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Attempting to address the major challenges facing Religious Life in Europe today is a major challenge in itself because Europe, as a continent is a very complex reality.  It is composed of many cultural and ethnic identities as well as having many languages.  It is also sustained by different religions and beliefs.  The Conference of Religious of Europe (UCESM) has referred to it as 

“the promised land so often denied to the poor who are knocking
 at its doors, asking for a space of hope and justice.”  
      (Message from UCESM 2008)

I am aware that I belong to the North West European Constellation where most of my experience has been.  I live in England, so I can understand if there are delegates here from Europe whose experience of challenge may be very different from mine in many respects.  In preparing this short paper I also had to be quite selective.
Christianity and Religious Life in particular, can be justly proud of the contribution it has made for centuries to the faith, the soul and the development of Europe, stimulating the birth of its cultural, human and Christian identity.  However, in the new Europe, Christianity is no longer the dominant religion.  Cultural and religious transformation has taken place, European values are becoming more secular and its world view is no longer shaped by Christian ideals and principles.  The growth of Islam in one North Western City is so great that there are now more Muslims attending the Mosque on Friday than our Christian Churches on Sundays.  The category of “Former Roman Catholic” is fast becoming the largest “religious” body in some countries of the European Union although there are signs that this is levelling off after a rapid decline in Faith practice in recent decades.

Within this rapidly changing context Religious Congregations in Europe today face sociological, spiritual and psychological challenges.  Religious Life, especially in North West Europe could be perceived to be in the Season of Autumn or even Winter as experienced in the Northern Hemisphere.

The more obvious sociological changes are a sharp decrease in numbers and new members, an increasing median age, unused buildings, and, the withdrawal of Religious from many apostolic commitments.  Many Congregations are building new Care Homes for their elderly members rather than schools and hospitals.  They are trying to attend to the health needs of the many older members while continuing to encourage the apostolic interests of others especially among younger members.  Some Religious have a sense of fatality to the point that they can sometimes lose courage, feeling that their Congregation is dying and fearful of a future full of unknowns.
Young people may be interested in the message of Jesus but feel the Church is not the place where it is best heard or practised.  They remain happy with what a secular vision provides for them feeling it gives them sufficient sense of purpose.  They can live a caring and generous life but in many ways they live as if God did not exist.  Young people have their “friend community” so why do they need an institution?  We are challenged to learn their language, to relate and dialogue with them through the media they use.

There are many cultural issues posing challenges for Religious Life such as the attitudes to sexuality and breakdown of family life; the growing, harmful effects of divorce on children and separated spouses are painful to observe and consequently, any applicants to Religious Congregations can be quite damaged psychologically.  The absence of desire or the ability of young people to make or sustain a life commitment challenges the stability of both family and Religious Life.
There is still a great deal of hostility to the Church and Religious Life which is a residue of the child abuse and clerical sex abuse scandals.  Hopefully we have lived through the worst of this in the West but I suspect much has yet to be exposed in other parts of the continent; old wounds will be opened and the fruits of an oppressive Church will be reaped.

These wide social and cultural changes are stressful for all both within and beyond Religious Life.  It is not helped by a lack of meaning and focus in mission as well as an element of Community disintegration within Congregations.

Our strong corporate ministries in the past built up, without much effort, a team or community ministry which offered security to both the Religious, their co-workers and associates as well as their beneficiaries.  There is now a greater diversity of ministry meeting a diversity of need.  Many Religious live and work alone so the Community aspect of Religious life is suffering and is in an uncertain transition.

A special challenge for many older Religious is moving back into Common Life for retirement or health care after 20 – 40 years of independent living in apartments or at great distances from other members.  The skills needed for living at close quarters with others have to be learnt again.

Many of our Communities today are often in danger of becoming therapeutic communities rather than Gospel based groups with a mission outreach.  There is a place for therapy; however, the number of Religious, including contemplatives, who are in long term therapy is staggering and the question “Why this is so?” remains a big challenge.  Maybe it is because our deeper spirituality and commitment are limping, or problems of brokenness from the past are surfacing.  In many respects we have adopted the materialism and comfort focus of the “world”.

The European Union speaks a great deal about the importance of creating community cohesion in our multi-ethnic, multi-faith societies.  This is fast becoming an important element of our schools curricula.  Religious Congregations share with the European Union those tensions which will always exist between meeting the needs of the individual and the common good.  We experience the same contradictions and weaknesses but as Religious we are called to respond as bearers of the Gospel message, witnessing to how unity can be created where differences are properly accepted and integrated and, personal dignity is always respected.  As leaders we are challenged to create an ethos where Christian Community, a spirituality of Communion, can be lived out and to create organisational structures to support the promotion of a spirituality of Communion.  How do we make Religious Life a truly Christian Community experience for our members?  It is not easy and sometimes it is not possible in our current reality.
Congregations are challenged by the need for reconfiguration of governing structures and the ensuing loss of control, ownership and power.  On a personal level this can be a painful transition process for members during which they can suffer loss of meaning and self esteem.  Younger members may experience vocational doubt and opt out.  Questions of faith, morale and hope for the future abound, for instance:

“If my chosen lifestyle is not being chosen by the next generation
  then was my life misdirected and fruitless?”
Having to accept that we cannot expect younger people to carry our dreams forward is quite difficult.  They have to pursue their own dreams which hopefully will include new forms of Religious Life.
For Religious to view change as being “of the Spirit” depends on how well they are prepared, how much part of the discernment they have been.  This can be challenging and time consuming for the Congregational Leaders who clock up too many air miles; however an effective process of discernment is essential.  

While Religious Life has a Mission beyond itself to build a spirit of communion between all peoples in Europe we are unlikely to contribute significantly to such a mission if we do not build up our own internal life.  As Pope John Paul II reminded us in “Novo Millennio Ineunte”, planning for holiness is the first step, formation in holiness of our individual members and our communities.  Any planning for new ministries must begin from here.  If we claim to live with a passion for Christ and for Humanity we are being challenged to internalise the Word of God and communicate it in a new language which is relevant and universal.  One of the messages coming from the recent Synod on the Word warns that the future of the Church’s mission in Europe will be determined by its capacity to discern strategies for communicating the Gospel message more effectively and to respond to the cry of the people for a deeper spirituality and understanding of God’s Word for our times.
As Religious in Europe we are being challenged to come out of our hiding places, to where we have tended to retreat for the past 10 – 20+ years especially during the abuse scandals alleged against priests and religious to which I have already referred.  The level of ignorance about Religious Life is vast, people are left with archaic images or, worse still, the negative images portrayed by the media.  Many Religious are doing great things but no one knows about it.  So much heroic work, especially the diversity of ministry among so called “retired” Religious, is hidden.  How can we make it visible?  If young people don’t see it how can they be expected to join us?  They need to see, feel and touch the Community they may wish to join.  While we remain invisible others are free to create their own images or blot Religious Life out completely from their lives.

One of our great hopes may be in the sense of loss being voiced among people as Religious Life disappears especially from our educational and health establishments and other caring ministries.  This is beginning to be picked up by the media and there are some small signs of a more positive portrayal of Religious Life.  We may mourn the loss of a particular ethos or charism but more importantly, the loss of Religious Life itself and the need for new prophets are being felt and voiced.  Our Consecrated Life is more than the ministries in which we engage and there is a growing awareness that without it a core constituent of our faith community, that witness to values which transcend people’s normal daily experience, will be lost.
We do not need a life raft to salvage the remnants of the past.  The real challenging question is “What are the new ways in which the witness of Consecrated Life will prosper in the future and be the support to the many people who are looking for a sense of meaning in their lives?”
As in the early 1970’s the shape of Religious Life is shifting significantly.  Congregations are now being called not only to “renewal and adaptation” but also to transformation.  Whereas there was a great energy, enthusiasm and desire for such renewal in the post Vatican II era have we, in Europe, got what it takes to respond creatively to this new call to conversion and renewal of our Religious Life and its mission, a mission which has to be accomplished in a new way, with a humble presence, with a growing co-operation between our various institutes, the laity and those of other faiths, in a language of forgiveness and hope.

Can we see the significance of what is happening?  Despite all our efforts to read the signs of the times we still, in the words of St. Paul

“see things only through a foggy mirror” (I Cor 13:12)

but even a glimpse helps us in our discernment and in our journey of faith.  The challenge for us is to see what good can be drawn out of events which, at first sight, seem utterly negative and beyond our control.

At the UCESM Conference of 2008 Religious women and men made a commitment “to nourish the soul of Europe.”  Many Congregations are already using the media very effectively to promote Religious Life.  In England the Conference of Religious has just launched a new Institute of Religious Life at Heythrop College in London, initiated by the Benedictines at Worth Abbey.
There are signs of a reawakening of interest in Religious Life among the young.  Ireland has courageously launched a Year of Vocation for 2008 – 9 which is gathering momentum and includes a major conference on “Religious Life and Call” in Dublin in February 2009.  The challenge posed to us from that conference is:

“Are we putting our backs to the door or putting our best foot forward?”

Such a Conference would not have taken place 5 years ago.
For many Congregations who have not had vocations for years new members pose a significant challenge to create new in-depth Initial Formation programmes with trained personnel and to find Formation Communities who are open to welcoming new members.

Another sign of hope is the “kairos” moment occurring among the laity, the question is are we seizing that moment or is it seen as a threat to Religious.

I have named many challenges and could name many more such as the untapped potential of women in the Church, clericalism, the incessant cries of the poor, the vast movement of peoples and new immigration laws which impact on movement of our own members, the challenge of climate change and the destruction of our planet, the current global economic downturn which will impact on our missionary projects, the new Charity Laws which demand that we prove that we are of Public Benefit and so on.  Congregational leaders are expected to have business and administrative skills common to secular organisations, challenged to be managers as well as mystics – in the case of Apostolic Congregations, Social Mystics.
Finally, we are challenged to have faith that as God has worked through our efforts in the past He will continue to work through others in the future in the service of humanity.  God alone, in whose Mission we participate, can give our Consecrated Life a new horizon and a decisive direction.  If we are focused on God’s Mission we will not waste energy in nourishing nostalgia for the past, we will be willing to die to a certain identity so that something new can be born in the service of the One who “makes all things new.”
I began this presentation by situating European Religious Life in the season of Autumn.  Let me conclude with some words of Joyce Rupp and Macrina Wiederkehr, as they reflect on the gifts of that Season:
“I am listening to the dying flowing forth from Autumn’s being.

I am listening to the life hidden in the dying.

I am listening to the song of transformation, 
to the wisdom of the Season, to the losses and the grieving.

I am listening to the surrender of Autumn.

I am listening to the call for Inner Growth,

To the need to reach out for invisible gifts.

I am listening to the death of old ways.

I am listening to the life force turning inward.

I am listening to the renewal of the earth.”
(Reference “The Circle of Life” Joyce Rupp and Macrina Wiederkehr)
We know that the Seed of God’s Word continues to grow underground without any visible sign, while we sleep or even while we are awake, (cf Mark 4:27) so while we may be experiencing the losses of Autumn or the barrenness of Winter in some respects, may we have the faith and the hope to seek out the new shoots of a new springtime for Religious Life in Europe which will come in God’s own time.
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