PRESENT CHALLENGES:
WAYS AND MEANS THAT SUPERIORS AND GOVERNING BODIES OF RELIGIOUS CONGREGATIONS MAY UNDERTAKE.
-edward mercieca, S.J.
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Some points which cannot be considered completely acquired:

1. The human person develops, grows and commits in every stage of life and in its totality: mind-heart-body; past-present-future.
2. The way that relationships develop (quality, mode) with ourselves, with others and with our surroundings, is in direct relationship with the quality and the way we relate to God.
3. Religious persons do not constitute a separate and distinct species from the rest of humanity; potential crises are present throughout our life journey.
4. All that forms us as persons - intelligence, affectivity, body, language, history, etc. - is God's grace. Stages of life, so much intimately related to our spiritual Life and our commitment, are God's graces.
5. In religious life one may become broken during times of crisis; bro​kenness caused by crises of losses and separations, brokenness due to crises coming from the charism/tradition of the congregation itself, brokenness caused by certain renunciations which one would have desired and chosen before.
6. In each vital phase of life there occurs a crisis-growth experience; this is lived healthily in a cycle of confusion- pain- mature love. In religious Life these stages of life have their own specific characteristics even if deep down we share these experiences with others.
7. Each person/religious in our case makes his own "reading" of the process.

My intervention is intended to help prepare the "Sharing in Language Groups", which follows this afternoon, making it more fruitful and more focused.

I will talk about two Items or subjects:

1. Six focal existential periods in the life of a religious where a time of crisis and growth go together; in each of these six challenges along the way, if the basic conditions are there, growth and perseverance take place. If the crisis is not dealt with properly, however, perseverance will be more difficult or at least, religious life will turn out to be an unhappy lot.
2. Means and/or orientations that may help our young men to per​severe and our mature brothers to live their vocation and mission happily and fruitfully, according to each stage of the religious life.

Changes in Age/ Phases in Life:

Breaking off-Losing and Reconstructing in Strategic Periods of our lives

I. The time before joining religious life:

From the fear of a definitive commitment -to a vital project of fullness in life.

A disconcerting experience: There is motivation to serve, to give oneself to the poor, to Christ, to the Church...which means a change in life, in customs, in orientation. Questions arise: Why must I be there and not others? Why in this way? Why now? Take it or leave it.

Conflicting feelings arise: on one hand one feels that this is what one must do, that this is the way to full and definitive happiness; the novelty of experiencing Jesus Christ in one's life. On the other hand there is a fear to move on, to make the decision, to decide for something so radical. The young person is after something "absolute", "total commitment", many times without being conscious of it. The sacrifice implied, is in itself attractive for it entails a high ideal. Many would not understand the waste of talents, of energy and of a young life. In face of the definitive commitment the heart is wondering: Will I be able to do it? What happens if...?

Suffering/Pain: separation is always painful; more so if this hap​pens when the young person has to embark for this first very radi​cal and definitive breaking up. Leaving the family, the peers at school or work, friends, etc. is not easy. The option appears to be a leap into the unknown, into emptiness, even though one might have had contacts with the congregation before he joined it. The candidate will be leaving behind a profession against the opinion of many others, a "personal" project that involved status, money, per-haps even a girl friend or a bride. In this case, one suffers for him-self and for the other person involved.

Growth: The discovery of a vital definite project which gives meaning to life (past, present and future), energizes and thus gives strength to the candidate to go on with his option. Some will admire him which will astonish him. The young man feels a costly happiness qualitatively different from others experienced before; a sort of potential fullness and self-realization in giving oneself, spiritual consolation. He sees the same difficulties and personal limitations in a new light and he no longer sees them as impossible to deal with.

Orientations/Helps:


The combination of four tools:
· Spiritual Accompaniment
· Group/guided  community experience of peers /communal prayer and sharing of life.
· Social Experience/exposure to poverty, having experience of peo-ple who are marginalised and/or who are weak.
· Spiritual Experience / interior process / prayer.

During the years prior to joining a religious congregation these "four experiences" should be structured and worked out according to local realities. The absence of any one of them will affect the whole "formation process" which leads to discernment and ultimately to the decision to join or not to join a religious congregation.
· the young man needs to discern his great desires; to distinguish what is real and what is imaginary.
· the congregation needs to have a clear and attractive identity in its mission. It also needs to be rather strict in its selection of candidates.
II.   Postulant-Novice:
From the learning of a new style of Life – to an affective reorientation of Life in faith with Christ


Soon a novice will understand that this is a new and different style of Life. This is a new culture - in religious life - which touches all dimensions of life and which at first makes one feel rather lost: language, habits, daily rhythms, and personal relationships, all invite to a new perception of realities and a proper conduct that follows. Little by little one discovers the "ideal way" of reacting to work, rest and prayer. Many attitudes and conduct which one day will be personalized and assimilated, are at this very first phase of religious life rather in an external imitation stage, where "what will they say?" and "how do they perceive me?" are important questions. Daily living and time impregnate that "familial ecology", fruit of the congregation's charism. A new/different value system is being integrated by the novice, followed by a set of behaviours and a way of proceeding typical of religious. The young person's sensitivity to stimuli and impatience, make the postulant/novice sometimes rather uncomfortable.

During this first phase of religious life not feeling master of oneself and the present living situation may cause pain because it touches identity. 
In fact he is struggling to form a new and different identity from the one he has had up to now - the identity of a religious. This might cause anxiety and sadness due to the loss of self he knew up to now. A confusion which is exacerbated by the fact that he is leaving what he knew before but what he is going to be and to become is still vague and in a way distant. Leaving behind family, friends and per​sonal interests is difficult. Besides, not disposing of time according to one's desires, interests and likes is a continuous renunciation. The dream for entering religious life was to become a brother/or a priest to serve the world. And now here I am as a novice "in formation" a period lasting for years. It is not easy to find meaning in all that others propose. 

The rupture/breaking off which hurts most is the sensation of NOT being self-contained, self-sufficient: Who am I here? 1 am not the man I was and neither am I the man I will be!

Still, the novice is building another type of trust in his life. A new life is being born: a new vital horizon wider than those imagined, new objectives, a new ability to be with oneself and reflect. The novice is learning to express in words the interior spiritual experi​ences, he is learning a new sense of friendship and finally yet importantly he is learning affective-integrative prayer. The best of oneself is coming out but this time peacefully. The experience of Jesus - person and mission -, passionately loved, synthesizes this phase of reli​gious life and prepares the next years which follow. This will always remain as the basic foundational experience, an important reserve that with time grows and guarantees the way ahead. 


Orientations/Helps:

· From the very beginning the postulant/novice learns to be serene with himself to grow in intimacy [to gain the habit of thinking, praying and discerning by himself - in a culture where there is lit​tle space for this]. He learns to grow in community. He grows in "personal" prayer: in awareness of the process being experienced. He learns to name the prayer experience and to share it with others.
· Role-models in the congregation with their style of life and their apostolic thrust, help from the very beginning [the identification process] in the formation of mind and heart of the young postulant/novice. In our time and culture where high ideals and political utopias are rather weak and absent, "role-models" lived by members of the same order or congregation energize, give meaning to our vocation and elicit great desires in our young.
· Transparency, mutual trust and dialogue between postulants/novices and their formators and among the peer group itself should be encouraged and promoted.
· Direct contact with people suffering, living in poverty and being marginalized should be encouraged. These experiences maintained through time, purify motivations, heal distorted self -images [in par​ticular those coming from "narcissism"] and centre life in Jesus Christ, the Servant.
· The novitiate is not the proper time for professional psychological help or therapy. Ideally these should be done before the novitiate. The focus during this time is to grow in affective (person to person relationship) and effective (apostolic mission and service) love of Jesus Christ, the ultimate and absolute reference for the building of our religious identity. This is truer today where "frailty" and "fragmentation" assault the identity of the young.
· This time of intense spiritual experience is the proper time to grow in the capacity of postponing satisfactions and as Ignatius of Loyola says "...the surrender of self-love, will and interests" [Sp.Ex.189].

III. The middle years of formation:

From realism of love and work - to definitive commitment.

(There is a great variety of modalities of this phase in religious congregations: in duration, types of communities' insertion, studies and apostolic commitments. Still we believe that the core infernal experience of growing toward definitive commitment is true of all religious formation at this stage).
Time, studies, knowing the religious institution with its traditions better, and the social reality where members of that religious family live and work, are not enough though, to make personal limitations disappear. Some tendencies - especially those that have to do with the affective-emotional type -, tend to surface again even if the young religious himself and superiors considered this to be a finished-business. It hurts to see limitations in other religious, in the congregation itself and in the Church. At the same time the young religious after novi​tiate, discovers and develops new talents, receives academic and professional training, and trusts experience on a deeper level.
All this makes the young religious "student" more of a "person": he gains deeper self-acceptance and self-esteem, and is better pre-pared to express himself and to do personal discernment in decisions. At this stage the temptation to cross to another personal and future orientation in life where one can equally serve the Kingdom may appear, sometimes insistently. Renunciations implied by the religious voca​tion are now lived on a deeper level: not having one's own project and not deciding the future for oneself, not having one's own fam​ily, wife and children, when it is the proper time to opt for this. New questions regarding the definitive commitment arise: will I be a first class religious? Will I have enough strength to persevere? Would I daré identify fully with the common apostolic project? Does my personality fit well with this way of life?
Solitude at this phase is lived in a more mature way and this makes it "more" solitude. It tells about missing someone with whom one gives and receives, sharing "intimacy" and a common project for life. Peer groups with whom one studied in college or at the university are already marrying and practicing their profession and one has the feeling that he is just beginning.. .The truth is that love and the giving of oneself are purified in a new way. There is more realism toward life, more lucidity, deep down there is more capacity to love even if this last element does not always come out forcefully. Community life becomes more austere, more conscious of what really hap-pens in relationships and common works. The seeking of personal prayer - quality and rhythm - does not come easily. Apostolic work, studies and relationships with other persons outside the community may become a real temptation if not discerned in time.

There is certainly a more human and spiritual maturity further away from external signs such as the way one dresses; it is more than evident that a new style of life has been embodied: the way of proceeding, working, resting, relationships. Others with their petitions and demands help make the young religious more of a "servant" rather than a "commander", something which deepens his identity for service. What is basic (I would say structural) is that during this period a deeper introjection-identification of the congregation's charism and common apostolic project takes place. The young religious has grown in his capacity to transcend his personal plans and needs, to identify himself with wider and greater scopes of the whole body. This is perhaps the central sign of human religious growth : to perceive and live deep self-actualization in the Lord, as person​al and apostolic availability, in function of and at the service of the whole apostolic body, of the common good, surpassing ego-centrism and proper interests. There is greater capacity to take care of the other brothers. Long term and urgent tasks have priority over short term personal projects. There is more lucidity and realism as well as more generosity of the stature of a mature per-son, possessing inner freedom to choose. Life capacity to hold on in frustration and to postpone satisfactions has made of the young religious someone more human and a more adult person. Life takes on the dynamic of the Pascal Mystery - life, death and resurrection - of Jesus the Lord. Jesus becomes a companion on the road, with whom one shares and in whom one discerns the day and projects to come. The religious trusts in the Lord even if he does not always express and pray for it sufficiently.

Orientations/Helps:
· Religious young men in formation at this stage are more famil​iar with adult communities and know the apostolic works of the congregation better. The human and spiritual ecology present and lived in the congregation, is subliminally perceived and introjected during this period. Men in formation reflect the style of life, values and limitations of the whole congregational body.
· Regular Spiritual Accompaniment with an experienced adult reli​gious is needed. Through this accompaniment the young religious discerns and integrates in a better way, a life of studies, prayer, community and apostolate.
· After the intensive spiritual formation in the novitiate, it is basic to have continuity in spiritual formation with a programme that is pedagogical, a programme that follows a process, according to the period of formation. Academic studies even if ecclesiastical as philosophy and theology are not enough. Rather than a doctrinal approach we are talking here of personalized spirituality, as a way of living the gospel according to the congregation's charism. Many times it happens that after a very intensive spiritual experience in the novitiate, students go to academic studies without a solid spir​itual formation to accompany them. The first couple of years after the novitiate which are years of transition need special attention to this aspect.
· A commitment in a serious apostolic endeavour ideally carried out by a team that is periodically prayed about and discerned/evaluated. What gives strength and motivation to religious students during the phase of academic studies is their apostolic commit​ment, even if this happens weekly within limited periods of time.

IV. The young adult:

From the search for an apostolic religious identity - to work done with love and peace.

After years of formation there comes a time for the first apostolic responsibilities. Frequently one feels empty handed: What to do? How can one begin and how can one go ahead? How can one honour his commitments in a proper way? Apostolate attracts, at last one is exercising fully his service to the world. However, indeed, it is disconcerting because one's work does not always result in affective repercussions, team work has a cost; collaborating with the laity is a desired goal but it is not an easy task. Also it is disturbing not to know how to balance the apostolate, community life, prayer and rest. Work facilitates growth but it also shows one's limitations: low self-esteem, complexes as well as problems in relating to others. Difficulties arise when one has to accept one's talents and use them to serve others without entering into competition with others. Even at this adult age, one is still seeking to be a protagonist, to concentrate on appearances or on the approval of others. Deep down the young adult is searching for his own apostolic identity. Who am I now, working apostolically?
All the above mentioned difficulties cause inner suffering. The sensation that others, more so if they are your superiors, do not understand you may generate bitterness and even sadness. To con-front this situation in time is fundamental; otherwise it may cause great damage. Lack of response to apostolic efforts and initiatives also discourages. Year after year one works with the same persons and groups without being able to measure well the fruits! It hurts. Perseverance becomes an austere affair. When no peers are there to share with your yearnings and fights, suffering may become acute and deceitful. Apostolic commitment and action may blur the spiritual accompaniment and the community itself. To isolate oneself at this stage has fatal consequences.
Crisis facilitates growth: this stage of life is a time of human and apostolic vitality when the committed religious feels at ease and satisfied with his calling. Moments of spiritual consolation during pastoral work and silent prayer give interior energy. There is an evangelical joy in action and in relationships with others. The tendency to make more commitments than is humanly prudent is common even if love and enthusiasm help the situation. In the midst of this, the religious abandons himself definitively and confirms his option for consecrated celibacy. Other signs of growth may express themselves in not being afraid to try new apostolic fields and commit​ments, in confronting difficult situations and frustrations in a better way, in working and sharing life peacefully with others. ,
Orientations/Helps
· Regular personal and apostolic sharing with peers, ideally with the presence of some major superior or an experienced religious. During the first four or five years after ordination/final accept​ance in the congregation, superiors should facilitate and people concerned should know beforehand of this mutual-help instance.
· Trust and real responsibilities given: The apostolic identity of the religious grows if he is honestly trusted and if real responsibilities are given to him. He should not be left alone or worste still Uve alone. There is nothing more energizing and refreshing [with direct impact on perseverance and growth] than to have a positive and rich apos​tolic experience.
· Supporting structures are needed all along the life of religious life. At this stage perhaps and after the first years of formation, structures valid during the study years do not prove helpful. New support structures are needed to respond to the new reality of the reli​gious where rhythm and style of life and apostolic commitments, are different and more demanding. In this phase of religious life, one needs creativity together with the help of the same group.

V.   Mid-life/mature life:

From passivity and the loss of hope - to interior freedom, confidence in God and apostolic fruitfulness.

Mid life does not coincide with a fixed age, even if for our purposes we may think of it as around fifty. Psychological conscious​ness of this period in life comes later than chronological age. In our modern culture where life tends to be longer - and more so in the case of religious life where official retirement comes only with grave sickness! - interior consciousness and acceptance of this stage comes later. This phenomenon is not something that takes place abruptly, although in a given time things happen - internally and externally.

Losses: physical strength diminishes. The person experiences a sort of general fatigue and is less open to new enterprises and learning. Among family members and friends, sad things occur: non self - supporting parents, deaths, diseases, problems of all type. Personal limitations are perceived with greater realism, sensing bet​ter the choice as to which commitments to make and which com​mitments to refuse. Many apostolic plans and dreams of evangelization remain filed and disordered affections continue to be present. The fragile and provisional aspects of life appear with force.

Life in the Spirit: God is perceived as being distant and quiet rather than active, although one is faithful to his commitments. When will this state of the soul continue? The fruit of trying and testing different types of prayer seems useless. For the religious who loves his vocation, and who continues faithful in his personal and apostolic Life, this is a painful purifying experience. One is rather disconcerted. Also, at this stage of life it becomes more difficult to ask for help.

Gains: This process of transition, if faithfully lived will end up in a more mature human and spiritual person. The purification process of these years facilitates a more radical offering in the hands of God; it comes to be a school of learning to trust in the Lord, in others and in one's own experience. This trust is of a different class from that experienced in previous stages of life. "Humility" in living with deep-er authenticity and truth is the fruit of this transition.
As never before God will be leading. The way He is present to us and his visits come to be more interiorised, spiritually wise. Paradoxically, as one tends to disappear as the chief protagonist and becomes less self-centred, learning to let go in the hands of God and reality, the strength and horizons of apostolic endeavour grow. The religious is more universal now, more compassionate, more in communion with the Lord our God. Losing is finding. God's habitation came to be the ultimate support of one's religious identity.

Orientations/Help:
· Friendships - sharing moments with particular persons whom we trust.
· Spiritual Reading and time for contemplation; giving time to be with what happens interiorly amidst apostolic commitments and returning it to the Lord.
· Learning to go on with a life of service, to let go of the self -seeking ventures and successes, to go on with apostolic work in a disinterested way, to let go of oneself and let the Lord take over. ["Letting go, go on, go with God"]

VI. Third age, being old:

From physical, psychic and intellectual weakening to a strengthening of interior courage, charity and prayer.

There is no fixed date to declare that one is old, a member of the third age. Mostly it is others who help one become aware of this new state - a state with less physical strength - a state where there are less plans for new projects. In religious life getting old is more natural since one goes on helping and being apostolically committed. Many of our works today will be at a big loss without the active collaboration of many older brothers. The dynamism and sense of mission energizes the religious to go on serving through the years.
The feeling of physical, psychic, intellectual losses accompanies the third age. Even psychologically and spiritually healthy persons experience anxiety, fear and loneliness. Interior suffering results from feeling that one is less useful, less consulted, less valued and substituted by others for specific works. The world becomes smaller and the circle of friends more limited. Loss of memory and less of an ability to concentrate follow.
Yet this is a time for courage, charity and prayer. A religious developed in humanness and in the Spirit, shines forth joy, peace, hope. Even though life becomes weak, yet through the religious' eagerness for definitive communion, one experiences the fruits of the Resurrected Lord. One needs spiritual courage to face the future with a young heart. It is a great opportunity to grow in gratuity of love: love expressed in small day to day gestures such as words said to someone on passing, visits to sick or needy people, a telephone call. Welcoming and wise old religious transmit the best of the congregation’s tradition to the young and are witnesses of the specific charism lived faithfully to the end.

This is a privileged time for prayer and for encounters: letting go in God one reaches the depth of the soul: rest, peace, contemplation. There is more time for reading. Prayer of sheer presence and offering dominates; more time is spent before the Blessed Sacrament, the Rosary rediscovered in its mysteries, prayer for the church and for humanity come naturally. Carrying the cross in suffering, sickness and passivity needs faith. This is the time to experience an accompanied solitude, "Take Lord and receive".

Orientations/Helps:

· Some congregations organize "a one week seminar" annually, for religious just over seventy to share their human, spiritual and apostolic experiences; and to grow in consciousness and acceptance of their new Life reality, projecting the future.
· Reading and writing, spiritual reading, more time for contemplative and passive prayer.
· To dare to accompany others as ministry [this goes from a welcoming presence in the community, listening to someone, visits to hospitals or needy persons to counseling and spiritual direction].
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