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Over the past twenty years, Erik Erikson’s developmental theory has helped us understand the process of initial and ongoing formation in religious life. A key to Erikson's theory is the concept of the crisis, an experience of disharmony or disequilibrium in a person’s life, which leads to the successful or unsuccessful resolution of a particular stage of development. This article focuses on how crises occur during post novitiate formation and how useful—indeed, critical—they can be in the formation process.

Erikson proposes that persons experience eight steps of growth in the development of personality. These steps occur within the context of personal crises. In identity, Youth, and Crisis, he writes:
Each successive step, then. is a potential crisis because of a radical change in perspective. Crisis is used here in a developmental sense: to connote not a threat or catastrophic, but a turning point. a crucial period of increased vulnerability and heightened potential, and therefore, the ontogenetic source of generational strength and maladjustment.

With this description Erikson suggests that crises are resolved in a mixed way—that is, the personally emerges from the crisis with both strong and vulnerable areas. Erikson has also emphasized the very important influence of social and cognitive factors on personality development, which Daniel Levinson has explored in terms of "life structure," the complex of

relationships that shape a person's development.
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Erikson's comments on the important role of crises at various stages of human development are sup-ported by the research of Levinson and Hans Selye. Levinson, whose research thus far has been conducted exclusively in men, found that a great majority of men experience a moderate to severe degree of tumult as they make transitions from one chronological stage of development to another. Selye's research on the strains of adaptation to change indicates that distress, rather than stress, is damaging to the human organism. This research suggests that some degree of stress (disequilibrium, conflict, disorganization, crisis) is a necessary prerequisite for progress to the next stage of persona! development. 
Recent surveys of Erikson's theory have shown its applicability to people in initial and ongoing formation. Indeed, individuals go through these stages in any life structure, including the one we know as religious life. In light of Levinson's and Selye's research. it would seem that crises that occur during initial formation serve as normal, important, and useful moments in individual’s personal development, as well as in their incorporation into the life of a religious community.

The three of Erikson's stages most commonly associated with the bulk of adult life are identity formation, intimacy, and generativity. The issues and crises associated with these stages are inter-twined and continue to emerge in various forms throughout the adult life cycle. Erikson contends that although one aspect (identity, for example) is predominant during a given period, all the other aspects are also present, and a certain degree of developmental work goes on in conjunction with the predominant work. This perspective suggests that despite the ages of people in initial formation, they are dealing with one or another of these stages and the attendant crises.

Post novitiate formation usually requires a period of three to five years. During this time of first vows, individuals experience community life and ministry. This important period can include academic, pastoral, communal, and personal experiences that provide the context or structure within which the individuals will continue their growth and development. At the conclusion of this period, the individuals and the community determine whether a final commitment will be made. Thus, these years are crucial for both parties. The crises that occur provide valuable information about both the content of the individual’s lives and their process (i.e., the way they handle those issues). Equally important during crises are the community and the formation personnel. Their responses to both the content and the process of the individuals are important factors for the individuals to consider as they ponder a final commitment.

NORMAL DEVELOPMENTAL CRISES
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The identity crisis usually occurs in the teens or early twenties. However, it is often renegotiated when an individual makes a career choice, such as the decision to enter religious life. For some it is a more serious renegotiation than for others. For example, it can surface in the academic setting of studying theology. The identity of candidates whose life structure before entering religious life was a traditional Catholic one can be significantly shaken by the theological shift they may experience through contemporary theology courses. Their whole sense of themselves and how they fit into the world can be overturned as their assumptions about God, the church, and the world are responsibly re-examined as part of their intellectual preparation for ministry. They may become angry, fearful, hostile, rigid, or disoriented. They may question their vocation, their past training, the leadership in their community or seminary, or their fellow students. Their task is to develop a new sense of self in the new life structure or to return to the old one. 
The intimacy crisis for candidates in religious life can occur in a number of different ways. The most obvious is the experience of trying to relate to men or women in nongenital ways. The drive for emotional closeness, for a deeper sharing of self with another, is a normal human drive. What newcomers to religious life must learn is how to experience that drive in a healthy way yet as a celibate. Learning this can often be a difficult but rewarding experience. Individuals often fall in love with another religious or someone they meet in ministry, and they resolve the relationship in various ways. Some discover that they can be intimate with another within the context of the vows, whereas others discover that they want an exclusive relationship and leave religious life. People who have had difficulty with intimacy before entering religious life often find that the problem resurfaces during initial formation. A crisis in intimacy can evidence itself in a number of ways. Some individuals become withdrawn and develop a rigid, formal way of relating to others. Others avoid intimacy through alcohol and drug abuse. Another indicator of difficulty with intimacy is promiscuousness, either sexual or emotional.

Another crisis for adults is generativity. It has to do with issues of caring for others, using one's power for greater responsibility, and developing a deeper interiority. Admittedly, this crisis occurs less frequently during initial formation than does the crisis in intimacy, but when it arises it often presents opportunities for growth. This crisis is commonly precipitated by some difficulty in ministry during the formation period. Some individuals may experience conflict with others on the staff of a parish or school; others may experience a failure (e.g., lack of success as a teacher or hospital chaplain). Such difficulties in ministry often result in questions about the individual's sense of vocation, and feelings of anger or fear may develop. During a crisis in generativity, individuals tend to doubt their skills and gifts, the energy íhey have to serve others, and their sense of commitment to service.
VALUE OF THE CRISIS
These crises-which can occur not only during initial formation but also during ongoing formation-are valuable for both their content and their process. The specific content questions they raise are important for the individuals and the community in terms of vocational discernment. Do the individuals manifest the requisite flexibility of personality to continue to develop as human beings? Do they have the psychological strength to live the celibate life? Do they have the energy and skills to be effective leaders in ministry? Do their personal histories suggest that they will have enough psychic energy available for ministry? These are important questions that must be resolved before candidates for religious life make a final commitment. Obviously, these and other such questions can never be completely answered, but provincials and formation personnel need to have some assurances before calling individuals to, or recommending them for, a final commitment. 
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The process questions raised by these crises are equally important. The dynamics they touch off can provide valuable information that the individuals, the formation personnel, and the religious community can use to determine the authenticity of the individuals' call to religious life and ministry in the church.

DYNAMICS YIELD INSIGHT
The dynamics of the crisis are the emotional and cognitive responses of both the individuals and the community. The first set of dynamics is that of the individual religious. The precipitating crisis— whether in identity, intimacy, or generativity— reveals the personality, history. and coping skills of the individuals. The crisis allows both the individuals and the community to enter into the Life of the individuals, depending on how public the crisis is. What is revealed is how the candidates for religious life handle adversity, difficulty, crisis. There is a sense of seeing them psychologically uncovered, with their personality weaknesses exposed. In some instances, a repeated pattern may be evident (e.g., a drinking problem or a dependent relationship). How the individuals coped (or did not adequately cope) with it in the past is important information for them and the formation personnel- How they attempt to cope with it currently is equally important. Do they try to hide the issue from the formation personnel? Do they act helpless? Do they maturely seek creative and effective ways to deal more responsibly with the crisis? Current behavior is often predictive of future behavior. In other words, how individuals deal with a crisis in their lives now will indicate how they will deal with other crises in the future. Such insights are important in the discernment process.

The second set of dynamics is that of the religious community, and of the formation personnel in particular. How do they respond to the crises of individuals in initial formation? For just as the individuals' responses to crises reveal their personalities, histories, and- coping skills, so does the community's response to individuals in crisis reveal its personality, history, and coping skills. Does the personality of the community show that it has room for people who have weaknesses? Is the community willing to work with individuals who are going through crises? Is the community clear about what it considers appropriate and inappropriate behaviors for vowed religious? Being in an atmosphere in which crises can be faced openly is important, and individuals ought to know whether they are in such a setting as they discern final commitments. It is thus important for a community to reflect on how it responds to the crises of individuals. It not only will help the community to be more responsive to the candidates but also will facilitate the community's ongoing discernment of its formation policies and procedures and its choice of personnel.

Another important part of the community response to individuals in crisis is the response of  their peers in formation. Sometimes the peers are the precipitators of crises, and often they are valuable supporters of individuals in crisis.. As precipitators they may be personally involved with the individuals—for example, as dependents in a relationship or competitors in a project—and so may serve as catalysts for crises. As supporters, peers may be involved in "walking with" the individuals, challenging them, and in general giving the kind of emotional care needed by people in crisis. Peers help to communicate to the individuals whether the religious community they are joining has emotional room for them.
CRISIS PART OF GROWTH
The absence of such crises during initial formation is cause for concern. The "honeymoon syndrome," for example, occurs in individuals who claim to be completely at home in the community after the first day. This behavior may suggest that these individuals are controlled or repressed, unconsciously wanting to keep others from knowing them. Discernment about the appropriateness and quality of their future as religious and ministers in the church is severely limited. The fact that a crisis does not occur becomes an important piece of the process. It is often the responsibility of formation personnel to challenge such behavior, which usually precipitates a crisis for the individuals.

CRISIS BRINGS BENEFITS
The crisis in formation is an important phenomenon. It provides much experience and information that is valuable in the discernment process, for the individuals as well as the community. The individual’s preparedness to make an authentic choice for the future as a religious and as a minister in the church is vital for both parties. The Life crises experienced during initial formation help form the basis for making an informed choice. Furthermore, crises provide rich material for prayer and tend lo strip candidates of illusions and pretenses so that they can encounter God as they truly are. Thus crises can profoundly enhance the spirituality of individuals, which in turn influences the quality of their service to others.

The issue of crisis points out the need to have qualified personnel involved in post-novitiate formation. They must be able lo help individuals face the crises that will surface between the novitiate and final vows. The ability to do so assumes that these personnel have learned to deal with their own crisis issues in an open and healthy way and thus can help others to acquire the same skills.

There is great value in  regular post-novitiate ministerial experience. A structure that permits individuals to experience the role they aspire to while still in training provides an important context for discernment. Such experience provides information and training in ministry which also facilitate discernment.

Finally, post-novitiate formation should include regular supervision of the candidates for religious life. Regularly scheduled opportunities to reflect on their experience in community and in ministry not only support them in times of crisis but also help them develop the skills necessary for effective living and ministry in the church today.
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The crisis in formation is essentially a learning tool for individuals and the community. It indicates that both are engaged in the process of bringing new life to themselves and to the religious and ecclesial community as a whole. Crises represent opportunities for growth and new life—signs of the Spirit at work in our lives.
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