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The situation in today's consecrated life may lead us to believe 1 that the latter presents an inevitable degree of "instability" evidenced by various signals:
· First of all, a much too prolonged epochal transformation, which has not yet found its right equilibrium;
· Secondly, the signs of estrangement leading to cases of personal abandonment of the consecration project;
· And, thirdly but not least, the incapacity to mobilize resources in order to promote some increasingly radical choices within the organization, as well as projects of expansion toward the lay life.
Institutional instability can be seen as a historical recurrence and also, perhaps, as a sign of dynamism; in fact, an excessive degree of stability could harm the world of consecrated life, which has constantly undergone the push of having to renew itself, to make new projects happen or new forms of institutional correction, even with​in the most "stable" groups. These groups are possibly subject to a sort of "law of decay" of the push, which characterizes any beginning of a project of evangelical life; said phenomenon is then corrected by what we may call the "law of the relay", that is, the mechanism that is triggered when the standards of that form of life reach new lows thereby threatening the identity and continuity of conse​crated life. The relay raises the tension back to the highest levels until the cycle starts again. The issue is that receiving Vatican II does not seem, after 40 years, to have reached a point of stability that guarantees continuity and a form that is appropriate to the new circumstances, at least as pertains to the traditional congregations.
The issue of desertion, that concerns us more directly, can hardly be analyzed on a positive note. We could justify a less negative understanding of this "sign of the times" only by referring to a certain inevitable "natural selection", which corresponds to the evangelical expression that "many are called and few are chosen", and that can precisely apply to the atmosphere experienced during initial formation.
Therefore, a survey that aims at clarifying the reasons for the hemorrhage suffered by practically all the Institutes of consecrated life, even in very similar numbers, is largely justified. The survey should at least clarify the scope of the phenomenon, that is, it should provide firstly some numbers to help us understand the trend, the common aspects and the proportions, taking into consideration some variables of both a demographic and cultural nature. Secondly, it should shed some light on the reasons for said processes, by analyzing the immediate personal reasons for leaving. Thirdly we should compile the theories that are available to try to clarify what occurs, from a social and human sciences standpoint on the one hand, and from a theological and spiritual perspective, on the other. Lastly the analysis of the issue should provide suggestions to attempt to explain and face the problem, especially for the tutors and the superiors who must deal with specific situations of major uneasiness.
With that objective in mind, the Union of Superior Generals launched a survey to which a large majority of the male congregations took part (26 in all), in order to put together some numbers that can help in delineating a map of abandonment over the last fifteen years. The survey also aimed at collecting data about the most recent cases of abandonment recorded in each congregation and the factors that affected said decisions. This second research was based on a sim​ple chart of 10 questions of a quantitative nature, with the objective of collecting very recent information to verify some of the theories and theses presented over the last few years about this issue.
1. The Numbers

The examination of the statistical charts leaves no doubt about the data that is constantly recorded by all the institutes that responded to our request. Said data can be summarized in the following results: 
· First of all, the statistics relating to the years 1990-2004 show a rather constant trend over the entire period with generally no major variations. Specifically, for instance, if we consider congregations with over 4,000 members, we see that: 
· The religious with temporary vows or undergoing formation, abandon at a pace that ranges between 8 and 11% per year, with the exception of one of the congregations that records a low 5%. 
· The religious who are not priests or of a lay option, abandon at a pace of 0.6 and 1%. 
· As to the religious who have joined priesthood, we recorded an annual decrease equal to 0.4 and 0.5% that basically applies to all.
· We can firstly conclude that the issue of abandonment particularly affects the younger sector that is, the professed with simple vows; this is probably due to the feeling of "test" and "selection" that characterizes that period of their life. We should not judge these as negative results since we always experience a natural filtering of candidates that ultimately leads to a natural selection of the most appropriate subjects (at least in theory). Anyhow, this issue deserves further considerations that will be raised in the subsequent points.
· The other data refers to the percentages relating to the various regions of the world.
Once again, if we consider the largest Congregations (smaller con​gregations generally follow the same pattern), the data shows that:
· In Western Europe, over the last few years, the number has settled between 0.5 and 1.5% per year
· In Slav Europe, between 1.5 and 2.5%
· In North America, between 1 and 2% 
· In South America, between 2 and 3%
· In Asia, between 1.2 and 2.3% 
· In Africa, between 1.5 and 2.4%
· At first sight, it seems evident that the number of exits is more significant in Slav Europe, South America, Asia and Africa, but we must take into consideration the demographic factor. In fact, these regions record the largest numbers of vocations or candi​dates in formation, that is, those who presumably are mostly affected by the phenomenon of natural selection. It should be normal to report a higher number of cases of abandonment in areas where the population is younger or where larger numbers of members are undergoing formation.

· The numbers are not comforting: even if only approximately 0.4% of the religious priests leave their congregation each year, if we sum these figures over 10 years the number rises to 4% (exactly 3.93%); after 20 years we've come to lose almost 8% of the religious. This issue becomes a serious problem if the rate of new entries does not exceed 0.2 per year. The same calculation applies to the simple professed; their selection occurs over 5 years that is, the average duration of their formation period: by the end of this period we'll have lost approximately 40% of the candidates. Therefore, these numbers lead us to conclude that out of the professions that occur at the end of the novitiate, only a little over half of those candidates will in fact take perpetual vows. This projection is in a way too concerning considering the investment of energies it requires!

· The personal charts from the second group of questions provide additional demographic data. For instance, with respect to the age at which the professed with perpetual vows decide to abandon :
	Age
	Percentage

	Less than 30
	9.9%

	31-40
	37.8

	41-50
	33.0

	51-60
	12.6

	Over 60
	6.8


As to the moment of abandonment, the table shows a shift toward middle age and only one tenth of the cases examined refer to younger religious. If we look at the chart relating to the perpetu​al professed and we observe the duration of the profession, we can easily conclude that the ones with less time of profession are the ones who are more tempted to leave:

	Years of Profession
	Percentage

	Less than 10
	42.2%

	11-20
	31.3

	21-30
	17.7

	31-40
	4.1

	Over 40
	4.4


The data shows an evident delay as to the age of profession with respect to the past and a relationship between a possible abandon​ment and the period of lesser commitment to each one's congregation.
With respect to the geographical origins, the table shows a plu​ral situation. These numbers should be looked at considering the percentage of religious in each region.

	Percentage

	West Europe
	23.2

	Slav Europe
	15.4

	North America
	8.3

	South America
	28.1

	Africa
	10.8

	Asia
	12.7

	Oceania
	1.5


It is also interesting to note that 43,8% of the cases recorded had obtained university degrees different than the theological one. This number represents a clear increase with respect to the past; it may signify that, in many cases, candidates are mature and join congregations after obtaining secondary degrees, but it may also suggest that a slight "secularization" trend can be favoured by such studies that are not specifically religious. Anyhow, only an analysis of the proportion of religious in Congregations who possess such degrees can shed some light on the scope of the factor above, which once offered better chances to individuals if they were to face the uncertainties of a secular life.

2. The reasons for abandoning

We have the results of our survey as well as others which, over the last 30 years, have tried to classify the reasons for the defections and to clarify the many causes that can accompany such a dramatic decision, both for the single person and the institution involved.
First of all, the data referring to 409 cases collected by way of

the Information sheets compiled by the Secretary Generals (26 male Institutes), provide the following results in the chart below:

	Conflicts with superiors
	17.1 %

	Crisis of faith
	5.4

	Emotional Problems
	43.3

	Immaturity
	21.3

	Psychological Problems
	21.0

	Dissatisfaction, tiredness
	28.6

	Other
	22.7



Once again, it appears evident that the main cause for abandonment is still the one involving "emotional problems" which affects almost half of the cases under study (the percentage decreases to 34% when referred to subjects in formation). Let us keep in mind that the questionnaire allowed to mention various reasons for abandonment and that sometimes this motive was accompanied by others, such as psychological problems or various conflicts. It is how-ever striking to notice that the number provided in this survey is significantly lower as compared to the results of other recent surveys which showed an average of cases related to emotional prob​lems at a high 70%
.
There are various observations to make in that respect: Firstly, this more recent data in fact reveals a certain "resizing" of the emotional issue as a cause for desertion; this may indicate that new generations increasingly face other issues, even though the emotional aspect still remains, by far, the major cause of withdrawal from the religious commitment. Secondly, it seems that the difference may be explained, at least in part, by the method used for the survey; while the survey carried out two years ago was attempting to understand the reasons for abandonment based on the testimony of brothers who were familiar with the case at hand (the data gathered referred to cases occurring over the last 15 years), this sur​vey asks the General Secretariats to provide information based on the data they receive from their respective provinces. It is therefore possible that those reports are not completely revealing; also, the concept of "emotional problems" may be interpreted differently from person to person or according to the institutional position or anthropological vision of consecrated life we possess. It is worth noting that we often find charts that refer to cases which usually occurred over the last 1 or 2 years. Even though they may not men​tion emotional problems, they later state that the brother left the congregation because he had or expected a child. Another typical example may make no mention of emotional problems, but we find that the ex-religious ultimately got married or is with another per​son. In some cases, said results seem to be quite inconsistent
.
Anyhow, the other results also deserve comment: conflicts with the superiors as the cause for abandonment remain stable, according to other surveys, at 17%. The issue of faith clearly decreases, not reaching 5% of the cases despite the rumours that we've often heard during these last few years which attribute the crisis of consecrated life to problems of faith. It is not easy to provide reliable information about "personal faith". Anyhow, this information along with other data collected in parallel surveys, shows the weakness of an analysis that can be too maximalistic or that aims at excessively relating the issues to an essential level or to the ultimate basis.
The other significant issues deal with immaturity and psychologi​cal problems, which respectively account for 20% of the abandonment cases. Even though the number noticeably increases when referred to exits during the period of formation (33% and 24%), it seems, however, that the issue of psychological crisis or defect in maturity cannot be completely controlled despite the growing attention that Congregations place on this situation during the period of formation. Whichever the case, the significance of the concept of "maturity and mental health" is not clear in consecrated life, at least judging from many historic figures and the present situation: there are, in fact, many religious who appear to be characterized by a lack of that aspect, but who find no reason to abandon their respective Institutes.
The generic reason of "dissatisfaction and tiredness" is too vague to provide any useful information. It certainly appears to be recurring, with a total of 28% of the cases. We must however wonder if this infor​mation corresponds to the variables that were subsequently expressed about the religious: quality of life, prayer, ministry and attachment to one's own Institute; in fact there doesn't seem to be any significant correlation with those four variables. In a normal situation, we would expect the less satisfied and the tired to also be less attached to their congregations, but it is not so (R = 0.030); they should also resent their pastoral activity or quality of life, but that is not the case either. Said factor becomes somewhat more relevant pertaining to religious who have moved on to the diocesan clergy: 43% of them express that complaint; however these only represent one fourth of the total of the "dissatisfied" or who "did not make it". The numbers do not match in this case either and we could require a more complex theory.
"Other reasons" are reportedly at 22%. In most of the cases, the information provided does not allow us to precisely understand the issue we are faced with; in fact only a few Institutes have provided the necessary additional information. Usually, and based on prior considerations, we may talk about reasons that are minor from a statistical point of view, but still relevant: health conditions, family issues, financial problems, situations involving scandals or disgraceful behaviour as well as people with their own religious inspirations which are obviously in contrast with the rest of the community.
Our survey provided many more pieces of information, for instance, with respect to the present status of the ex-religious. Even if 43% experienced emotional problems, a little over 33% got married or became attached to another person. 17% moved on to the diocesan clergy, which raises issues about the identity of consecrated life and its relationship with the priestly ministry. The rest provides scarce information about the present life of the ones who left us.
The issue of the quality of life of the ex-religious is among the most relevant data collected. All the numbers point toward one single picture: the ones who left us were not excessively limited in their way of life, they prayed within the average and they were sufficiently satis​fied about their pastoral activity. Less than one third of the cases report numbers that are "below the standard". More specifically:

	Quality of consecrated Life
	29,6%

	Level of prayer
	24,4

	Pastoral Activity
	15,2

	Sense of belonging
	36,4



This data is highly significant since it is also confirmed by prior surveys: the companions of the religious who left deemed that at least two thirds of them were in good or very good spiritual health and brotherly life conditions. We conclude that the religious who leave consecrated life are, for the most part, not worse than the rest of the religious who persevere; in many cases they are even good religious if we take into account the indicators of a life of prayer, fraternity and the pastoral or missionary commitment (our survey, however, only showed that 4% reached the "very good" mark). Contrary to what is sometimes stated, the ones who leave are not so much the unsatisfied religious who are limited as to the fundamental aspects of consecrated life, but often these are men who are quite committed and who lead a "regular" life or one within the average. This should make us reflect when we design our policies of damage control or containment.
3. Typologies
The objective of our survey is not only to discover the reasons. We also need an in depth analysis, guided by the empirical data available, that can clarify the reasons for and the processes of a phenomenon that negatively affects a number of consecrated men, thereby causing a major waste of resources and harming the self-esteem and the morale of the institution.

Let us look at the typologies which are generally not merely a description or a way to classify the cases that occurred; they usually comprise a point of view or grid that helps us better understand the scope of the problem.
A first attempt to "organize" the chaos caused by desertions was suggested at the beginning of the 70' s, at the time of the first great wave of abandonment that affected the male and female Institutions of consecrated life following Vatican II. The author of the study, Gerardo Pastor, works on the personal documents to request secularization presented by the Congregation of religious (a total of 8,500 cases during the year 1972). After applying a rather complex method, he established a scale of motivations of a psycho-social nature or of factors that can play an important role in the decisión to abandon
:

1. Vocational project: lack of vocation for consecrated life.
2. Ascetism: incapacity to continue or to withstand religious life.
3. External factors: external circumstances that prevent the continuation of religious life, especially if these are related to the needs of one's own family.
4. Psychological factors: issues pertaining to the mental condition and to the personality of the person.
5. "Self actualization": neglected need for personal fulfillment.
6. Sexuality: sexual problems that have an effect on life within one's own vocation.
7. "Role-status": matters pertaining to the acceptance of one's own role and position in an organization of consecrated members.
8. Intra-community factors: negative or unsatisfactory dynamic within one's own community.
9.  Extra-community factors: outside influences that condition the single person.
10. Institutional change: struggle resulting from transformations that cannot be adhered to.
11. Ideology and values: flow of new ideas that cause a change of heart.
12. Ethical factor: serious shortcomings as to civil code of con-duct; scandals.
13. Dogmatic faith factor: crisis in the basic beliefs.
14. Evangelical faith factor: crisis in the specific beliefs of the evangelical way of life.
15. Undefined or unexpressed factors.

There are other typologies which claim to report an axiomatic picture or an interpretation of the facts. For instance, the Dominican E. van Merrienboer offers a chart based on the requests for secularization that were received by their general Curia over a period of 9 years. After having read them, and in light of his own experience, he drafted a model according to five types:
· the "free riders", or those who led a double life until the moment it was no longer possible to maintain such a status;
· the "successful", that is, the ones who reached the objective but who leave once the goal is attained;
· the "new founders", those who wish they could change many things; they have their own project but they do not succeed in carrying it out;
· those who have "lost hope";
· the "unsatisfied" and needy to change their life also because of psychological problems
.
A different and more recent proposal which also takes into account an empirical study of priests and young religious in the North American environment, reveals two levels of motivation in those who abandon:
· first, a feeling of loneliness or of not being appreciated; 
· secondly, an additional situation or an event that accelerates the crisis in one's own commitment. Both factors are necessary for abandonment to happen: one is not sufficient to cause a cri​sis. Based on this dual model, Dean Hoge identifies four types of resignations, in addition to a category that includes some unusual cases:
· Type 1, in love: a heterosexual priest feels lonely and not appreciated and he falls in love. Between 20 and 30%
· Type 2, rejected celibacy by a heterosexual priest who feels alone or not appreciated and he decides he cannot maintain celibacy; however, no woman is involved at the beginning. Between 20 and 30%
· Type 3, disillusioned: a heterosexual or homosexual priest feels alone or not appreciated and disappointed by the experiences with other priests or with the ecclesiastic hierarchy after ordainment. Between 30 and 40%
· Type 4, rejected gay celibacy: a homosexual priest feels lonely and not appreciated and he searches for an open and long-term relationship with a man; he refuses the choice of a double life. Between 5 and 15%.
· Other cases that have nothing to do with the four major types 5-10%.
The argument presented by the author of the study is that: "Whether a priest is homosexual or heterosexual, in love or not, it will not drive him to resign unless at the same time he feels lonely or unappreciated"
.
As you can see, this classification already includes its own ground rule: affectivity. It seems to be somewhat unilateral and to not render justice to the plurality and complexity of actual situations as they were presented by other surveys with a wider scope. In fact, the situation of consecrated people is sometimes different as far as the emotional issues; many among them maintain good brotherly relation-ships but they nevertheless leave or feel bound to another person.
Another estimate based on an empirical research among former North-American Jesuits indicated that there were generally three major reasons for abandoning: emotional reasons, clashing or divergences with the superiors and crisis of faith (also in the sense of faith in one's own vocation)
.
It is certainly useful to classify the reasons for abandonment and to suggest rules for interpreting them. Experience shows that such classifications are quite contextual, that is, they represent the situation and the sensitivity of the time, they reflect the personal situation of the researcher and they do not settle the complexity of the issue and its reasons. Anyhow, the collecting of information, data and interpretive researches over the last thirty years allows us to fairly understand the main trends and the principal reasons for the desertions that more or less emerge from our surveys.
4. Theories for interpreting the problem 

We can take the reflection one step further in order to present some theories that can better explain the phenomenon we are analyzing, perhaps by relating it to more ampie phenomena or ones with a wider scope. Even though classifications already offer an interpretation of the facts in their complexity, it is appropriate to examine our argument further by referring to the best known sociological analysis available.
First of all, we can talk about two major explanations that attempt to shed some light on the issue of abandonment. These do not only explain this particular problem, but they also offer an interpretation of the entire crisis that troubles consecrated life in more than one way and that manifests itself in the tendency to a decline, also as to the quality of life, as reported at the beginning of this study. We firstly consider the contribution of the theory of classic secularization, including some recent amendments, then the so-called "new-paradigm" that focuses more on the internal problems of the religious institutions ignoring the environmental effect.
The theory of secularization sets forth that the crisis of consecrated life is merely a particular consequence of a general trend experienced in the advanced societies that are subjected to structural and cultural forces unrelated to religion. Said influences lead to a reviewing of the religious set up: just as the churches are increasingly empty or as the faith indicators fall below standards, the institutions of consecrated life experience greater difficulties in recruiting new members and encouraging the fidelity of their current members. The dynamics of secularization also reach the consecrated people who can no longer rely on a favorable cultural setting (an environment filled with Christian values), nor on more adequate structural conditions (a more fertile demography and a family structure that is more receptive to the vocational calling) which favored the calling of new members as well as their continuity and commitment.
A different interpretation of the same trend finds its inspiration in the theory of social systems by Niklas Luhmann, and it maintains that the role of religion has been reduced in scope and significance in the system of advanced societies (some of its classic roles are carried out by other social systems). This means that the religious sub-system can perform its specific tasks with fewer resources, with a resulting crisis of redundancy, in the sense that institutions and people who are no longer needed to confront the referential issues of religion, move forward, at least in specific regions. Consequently, it is normal to see the volume of religious organizations decrease and that, when such a redundancy is perceived, there will be less interest to commit to them and a stronger trend to abandon, as occurs in every institution where we perceive an excess of forces or the lack of specific activities.
The second theory takes more into consideration the factors that are internal to the institutions of consecrated life, that is, the management of difficulties, the obstacles to facing new requirements and needs of the environment, or, in a more managerial language, to adjust the supply to the demand in order to meet expectations that are probably changing. The theorists of the "new paradigm" have offered some more detailed explanations. One of their most significant theories is that the lack of a sense of objective excellence that results from the theological development subsequent to Vatican II may have affect-ed the capacity to attract potential candidates. The argument is simple and it is based on the axiomatic of the rational choice: if the choice of
a life that requires a greater sacrifice does not represent a differential gain (especially if you consider that you are asked to sacrifice one of the essential dimensions of human life and of any life: the emotional and the reproduction instincts), then it is best to give up; there is no sense in paying such a high price for such a minimal gain
.
This type of reasoning is astonishing to any one accustomed to a theological and spiritual angle that tries to overcome said difficulty by referring to altruistic love. Anyhow, if we want to establish a more effective and less idealistic strategy, we need to take into con​sideration the harsh realism of the analysis that is suggested.
This is only one part of the story: the application of the economic and managerial criteria to the aspect of supply includes other interesting developments. For instance, the study of the "free rider" model that is, the one who takes advantage of an organization which offers great benefits but also requires a certain investment on the part of the single person. If there ís no contention or disciplinary measures, we are likely to see an increase in the number of the subjects taking their advantage to the detriment of the committed ones, with a possible consequent general discouragement. In conclusion: only if the levels of rigor are raised (up to a certain point) and certain anti-profit meas​ures are applied, can we protect the religious institution from those types of prey and from the tendency to the disengagement, manifest-ed especially in abandonment after one has enjoyed certain advantages or been the object of major investments by the institution
.
There are other criteria that may be applied in order to explain the excessive flow of abandonment and, generally, the decrease in the various aspects of consecrated life. For instance, the incapacity to promote an "organizational culture" that is perceived as strong, distinct and with the ability to mobilize its people; the incapacity to adopt a competitive attitude in a hostile environment which, in light of the scarcity of vocations available (again due to the demo-graphic factor), requires bolder and more audacious strategies. We must also face the issue of internal secularization and the tendency to the dissolution of the necessary level of transcendence that is required for the maintenance of a religious organization (excessive orientation to secular activities to the detriment of those specifically religious; avoidance of the religious authority
...); the issues of cohesion and ties to the hierarchical Church: in the absence of these, the actual "catholic mark" that must be displayed by the institutions of consecrated members for the sake of their own credibility, is at risk
; and, lastly, the problems of a formative nature and regarding the capacity to form habits in the sense used by P. Bourdieu in habitus, that is, which prepare the candidates to survive in hostile and difficult environments.
Some other generic theories focus on the anachronistic character and the inconvenience of having to adhere to celibacy
. The studies dealing with this problem focus particularly on diocesan priests. Nevertheless, we can easily establish a similarity with the experience of consecrated members; we can conclude that it may be appropriate to find forms of consecration that may not necessarily require a commitment to celibacy, at least not as rigidly as it is intended today.

A last generic theory applies the recent research by the cognitive sciences that make a distinction among religious forms that are dif​ficult or "costly" and "optimal forms", more easy to acquire. Obviously, the forms that support consecrated life are always among the most difficult ones or carry the greatest pressure. They can maintain their own equilibrium only in a non-stable way, and they must constantly deal with a tendency to "decay" that characterizes such positions which naturally tend toward the most comfortable. Only to the extent that a cognitively costly religious position is sufficiently reinforced and that we can support the belief that a celibate life is better and more in line with the eschatological realities, can we prevent the shifting toward easier situations or ones which carry less cognitive stress: a status with fewer contrasts or less difficult for people to explain and understand
.
As I previously stated, such theories fit within an ample picture that attempts to understand the mechanisms that rule over a differentiated situation. In fact, not every organization of committed reli​gious shares the same destiny of crisis and decline. However, we do perceive a plural situation if we find groups that function efficiently alongside others that are less favored within the same environ​ment. The question is: which factors can concur to explain such a contrast between the more successful and the ones that are not, or perhaps, in terms of evolution, between the more adaptive and the ones that are less adaptive in the same environment that is secularized and thus not very favorable to the development of religious forms which exhibit greater intensity? In these terms, it may be appropriate to speak of "religious groups that find their environmental niche" and exploit it, and groups that do not manage to colonize an environment that is too saturated or already in environmental equilibrium.
During a prior survey, I had the opportunity to criticize these theories that often lose touch with the empirical data available, because of their generic character
. In fact, our research presents a situation that does not easily permit us to agree entirely with the first theory - the one underlining the environmental factors - nor with the second one, which focuses on the internal factors and capabilities. First of all, the most secularized areas are not the ones experiencing the largest numbers of cases of abandonment; these often take place in the less secularized and modern areas. In addition, crises usually have no relation with the loss of faith, which becomes an irrelevant issue for the purpose of our studies; they also have little connection with the indicators of spiritual life. However, we can-not deny that certain cultural trends are harmful to a choice for consecrated life, as for instance the loss of prestige and credibility of the Church, the decline in the appreciation for the values that are specific to consecrated members, such as obedience and chastity, which find no cultural correlation; the same idea of a global vital project seems to have no relation with a more relative and fragmented line of thought. Said ideas that are predominant in the Western culture, erode the logic of a form of life that refers to other values and afflict the necessary self-esteem to persevere in that standard.
In any event, it seems that there are other groups who face such problems with an intended design of separation or with a renewed claim for the fuga mundi; but we shall come back to this issue.
The data available does not allow too much credit to the arguments presented by the theorists supporting the new paradigm: in their opinion, there should be fewer cases of abandonment wherever the factors of rigor, excellence, visibility and other similar ones manage to better protect the vocations, which is not true. It seems that said factors relate to a greater capacity of recruitment, but less to the ability to reinforce the institutional bonds to prevent aban​donment. In fact, there are congregations that raise strong protective barriers around their candidates and members but they any-how, do not manage to stop resignations. Nevertheless, and again, we cannot deny the influence that such factors exercise on the more negative dynamics that affect Congregations, even if their role is not so decisive or if it needs to be redirected toward a more "evolutionary" and complex perspective in which we need to understand what "balance" or combination of elements offer the most appropriate response and in what contexts.
At this point, the main issue seems to lead us back especially to factors of a demographic or emotional nature. The data shows that desertions especially occur within a certain age range, that is, among the youngest. We can usually affirm that the number of younger reli​gious that are part of an Organization represents a reliable indicator to predict the number of abandonment cases in the same.
The second element that mostly affects this crisis is the emotion​al aspect, in a very general sense. As mentioned by Dean Hoge, it perhaps also includes the perception of loneliness and the lack of appreciation felt by the subject. The emotional issue is related - by its own nature - to many variables and situations that are often complex (but too simple from another standpoint) and it is there-fore subject to a high degree of contingency which makes it unforeseeable and hardly bound to other factors. In fact, there is no empir​ical explanation as to why two religious in very similar communities and personal situations actually make a different decision when they are faced with the test and the temptation to leave.
It is consequently very difficult to formulate a sort of "unified theory" that can help understand the sense and the characteristics of the subsequent waves of abandonment cases; this situation makes it difficult to take a practical approach or one that can provide elements to aid the crisis management.

The Proposals
Based on the argument we just described, we can conclude that e phenomenon under study is almost inevitable and we therefore must accept a certain "impotence" or impossibility to implement y strategy that may correct it. Alternatively, it may become too complex and thus unmanageable for anyone who tries to suggest measures to contain it.
Various data in fact lead us to think that there is little to do aside )m accepting a process of inevitable "natural selection" which hard-leaves any room to manoeuvre or to apply any corrective action. For stance, statistics show that the number of abandonment cases remains unchanged over the years in the various congregations and regions and that these especially involve young vocations and are unrelated to other factors. The statistics we were provided with do not outline particular organizations that experience minor aspects of this problem; the issue indeed seems to be rather universal or characteristic of any form of consecrated and priestly life. Another data which has not yet been denied empirically indicates that congregations or eccleastic settings of great intensity, are not able to stop the flow of abandonment despite the "sanitary cordons" they raise for protection and their adoption of more conscious measures of rigor and discipline. The ct that the emotional aspect still plays an important role raises additional questions due to the unpredictable nature of said issue and the objective difficulty to manage it. This case as well may require an additional empirical research to gather more contrasting Information about the most successful ways to manage this type of problem. I personally know of no formula or successful method to deal with emotional issues once they occur and reach a certain level; we are often under the impression that the intervention of the psychologists, sometimes quite frequent in recent years, only served to worsen things; however, this pinion should also be confirmed by more accurate data.
Anyhow, we may also look at issues from a different angle. Firstly, the statistical analysis shows that the frequency of resignations in some congregations during the formation phase is half of the standard numbers reported. These incidentally present a more demanding process of initial selection, an obligation to carry out a longer novitiate (twice as long as other congregations) and their formation structure relies on greater spiritual vigour and awareness. Therefore, there might still be something to do or some strategies to try to tackle this problem. I will now make some hypothetical suggestions in line with the results of our survey, which should be experimented.
· If the problem is determined by the cultural environmental situation, there is little that can be done to influence, much less change, any value in this context. We may, however, attempt to promote an internal orientation in clear opposition with said environment to encourage alternative values and a valid critical discussion about the predominant socio-cultural situation. Over the last few years, some North American theologians have suggested that churches should rather defend themselves from said influence and offer their own alternative culture instead of seeking a cultural assimilation or enculturation
. Said position could be seen as too "sectarian"; anyhow, we should not forget that consecrated life has always been elitist with respect to the social and ecclesiastic settings and that its nearly sectarian nature is almost inevitable. Issues perhaps emerge when we lose sight of said characteristic and we allow ourselves to be too influenced by the values of our own envi​ronment that are often in contrast with the Gospel that we want to profess. We are then faced with the paradox of very "deflationary" institutions, that is, they require major efforts to take part in them, and inflationary ones, where we want to share with everybody and be at the level of normal people.

· It seems that this issue can be dealt with only from the inside and that there are some orientations that should help to further encourage continuation and fidelity. For instance, the increase of the sense of objective excellence, of the full ecclesiastic adhesion, of the self-esteem as consecrated members or the identification with one's own institute. At least from a logical standpoint, it seems that a theology that promotes more equality among the different conditions of Christian life is less appropriate if we aim at stimulating perseverance and discouraging other choices of life. The same occurs when we cultivate a negative environment that criticizes the ecclesiastic institution and its representatives, when there is a predominant sense of disaffection toward one's own congregation or if we do not sufficiently appreciate our form of life with respect to other choices. Those who attempt to prevent the inertia that leads to a progressive shifting or entropy that is typical of any form of religious choice that carries greater awareness and intensity should take their first step toward favouring a "more positive" environment in this sense or even a sort of "affirmative policy" with respect to other forms of life, other church models and other social proposals.
· We believe that the second significant element of spirituality relates to the emotional dimension. In many cases, we observed that the occurrences of abandonment are linked to naive attitudes in friendship and personal relationships. A greater anthropologic realism and a better knowledge of one's own human limitations should aid in using greater caution in those circumstances where emotional ties gain strength and become uncontrollable if they surpass a certain threshold. Actual instances have indicated that this area was often lacking a sufficient degree of formation or that it was impossible to find a balance that favours perseverance and prudence. In fact, we have verified that long-term emotional isolation strategies do not pay and even fail to offer the desired protection of vocational fidelity, thereby causing the opposite effect.
· Similarly, a realistic anthropology should come to terms with the statute of limitation that characterizes human nature. We should not fool ourselves into believing we can control all our dimensions, supplement affectivity or reach an appropriate level of maturity and balance. Specifically, the major contingency that surrounds the cases of abandonment forces us to adopt a more precautionary attitude, one that keeps in mind our weakness, knowing that we cannot go too far beyond nor abuse one's abilities which can run out upon reaching a certain limit. As the classics used to say, grace presupposes human nature, it does not go against it nor does it invalidate it.
· The presentation of the theories that arise from the "new paradigm", that is, from the analysis of the infernal causes that can favour fidelity, reveals certain characteristics which play a role in the final balance of said institutions. It would be advisable to keep them in mind: the promoting of a more intense, stronger and determined internal culture; measures to fight the inevitable trends toward internal secularization and the destructive action of the "free riders"; measures of distinction that promote a healthy sense of competition, a healthy expansive orientation...

Whichever the case, preventing the flow of disengagements is not easy at all. If we reach the conclusion that, regardless of the trend, a certain margin of losses from our groups is inevitable, then, our only suggestion is to disregard the attention placed on that issue because it is beyond our control, and to focus on the ability to operate at the recruitment level, where we may have more room to manoeuvre. Thus, we should be more concerned with the recruiting or the calling while, given a sufficient number of adhesions, we hope that the inevitable flow of exits does not result in a negative balance at the time we make the final count of the forces present in each congregation. The proposals previously presented should favour adhesions and the policies which draw members together, even if they do not act as a major deterrent to abandonment. They also should reinforce the internal culture, which in the end can con​tribute to get round, at least in part, the crisis or the issue of the declining standards and of the quality of consecrated life.

In the meantime, it would be appropriate to form the new recruits to prevent young religious from feeling too afflicted by the abandonment of brothers with whom they may have shared so much and established a friendship. Abandonment should be seen as a condition of consecrated life itself, an indication of the fact that we do not control our vocation, that indeed it does not belong to us and that we are in no condition to redirect it to our liking. We've often seen how our brothers have left us, despite our expectations. Those instances brought about disappointments and created an atmosphere of little hope. Perhaps we are required to look else-where, in accordance with the teachings of the prophetic tradition.
� I refer to my study: Ll. oviedo, "Why do they leave consecrated life: An empirical survey", in Antonianum, 79 (2004) pp. 79-100.


� It is more striking to note that the survey done in the 70's about the documents to request secularization received at the Congregation of Religious during 1972 (2470 males e 7900 females) showed that only 20 % of the cases indicated the principal cause for leaving as being related to a sexual issue even though this is raised in 54,7% of the cases. A lot of data leads one to think that there has been a deviation of attention or that there is a prejudice in recognizing the scope of the problem: G. pastor, Análisis de contenidos en las casos de abandono de la vida religiosa, Istituto Teológico de la Vida religiosa, Madrid 1974.


� The list is a summary of pages 74-218 from the book by G. pastor, Análisis de contenido en los casos de abandono de la vida religiosa, Instituto Teológico de Vida religiosa, Madrid 1974.


� E. van merrienboer, "Of Those Who Leave Us: A Typology", in Review for Religious, Jann. - Febb. (1997) 28-36


� dean hoge, The First Five years of the Priesthood A Study of Newly Ordained Catholic Priests, Liturgical Press, pp. 63 s. 


� P. McDoNOUGH - E.C. bianchi, Passionate Uncertainty: Inside the American Jesuits, Univ. of California Pr., Berkeley - Los Angeles - London, 2002.


� Some examples: R. finke, "An Orderly Return to Tradition: Explaining the Recruitment of Members into Catholic Religious Orders", Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 36 (1997) 218-230; R. stark - R. finke, "Catholic Religious Vocations: Decline and Revival", in: Acts of Faith, 169-190; P. wittberg, The Rise and Fall of Catholic Religious Orders: A Social Movement Perspective (State University of New York Pr. 1994); "Declining Institutional Sponsorship and Religious Orders: A Study of Reverse Impacts", Sociology of Religion 61 (2000) 315-324.


� The theory is extensively presented in the book we already mentioned Acts of Faith; also refer to arricies: L.R. iannaccone, "Why Strict Churches are Strong", American Journal of Sociology 99 (1994) 1180-1211, with the discussion: G. marwell, "We Still Don't Know if Strict Churches are Strong, Much Less Why: Comment on lannaccone", American Journal of Sociology 101-4 (1996) 1097-1103; and the response by L.R. iannaccone, "Strictness and Strength Revisited: Reply to Marwell", Jbid. 1103-1108.


� M. chaves, "Intraorganizational Power and Internal Secularization in Protestant Denominations", American Journal of Sociology 99 (1993) 1-48; "Denominations as Dual Structures. An Organizational Analysis", N.J. demerath III - P. dobkin hall - T. schmitt - R.H. williams (eds.)/ Sacred Companies: Organizational Aspects of Religion and Religious Aspects of Organization, Oxford Univ. Pr., New York - Oxford 1998, pp. 175-194; N. luhmann, Funktion der Religión, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.M. 1977, p. 264. Researches by some German sociologists have proven the thesis by Luhmann: when churches become "organizations orient-ed to services" they favour secularization, as stated by K. Gabriel, we see a "loss of balance between the logic of participation and of influence": the more we see an increase of individualism the more accentuated is the nature of "organization of services" of the churches which results in a distancing of the faithful: K. gabriel, "Modernisierung ais Organisierung von Religion", M. krüggeler - K. gabriel - W. gebhardt (Hrsg.), Institution, Organisation, Bewegung: Sozialformen der Religión im Wandel, Leske+Budrich, Opladen 1999, pp. 19-37, qui: 33.


� It is explicitly mentioned again in a study of religion from an economic standpoint: R. brinitzer, Religión - eine ínstítutionen-ókonomische Analyse, Ergon Vg. Würzburg 2003, pp. 190-199.


� R.A. schoenherr - L.A. YOUNG, "Quitting the Clergy: Resignations in the Román Catholic Priesthood", in Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 29-4 (1990) 463-481; R.A. schoenherr, Goodbye Father: The Celibate Male Priesthood and the Future of the Catholic Church, Oxford Univ. Pr., Oxford - New York 2002.


� E.Th. Lawson - R.N. McCauley, Rethinking Religion, Cambridge Univ. Pr., Cambridge 1990; H. whitehouse, Modes of Religiosity: A Cognitive Theory of Religious Transmission, Altamira, Walnut Creek - Lanham 2004, 49-59.


� Ll. oviedo, "Perché lasciano la vita consacrata: Un'indagine empírica", in Antonianum, 79 (2004) pp. 79-100.


� The best-known: Stanley hauerwas, Wilderness Wanderings: Probing Twentieth-Century Theology and Philosophy, Westview Press, Boulder, Co., 1997; and George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology I A Post liberal Age, Westminster Press, Philadelphia 1984.





