the significance of our interrelatedness with our environment and with all the creation of God. In the ecological perspective man is no longer a separate super-special creature whose very life is totally dependent on God and on his fellow human beings alone. Man’s very existence finds its meaning in his interconnectedness and interdependence among all creation, too. This ecological movement provides an avenue for us to examine our relationship with our environment – nature, world, and universe of which we are very much a part. Man has a tremendous influence that he can offer in living and preserving life. This movement calls for a response or action. It is a challenge, which we have to face and deal with conscientiously because ecological crisis and problems greatly affect human lives. “Nature is our friend. We must follow our nature which guides us and we have to guide the nature we are following; we have to guide at the same time that we are guided.”
  Here, the idea of interdependence between man and nature is very transparent.

b. Ecological Dimension of Religious Chastity

“Religious chastity is better understood in the context of our relationship with our body and nature. Our own body is the place of this venture of celibacy / chastity. The body is nature; and because of this, in the body are experienced the natural limitations and acts of sin which have infected nature itself.”
 Since the body is subject to corruption and sin, it must be liberated in order to have a redeemed body. True, the “goal of a vocation to consecrated life is to acquire the redemption of nature also and the reconciliation - communion with it in imitation of Jesus.”
.  Like nature, it needs to be cultivated and nurtured through proper education and formation that befit our virginal / celibate life. Our body is a house or a place where we exercise our celibacy. It is in the house where we experience harmony, peace, respect, joy, and love. It is also a place of relationship. Our body is very important because it is a visible manifestation or expression of the

interior life. The body is the mirror of our soul. The body expresses / manifests the complex reactions and interactions that happen within and outside of it. The body relates. Nature is not exterior to us because in our body we are nature. Nature is ours and we are and exist in nature. From nature we are fed, we receive the vital fluid, and nature makes us grow; it makes us sick 
and heals us; in nature our body will be dissolved by death. To establish a tension between our own body and the world, not to recognize the mysterious communion, which exists between them, implies a great imbalance for the same person and an impoverishment of nature.
 

Our body is precious gift of God. It is not only a gift. It is also a task. It is not something to be rejected. The body must be revered, cared for, loved, educated and valued. It is not enough to be a body – nature; we have to pass the body – culture. The deepest spiritual experiences have to be integrated in the body. And the corporal sensations have to be assumed by spirituality. The experience of the charism of virginity / chastity has to express itself in one’s own body. The body of the man or woman who has received the charism of evangelical virginity, not only as a symbol organism, but also as an event of the revelation of the person, has to emanate a permanent message of virginal chastity. The virginal body avoids with prudence appearing as a sexual object. To affirm oneself as a personal presence is to manifest oneself as face, not as sex.

The virginal prudence is like a sacrament of the spiritual virginity and it expresses itself in the mobility of the body, in dress, even in the relationship with the infrahuman world. It is through the body that a person reaches the heart of the world in order to transmit to it the great gift of the Father, the Kingdom. Through the body the celibate, the virgin, enters in relation with other bodies of creation: the human and the infrahuman ones. In that way also Jesus enters in contact with us: ‘this is my body’, 'who touched me?' There is a virginal style, which defines this relation with the universe: it is what we call the ecological dimension of chastity. Ecological virginity characterizes itself by the prophetic cult to life. It brings us to a relation with nature, full of compassion, respect and veneration. It is a renunciation of dominion (obedience), of oppression (poverty), and of violence (chastity). It is a respectful veneration in front of the mystery of life. Proper to virginity is to honor, to venerate, and to protect life, especially human life and life in nature. The type of relationship with nature that Francis of Assisi lived out serves as an orientation to understand the virginity in ecological perspective
.

To think ecologically is to think of several beings in relationship, how they are Inter- connected by actions, reactions, and interactions. This new ecological thinking leads us to the awareness that a person cannot be defined without the environment, that for a person the state of equilibrium or balance is to live in harmonious relationship with all creation. This growing idea has a great repercussion in consecrated life. To follow Christ today is to be a communitarian man and woman, always in solidarity with others. God created man not to be in isolation but to be one with or to be in communion with others. We are all pilgrims here on earth. We journey together as a Church. All the members of the Church in all states of life journey together, thus, consecrated persons and those in the hierarchy of Church should not go ahead in the march and leave others behind. Our social and ecological responsibility calls our attention to help our brothers and sisters who are weak so that as Church we can move forward together as one. Ecologically we are challenged to adapt a new spirituality, a spirituality of relationship –relationship with God (Leitourgia), of communion (Koinonia), of service (Diakonia), and of ecology (Oikologia) which relates us with nature. Nature provides us a compass that directs us towards God our Creator. As eco-formators, we also need to be ecologically formed too, so that we may become signs of harmony and peace to others.

c. The Trinity is Interactive: An Ecological God

Ecology is a complex and complete interplay of relations. It includes everything, disregards nothing, values everything, and cares for everything. It relies on the foremost intuition of Christianity: its divine conception. It affirms the one nature of the Godhead, but at the same time maintain the diversity of the divine Persons without in any way ‘multiplying God’ into a number of gods. Christianity has always believed that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Those  divine Persons co-exist eternally, are distinct, united, equally eternal and infinite.

The Trinity is three distinct Persons, but links of life, the loving correlations, and the eternal interplay of relations among them are such that the three exist, subsist in one. They are the one God – communion, the one God – relation, the one God – love.

The universe is the reproduction of this diversity and this union. The world, indeed, is

complex, diverse, one, united and interrelated, because it is a reflection of the Trinity. God invades every being, enters into every relationship, and erupts into every eco-system. But God especially sacramentalizes the life of every human individual because we find intelligence, will, and sensibility as distinct concretizations of our one humanity, whole and entire. We are a unique life and form of communion realized distinctly. We are one and at the same time multiple, like the mystery of the Triune God
. 

4) Missionary and Apostolic Dimension of Religious Chastity

As Jesus Christ assumed celibate chastity for the sake of the Kingdom, so must His followers who are gifted with this particular charism. There are many reasons why people are celibate, but for those who are called and have positively responded to His invitation, the motive must be service in love for the sake of the Reign of God. Like any other vows, consecrated chastity has also a missionary dimension.

“For the sake of the Kingdom, Jesus created a community around Him. For the sake of the Kingdom He and His community put themselves at the service of all people, especially that of the most needy. The celibacy for which Jesus opted qualified His style of mission.”
  The mission of Jesus was not carried out alone by Himself but in communion with all the members of His mystical body. We are His extended body consecrated for the sake of God’s Kingdom. We are His heads, hands, hearts and feet on earth. We adapt His lifestyle and missionary spirit. Like Jesus, religious vowed to consecrated chastity must also bear the marks which Jesus bore in His very flesh; these are the marks of His commitment to love. Love was the sole reason of His birth and the sole reason of His death. Love is a very powerful force that brings everybody into one single family of God. It is love that enables us to become courageous people of our time who announce and proclaim to all humankind the goodness and the Fatherhood of God and who denounce the “excessive and discriminatory society and the affective marginalization to which millions of human persons are submitted.”
 101 Following the chaste and celibate Jesus is a “form of availability to work, in the midst of risks, for justice, love, peace and fraternity: for the great values of the Kingdom. It is a sign and source of deeply committed and universal fraternity.”

Just as poverty brought Jesus closer to the poorest of the poor, so celibacy brought Him closer to the lonely of this world. Thus, through the Person of Jesus, one of the most unhappy situations of humankind – aloneness – could be incorporated into the Kingdom of His Abba. Through His celibacy, Jesus proclaimed that every man and woman, without excluding absolutely anyone, and especially those who were most alone on earth, were called to form the unique family of the 
children of God
.

The chastity / virginity of Jesus for the sake of the Kingdom is also a real way of overcoming the fear of the opposite sex as a temptation, in order to recover him/her as a companion in the liberating mission of the Gospel. Thus, mission is not carried out in solitude but in company or in communion with others. We men and women, must rediscover one another as companions; we should once more, as in the earliest days, walk together, always free and mature, and thus come to reunite what has been conventually separated in the religious life, on the basis of so many fears.

Consecrated chastity / virginity assumed for the sake of the Kingdom enables the religious to make present in the midst of the world God’s love and passion for humankind. It manifests that the heart of God, is above all, with the most oppressed of His children in order to rescue them, and it denounces the power of the evil one. So must our love be disinterested and committed to firmly fight against unbridled eroticism, against commercialization of sex, and against the hedonistic and selfish invasion of life in our times. Virginal love for the Kingdom must inspire religious towards actions and initiatives of a striking generosity on behalf of the lonely and the abandoned. It is manifested in the missionary and diaconal caring of men and women who are not afraid of losing their life for others, who are not overly concerned with preserving it. It is a love, a life totally offered as a holocaust to God for life
. 

5) Ascetical Dimension of Religious Chastity

a. Religious Chastity as Fasting From, For, With

Any authentic fasting needs these three elements of fasting from, fasting for, and fasting with. Jesus made clear that His disciples will fast from food when the Bridegroom will be taken away from them (alluding to His death, resurrection, ascension). This fast is a longing for His return. Our fasting from will be incomplete / meaningless and a burden without the reasons why we fast. The ‘why’ or the intention is also important. And we cannot fast for something without fasting from something else.
Since both fasting from and fasting for can be so difficult, support is needed. This is where fasting together with each other can make a difference. Authentic fasting involves giving up some good. However, the good that is given up, is not perceived by the one who fasts as of the same significance as the object of the fast. This implies some kind of purposefulness to the fast. What is fasted from is not perceived to be as important as what is fasted for. Finally fasting does not represent an individual thing; it has a communal dimension: then ‘they will fast on those days’ (Luke 5:35)

_ Fasting From

This answers the question what to fast from or what to give up as celibates in order to grow in our relationship and intimacy with the self, others, creation, and above all with God. The fasting from will only have a deeper meaning depending upon the purpose or motive of the fast. We can fast from something or anything else under the sun. But does this giving up lead us to reach our goal in life? Example: when celibates endeavor to forego all directly willful and pleasurable indulgence in genital sex, whether with others or alone, such a stress on this aspect of celibacy highlights the problems that we continue to face today when we limit the discussion of celibacy to the notion of abstinence in isolation.

Another striking and worth reflecting examples which the Michael H. Crosby himself  poses to us as regards fasting from are the dyads that are found in the differences between  aloneness and loneliness on one hand, estrangement and separation on the other.

Celibacy from = aloneness = a sense limited to the self.

Celibacy for = loneliness = a sense extending the self to another

Celibacy from = estrangement = a sense of alienation, of being a stranger

Celibacy for = separation = a sense of being with, a sense of presence. 

Aloneness depicts images of abandonment, isolation, despair, and the existential vacuum. A celibate experiencing aloneness is an individual without personal intimacy or a male or female without sexual intimacy. Oftentimes the aloneness is grounded in an obsession that one is unable to be genital.

Conversely, to be a celibate who knows loneliness is a person who knows intimacy.

Loneliness implies longing, a longing for the other while aloneness implies being one’s self, void of the other. A celibate who experiences loneliness longs for the presence of the other. The presence has been celebrated, but it is not available to the senses at this time. The embrace of loneliness reveals something that rests at the heart of what it means to be an authentic celibate.

The second dyad is about estrangement ( fasting from ) and separation ( fasting for ). One who is estranged is alien or stranger to others. Others are no longer welcomed; there is no hospitality, no dwelling or abiding with another. For individuals who are estranged from others ,relationships are dead. However, separation can be either physical or geographical but the awareness of an abiding presence can make relationships even more alive. The sense of ‘being with’ is at the heart of intimacy. This is especially true of religious and clergy who move from place to place for change of assignment. While celibacy and separation can be considered partners, the same can be said of celibacy and estrangement. Separation is painful because it is at the very core of a love relationship
. 
_ Fasting For

Fasting for answers the question why – why do you fast / give up something that is  basically good. This is the purpose, the motive, or the intention of fasting or renunciation. It gives meaning and value to what is being fasted from. Authentic fasting involves a healthy integration of the three important dimensions, namely, fasting from, for and with in order to nourish one’s life, one’s relationships, and one’s sense of   meaningfulness. This fasting for refers to the ultimate, transcendent goal or purpose that must sustain the way of celibacy.

From the Gospel of Luke 5:33-35, Jesus seems to be saying that fasting was unnecessary as long as the object of the fast was present. Relations and intimacy could be spontaneously or normally experienced by the disciples with the bridegroom (object of the fast) in their midst. When the bridegroom is gone, fasting becomes sacramental action to help the disciples remember that his presence could be sought in a more experiential way. Fasting in this context fosters the possibility of religious experience, thus, it becomes an act of religion. With this, its purpose is to help us to be mindful of our ultimate relationship with God.
The sign of fidelity to the bridegroom will be determined by one’s fidelity to prayer. Hence, 
authentic celibacy does not only demand that we find ways of being warm and intimate but also 
that we provide and find a place, a room in our hearts only for God
.

_ Fasting With

The voluntary choice of celibacy involves a degree of abstention from something good in  favor of something we perceive to be better – at least in this individualistic, consumerist, and promiscuous culture. Here, we need some kind of community. Fasting from can affect us deeply. If we cannot share the effects of fasting for something, and if we cannot fast with others who have shared and who continue to share the same experience, celibacy can often become solitary instead of something for solidarity. We need to share our struggles, our hopes, our joys, and triumphs as celibates, to share who we are. If we cannot share in an atmosphere of trust and confidence, the needs which arise from who we are as celibates, mistrust and alienation can easily occur. This demands an environment for sharing of one’s self, one’s faith, and one’s needs in a way that nourishes one’s celibate life rather than undermines it.

As celibates living in a community, the community must become an oasis where everyone is refreshed, nourished, and developed by its life-giving water. When the community fails to be life-giving and growth-enhancing, whether knowingly or unknowingly, this experience will gradually eat away the energy from the members and their personal commitment will be affected. Celibacy needs nourishment more than life-support system. Fasting with another or others does not just refer to one’s community; it involves the way we relate with the one with whom we are intimate. This involves mutual disclosure and sharing, nurturing and correction, support and challenge. Mutual disclosure and sharing is to involve the other or others, in the deepest part of one’s life stories and relationships. It must not remain at the level of ‘what did you do?’ but ‘how do you feel about that?’ and ‘what do you think about it?’ It moves people beyond the surface to deal with the feelings of anger, fear, losses and disappointments. It celebrates each other’s joys and hopes; their successes and dreams
.

b. Religious Chastity As Renunciation Based on the Three Levels of Psychic Life

There are renunciations involved in the choice of celibate chastity. Any choice in life  demands renunciation. Christ says to each of us “If you want to be perfect, sell what you have, give it to the poor, deny yourself, come and follow me” ( Matthew 19:21.)   What do we renounce as consecrated, chaste persons?

 _ Psycho - Physiological Level 

 We do not renounce our carnal being but only the means of expression and realization of this which are false according to our orientation. We renounce the ecstatic joy of physical intimacy, of sexual pleasure, or any gesture symbolic of or leading to sexual union. This includes kissing, holding hands, intimate physical postures, longing or seductive looks, touching or any physical act representative of the specialness and uniqueness of love which belongs in our case to Jesus. Although we do renounce sexual expressions, we do not renounce our sexuality: the manifestation of masculinity and femininity. For example: strength, delicateness, gentleness, sensitivity, warmth and tenderness in their proper context and meaning, are particular means to incarnate the tender heart of Christ.

_ Psycho - Social Level

We renounce the intimate and faithful companionship of a beloved, the intimate  complementarity of a man and a woman that brings inner security and joy in living. It involves the willingness to forego the joy of seeing personal love, physically as a personality, concretized in children. On this level, the religious does not renounce every friendship, but must subordinate it and integrate it with a strict interior vigilance, over his/her ‘undivided love.’ We renounce the need for attention, concern and gratification of intimate presence, promises and consolations leading to exclusivity, genitality and married life. 

_ Spiritual - Rational Level

Chastity offers the religious a redemptive death. In renouncing marriage, spouse and

children, we give to Christ our wish to be remembered in our offspring and by them. We renounce a faithful, unique, totally dedicated companion, a husband or a wife, with whom we can share our inmost being, who can assist us in our framework of intimate love and devotion to purify our values and plans in the area of sex and who has a special attention and thought for us. To choose Christ is a decision and this third level gives meaning to the other two. In all the three levels, we renounce not only the flesh but also the natural aspirations in our soul and spirit, and the possibility of obtaining and willing that earthly paradise of nature: mad-love between man and woman.

Living consecrated chastity demands perfect continence. It is a true holocaust, a gift of body and soul, and only a profound and daily living and experience of faith and of love can maintain equilibrium between the positive value of chastity and the negative aspects of renunciation so as to facilitate a fertile and holy chastity, a fertile / fecund and holy love
.

c. Difficulties in Celibate Love

_ Acceptance of one’s limitations – Accepting the limitations which celibacy places on our love. Love between man and woman forcefully drives toward sharing genital pleasure. Celibate love requires not merely self-denial but a way of expressing love. It places limits on physical expression.

_ Separation – Celibate love means many good-byes that leave the spirit twisted and

torn and wondering how often it can endure such torture. It means aching / painful absences for long periods of time, perhaps with meager communication. It is painful because it strikes at the very core of a love relationship. Celibate love is a continual, mutual, intimate sharing, supporting, and caring between two people in friendship with affection. Separation interrupts that living together which is the essence of friendship.

_ It entails tensions to be borne, conflicts to be resolved, and hard choices to be made. Tensions, conflicts, and hard choices occur between a celibate’s ideals and the feeling experienced in love between woman and man. To be loved is a gift or it is not being loved at all. We cannot dictate a gift, what it shall be or how it shall be wrapped.

_ Celibates who experience love between man and woman will very likely at first be

so fascinated by the loved one that they will be deaf to the call to give themselves generously to God in prayer and to others in human affection. Celibates’ love must be inclusive not exclusive
.112

Is human love a problem for religious celibates ?

Actually, its occurrence may create problems but in itself, it is not a problem, but an  awesome gift. To acknowledge, enjoy, and draw refreshment from the affection for and from others encountered in ministry is simply to accept a gift of God, his love in human form. Celibacy is a way of being human. Hence, it provides a place for many kinds of love. If the celibate is denying or suppressing those various kinds of affection for people in his/her life, she/he is very likely smothering affection in prayer, making it more trying and less satisfying. Love is a delight in the presence of the other person and an affirming of his/her value and development as much as one’s own. Love between man and woman is a mystery to be admired, revered, explored and treasured, not a problem to be analyzed, attacked, solved and set aside. The power of love to transform personality, vision and life, is awesome. The wonder of this celibate love and the beauty of this mystery can nourish prayer, intensify love of God and neighbor, and inspire more intelligent and firm celibate commitment
. 

2. Religious Chastity as a Sign

A sign ( according to the Webster dictionary ) is something material or external that  indicates the presence or existence of something else. It signifies or points to a reality
.   The vow of chastity is essentially a Christological, ecclesiological and eschatological sign:
 1) Christological Sign – Chastity is a profound love and imitation of Christ. As the life of Jesus was directed toward the proclamation of the presence and the coming of the Kingdom of God in a spirit of love and service (Agape), so are religious the light and salt of the world, towards the same end. He renounced physical, sexual gratification or intimate expression, and the companionship of a life partner. This must be our choice or way of life, too. Christ shows us in His celibate life a way of giving ourselves totally to the Kingdom ( Mt. 9:12 ). Jesus also shows us the meaning of faith; a faith which must be expressed by a free action that God alone suffices; that God alone brings me to self-realization and fullness of life.

2) Ecclesiological Sign – Consecrated chastity is a sign of the Church. “It embraces and gives witness, in a visible way, to the Church’s relationship with Christ as spousal relationship of total oneness”
 Celibates who embraced consecrated chastity place themselves at the total service of the Church, at the service of Redemption, following the chaste and pure Christ whose love and service extends to all people. This undivided love, expressed concretely in apostolic mission, is not merely utilitarian: we do not make a vow of chastity so we can work more. We do make a vow of chastity in order that we may live more a life totally dependent on faith, hope and love. Our undivided love for Christ is a sacrament of Christ’s undivided love for the Church. Celibates in a special way, share in the Church's spousal relationship with Christ, by being exclusively set apart for Him
. 

3) Eschatological Sign – Chastity is a reminder of our final end in eternity. It points to the eternal heavenly condition of human beings after their resurrection, when there will be no marriage and we shall be totally united to God as with a spouse. Chastity thus becomes a manifestation of the grace and the constant call to transcendence. It is also a manifestation of faith and hope in God; a belief that in the final reality we will be taken up into God where there’s no more weeping or gnashing of teeth; no emptiness or loneliness or unfulfilled desires, where there will be eternal communion and blessedness with the Father; where love will reign through consecrated chastity. Celibates live this already here on earth
. Religious are called to witness to the love and relatedness of God because God’s new reign has caught up with people. It is not an eschatological sign reminding us that our true home is in heaven. It is a sign that God’s love has struck roof in our earthly and human condition.

3. Uses and Abuses of the Vow of Chastity Based on the Three Levels of Self

Consecrated chastity is an efficacious means of directing the spiritual and natural energies of the person for the Kingdom of God. Loving God unconditionally involves loving one’s fellowmen. The goal of chastity is to bring the human nature to perfection in love: for religious, in the radical love of God. Freedom of heart means the release from egoism, in an integrated psyche that seeks 
God alone.

1) Psycho - Physiological Level.

a) Masturbation - This genital self-stimulation produces pleasure, excitement,  fullness, desire and warmth. The gravity of the act depends on the level of distortion of our nature.

- An isolated act of masturbation

- A habit / pattern of masturbation

How is masturbation a distortion? It is a distortion when the first level of our psychic  being gains ascendancy/progress over the other two, especially over the third. The Church teaches that masturbation is a grave matter (Document on Sexual Ethics). If a habit has been established until adulthood, serious attempts should be made to overcome it. (Psychological help is needed).
Masturbation for an adult is a disorder. It is generally a manifestation of disintegrated nonsexual needs, which underlie the sexual symbolization. Scientific research indicates that for 17% of women and for 23% of men, sex in itself is a problem. The problem of masturbation may have some sources in the environment, but it is generally an intra-physical problem within the person - his/her unawareness or mishandling of other needs, which arise from within. Masturbation may occur because of anger, fear, hurt, sadness, failure, or when another need is not gratified. Example when a need for dependency is not gratified, the person may, in anger and fear, seek gratification from oneself. Generally, people who regularly masturbate can be found to have difficulties in interpersonal relationships, in communicating, in trusting, in regulating time, interest and concern for others, in being or feeling accepted. If one knows her or his needs and the values of his/her vocation, and yet chooses it because of some inconsistencies between needs and values, to please oneself by stimulation, the seriousness of the offense increases.

b) Physical Interaction (Homosexual and Heterosexual Involvement) - This can happen between a man and a woman, or between two men or two women. Any intimate physical expression must be renounced in celibate chastity - whether that is holding hands, kissing, or caressing. Such interaction between man-woman, woman-woman or man-man, on an intimate plane, has sexual connotations, no matter what rationalizations are offered, or in what close situations one finds himself / herself.

Reasons such as helping to overcome inhibitions, learning to trust, I need you, I need to  relax, gratitude, sympathy, etc. are rationalizations since all these needs can be satisfied in another way, with means which are in keeping with the life-time promise one has made. Self-actualization is not our goal but self-transcendence. Such action uses the other as object, not as person. It is to deny, remove from others the third human level and the level of grace which should be most operative in one's specific vocation. The same can be said of actions which involve the senses such as the eyes: looks of lust, prolonged looks of intensity, depths, seductiveness, searching, penetrating. The unconscious message of sexual desire is clear if both are honest enough to recognize it.

A good concrete criterion for evaluation can be: whatever act I engage in with the other in secret, would I be comfortable doing the same thing with him/her in the community room or refectory or in my community? Would it be objectively acceptable as such? The ultimate criterion is the degree of honest self-transcendent love of God that I am willing to live.

c) Body Worship - This can have two facets / extremes. There are those who are too pre-occupied to the detail about their body such as maintaining body figure by eating less; excess of sleep to avoid the appearance of eye bags; choosing a dress that reveals one's sexual beauty and youth, etc. or to impress and attract others especially those of the opposite sex. This can be body-egoism.

The other extreme is when a religious cares nothing about his/her body. He/she eats until  her femininity or his masculinity is unrecognizable; trying to look filthy and miserable in dressing, not taking care of one’s health or taking prescribed medicine when sick. Our body is God’s gift to us. We need to preserve, and take care of it as a way of praising and thanking the Lord and use it for God’s service.

d) Sexual Novels, Movies, Magazines - Seeking pleasure in sexual novels, movies,  magazines, TV shows, pornography. What is in question here is in making a “diet” of romances, with all their details and graphic descriptions and stimulating presentations; thus living a life of sexual pleasure, and seeking to participate in its effects.

2) Psycho - Social Level.

This brings us to the topic of friendship: a particular type of psycho-social affective relationship, which is not only permissible but also encouraged as a genuine means of concretizing the love of God in us, and of self-transcendence. True friendship will indeed provide opportunities for transcendence since we need to accept everyone despite their limitations / weaknesses even when self-gratification is absent.

Carol Wojtyla (later Pope John Paul II) says that while the affective is necessary in  relationships, the affective life should not become the driving force of our existence. It should not generate to the sensual, but be integrated into a plan of love
.  “A friendship is authentic when it becomes more and more an enrichment for fraternal life in community, besides for those who enjoy this friendship. This is the key point. Friendship is a great experience of love; if it is authentic, it strengthens the whole affective life of the consecrated.

From a Christian point of view, you cannot love God; share in His universal love, without loving everything He loves, and tending to love it as much as He loves it infinitely. We cannot love the God of the people, without loving the people of God. Charity embraces everything.”
 God’s love is inclusive; it excludes no one. Both homosexual and heterosexual friendships need a certain degree of maturity on the part of those involved. This is possible in the life of the consecrated. Both must maintain an interior freedom, that is, their minds and hearts must be anchored in God.

a. Signs of Genuine Friendship

A genuine friendship is immersed in God. God remains the first concern of each party in the friendship. He is their chief love. They would do nothing, absolutely nothing to  displease or divide their hearts. This implies that each person is a man or woman of deep prayer. Religious and priests who do not really understand their vocation and love  it deeply are hardly capable of celibate friendship.

A growing commitment to the celibate gift. God is a God of fidelity and He expects fidelity from us. A beautiful friendship strengthens and perfects chastity. It prompts each party to want the celibate dedication more strongly and to be entirely faithful to it. It facilitates emotional and spiritual growth.

Non-exclusiveness, non-possessiveness. It is true that universal love of the celibate  does not mean that she/he does not love the individual persons. A deep friendship with one individual does not erase celibate universality.

Genuine friendship promotes universal warmth. Each party finds that he/she goes out  more warmly to all people.

Authentic celibate friendship limits the frequency and length of visits. A man or  woman or of prayer instinctively knows what is too much in the area of time spent  together and what is too much in the area of signs of affection. Celibates who are too demonstrative in their affection and 
who spend too much time together soon have chastity problems
. 

Healthy friendship among celibates is non-genital. When celibate friendship  deteriorates into genital behavior, the results are loss of self-esteem and guilt. It also  indicates the lack of respect for each other’s commitment and integrity.

There is mutual appreciation and respect for each other’s integrity. True friends  appreciate and affirm each other. They also value the integrity and the reputation of the  other. Each one does not take advantage or exploit his/her friend’s weak points
. 

To be in love can be a temporary marvelous experience. The problem is not the feeling but the giving in; just as a person does not become a sinner when tempted but when she/he succumbs / gives in to it. It must be noted that physical conjugality can be avoided but one can still be profoundly psychologically conjoined and this can be a start of the betrayal of one’s celibate chastity. The heart of the consecrated must remain available to all and must therefore avoid any kind of love that is too binding, too exclusive, and risk becoming an impediment to the universal mission of the consecrated person and to his/her availability for the Kingdom.

b. Precautionary Measures for Those Who Are Too Emotionally Involved With Each

Other. (State of Falling In Love)

Try not to meet the other all alone especially in the hidden or dark place. It will be too  difficult to speak only about pastoral activities or ministry.

If it is necessary to meet the other one, try to meet in public, together with other people. Keep calm.

Talk about the problem with your spiritual director, confessor, superior or best friend on whom you can rely and ask for help. You need to relieve your own feelings, relax  and share your inner tensions with somebody. Don’t keep it to yourself.

Try to be patient with yourself. The affective life’s storms need time to calm down.  Don’t rush to take decision. Ask for advice.

Avoid frequent contacts with the person such as calls, visits and letters. Avoid too  affective expressions.

Learn to smile and laugh at yourself when your heart sometimes flutters faster
 In short, the vow of chastity excludes sensible affectivity, which could lead to marriage. We need affective friendships too, warm, delicate and deep. But we need to integrate them and order them hierarchically in the levels of our being. Without prudence and self-control, freedom in loving is impossible.

3) Spiritual - Rational Level.

a. Egoistic Withdrawal vs. Service - Love and chastity imply involvement for the  Kingdom which is concretized in loving service. But egoistic attitudes such as altruistic, self transcendent ideals get crumpled into the little box of ‘I’, mine, me; my projects, my ideas, my creativity are the most important.

b. Idealized, Intellectualized Distance - Those who live in the world of ideas are often  devoid of feelings and affectivity. They succumb to intellectual values, which are not congruent to the values of the servant of God, for they never lower themselves to love anyone but themselves.

c. Involved, Serving, Spiritually Active for Selfish Reasons, Pride in Love – Even values and 
declared spiritual ideas of love, community life and spiritual life can be used for egoistic ends. We can even use love itself to bolster our own pride: how good am I, not like the rest of them
. 

4. Means to Grow in Chastity

1) Asceticism – Discipline - Asceticism and discipline are very important in order to live  a chaste and consecrated love by overcoming all forms of egoistic tendencies and subjective values. There is a necessity to strengthen our will and to integrate the different levels of our psychic life in the service of the will to love. This is to align our values to the values and spirit of Jesus Christ. Renunciation of one value is essential in order to grow into a higher one. Self transcendence can allow us to find Him whom our hearts seek in all situations. Pope Paul VI spoke of the asceticism needed for maturation of the personality. For the religious asceticism is more demanding. It consists in the deliberate and assiduous practice of those virtues needed in living out our promise and vows to God. Self- denial in the highest degree is an essential condition if one is to follow Christ
. 125 “Asceticism by helping to master and correct the inclinations of human nature wounded by sin, is truly indispensable if consecrated persons are to maintain faithful to their own vocation and follow Jesus on the way of the cross.”  

2) Prayer – Meditation - “Prayer is the best weapon we can have against all sorts   of temptations that beset us. In practice this involves great fidelity to liturgical and  personal prayer, to periods devoted to mental prayer and contemplation, to Eucharistic adoration, to monthly retreats and to spiritual exercises.”
 It is the lifeblood of our ministry and apostolate and a means of deepening one’s friendship with God. The Gospels are the best source of our meditation and prayer. Our capacity to relate to the self and to others also determine the quality of our relationship with God. Prayer is a communication, which brings about a corresponding quality of relationship. So the quality of our relationship mirrors the quality of our prayer life
. 

3) Loneliness / Solitude - Solitude and loneliness are indispensable elements in order to find oneself, integrate those aspects and levels of self which are troublesome, and have an identity, a personal identity in Christ which can be offered as gifts to others. Desert experiences lead a person into contact with the basic essential needs, values, attitudes of the self; they help confront a person with love and give time to work through a proper integration. We need the silence of solitude to be with our Spouse, to find the hurts and fears, the uncertainty and pain, as well as the joy and peace, desire and gratitude
.  It is at the same time very therapeutic and a challenge to firmly / courageously face ourselves.

Solitude is the context and opportunity to assimilate and integrate what God is saying to me in both my prayer life and in my interaction with others. It is the moment of holding together diverse experiences, with their possibilities and contradictions, while awaiting the birth of new insight, new intuition, new challenge, and a new sense of being called forth in the service of the Kingdom
.  Furthermore, solitude and loneliness allow the religious to give space and time to “come home to oneself, to tune in to the God within, the source of our living water welling up in the heart.” 131

4) Community Life - Chastity is practiced with greater security where a real sense of  community 
flourishes in genuine fraternal love reciprocated by all the members. (cf. PC # 12). The community can offer to each religious selfless interest in his/her plans, concern for the person, a sense of belonging, of worth, of solidarity and security. If there are failures in living the vow of chastity, particularly in friendships among our fellow religious, it would be good to look into our community living. Have we supported and loved the erring brothers / sisters instead of criticizing, alienating, or competing with them?
. Many religious today are struggling and desiring for a meaningful experience of  community. Community is both a gift to be valued and shared; a task to be done. To have a harmonious and joyful community life, each member must put time and effort to create it. “Community is central to any form of religious life. Religious are intended to be experts in communion, witnesses and architects of the plan for unity.”
 Likewise, being essentially liminal, the task of religious community is to embody and articulate those values that deeply concern human life, most fundamentally the need to relate deeply and meaningfully with God, with people, with creation, and with life at large. Community life is a great support in being faithful to one’s celibate commitment.
 

To actualize the gift of self, we need affirmation from our fellow members. We  need emotional support. Religious life is livable only when we are assured of our community that is consistently supportive and loving. Community life when imbued with an affirming attitude, provides the healthy social network that makes  fidelity possible
. 

5) Examen - This is an honest evaluation of our needs, our egoistic trends and the needs which are dissonant with love. Can we identify our need and integrate it with our values?
. It is different from examination of conscience. Examination of conscience focuses on the moral aspect / dimension of a person’s life such as faults and sins committed during the day. Whereas, examen focuses on some critical questions and evaluation that challenge a person to change for the better, to employ ways and means to grow in love, in virtues, or in holiness by confronting his/her ways of speaking, thinking, doing, and behaving if these are congruent to the Kingdom values. It is a way of re-assessing one’s hierarchy of values.

6) Service - Service is love in action. It is a genuine way of renewing, preserving and  augmenting one’s love. It is a way of bringing the fruits of solitude back to try them in reality. It is also a test of our love. Living our vow of chastity is something serious, deep, and challenging. We can and should seek to respond to that challenge and in a renewed way, to love chastity as Christ loves, to surrender our body, our spiritual needs to intimacy to Him, to His heart, to enter into His love, to open and to abandon ourselves to it
.

7) Intimacy

Intimacy does not end with the self but demands to be in relationship with ‘the other’.  This type of meeting requires self-revelation, a knowing of the other and being known by the other at the deepest levels of being. To be intimate with another person requires a commitment of time, presence, and emotional energy
. 138 The need and desire for intimacy has become one of the major themes of the renewal of religious life and priesthood that has grown out of Vatican II. The pendulum has swung from a position of fear and suspicion regarding interpersonal relationships to one of acceptance of warm, supportive relationships as the norm…. The dictum ‘go to God’ without human interference has been replaced by an appreciation of the need for connectedness with others. Much time, effort, and money have been spent in an attempt to teach new ways of relating and to formulate structures of living and working that are more conducive to the establishment and maintenance of intimate relationships.
 

5. Intimacy: A Healthy Way of Living the Vow of Chastity

1) Definition of the Terms Used

a. Celibacy - The embrace of the divinely offered gift inviting one to freely choose a life commitment of abstention from genital intimacy which expresses itself in an alternate intimacy with God and others. The celibate is a person who freely embraces the divine offer to refrain from genital intercourse, who finds ways to be warm and intimate with others and who gives primary place in his/her heart only to God.

b. Intimacy - The characteristic of a relationship of loving closeness, familiarity, and  friendship that is marked by mutual disclosure, struggles with differences and trust. By definition, all intimacy is personal intimacy. Thus, this definition of intimacy implies personal intimacy.

c. Sexual Intimacy - The characteristic of a non-exploitative and non-genital relationship of loving closeness, familiarity, and friendship that is marked by mutual disclosure, struggles with differences, which is expressed in affection, gestures, and physical manifestation of care.

d. Celibate Intimacy - The characteristic of a relationship among people who have  committed themselves to be non-genital in response to a divine gift, a relationship of loving closeness, familiarity, and friendship that is marked by mutual disclosure, struggles with differences, and trust which is expressed in affection, gestures, and physical manifestation of care.

e. Spousal Intimacy - The characteristic of a relationship of loving closeness, familiarity, and friendship that is marked by mutual disclosure, struggles with differences, and trust, and is expressed in affection, gesture, and physical manifestation of care between people who accept the responsibility involved in expressing their communion through genital intercourse in a permanent commitment.

f. Spiritual Intimacy - A relationship of loving closeness and personal familiarity with God that is expressed in compassion for others. At its core it is love-making ( God in us ) and making love (compassion for the world )
.  Embracing a celibate way of life does not mean blocking our God-given capacity to love. Instead, it enhances personal growth and fruitfulness; ennobles and purifies our capacity to love in an inclusive manner. It is not fear of intimacy but rather an invitation to grow more and be more like Christ, who developed intimacy with the Father. This is the purpose of consecrated chastity in celibacy: “to give one’s self exclusively to God, who in His Kingdom, offers Himself as the fullness of love.

To be gripped by that love necessarily means to give one’s self to others, in love. Therefore, chastity liberates the human heart for God and all mankind.”
  It is a call to an intimate friendship with God. “Intimacy involves emotions and relationships. Authentic intimacy demands mutual disclosure as well as some vulnerability that involves giving up the need to control.”
 142 A fear of intimacy has held celibates in a terrible isolation and loneliness. Often celibates have very few close personal relationships; we learn to live in a world of acquaintances. “All authentic friendships must be particular. The only thing that makes something potentially dangerous for a celibate is not when a friendship is particular, but when it becomes exclusive.”
 
2) Levels of Intimacy

Exclusivity is the distinctive characteristic of a spousal intimacy / relationship. It is unlike the celibacy of Jesus, which is inclusive and which reaches out to those who are unloved, unloving and unlovable – the lonely of society. The latter kind of relationship must create a great resonance on the celibates’ life. There is emotional capacity in human beings, which can only be nurtured by warmth, friendship and tactility (touching, stroking, kissing); it is precisely when this dimension is neglected that sexual problems surface, that the need for genital gratification becomes inflated, in celibates and married people alike. A celibacy that denies basic human needs belies the incarnational dignity of human life, the supreme and spiritual challenge of Trinitarian love, and turns celibacy into an ascetical monstrosity
.  Let us discuss a bit in detail how these friendship and intimacy ennoble the life of the consecrated celibates by focusing our attention to the levels of intimacy. This discussion shows the dynamic interplay among the different levels.

a. Personal Intimacy – As a person I need an identity, an awareness of who I am and how I am different from other individuals who are persons. There are factors that help me discover my personal identity and these originate in and are affected by my family of origin, socioeconomic factors, culture, and religious dimensions. To become an authentic person involves discerning one’s identity; identity and intimacy are deeply connected. Achieving intimacy is impossible in a dynamic defined by individualism, isolation, and institutionalization. Rather, intimacy involves the fullest meaning of relationships, something grounded in authentic communication and communion among persons. The reality that distinguishes a human person from a human individual is intimacy. This involves mutual relationships defined by self-acceptance, self-disclosure, and self-sharing. Some say that one cannot have identity without experiences of intimacy. Others say intimacy defines authentic identity. Erik Erickson found intimacy to be the task of discovering one’s identity. For him there is no chance to be intimate with another if I do not discover my own identity and become at ease with it.

According to Mary Elizabeth Kenel, in the process of learning to be intimate, one must

first acquire intimacy with one’s own self, growing to an awareness and appreciation of one’s own identity, uniqueness, and value as a person. To achieve this, it is essential to recognize the true authentic self, the real me, than maintain a view distorted by the denial or repression of essential elements. Only in relationship can we be open to the possibility of intimacy. To know I am who am, I need to be in relationship with others who can also say I am who am.
 

b. Sexual Intimacy – As individuals, we are either male or female. Our personal  lives are sexual by nature. However, our sexual identity goes beyond this identification. It does not only involve biological sex and gender, the social roles and functions which the culture associates with sexual identity but it identifies my ‘I am’ in some sexual way that involves attraction to the ‘I am’ of the other persons. Sexual intimacy is built on personal intimacy. When these two dimensions are integrated, one can be an individual who is personal and at the same time a male or female who is sexual. Mary Elizabeth Kenel says that before such integration can be achieved, there must be an awareness and acceptance of the self as a sexual person, a thought that creates so much anxiety that some people completely repress the sexual dimension of their lives. They fail to appreciate that human sexuality as a healthy and positive aspect of personality that has a broad diffuse expression in all areas of living. In their efforts to remain separated from sexuality, repressed persons allow it to assume a role of major importance in their lives as they become obsessed with sex as a starving individual focuses on food. What is even more insidious is that the sexual, emotional detachment of the repressed religious or priest is often mistaken for spiritual detachment. Men view friendship different from women. Example, men see friendship in its more Aristotelian sense of being useful for each other, enjoying one another, and having some common goals that create a bond. Women stress connectedness, belonging, continuity, trust, and security
.

b. Spousal and Celibate Intimacy – Marriage and consecrated celibacy / chastity are two complementary forms of Christian life. Both require intimacy and both are also characterized by a need for commitment. For married people, the kind of intimacy requires a commitment to one person or life-long partner and it involves genital intimacy. Likewise, consecrated celibates also require a life-long commitment to God and the kind of intimacy is non-genital.

Levels of Intimacy

Bodily Dimension Relational Dimension

Individual Personal

Male / Female Sexual

Genital / Non-Genital Spousal / Celibate

People can be genital without intimacy or vice-versa. Also, just because one is non-genital does not mean that one is intimate. Intimate love need not be genital, therefore consecrated celibates can have intimate love without being genital. Here, I would like to elaborate more on celibate intimacy.

Celibate Intimacy

Before going deeper into the discussion of this topic, two significant questions must be

asked.

Is it possible for a religious / vowed person to love deeply and intimately while remaining chaste and celibate?

Can deep love and friendship between vowed people of the same / opposite sex coexist  with chastity and celibacy?

Loving intimacy is not restricted to marriage. All forms of Christian life, all human beings, friendship and interpersonal relationships are the core and center of human life. Authentic celibate intimacy can only be experienced or expressed when one’s life is grounded in relationships that are conducive of personal intimacy and sexual intimacy. Without the first two kinds of intimacy, one will resort to genitality devoid of authentic intimacy,  the genitality would be without commitment.

Friendship and intimacy are extensions of our contemplative prayer. As mystical  contemplation leads to human authenticity so does mystical friendship; as mystical  contemplation leads to self-transcendence so also does mystical friendship
. It is undeniable that consecrated celibates who are called to be prophetic witnesses and signs of contemplative presence in the world need to develop a healthy friendship. Friendship and intimacy are very important factors to personal, sexual, spousal / celibate, and spiritual growth and fulfillment. The capacity for spiritual closeness / intimacy is linked with the capacity to love. To find fulfillment in the consecrated celibate life, one must grow in spiritual intimacy with a significant other, as well as in God. When the individual is incapable of spiritual intimacy, he/she compensates by indulging in genital gratification
. 148 “Friendship deepens the capacity to love and enhances spiritual life. Seeing God in faith, in the heart of a friend is the foundation of spiritual intimacy in friendship. 
Emotional maturity however, is an indispensable element in spiritual intimacy”
 
Moreover, a well-known author supports the idea of the celibates’ need for friendship and intimacy since these two are fundamentally human emotional needs. Consecrated celibacy assumes a new ambience in our time, namely, the redemption of life-giving intimacy. This involves a growth in acceptance, warmth, closeness, and empathy with both God and people. For a liminal witness, a celibacy out of tune with the human capacity for intimacy loses credibility. It must remain close to the longings of the human heart and articulate these in a manner that awakens and fulfills people’s deepest desires
. .  Celibate intimacy with another or with others represents personal relationship of trust and loyalty that generates the kind of caring commitment characteristic of friendship. This kind of caring attitude involves self-awareness (personal dimension ), self-disclosure ( relational dimension ), self-entrustment (trust /loyalty component ), and self-donation ( commitment component )
.   See illustration below:

Levels of Intimacy Self – Centering Goals for Search Levels of Faith

Personal Self-awareness Search for Authenticity Personal Self-disclosure Search for Mutuality Relational Sexual Self-entrustment Search for a Friend Trust / Loyalty. Celibate Self-donation Search for a Cause Commitment
 We have already discussed the levels of intimacy namely, the personal, sexual, spousal /celibate and spiritual. It is clear that as the celibates progress in the level of intimacy, it shows that  the latter is grounded upon the former level.

Self-Centering

Here, we will focus on the levels of self-centering which includes self-awareness and self disclosure ( personal ), self-entrustment ( sexual ), and self-donation ( spousal / celibate ). To trust in oneself begins with self-awareness or self-knowledge. In the face of other voices saying something is wrong with us, the inner voice of self-awareness enables us to believe in ourselves as good, as precious in the eyes of God. This self-awareness / self-disclosure enables us to become authentic to ourselves. The increasing level of mutuality enables us to move to self disclosure. The third level is self-entrustment. People reach the level of self-entrustment when they have strong enough experiences of mutuality in relationships. The self that is disclosed is so vulnerable and honest that it is disclosed only because the environment has been created within the other can be trusted not to violate the disclosure. At this level, the trusted person says to the one who made the self-entrustment: ‘Thank you for trusting me.’ The sense of gratitude and awe at being honored with the trust of another often testifies to the fact that an underlying environment already had been created that allowed self-entrustment to take place. The self, to be authentic, must be de-centered from the false self if one’s identity is to be realized. This de-centering can only come through self-giving or self-donation. De-centering does not come without trust. We can risk our self for the sake of the other.

Goals for Search

Self-knowledge is very important in the process of arriving at authenticity. The effort towards self-awareness represents the search for authenticity. It reveals the desire of the self to discover an identity, to be someone who is self-defined. ‘I am who am’. Self-disclosure is a movement towards saying ‘I am’ in relationship to another. This disclosure reveals the risk I take to be who I am in mutuality with the ‘I am’ represented in the other. This self-disclosure represents our search for mutuality. Search for a friend is a movement towards entrusting to the other my deepest self, who ‘I am’, wherein I reveal my need to fulfill my personal search for meaning; the search to find friendship through a kind of mutuality which enables me to maintain my own authenticity. Now, I can be open to the possibility of giving myself to the other. Self-donation leads to a person’s search for a cause. The personal search for a cause reflects Jesus’ words in John’s Gospel about the person’s willingness to lay down his life for his friends. The commitment represented in the self-donation represents the peak of faith. One cannot live a truly celibate life without having faith in someone or something bigger than the self – ‘the Reign of God’.

Levels of Faith

Every crisis of trust invites us to examine or re-examine our faith. Faith involves a personal relationship of trust and loyalty to someone, some values, etc. that leads to commitment. We don’t make commitment to persons or institutions we mistrust. We can’t trust persons or institutions that have abused our relationships. Commitments on the other hand, can nourish trust and loyalty and support personal relationships. The crisis of trust among communities and institutions is the result of crisis in our personal relationships, too. There is also a crisis of intimacy
. 

d) Spiritual Intimacy - An authentic celibate is the person who knows how to make  love in the fullest spiritual sense of the term. The truly celibate person is the one who is a maker of love, even if she or he had never had a genital experience. Making love involves sharing myself with another in ways that are reciprocated. On the personal and sexual levels, the celibate is pledged to a non-exclusive, non-genital commitment of care.

Spiritual intimacy is a relationship of loving closeness and personal familiarity with God  that is expressed in compassion for others. At its core, it is love-making ( God in us ) and making-love (compassion for the world ).As a sexual person, the fact that I am naturally attracted to some others reveal the natural attraction of the Persons of the Trinity for each other, to find one’s ‘I am’ in the embrace of the other ‘Thou’. Spiritual and sexual life interact and mature together.

From the faith perspective, it should be clear that in all three levels of personal, sexual and spousal/celibate intimacy, the assumption is that spiritual intimacy gives meaning to each dimension. I can truly be an image of God, who is love, if I am able to experience and dwell in love. What makes me spiritual as a celibate is that I do not spiritualize my relationships in the sense of ignoring the reality that I am a sexual person. Rather, I am able to be intimate as a celibate precisely because I have discovered non-manipulative ways of being personally and sexually intimate with others. This is what makes me celibate and spiritual. It is the meeting point of celibacy and spirituality in a sexually-embodied person. Spirituality is what enables me as a celibate to make love in a non-genital way. Like Jesus, His way of loving and of relating (making love) is the only authentic way to be spiritual and celibate
.  Spiritual intimacy is based on love, esteem, and respect for the other. A spiritual bond is established to make the relationship a source of comfort and support. There is a sincere respect for each other’s integrity, and a sincere concern for each other
. Any relationship is qualified to be authentic when it is grounded on one’s relationship with the Persons of the Holy Trinity who is the source of love, oneness, respect, and intimacy. The Trinity is the archetypal model of any authentic relationship wherein each Person has developed and achieved a sense of identity and inner unity. Primary to the development of friendship and intimacy, if it is life-fulfilling and growth-enhancing, is the respectful acceptance 
and appreciation of each other’s identity and uniqueness.

Highlights on the Vow of Chastity

The old understanding of chastity explicitly or implicitly involves a negative attitude toward sexuality and a denigration of marriage as a Christian vocation. It is often seen today as characterized by fear, guilt and repression leading to serious affective underdevelopment in many religious.

The contemporary reflection focuses on the importance of sexuality in human life and the irreplaceable role in affective growth of friendship with members of one’s own and the other sex. This has led to a serious revision of both the theology and practice of religious chastity.

It is not merely viewed as renunciation of marriage but as a commitment to growth in love dedicated to the development of a world characterized by unselfish service and mutual care.

The person who vows celibacy / chastity for evangelical reasons has to contribute to the transformation of a basically one sex, male-dominated society / church to a two-sex society characterized by responsible mutuality. The struggle for the liberation and equal rights of women. It is to foster the emergence of women as equal collaborators in every sphere of life and work.

The prophetic role of the religious in the affective transformation of society must spring from their personal affective transformation. Intimacy with people of the same / opposite sex remains an unfamiliar territory for many religious. Much of the affective energy which was sublimated into compulsive work for so many years is hard to tap for the development of loving relationships with other individuals and within community.

To be evangelically prophetic, religious must have a deep religious experience of being loved by God in Jesus and an experience of personal fulfillment in returning that love.

The Gospel purity of heart which religious can bring to the effective transformation of the world and the Church is the expression in interpersonal and community relationships that has been radically healed, purified, and liberated in the intimacy of a profound personal and communal prayer life.

It allows the religious to participate meaningfully in the emergence of a new, whole, and loving world characterized by equality, responsible intimacy, and mutuality.

It is not simply a sexual denial but a total commitment to becoming an ever more loving human being and a commitment to the creation of a genuine world community.

It is the only vow whose content has been a constant factor in all forms of religious life throughout history.

A call to consecrated celibacy is a mystical absorption of one's life in the mystery of Christ.

It is the only one of the three traditional vows whose object is, strictly speaking, an evangelical counsel in the sense that it is a response to an invitation not addressed to all Christians. It is the defining characteristic of religious life.

Conclusion 
Prayer for the Gift of Chastity.
Lord Jesus, I ask you humbly for new grace, for a great increase in the charism of consecrated chastity. In virtue of your own risen and glorified sexuality, heal me in my own sexuality. Make the rough way smooth and the crooked ways straight. Heal me in the whole area of my affectivity, of my capacity to love and to receive love. Teach me your ways, and make me grow in my capacity to love you and to love others, to receive your love and to receive the love of others. In every Holy Communion, consecrate my whole self to you by your body, broken on the cross for me and risen for my salvation. Heal me by your five wounds that you still carry for me, and make me whole. Give me, Lord, your Holy Spirit, and pour out in me your gift of consecrated chastity. Amen.

                                                                       Robert Faricy

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION AND TERM PAPER
The students are expected to submit a research paper containing 5-8 pages, single-spaced and included in it is a one page personal reflection regarding the chosen topic and the list of bibliography. Choose one from the given questions.

a) What are some contemporary issues and challenges of the Vow of Chastity? How do

religious respond to these challenges?

b) What do you think is the greatest contribution that the religious vowed to chastity can

offer to the world? to the Church? Justify your answer.

c) How is chastity contextualized in your culture? in your Rule and Constitution?

d) What is the significance of sexuality, intimacy, and friendship in the new understanding of the vow of chastity?

e) What is the significance of the contemplative dimension of chastity in today’s world

characterized by noise and pollution?
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THEOLOGY OF RELIGIOUS VOWS
Part I. Religious Life
I. Introduction

To have a better understanding and a good grasp of the essence of the theology of Religious Vows, it is worthwhile to start the discussion by situating ourselves within the framework of religious life. Although the contemporary theology of the vows is no longer synonymous with, nor generative of, the theology of religious life, the former is properly understood in relation to the latter. Religious life is the context and matrix of religious vows
. Hence, I divided this subject into two parts. Part I deals with religious life and Part II deals with religious vows which is the central and main focus of the study.

Part I includes the change of perspective / emphasis as regards theology prior to and after the Second Vatican Council and onwards. The change of emphasis has somehow affected the theology of religious life in general and the understanding and practice of religious vows in particular. Other related topics which support the understanding of the theology of religious life are also included such as the two major shifts in the theology of religious life which are considered as the foundation-shaking contributions of Vatican Council II; the major sources of contemporary theological reflection on religious life; the identity of religious life today; its main tasks in the new millennium; its theological theory; the meaning of archetypal values and liminal state; and also the meaning, material content, structures, and brief history of religious profession. The relationship of profession and the vows is also discussed.

Part II deals with the theology of religious vows as the main focus. The vows in general are discussed, its definition and common characteristics. There are also some terms used and defined in the study. The vows, though they form a total way of life – as a framework for living and a framework for loving are taken separately for the sake of the study. The three traditional vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience are explained following only one and the same process to make it simpler and more comprehensible.
The anthropological dimension of each vow is discussed first to lay down the basic foundation that chastity, poverty, and obedience are human, archetypal values which are deeply engraved in the hearts of all human beings regardless of religion, belief, race, culture, status, sex, and other accidentals in life. On this level, each of them is explained according to the three levels of psychic life namely: the psycho-physiological (body), psycho-social (psyche) and spiritual-rational (Spirit). The process of growth, which is clearly seen in the ascending order, that is, a shift from self-satisfaction / gratification   (‘I’), to ‘thou’, takes into consideration that a person is a social being who grows and develops through interaction, relationship and friendship with fellowmen. In the psycho-social level, the person goes out from the self to reach out to others. The third level, which is spiritual-rational stresses the capacity of the person to form value or values through his/her capacity to think, to judge, to evaluate, to reason (intellect), and the capacity to choose and decide (freewill). To form values, there is a need to go beyond oneself and to transcend values, which may not be physically or socially satisfying, to form values which are authentic and lasting. The object of this level is self-transcendence. This level is the meeting point between the human and the divine.

The Christian dimension is very significant in understanding the vows. Like the anthropological dimension, this level also needs self-transcendence. The point of reference and identification here is Jesus Christ who is chaste, poor, and obedient. The human values of chastity, poverty, and obedience now become Christian values or virtues as these are understood and lived by following Jesus Christ who imbibed these virtues in His very life and teaching. Another biblical figure who is outstanding in living out these Christian virtues and who is taken as the model and prototype disciple of Christ is the Blessed Virgin Mary. From her, we also learn the meaning of chastity, poverty, and obedience.

The anthropological and Christian dimensions are the touchstones and the two most important pillars in understanding the vows. From human values, these turn into Christian values through following Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Son of God. Religious vows cannot be understood without reference to Christ.

Religious vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience are human and Christian values embraced by religious who turn them into vows through public profession. In this Chapter, the vows are discussed, giving emphasis to the new theology (the new understanding and practice). Since the vows are multi-dimensional realities, there are some dimensions, which are selected and elaborated. The vows are very rich and inexhaustible realities whose truths and meaning cannot be fully and profoundly explained, expanded, and grasped by just taking a single dimension or perspective.  Therefore, to have a wholistic formation of a Christian religious, the human and the Christian foundations must be given consideration and importance without undervaluing the other. A religious is presumed to have maturely and responsibly answered and lived the three calls namely: a) the call to be human, that is, to respond to God’s invitation to live according to His image and likeness, b) the call to be Christian, that is, to follow the examples and teachings of Jesus Christ, and c) the call to be religious, that is, to embrace a vowed life as a form of Christian life and discipleship, living within the ambience of community. Furthermore, this research may not really be an intensive, profound and exhaustive treatment of the vows but it is hoped that with the given time frame and required number of hours allotted for this particular subject, it will give the basic foundation in understanding and living out the vows. This will challenge us to venture in discovering some other dimensions; this will encourage us to look deeper into our very own lives, to reflect and find new ways and means to effectively, fruitfully, and joyfully live life to the full as humans, Christians, and vowed persons.

What is lacking in this study will be supplemented by our personal readings, research, study and reflection. This subject is not something alien to us for we are studying life – our very own life. We still have many things to discover and share. As co-journeyers on the same sacred path toward the same end, let us enrich one another by our openness and willingness to share in class our knowledge and faith experiences, which are very rich resources for growth in wisdom of mind and heart so as to have more and be more as God wills us to be. With the diversity of cultures and nationalities, this will open the way to a meaningful and fruitful study of the vows.

The Emphasis of the Pre-Vatican and Vatican II Theology

1. The Emphasis of the Pre-Vatican II Theology

1) There is a separation / dichotomy between the earthly / temporal life and the eternal life (life after death). Eternal life is viewed as the authentic life and the earthly life is seen as a stage-setting where people are put to the test so that their eternal destiny might be decided. The spiritual / religious world is regarded as the real world. The world is seen as evil, so the religious left it and retired to the desert, monastery, convent (clausura). This is the so-called ‘fuga-mundi’ or flight from the world. We are taken out of the world and are expected to remain politically neutral. 
 2) The Church is the only way to heaven. ‘Outside the Church, there is no salvation’. It is either to heaven through baptism or to hell without it.

2. The New Perspective of the Second Vatican Council Theology

The new understanding emphasizes God’s presence in the world. The world is the bearer of God’s grace. The emphasis is not only saving my soul but all creation needs redemption and reconciliation with God. The dynamism of the Spirit is present in creation and everything is in the process of transformation. Our concern is not to escape from the world but to be immersed in the world and become the salt of the earth and the light of the world. Jesus Himself was concerned about the redemption of the world and this is the mystery of the Incarnation. To be a religious today is to be a communitarian man or woman who journeys with the Church. Jesus calls us to fuller human life in this world and to eternal bliss in heaven
. 

3. Two Major Shifts in the Theology of Religious Life

Two insights from the Council teachings have had a foundation-shaking impact on the religious, especially women religious. Lumen Gentium Chapter V entitled ‘The Call of the Whole Church to Holiness’ explicitly affirms that all Christians (secular and religious) are called   to ‘fullness of Christian life and to the perfection of charity’, and one and the same holiness is cultivated by all who are moved by the Spirit of God. (LG # 39, 40). Religious life, at least since the 13th century, has been thought of as a higher form of life, the life of perfection, a superior vocation not given to all Christians. Religious were those who bound themselves to the observance of the so-called evangelical counsels, whereas ordinary Christians were bound only to the observance of the commandments. This understanding was not only theologically offensive but it practically inhibits the full spiritual  life by defining lay people as those called to an inferior form of Christian life and commitment.

Gaudium Et Spes # 1 (Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World), expressed its conviction of the solidarity of the Church with the whole of humanity. The Church is a community, which realizes that it is truly and intimately linked with humankind and its history. Religious have always understood their life as a kind of intensification of the general Christian commitment. The Church presented itself as a perfect society and distinguished itself for centuries from the world and the secular state, which is also perfect but an inferior society. Religious justified their self-understanding as those Christians who most totally and radically renounce the world and separate themselves from it even physically as implied in their frontline position in the Church. Separation from the world, renunciation of the secular, even a certain cultivated distance from the so-called secular members of the Church itself, had been characteristics of religious life since the time of the desert fathers and mothers.

Religious could only continue to be at the very heart of the modern Church if they made their own its commitment to being in, with, and for the world in solidarity with all people of goodwill, Christians, non-Christians and even non-believers. To make sense to themselves, religious would have to make sense to the world. They do have to make sense to the world because the world has become both the framework within which the meaning is achieved and the locus of whatever salvific action religious intend to undertake
.  

4. Major Sources of Contemporary Theological Reflections on Religious Life

1) Primacy of Theology

Prior to Vatican II, the theology of religious life in general and of the vows in particular, was almost wholly derived from the Canon law. The Council’s invitation to religious to renew their Institutes led to wide experimentation, much of which was contrary to common law and custom. This experimentation rapidly produced a vast body of experience, which has become the subject matter of continuing biblically guided theological reflection on the meaning of religious life and how it should be lived today. Thus, theologically criticized praxis rather than canonical legislation is becoming the primary source of the evolving theology and practice of religious life, including the vows.

2) The Ecclesial Dimension

The Second Vatican Council affected the theology of religious life by placing it within the Dogmatic Constitution of the Church (LG # V, 39– VI, 47). In this case, religious are developing a deeper sense of the ecclesial character of their life. They have also appropriated the implications of the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes), in which the Church reaffirmed its solidarity with all humankind in the task of transforming this world into a just and peaceful context for human life and growth. Religious have, in many ways, outdistanced the hierarchical Church in their practical commitment to the mission of being in, with, and for the world, and in accepting the implications of this commitment for personal and corporate involvement in the cause for social justice. Thus, the emerging theology of religious life tends to speak less about the works of the institutes and more about the life of the institutes as essentially missionary. Religious profession is understood as consecration for ministry within and as an expression of the mission of the Institute.

3) The Universal Call to Holiness

The theology of religious life, and especially of profession, is being deeply affected by the revalidation of the universal Christian vocation to holiness (LG, # 39– 42). It is theologically offensive to believe that Christians are called to perfection of charity while religious are called to the state of perfection or to an intrinsically higher life. The new understanding tries to abolish elitist interpretations of profession and of the use of such status symbols as special dress and titles, special domiciles, and special privileges. The deliberate reintegration of religious into the people of God and thus into the world as pilgrims, has created a challenge to reinterpret religious life as a way rather than a caste, and to search for an understanding of the vows that does not imply a separation of religious from other Christians or exalt them above their sisters and brothers in the Christian community
. 

5. Identity of Religious Life Today

a) What is religious life?

Religious life is a prophetic life form in the Church whose prophetic character is rooted in and derives from the celibate solitude that unites immediacy to God and solidarity with the marginalized of society and expresses itself in the vows that address to the world the challenge of the Reign of God. It is a mystery because the intimate exchange between God and the human being elicits a free commitment of lifelong celibacy. It is a life entered into by perpetual profession and constituted by a lifelong consecrated celibacy. Mysteries cannot be explained, only reverently explored. Religious underwent an identity crisis after Vatican II. Vatican II grouped people according to sets of duties.

1. Bishops, priests, deacons (Clergy – clerical role).

2. Institute of Consecrated life: religious orders, societies, congregations, etc.

3. Laity: 3rd orders, sodalities, etc.

In this canonical grouping, religious are neither clergy nor laity. What about clerical religious, are they primarily clergy or primarily religious? What about non-ordained religious, are they primarily laity or religious or neither clergy nor laity? Vatican II Council states clearly the role of the clergy and the laity but the religious remains somewhat ambiguous. In the past, the orientation of the religious was towards the clerics; their ministries consisted in essentially carrying out hierarchical agenda or other related activities. Today, the orientation is towards the laity, finding their place in a lay-centered Church. 

All Christians, by virtue of baptism, share in the identity of Christ as Son of God and in His mission as prophet, priest, and king. Religious are therefore challenged to re-examine the meaning of their life, their identity in the Church, which has been defined erroneously in terms of separation from the world and superiority of their life over that of lay Christians. The contemporary experience of religious show that they have cooperated with the motivation of Vatican II. They no longer see themselves as an elite group trying to save the rest of the world. They rather see themselves as plunged into the common joys, hopes, struggles, and achievements of the global human family, being one with them in their journey / pilgrimage. They gradually strip themselves of status symbols and symbols of security and move beyond external supports. In this situation, they are left vulnerable, yet they experience a new inner strength
. 

6. Main Tasks of Religious / Vowed Life in the Third Millennium

1) The Call to a Prophetic Voice / Witness in the World

The task of the prophet is to channel the archetypal values into prophetic and apostolic action. She/He must hold together the tasks of energizing and criticizing. He/She is tasked to energize the community through the proclamation / annunciation of the Good News, and the Kingdom values. Likewise he/she is also tasked to criticize and bravely denounce evil, sin, and unjust structures that hinder the community to grow in freedom and love. A prophet is a builder / creator of a society of justice, peace and order. She/He must learn how to read the signs of the times and responsibly answer to it. Reading the signs of the times implies a critical evaluation of what is oppressive, manipulative, consumerist and unjust. The prophet challenges the oppressed to confront their state of oppression and alerts the oppressors of their wrongdoings. A prophet is called to become a catalyst for the transformation of society into what Jesus called the Kingdom of God. Jesus’ commitment to Kingdom values is discerned in his surprising parables and stories, and in His prophetic voice against the manipulative and compassionless religion. His life is an example of religious creativity, seeking God in the depths of His soul, being faithful to the call of the Spirit that erupted into a life of selfless ministry for God’s people
. 

2) The Call to a Contemplative Presence in the World
Contemplation is the core of religious identity. It is the energy of religious life. What religious need now is the cultivation of the sacred, not separate from the secular but out of its very substance. Without a strong and clear spiritual life, absorbed in the mind of Christ and grounded in the Gospel, the best work in the world is purely social work, whether it is done by religious or not. As a contemplative presence to the world, the religious engages in biblical contemplation that is never divorced from life or from the world. The challenge is how do religious develop a contemplative consciousness that leads to action? 
Contemplation needs silence and solitude.
Religious from both active and cloistered congregations need contemplation. Contemplation is basic to both. To be a contemplative is to become aware and conscious of God’s loving presence and saving actions within and outside of us, thus, being able to live a life of continuous gratitude to Him, who is the Source of all blessings
. 

7. Theory of Religious Life

1) Religious Life as a Movement

Religious life is not an essence either divinely instituted or deduced from Canon law and defined in terms of certain essential notes, which realizes itself in various historical forms. It is best described as a MOVEMENT. There are two main characteristics of a movement.
(i)  A movement engages a group of people who are animated by a common concern. The group may be small or large; it may emerge at the initiative of a single individual or of a group or it may emerge spontaneously among many people at roughly the same time. Examples of movements:

- Feminism - Anti-Nuclear and Disarmament Effort

- Charismatic Renewal - Retreat Movement

- Moral Majority - Bread for the World

- Ecological Movement - Physical Fitness.
(ii) Degrees of Participation. People who belong to a movement attain membership according to the degree of their participation and these degrees often are not formalized.
 a. There are central or core figures who give themselves to the movement with a totality and exclusivity that makes them recognizable symbols of the movement itself. These people are often the founding figures or major representatives, as for example: Martin Luther King in Civil Rights Movement, Gandhi in the Non-Violence Movement, Jerry Falwell in the Moral Majority, Dorothy Day in the Catholic Worker Movement.

b. There are members who give themselves to the movement with real commitment and zeal but who retain other non-conflicting communities.

c. There are those who give themselves to a movement for a time, either wholly or partially. Religious life was, from the very beginning, a movement.

2) Religion: The Main Concern of All Religious

It is clear that the common concern of all religious, whatever form their participation  in the movement takes, is RELIGION, their relationship with the Ultimate or with the Transcendent. But this does not mean that religious are the only people who are concerned with religion, but they are concerned with it in a way that is different. What they have in common at the deepest level is a certain kind of absorption in the religious dimension of life, however that is understood and regardless of the tradition they represent. It is the quality of the absorption, not the theological specificity of the tradition, which makes the person a religious.
3) Artists, Intellectuals, and Religious: An Analogy

Like the artist and the intellectual, the religious is a person who is fascinated with one dimension of human experience, a dimension that is important for any healthy and truly human life but which is not the practical dominant one in the life of most people. The artist organizes his/her life around the aesthetic dimension of experience and the intellectual around the life of the mind. They may not be the most talented or brilliant ones ( others may be even more gifted in these domains ) but what makes the artist an artist or the intellectual an intellectual is not merely talent, although it is necessary, but some kind of fascination with or  absorption in the aesthetic or intellectual dimension of human experience that compels these  people to allow that dimension to dominate their lives. This dominant concern relativizes all the dimensions of their lives such as family, economic, politics, friendship, etc.

The religious is the one fascinated with the religious dimension of human experience,  for whom this dimension becomes dominant and who wants to organize his/her life around the dominant religious concern. Such person is not necessarily the most religiously talented, not the holiest, or the most virtuous. But religion, the quest for the Transcendent, exercises a fascination in the life of this person that relativizes all the normal concerns of human life. Only another intellectual can understand the boundless enthusiasm of a thinker for ideas and theories; it takes an artist to understand why a dancer will practice to the point of exhaustion and experience sheer ecstasy in the performance; and religious resonate with each other’s religious quest for the Transcendent. Artists, intellectuals and religious are important to any society. They are called to preserve, foster, and develop those dimensions of human experience that are non-essential and in another sense the most necessary of all, if human life are to be truly human.

4) Dangers

Artists, the treasurers and creators of the beautiful, are notoriously capable of living in unnecessary squalor and making remarkably sordid specimens of their own lives. Intellectuals are renowned for their absent-mindedness and inability to order their own lives in an intelligent manner. Religious throughout history have been instigators and executioners of some of history’s more horrible episodes of human violence. Aristotelian principle states that the corruption of the best is the worst. This is important for everyone, most of all the gifted ones, to be aware that the gift is not a guarantee of actual superiority in the sphere of one’s gift. It is a trust always in danger of perversion to selfish or evil ends. Artists, intellectuals, and religious are dangerous gifts to the community, not only because of their propensity to pervert the gift but also because it is easy for them to monopolize these values and thus alienate them from the other members of society, rather than preserve and mediate them for others.

The religious is the bearer of a special vocation but not a superior one. The religious is not necessarily called to nor blessed with greater holiness than any other Christian. There will always be a tendency among humans to attribute superiority to whatever is less common.  And there will probably always be a tendency on the part of those whose vocations are less common to appropriate for themselves an elite status in the community. Religious life as a movement is carried in a special way by these individuals who have a special and permanent vocation to pursue the religious dimension of human experience in an exclusive kind of way
. 

8. Characteristics of a Christian Religious

1. The religious quest for the Christian is necessarily personal and interpersonal. Thus, prayer is central to Christian experience. It is always an encounter with an Other, one whom we BECOME without ceasing to be ourselves.

2. The Trinitarian character of the Christian experience and the universal salvific intention of God’s revelation in Christ make the Christian religious experience necessarily  communitarian. The God of Christian revelation is not the Alone but the Emmanuel, God is- with-us. Jesus formed around Himself a community of disciples whom He wanted to be one with each other as He and the Father are one so that finally we might all be one in God.

3. The Incarnation / Self-manifestation of God in the historical person of Jesus Christ marks Christian religious experience as historical, that is, sacramental or symbolic. The Christian way to God is not by transcendence into non-materiality but by transforming immersion in history. Christian religious experience is necessarily sacramental and liturgical. Christians are the priestly people whose liturgical activity must sanctify all creation until that day when Christ hands it over to God who will be all in all. 

4. Christian religious experience is necessarily apostolic. Mission belongs to the very meaning of Christian religious life, not because it is religious but because it is Christian. There are many ways to participate in the salvific mission of Jesus from the most interior involvement to the most active involvement in ministry
. 

9. Ultimate Purpose Common to All Great Religions

As religious we belong to a movement that exists with remarkable similarities in the  diverse religious and cultural traditions. Present to all religious traditions is the singular quest to seek the fullest, the most perfect of living one’s faith, to seek God alone, to attain the  infinite, to be simple and single. We share a common vision and the same unifying  archetypal aspirations. This means that we share in the deepest values, hopes, and dreams of  all peoples because we share in the universal consciousness. In our universal search for meaning, our universal consciousness ( collective unconscious ) creates liminal groups who  are living out the archetypal values in a prophetic manner
. 
 10. Archetypal Values: Chastity, Poverty, Obedience

The archetype denotes a set of values, hopes, dreams, and aspirations, which all  human beings are assumed to possess because we all share in that universal consciousness or collective unconscious. The root arche in Greek means first and type means imprint or  pattern. Religion exists to express and mediate archetypal and spiritual aspirations.  Archetypal values are clearly related to the vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience. As archetypal values, the vows are not just for religious themselves, but they say something to all human beings. In relation to the three traditional vows, the vow of poverty is not so much  about sacrificing or depriving oneself of wealth and property. Its archetypal, primary focus is  caring and responsible stewardship of the earth and the goods of creation. The archetypal focus of chastity is on the basic human needs for intimacy, affection, affirmation, friendship, and love. It is a reminder to us that our sexuality is central to this experience and that our need to give and receive love is deeper and more all-embracing than that expressed in the intimate bonds of marriage. Archetypically, the fundamental meaning of the vow of obedience is to listen attentively, to open one’s ears, and to heed in practice one’s inner voice, God, others, and life’s circumstances. This listening and heeding demand a response that is personal and communal, expressed in mutual participation and co-responsibility where all have a voice and all feel so much a part of the common enterprise. It is noteworthy to remember that when religious life is no longer capable of serving the archetypal values it is intended to articulate, the collective unconscious produces new archetypal models. In other words, when meaning-bearing values are exhausted and when symbols die because of excessive institutionalization, antiquated legalism, or insipid spirituality, the collective unconscious will produce new archetypes which will be embodied in a variety of other liminal groups
.  
11. Religious / Vowed Life: A Liminal State

A liminal state is a sacred, social state in which a person or group of persons is  separated for a time from the normal structures of society. The liminal group embodies in a profound way the deepest values, which the culture and society cherish most deeply. In fact, the function of the liminal group is to mirror for the wider community the deepest hopes, dreams, and aspirations of the people. Animated by a new vision of the future, it seeks to respond to the pressing needs of the contemporary world. A vowed life is a creation of the collective unconscious. It provides liminal space to express and articulate humanity’s deepest aspirations. Its initial aspiration tends to be  embodied in one person ( founder / foundress ) and comes to fruition in the group which the initial founder / foundress gathers around himself/herself. Some religious congregations / orders are no longer serving their liminal purpose because their lives are no longer lived on the periphery of society, living out the values of the Gospel in a prophetic manner. Their lives are not counter-cultural and they are losing their appeal or impact. This liminal purpose reappears in various forms such as BCC, feminist and ecological movement, lay missionary groups and spiritual sects. The challenge is upon us on how will we be able to retrieve and make our liminality more appealing and significant in our contemporary society?
 
12. Religious Profession

1) Meaning of Profession

Profession is the formal, solemn, and public declaration of one’s profound faith  convictions and of one’s desire and intention to embody those convictions in one’s entire life. The making of promises which give certain concreteness to the commitment is a natural development. But the profession itself does not consist in the making of promises but in the declaration of one’s desire and intention to undertake the new form of life.

2) Content of Religious Profession

a. Commitment to Celibacy. Here, there are two basic concepts of this commitment,  which are quite different. (i) Nuptial Understanding – Wherein celibacy coincides existentially with the life itself. The person’s experience of her/his relationship with Christ is marital in character and this impedes her/his marriage with another.
(ii) Ascetical Understanding – Wherein celibacy is a means to the realization of the purpose of religious life, whether this be contemplation, community life, apostolic activity, or eschatological or prophetic witness. 

b. Lifestyle. What distinguishes religious life from other forms of Christian life is the fact that religious life raises explicit articulation in lifestyle that which is not common to all Christians, namely, the vocation to follow Jesus by leaving behind all that impede our discipleship so that we can freely participate in his filial identity and his salvific mission. The religious creates a lifestyle of renunciation of not only that which actually impedes his/her following of Christ but of everything so that the intention and reality of discipleship may be explicit in the Church and in the world on a full-time basis. It is particularly in the choice of celibacy as a lifestyle that the total renunciation to which Christians are called comes to explicit articulation.

Celibacy is the only evangelical counsel in the traditional sense of a gift and call not  addressed to all Christians. Poverty and obedience, in themselves, are not matters of choice, but celibacy is optional. Poverty and obedience are concerned with ways of handling goods, which we cannot finally renounce but must use in some way, namely, material resources and personal freedom. But celibacy is a choice to renounce definitively the possibility of sexual fulfillment in the establishment of a family. Neither poverty nor obedience has or can have the same quality of witness that celibacy does.

_ Both poverty and obedience in some forms are incumbent in all Christians. We are all called to become stewards of the goods of this earth so that all people can live decently and realize their earthly eternal destiny.

_ Poverty, no matter how one builds it into one’s lifestyle can never have the unambiguous quality of absolute realization. Everyone no matter how devoted to poverty, must make use of material goods in one way or another. Poverty is always relative in practice, no matter how absolute in principle.

_ Obedience as the continuous seeking and faithful execution of the will of God in one’s life is incumbent in all Christians.

_ Obedience can never be absolute. Even the choice of particular structures for the mediation of God’s will are a personal choice. And the one obeying always retains the obligation to judge the conformity of any command with what is already known as God’s will. Obedience is always relative in practice, no matter how absolute in principle. Religious profession, whether expressed in the making of the vows or not, is the formal and public undertaking of a state of life in the Church whose visible expression is celibacy for the sake of the Reign of God. 

3) Structures of Religious Profession

Profession is not synonymous with the making of the vows even though they may be

an appropriate expression of it. Profession is the formal, solemn, and public undertaking of a state of life. It rests upon the fundamental profession of baptism, specifying the original commitment and giving it a characteristic shape.

a. Formal Act. - It occurs at a particular time, in a particular place, by means of

explicit expressions. Prior to the act of profession one is not formally a religious even though one might have been living the substance of the life for sometime and after the act of profession one is a religious. It is what we say that we assign significance to our actions. We shape ourselves and our world by our intentions and desires which we bring into reality by expressing them so that they can be understood and accepted by others. Religious and marital professions belong to the category of what linguistic specialists call performative language which means language which does what it says.

b. Solemn Act. - Profession involves life-long commitment. Religious do not

approach this decision except after prolonged, serious reflection and adequate testing of its maturity. For the Christians, both marriage and religious profession, are solemn acts because  they are meant to be the final and permanent disposition of a life, which gives religious substance and meaning.

c. Public Act. - The term public does not have to do with where the ceremony takes

place or how many people attend. It has to do with the assumption of the social consequences of one’s acts. By making public profession, the religious assumes the responsibility to live religious life in the Church and to be held accountable for how he/she carries out that responsibility.

The analogy of marriage is quite exact. The unmarried, however deep and intense the relationship, can end the relationship without the permission or offices of the larger society and there are no public enforceable financial or social consequences to the relationship. But once one is formally married the union is public. It has social consequences, which cannot be avoided. The married person is responsible and accountable for the union he/she has freely  entered or established. The same is true with the religious. The person who has made a  private commitment can change it without anyone’s permission or help; the novice can leave the community at will. But the professed religious is accountable to the larger society of the Church for the choice of life he/she has freely taken. In our country, people marry by exchanging vows. But in other cultures, people marry by changing abode, offering gifts, or by having sexual intercourse under certain prescribed conditions. The point here is that to marry or to make religious profession is to enter definitively into a certain state of life, which, while entailing obligations, is not synonymous with or reducible to those obligations. The obligations flow from the understanding of the state of life. Example, if marriage is understood primarily as the propagation of the family / clan, polygamy may be seen as an obligation, whereas if it is understood primarily as a total, exclusive, mutual self-gift of husband and wife, then monogamy becomes obligatory. Likewise, when religious life is understood primarily as virginity or marriage to Christ, then community, habit, and common abode are not obligatory, whereas these elements were obligatory in monasticism.

4) Brief History of Religious Profession

In fact, the first religious were the virgins and the widows of the first centuries of the

Christian era.

1st Century - Virgins and widows, in their total response to the Gospel, dedicated themselves to the exclusive love of Christ in a life of prayer, meditation on the Scriptures, and good works. Virginity, for them, was a state of life, analogous to the state of marriage. They understood themselves as spouses of Christ. The virgins of the early Church did not make a vow of celibacy in the modern sense of the word. They professed their intention to live the virginal life which means not only abstention from marriage and all that it permitted and implied but also total, exclusive, and   life-long dedication to virginal Christ and his Church as a wife devotes herself to the love and care of her husband and family. The virginal commitment was not the disposition of a  single aspect of the SELF as in sexuality but of one’s whole life. The importance of the  virgin’s physical integrity was stressed since this is primarily because the integrity of the  body is the outward sign in the Church of the integrity of the virgin’s faith and love. Celibacy  and chastity appropriate to this state were to the virgin, what abstention from adultery was for  the married woman. They professed their intention to the bishop.  Widows - The widows in the early Church were women, who after the death of their  spouse, renounced the possibility of second marriage and sublimated their circumstantial solitude in a life of service to the Church by prayer and care for the needy members of the community. They were publicly and officially enrolled in the order of widows after a  suitable period of testing.

Nature / Characteristics of These Two Forms of Life

1) First, both had in common the character of being states of life which were entered publicly, formally, and definitively after suitable reflection and the testing of intentions.

2) Both involved commitment to remain unmarried but the commitments were understood quite differently. In the case of the virgins, celibacy and its appropriate form of chastity were an integral expression of the global self-donation that was understood as marriage to Christ. In the case of widows, celibacy and celibate chastity were an obligation, related specifically to the area of sexuality.

4th Century - A new form of religious life emerged in the Church. Men and women fled to the desert ( fuga mundi ) where they could live their discipleship with singleminded  intensity. Consequently, they abandoned human companionship, sought to silence their sexuality, and renounce material goods, which were not strictly necessary for their physical survival. This form of religious life did not last long. The hermits eventually gathered together in communities and lavrae, which eventually gave rise to the classical  monasticism. The form of profession among the hermits, in many cases was non-verbal. The  person, who decided to undertake this life simply disposed of his/her possessions, broke  family and social ties, traveled to the desert, donned the habit of the hermit, and   commenced to live the eremitic life. This was also recognized by the Church. In fact, there  were hermits who were recognized for their spiritual maturity and wisdom. An aspirant to the  life would come to the desert and apprentice himself/herself to an experienced hermit. The  novitiate ended either with the death of the mentor or with the latter’s recognition that the  novice was now capable of living the life without further assistance. No particular promises /  vows were made although some seem to have made particular temporary or permanent  commitments to some special ascetical practice such as fasting for a particular period of time,  etc. If a hermit decided to abandon his/her profession and return to the world, the departure was signalized by the putting off of the habit and the return to the city. Here, we can see the real distinction between profession by which a person entered the state of life and the making  of vows that bear upon particular aspects of that life. To go the desert was to embrace a life of solitude, ascetical self-stripping, and  continuous prayer, which implied fasting, celibacy, poverty, silence and work. It was not  necessary for the hermit to make separate vows concerning any of these things, for they were  all understood to belong to the life itself.

5th Century - St. Benedict in the West. - St. Basil in the East.

- A classical cenobitical monasticism developed. This new form of religious life rapidly became a dominant form, and it would remain such for the next seven hundred years. Monasticism was essentially a communitarian venture. The religious participated in the common life of prayer and work. It is in this form of religious life that profession came to include the making of explicit vows. The monastic profession formally includes the asking for admission to the monastic family and the promise to remain attached to the monastery, to live celibacy, poverty, and obedience to the rule and superior, and to labor unceasingly at his/her own conversion. It was this act of profession and its acceptance by the community, which definitively incorporated the member into the monastic family.

The monk or nun undertakes celibacy less as an ascetical practice for the control or sublimation of sexuality than as the appropriate lifestyle for community living. Poverty was not the extreme self-stripping of the hermit, but the involvement of the new member in the care, sharing, and use of the monastery’s material goods for the sake of the monastic family;  even obedience was more an initiative into the system of relationships and the patterns of  behavior of the monastic family than an exercise of personal discipline or ascetical submission of will. The promises, or vows, were integral to this formal, solemn, and public act of entering the state of life but were still only one aspect of that act, and, in the final analysis, probably not the most important.

Middle Ages - Especially under the inspiration of Dominic Guzman and Francis and Clare of Assisi, the mendicant form of religious life developed. A further step was taken toward the eventual equation of profession with the making of vows. The mendicants shifted the primary emphasis from community life to the preaching of the WORD. One associated himself/herself with an itinerant band whose primary purpose was to bring the good news to the poor by word and example.

A second factor in the increasing emphasis on the vows was the mysticism of poverty developed in the Franciscan movement. For Francis, poverty was a form of unitive love, the joyful celebration of the mutual self-gift of the religious and Christ.

St. Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Theologica, developed the understanding of religious vows. He explicated the distinction between the evangelical counsels, which were the objects of the vows and the commandments by which all Christians were obliged. Thus, the taking on of added obligations became the specificity of the religious state and the touchstone of its superiority to the other forms of life in the Church. This theology completed the development toward the equation of religious profession with the making of specific vows by which one took upon oneself obligations beyond those incumbent for ordinary Christians, thereby establishing oneself in a superior state of life.

16th Century - Another form of religious life emerged such as regular clerics (example: Jesuits) and the development of this theology of the vows continued. This

new form of religious life assigned an unqualified priority to mission and suppressed all  aspects of monasticism such as the cloister and office in common, which impeded total  apostolic mobility and involvement. The obligation and practices of the life were no longer integral elements of a common experience but an individual program for which each religious accepted individual responsibility on the day of profession. Thus, the rule had to be detailed, obligations of each vow was clear, and the formation of the individual religious became  intensive. Obedience, however, as the individual’s involvement in the command structure, which assured the efficiency of the group’s missionary endeavor, was the most important virtue and obligation of the apostolic religious. Obedience came to be seen as the central vow of religious life, the one, which governed every act of every day and whose practice became the touchstone of religious perfection. Obedience assumed a quasi-military character and was  strictly hierarchical, even a monarchical form that already characterized the organization of the Counter-Reformation Church itself. The Jesuits have a fourth vow, a special vow of obedience to the Pope in matters of mission, which was made only by the society’s most elite members.

Only the members who were admitted to the final profession including the fourth vow were considered first class members of the society, able to hold its highest offices and be entrusted with its most sensitive missions.

Reformation Period (Martin Luther) - In this period, there was a virtual equation not only of profession with the making of the vows but also of the keeping of the individual vows with religious life itself became so absolute. Religious claimed their superiority over other forms of life such as marriage because of their vows. Martin Luther made his fundamental protest against the Church of Rome regarding this understanding of religious life as a superior form of life. This led to a strong reaffirmation by the Council of Trent not only of the legitimacy and praiseworthiness of the vowed life but of its intrinsic superiority to other forms of Christian life, specifically marriage.

19th-20th Century ( Period After the French and American Revolutions )

Another form of religious life developed, namely the congregations of simple vows devoted to alleviatory works of charity and to the Christian education of youth. The vows of poverty, chastity and obedience constituted religious life. Profession consisted in making these vows and religious life consisted essentially in living out the obligations incurred by them.

5) Relationship of Profession and the Vows

The equation of religious profession with the making of the three traditional vows is

enshrined in Canon law and in the documents of Vatican II. The practice of making 

permanent profession of the three has become virtually universal. Since the development of monastic life in the 5th century, profession of the three vows ( along with other vows in some cases ) initiated religious life, and it has been considered theologically essential at least since the middle ages when this proposition was explicated by Thomas Aquinas in his treatment of religious life in the Summa Theologica. Nevertheless, the experience of religious in our times has raised questions about this equation of religious profession with the three vows, and the historical facts permit us to reexamine the issue. 

There are three unexamined and in fact, false premises which are controversial.

a) That religious profession is strictly synonymous with the making of vows.

b) That the three vows have always been the content of religious profession.

c) That they have always had basically the same meaning as they have today.

In fact, religious profession is a constant element of religious life but it has not always

been expressed by the making of vows. Even after the vows became the normal form of

religious profession, the same vows were not made by all religious. And even when most

religious made the same vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, the meaning of the vows was not always the same. Furthermore, the three vows themselves are not on equal footing. They are not equally ancient; they do not have equal bases in the New Testament; and they are not equal in theological significance as constituents of religious life.
  

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION AND TERM PAPER

The students are expected to submit a research paper containing 5-8 pages, single-spaced  and included in it is a one page personal reflection regarding the chosen topic and the list of bibliography.

 Choose one from the given questions.

a) What is the role and significance of religious life in the Church? Its identity?

b) Explain the significance of ecology in the formation of religious.

c) Matrimony and Consecrated Celibacy: Complementary Forms of Christian Life.

d) What is religious life according to “Vita Consecrata”? Documents of the Church?

Canon Law?

e) Try to project the future of religious life fifty years from now.

f) What are some of the crises of religious life today?
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