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I have been asked for a contribution that will be of help towards  a global presentation of the APOSTOLIC EXHORTATION ON CONSECRATED LIFE (= VC) in relation to the sensibility and challenges of consecrated life in Latin America. And, more particularly, how to present in Latin America today the essential lines of the spirituality of consecrated life according to the Postsynodal Exhortation.

To this proposal I will begin by presenting twelve keys to the reading which can contribute to an intelligent and attentive reading of the Exhortation. Afterwards I will point out some of the characteristics and themes that seem to me important to underscore in order to bring them to the attention of the readers. Thirdly, I will address the theme of spirituality and attempt in this way to demonstrate its pertinence with the spiritual sensibility of the Continent of Hope. I will conclude with some evaluative suggestions and others to stimulate study and the living of the life.

1. READING KEY

A reading key is a guide and a medium of interpretation, that is: an orientation for the reading of a text and its correct interpretation. A true reading key consists of a  reality which underlies in some way the whole text, and which illumines it in its entirety and in its parts.

I do not think that these reading keys are Latin American. Unless they are considered as such from the simple fact of having been presented by a Latin American.

I consider, however, that they may facilitate an intelligible and intelligent reading of the Exhortation; and even more as the more "keys" are used simultaneously to unlock its mysteries and exult in its treasure. Here, therefore, are the twelve reading keys.


-Ecclesial context: continuing from the two preceding Synods, on the Laity and the Priesthood; the states of the consecrated life in its unity and in its reciprocal complementarity.


-Feminine and masculine sensibility: the Author (authors!) of the document is a man who directs himself above all to  consecrated persons who are mainly women.


-Pluralism of forms and contexts: consecrated life is present in the Universal Church, on the five continents and in very different cultures; no form is exhaustive and all and each one manifest it.


-In response to a lack and a nostalgia: our western society and today's man need witnesses to spirituality (Chapter 1: "Confessio Trinitatis"), solidarity (Chapter II:"Signum fraternitatis"), and service (Chapter III: "Servitium caritatis").


-Tabor or the Icon of the Transfiguration: to go up the mountain in order to participate in the glory of Christ and to descend to the valley in order to participate in his service and his cross.


-The connecting thread of the evangelical counsels: from the theological and trinitarian dimension to the social impact as an evangelical counterculture.


-Two leading theological themes: charisma and charisms of the Spirit, the following and imitation of Christ.


-Two omnipresent categories: consecration and mission.


-The centrality of Christ: Everything is explained by our  conformation to Christ and our indentification with him.   This is the central nucleus of the spirituality of the consecrated.


-Open door: In order to continue the reflection so as to intensify the gift of the consecrated life in its triple dimension of consecration, communion and mission.


-The Life in first place: the life of the following of Christ in the Spirit is not easily reduced to definitions and distinctions; to rationalize it is to impoverish and suffocate it.


-Creative fidelity: the renewal promoted by Vatican II is an ongoing process; supported by the historical recollections of the past we are to build future history.

2. SOME CHARACTERISTICS

There are many peculiarities, characteristics or notable aspects of the Apostolic Exhortation. I confine myself to highlighting  the following among other possibilities.


-Tone: positive, stimulating, admiring and full of gratitude for the gift of consecrated life.


-Referring to all the Synodal Propositions: in an organic presentation of them all.


-Scope of those addressed: not only the consecrated but also  pastors, clergy, laity and all who wish to know of the wonderful works of the Lord.


-Typology of the consecrated life: from monastic life to the newer and present-day forms, progressing from the order of virgins, hermits and widows, institutes totally dedicated to contemplation, apostolic religious life, secular institutes and societies of apostolic life.


-The founding charism: as font and point of reference obligatory for the life and mission of each consecrated person and of each institute.


-Theological and doctrinal clarifications: religious consecration and religious identity, relationship between the three states of life.


-Themes for study: the discipline of enclosure in monasteries of contemplative life, mixed institutes, new forms of consecrated life.


-Influence of eastern and western tradition: divine beauty, response to the mystical intuition of the face of the Trinity; imitation and apostolic following of Christ.


-The socially deformed images of God: the myriad services of consecrated persons ministering to the countless expressions of human suffering.


-The priority of formation: upon it depends the future of consecrated life.


-Communion and collaboration with the laity: inviting them to a deeper participation in the spirituality and mission of the Institute.


-The challenge of inculturation: confronted with discernment and daring, dialogue and evangelical incentive.

3. SPIRITUALITY

It is difficult to delineate the theme of spirituality in the Apostolic Exhortation. The reason is simple: if spirituality is lived theology, then all of the theology of the Exhortation has something to say about spirituality.

At any rate, in order to help in the reading and dissemination of the Exhortation  we will say a word on: unity as a basic presupposition, the terminology of our theme, the major texts, the concept, the characteristics, the ways and means of consecrated spirituality, and its validity for Latin America.

1. Presupposition
There is no doubt that unity or unification of life is one of the fundamental notes of the spirituality of consecrated life and of the consecrated life as such. Division undermines and destroys the life, unification strengthens it and makes it fruitful.

The Exhortation deals with the theme or reality of unity on a triple plane: that of love, that of action and contemplation, and the plane of consecration and mission. Let us look at the most characteristic texts.


-UNITY OF LOVE

-"Such service (especially among the poor and the outcast) is itself a sign of how the consecrated life manifests the organic unity of the commandment of love, in the inseparable link between love of God and of neighbor" (VC 5).


-"On the whole, under the ever creative guidance of the Spirit the consecrated life is destined to remain a shining  witness to the inseparable unity of love of God and of neighbor. It appears as the living memory of the fruitfulness of God's love" (VC 63).


-The consecrated person "must be trained in the difficult art of interior harmony, of the interaction between love of God and love of one's brothers and sisters; they must likewise learn that prayer is the soul of the apostolate, but also that the apostolate animates and inspires prayer" (VC 67).


-"The specific contribution of consecrated persons, both men and women, to evangelization is first of all the witness of a life given totally to God and to their brothers and sisters in imitation of the Savior, who out of love for humanity made himself a servant...Those who love God, the Father of all, cannot fail to love their fellow human beings, whom they recognize as brothers and sisters" (VC 76-77).


-"Because of this pre-eminence, nothing can come before personal love of Christ and of the poor in whom he lives" (VC 84).


-Unity between action and contemplation

-"In every age consecrated men and women must continue to be images of Christ the Lord, fostering through prayer a profound communion of mind with him (Cf. Phil.2:5-11), so that their whole lives may be penetrated by an apostolic spirit and their apostolic work with contemplation (Cf Proposition 7)" (VC 9)


-From this perspective (orientation towards the Father) "the charism of each institute will lead the consecrated person to belong wholly to God, to speak with God or about God, as is said of St. Dominic, so that he or she can taste the goodness of the Lord (Cf. Ps 34:8) in every situation" (VC 36).


-"Institutes involved in one or other form of the apostolate must therefore foster a solid spirituality of action, seeing God in all things and all things in God. In fact, 'it is necessary to know that just as a well-ordered life tends to pass from the active to the contemplative, so the soul generally returns with profit from the contemplative life to the active life in order more perfectly to sustain the active life with the flame ignited in contemplation. Thus, the active life ought to lead to contemplation and sometimes, from what we see interiorly, contemplation whould more effectively call us back to action' (St. Gregory the Great, Homilies on Ezekiel, Book II,II, 11). Jesus himself gave us the perfect example of how we can link communion with the Father to an intensely active life. Without a constant search for this unity, the danger of an interior breakdown, of confusion and discouragement, lurks always near. Today as yesterday the close union between contemplation and action will allow the m ost difficult missions to be undertaken" (VC 74).


-"If, on the one hand, the consecrated life contemplates the sublime mystery of the Word in the bosom of the Father (Cf Jn. 1:1), on the other hand it follows the Word who became flesh (Cf Jn.1:14), lowering himself, humbling himself in order to serve others ..... The fact that consecrated persons fix their gaze on the Lord's countenance does not diminish their commitment on behalf of humanity; on the contrary, it strengthens this commitment, enabling it to have an impact of history, in order to free history from all that disfigures it" (VC 75).


-"St. Vincent de Paul loved to say that when one is obliged to leave prayer to attend to a poor person in need, that prayer is not really interrupted because 'one leaves God to serve God'" (VC 82).


-Unity between consecration and mission

-"Those whom God calls to follow him are also consecrated and sent into the world to imitate his example and to continue his mission. Fundamentally, this is true of every disciple. In a special way, however, it is true of those who, in the manner that characterizes the consecrated life, are called to follow Christ 'more closely' and to make him the 'all' of their lives.... This is the 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..... religious will be all the more committed to the apostolate the more personal their dedication to the Lord Jesus" (VC 72).

We can now ask ourselves, where in practical daily life should the accent be placed in order to facilitate union? The Postsynodal Exhortation answers: "Consecrated persons, because of their specific vocation, are called to manifest the unity between self-evangelization and witness, between interior renewal and apostolic fervor, between being and acting, showing that dynamism arises always from the first element of each of these pairs"(Cf 1994 Synod of Bishops) (VC 81).

2. Terminology
In addition to the term "spirituality", the Exhortation utilizes a triple vocabulary. This variety of terms shows the richness of the reality alluded to and the difficulty of grasping it within one concept. It also shows the current differences of thought that converge in the Postsynodal text.

In the concrete, the Exhortation speaks of "spirituality", "spiritual life, or in the Spirit", "sanctity and sanctification" "conformation in Christ" and "cultivation of the inner man".


-Spirituality

-Spirituality peculiar to the institutes, particular style of sanctification and apostolate, Ratio and proper spirituality (VC 30, 48, 93).


-The spirituality of communion (VC 46, 51).


-The spirituality of the consecrated life in the plan of theological studies of diocesan clergy (VC 50).


-Inviting the laity to participate in the spirituality of the institutes (VC 54).


-An active spreading of the spirituality beyond the borders   of the institute (VC 55).


-Consecrated participants in ecclesial movements, and the conflict that can arise with the spirituality of the proper institute (VC 56).


-The spirituality of new forms of evangelical life (VC 62).


-The Ratio Institutionis should present the path to follow in order to assimilate fully the spirituality of the respective institute (VC 68).


-The apostolic, ascetical, and mystical dimension of consecration (VC 71).


-The spirituality of apostolic action (VC 74).


-The need to nourish oneself at the fount of a solid and profound spirituality (VC 93).


-The institutes and communities as authentic schools of evangelical spirituality (VC 93, Cf 94).


-The Word of God as primary source of all christian spirituality (VC 94).


-The Eucharist as the fount of the spirituality of each institute (VC 95).


-Spiritual life or in the Spirit

-The spiritual life as the principal occupation of cloistered nuns (VC 59).


-Life in the Spirit as the primary and principal dimension of on-going formation (VC 71).


-Spiritual life is life in Christ and according to the Spirit (VC 93).


-The spiritual life ought to occupy first place in the program of each institute in order for them to become schools of authentic evangelical spirituality (VC 93).


-The Word of God is a clear and perennial fount of spiritual life (VC 94).


-Sanctity and sanctification

-The evangelical counsels as privileged means towards holiness (VC 35).


-Identity proper to each institute and its particular style of holiness (VC 48).


-To tend towards holiness is the program of all consecrated life in the perspective of renewal (VC 93).


-Striving towards holiness through educational work (VC 96).


-Conformation with Christ

-Cohesive and conformative identification with Christ of all of one's existence (VC 16).


-Identification with Christ, assuming all his sentiments and his way of life; explicit desire for a total conformation with Him (VC 18).


-The Spirit configures the consecrated with Christ even to the cross (VC 19).


-A living memorial to the mode of living and being of Jesus (VC 22,29,32).


-Identifying with Christ means taking up Mary's way of life. 


-A fuller configuration from the time of baptism (VC 30),


-Proper to the consecrated is the special conformation with Christ virgin, poor and obedient (VC 31).


-Transfigured existence is the fruit of contemplating and bearing witness to the transfigured face of Christ (VC 35).


-In each founding charism there predominates a profound desire to be conformed to Christ to give witness to some aspect of his mystery (VC 36).


-The guarantee of all renewal depends on conformation with Christ (VC 37).


-The goal of formation and of consecrated life consists in conformation with the Lord Jesus and with his total sacrifice (VC 65).


-The more the consecrated soul is conformed with Christ the more is Christ made present in the world for the salvation of men (VC 72).


-"Do not forget that you, in a very special way, can and must say that you not only belong to Christ but that "you have become Christ!" (St. Augustine, on St.John's Gospel, XXI,8) (VC 109).


-Cultivation of the inner man

-Not closed within himself and open to history (VC 103)

In many of the texts just quoted the terms are utilized in a double sense, that is, general and particular, for example: the spirituality of consecrated life in general and the spirituality of an institute in particular. The term "charism" is also used in this double sense: general and particular. Still more, often the Exhortation speaks of the charism in a sense close to or equivalent to that of the spirituality.

3. Major texts
In this section I will present those texts or blocks of texts most bearing on the theme concerning us.


-Diverse forms of Consecrated Life (VC 6-12).


-Guidance by the Spirit of sanctity (VC 35-40; Cf.33)


-Life and spiritual orientation of the cloistered (VC 59)


-The rich spirituality of the religious Brothers (VC 60)


-The primacy of life in the Spirit (VC 71)


-The spirituality of apostolic action (VC 74)


-Definitive commitment to the spiritual life (VC 93-95)

Obviously each one of these major texts deserves a special commentary, but this would be to take us beyond our present purpose.

4. The concept
In the paragraph on commitment to the spiritual life in response to the challenges of the present-day world we find a very rich descriptive definition of the spirituality of the consecrated life. The paragraph in question says as follows:


-"We may say that the spiritual life, understood as life in Christ or life according to the Spirit, presents itself as a path of increasing faithfulness on which the consecrated person is guided by the Spirit and configured by him to Christ, in full communion of love and service in the Church. All these elements, which take shape in the different forms of the consecrated life, give rise to a specific spirituality, that is, a concrete program of relations with God and one's surroundings marked by specific spiritual emphasis and choices of apostolate, which accentuate and represent one or other aspect of the one mystery of Christ. When the Church approves a form of consecrated life or an institute, she confirms that in its spiritual and apostolic charism are found all the objective requisites for achieving personal and communal perfection according to the Gospel" (VC 93).

It is not difficult to see that the text utilizes a varied terminology; it speaks of life in Christ, life according to the Spirit, spirituality, spiritual and apostolic charism, and a plan of evangelical perfection. It also refers to consecrated life in general and the varied forms of consecrated life, to the individual person and to communities of persons. For the rest, the Christological, pneumatological and ecclesial is evident.

5. Characteristics
The preceding descriptive definition can be augmented by a list   of indications or characteristics which shape and define the spirituality of the consecrated life. It is in this way that the aforesaid spirituality receives a unique and characterisitic identity in the heart of the ecclesial communion. These characteristics are:


-Eschatology: 26-27


-Espousal: 34, 59


-Ecclesiality: 3,29-33,46,47-50


-Gratitude (sponsal): 104-105


-Paschal dimension: 23-24


-Trinitarian dimension: 14-22,41,111


-Communitarian dimension: 21,41-42,45


-Creative fidelity: 36-37


-Prophecy and martydom: 84-86, cf. 87-92


-Mariology: 18,28,34,95,112

It would be interesting to discern the "feminine" and "masculine" aspects of the ten characteristics listed. In some cases they are evident, in others not as much.

6. Means
Spirituality runs the risk of becoming merely "spiritualistic" and empty talk if it does not offer concrete means that lead to operative options. We speak thus of:


-Prayer, ascesis and spiritual combat: 38, Cf.71


-Ascetical study related to the search for God: 98


-Lectio divina, Eucharist, Liturgy of the Hours, the Sacrament of Reconciliation, spiritual Direction, Holy Rosary: 94-95


-Humility and austerity of life: 82,90,cf.75


-Discernment, personal and of the signs of the times: 68,73,79,81,84,94


-The Evangelical Counsels: 16,18,20-22,30-31,35,87-92,93


-Mission and service: 72-76

-As we can see, the Evangelical Counsels have pride of place, in matters of the consecrated life it could not be otherwise. It is important to emphasize the place of discernment as a means of searching for and discovering the will of God, as much in personal life as within the framework of history.

7. Validity for Latin America
Let us listen now to the voice of the Latin American Magisterium and to other representative voices in relation to the spirituality of the consecrated life. I will try in this section to show briefly the validity for Latin America of the spirituality presented by the Postsynodal Exhortation.


-Medellin (1968) recommended to religious: "Develop and deepen a theology and a spirituality of the apostolic life, as it is necessary to acquire a mentality that values supernaturally the penitencial elements that envelop the apostolate and enhance the exercise of the theological and moral virtues that go with it" (XII:11,a).



-The Exhortation with its constant preoccupation with the "unity of love, of contemplation and apostolic action, consecration and mission" establishes the basis for this spirituality. The discernment of the signs of the times, as presented in the Exhortation, seems to us to be in like manner a privileged means towards a spirituality of the apostolic life.


-Puebla (1979) based its theology-spirituality of the consecrated life on the "call to the radical following of Christ, indentifying oneself with Him according to the Beatitudes" (742).



-While the following (of Christ) is the basic premise  (although not developed) of the  Apostolic Exhortation, the reality of the Beatitudes, however, just barely appears.


The four basic tendencies of the consecrated life in Latin America according to Puebla are: Experience of God, fraternal Community, preferencial Option for the poor, insertion in the life of the local church (726-738).



-These four representative tendencies are amply evident in the Exhortation. The first of them, the experience of God (interiorizing and deepening of the faith-life, integrating prayer and life), occupies quite a central place under the names of "spirituality, life in the Spirit, life in Christ, sanctity and sanctification" as we have already seen.


-In his Apostolic Letter to the Religious of Latin America of June 29, 1990 the Pope indicates as primordial "an authentic experience of God, which is like a new name for contemplation" and urged them to "evangelize out of a profound experience of God" (25).



-The Exhortation presents this experience of God in terms of conformation with Christ and transfiguration on Tabor.


-In Santo Domingo (1992) "the call to sanctity" occupies a central place (Word, Liturgy, Eucharist, every-day Religiosity, Contemplation) directed to all the Church and the "renewed spirituality demanded by the new evangelization" (31-53). Consecrated persons are not exempt from this call, on the contrary, one of the pastoral lines says rightly: "foster the vocation to holiness among Religious" (92).



-This call to holiness, as we have seen, is amply echoed by the Apostolic Exhortation.


-Curiously, in the Document of Santo Domingo the theme of the "following" is applied to the whole church, to secular institutes, and above all to young people; with respect to them a pastoral program is proposed: "Let there burst forth a  spirituality of the following of Jesus that will further   the bonding between faith and life" (116). But little or next to nothing is said in relation to the consecrated life.


-In its Global Plan for 1991-1994 CLAR invites us to "deepen and consolidate the spirituality that is born from the preferential option for the poor, so that it may be the source of the dynamism and the inspiration of the new evangelization". It would be a case of a spirituality eminently Christocentric, mystical, prophetic and contemplative, based and breathed in through the reading and praying over of the Word of God with the poor and out of the painful lived reality of our people. It means a spirituality "that springs from a new experience of Christ present in the poor, who invites us to follow him and to collaborate with Him in the building of His Kingdom, in affective and effective solidarity with the most needy" (Linea inspirada III).



-Once again, there is no doubt that numerous elements are found in the Exhortation that can contribute in one way or the other to this spirituality, although the accent on the reality faced by the people be missing. Interesting in this respect is what is said on the predilection for the poor and the promotion of justice (VC 82).


(The other inspirational lines were: to take up the new evangelization with greater creativity; To continue living the preferential option for the poor as the fundamental inspiration of the ecclesial life and mission of religious life; Renewed effort towards the inculturation of the Gospel; Greater ecclesial communion; Evangelization beyond  set bounderies).


-It is also fitting to mention the eighth challenge enumerated by a group of theologians and members of CLAR on the occasion of the International Congress on Religious Life Today (Rome, November 1993): "To live the experience of God, source and summit of consecration, with joy in the love and following of the poor Jesus, sharing in the faith, the hope and the poverty of the people. The Word of God gives strength for this spiritual journey; it occupies a central place in prayer, in the search for and execution of the will of God, in union with the people".



-In the light of this text we can detect the lack of a more specific treatment of the theological virtues in relation to the following of Jesus in the Postsynodal Exhortation.


-In its Global Plan for 1994-1998 CLAR invites us to "deepen and consolidate the spirituality that is born in the experience of Christ the Evangelizer and is nourished by inculturated evangelization and the preferential option for the poor so that it may be a fount of dynamism and inspiration for religious life in Latin America and enable it to be shared with the laity".



-Again, in the Exhortation we can find numerous elements that can contribute to the spirituality inculturated and shared with the laity.


(The other inspirational lines are: Option for the poor; inculturation of the Gospel; Ecclesial communion; Woman and the feminine).

4. CONCLUSIONS

To conclude I would like first to establish a strict relationship between spirituality and renewal of consecrated life. Secondly, to add some suggestions in order to continue the reflections and bring them to fruition. Lastly, I would like to offer an appraisal of the Postsynodal document.


-Renewal


-"While it is true that the renewal of the consecrated life depends primarily on formation, it is equally certain that this training is in turn linked to the ability to establish a method characterized by spiritual and pedagogical wisdom, which will gradually lead those wishing to consecrate themeselves to put on themind of Christ the Lord" (VC 68).



-"To tend towards holiness: This is in summary the program of every consecrated life, particularly in the perspective of its renewal on the threshold of the third millennium. The starting point of such a program lies in leaving everything behind for the sake of Christ, preferring him above all things in order to share fully in his Paschal Mystery" (VC 93; Cf.39,112).


-Addition


-It would be interesting to compare the major texts of the Apostolic Exhortation on spirituality, especially nos. 35-40, with:




-Laborem Exercens 24-27 (Elements of the spirituality of work).




-Familiaris Consortio 55-64 (The family, a community of dialogue with God and in the service of man).




-Christifidelis Laici 16-17 (Called to holiness) and 59-60 (Unity of life, spiritual formation).




-Pastores Dabo Vobis 19-33 (Spiritual life of the priest) and 45-50 (Spiritual formation).



-From an objective point of view and having as a goal the communiction to others of the riches contained in the Exhortation we could:




-Define each of the sections or major and minor parts.




-Determine the specific content of each.




-Pay close attention to the sources.




-Single out parallel passages.




-Make comparisons with other Magisterial texts.




-Point out innovations.




-Follow out and enlarge upon a specific theme.



-From a subjective perspective the following questions could help us to arrive at an existential deepening of our understanding of the Exhortation:




-Illumination: 
What does the text say?

                              


What in it do I not understand?

                             


What lights does it offer me?




-Affection:    
What sentiments does the text arouse in me?

                             


What sentiments do I project on it?

                            


What parts leave me unmoved?




-Adhesion:
To what does the text invite me?






What stands in my way?






What means does it offer me?




-Action:
I live out what I have read!






I evaluate my life by the light of the VC.


-Evaluation


-There is no doubt that spirituality or life in Christ according to the Spirit occupies a most important place if the Exhortation. This fact ought to move us to gratitude and to action. Without spirituality the consecrated life would cease to be a life!



-The reiterated emphasis placed on the unity and unification of the life is of capital importance. The divorce between the love of God and love of neighbor, between contemplation and action and between consecration and mission has been the bane of spirituality down through the ages.



-Perhaps some would have preferred a more "systematic" treatment of spirituality, such as that offered by the Exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis. But I do not know if this effort at systemization would be appreciated by the great feminine majority to whom the document is addressed.



-The theme of following according to the evangelical counsels could have found its traditional and ever relevent adornment in the evangelical Beatitudes.



-The theology and spirituality of the cloister can be enriched by the biblical and traditional theme of the "desert". In this way it would also be a source of inspiration for countless men who seek God in institutes integrally dedicated to contemplation. (The addition of the word "grave" in exclaustrations for "just reasons" would deserve a complete commentary on its own, but this would take us beyond our present purpose).



-Interesting and welcome to apostolic spirituality is the presentation of discernment of the signs of the times as an indication of the working of God in human history.



-The invitation to foster and sustain the effort of all christians towards perfection through spiritual initiatives and a sharing of particular spirituality is a magnificent challenge and a stimulus towards cooperation with the Lord in one's own sanctification.

In short and, finally, in conclusion, if we live all that the Postsynodal Exhortation on the spirituality of consecrated life says to us we would hardly have time to lament over what is lacking to it. Let us take advantage of the present moment. Let us begin. The Kingdom of God is to be made a reality!


April 16, 1996
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