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The attraction to get into the first world is irresistible to many of the people in the third world. As everyone knows, thousands knock on the doors of the first world’s embassies. Arrangements and rearrangements are made to accommodate them, and of course many more find their way into their chosen Shangri-Las illegally.
 
Throughout its history, religious life and the church itself have often been microcosms of their own social milieu. Religious life has felt the currents and undercurrents of the world around it. However much religious life chooses to insert itself into its milieu, in no way is it called to succumb to the social trends of its place and time. This, however, is all too likely to happen, even when we think we are relying deeply on Jesus’ words “Do not be afraid, I have overcome the world.”

The founding fathers of the church in the third world were members of religious orders who came in the company of world-conquering colonial powers. Religious life did not sprout in the soil of the third world. Rather, like Western democracy, it was brought there and planted there by zealous missionaries. It is natural, then, that it bears the features of the first world’s status and security. Religious life and priesthood in the third world offer to those who join its ranks the status and security that third world people seek in the first world, and so it is no surprise that young people in poor countries join religious life by the hundreds.
 
Two factors are at work in this phenomenon. The first is the poverty of the third world. Since the arrival of television, the “attraction of the eye” has motivated people to go after the goodies of the developed world. What they see with their eyes literally empowers them to go after those material goods. Second, the competition in the job market frightens many. They sense that, if they have neither great talent nor academic qualifications, they will end up as dropouts in the race. A “vocation” is an attractive alternative, a way of escaping such social pressure and yet attaining a position of prestige. Historically, many have embraced religious life and the priesthood for a variety of such ulterior motives. 
Vocational Discernment 
In this situation, vocational discernment has become next to impossible. Whether they are aware of all their motives or not, those seeking religious formation from mixed motives know how to play the game, what to say and do and whom they need to impress, bishops, provincials, councilors, formators, and so forth. Even honest persons’ motivations may come to the surface only after final vows or ordination. Then they may be seen in the lifestyle adopted, which may include having a vehicle of one’s own, a personal computer and a cell phone and being head of an institute that provides plenty of money and freedom for foreign trips, for higher studies in the first world, and so forth. Even those who develop crises soon after ordination are offered the opportunity of settling down in the first world in or outside of religious life. Some congregations do not mind offering these perquisites, these “perks,” as a cost of their institutional survival even though it is a blatant compromise of the meaning of religious life. For how long? History will answer this interesting question in the not so distant future. 
Given these circumstances, then, vocation discernment is possible only after final vows or ordination! Discernment can take place only over what is humanly discernible and not over motivations that remain largely hidden from all concerned. 
Some formation programs have begun to take the first steps in countering this situation by insisting that those in formation live and be employed like any other young person for a considerable period of time. This is probably the vocation discernment exercise best suited for the situation. But many congregations and superiors still seem to prefer numbers. As long as there is poverty and unemployment, they will surety have “vocations.” The money poured in by the congregations’ first-world units positively encourages this situation. 
In non-Christian monasteries and hermitages, vocation discernment is a lifelong process. When a monk or hermit does not live the life that he embraced, he is asked to leave. So it is in any human organization. When members of a football club want to play ice hockey, they leave. It is not so in religious life. Members remain in the football club playing not only ice hockey but polo as well. This situation attracts more “vocations.” Not only are prestige, status, and security offered but permissiveness as well. 
Remarkably, the situation we are looking at is found largely in the Latin (Western) form of religious life. Eastern and non-Christian “religious” have protected themselves with the help of authority, laws, traditions, and, in some instances, fundamentalism. Religious life of the Western tradition is flooded with evils that surround it: secularism, horizontalism, individualism, and permissiveness. Religious life is thus being suffocated by the very evils from which it is supposed to save not only itself but the world as well. 
Present Leadership Style 
In the face of these forces, leadership in religious life has largely failed to fulfil its prophetic and pastoral roles by making only innocuous statements, after which it is “business as usual” in the ranks. Absolutely nothing follows till the next innocuous pronouncement. Thus, many third-world religious, who are culturally much more authority-dependent than their Western counterparts, now have to try to be faithful in an authority vacuum.
 Leadership paralysis is aggravated by the fact that the modem superior is often an elected one. The ballot directly or indirectly produces leadership according to the voters and their expectations. As seen above, too many voters joined religious life for status and security. Today there are as many private agendas as there are voters. These voters will ensure that the superiors will be past masters at compromise, who will accommodate every private interest. The superiors elected thus will on no account insist on group fidelity to the spirit of the congregation nor demand the self-forgetfulness that the nature of religious life requires. Superiors who do will not be re-elected. Hence superiors avoid this public humiliation by putting up buildings and expanding apostolic commitments. They are glad to be blissfully unaware of what is happening at the roots.
 It is known today that many third-world nations are culturally unable to handle Western democracy. In spite of that, religious in the third world are expected to rise above cultural barriers and vote for their superior. Western democracy is not the only way in which humans involve themselves and make group decisions for their common good. 
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Superiors now belong to a generation which follows the path of least resistance, namely, the path of convenience, the first step of which is the avoidance of all that is unpleasant. Confrontation and correction of individual  members is unpleasant, embarrassing, and painful and is therefore carefully avoided. Also superiors are aware that frequently their correction will be ignored 
and erring individuals will refuse to change. These, however, are situations foreseen in the Gospels 
and church law, and measures to be taken are prescribed. In the situation we are looking at, the superiors may not themselves believe in those measures. People all around choose “the broad highway to hell” rather than “the narrow path” of growth in fidelity. 
A Trend and Subsidiarity 
Aiding and abetting today’s leadership style is the widespread trend of looking and speaking only about what is positive. Thus, all negatives (such as, in religious life, unfaithfulness) are evaded at various evaluations. For any human group that wishes to survive, what ultimately matters is not what is positive or negative, but rather what accomplishes or prevents the attainment of its goals. Superiors who take precautions to avoid what is negative seem to imitate monkeys who “see no negatives, hear no negatives, and speak no negatives.” Thus they fail to keep before them the Leader whose representatives they are and who did not hesitate to speak of “this evil and adulterous generation.” Leaders who religiously avoid facing what is negative among their members are likely to be the first to attend to the negatives when laptop fails, their cell phone needs recharging, or their dog needs worming. In this situation the valuable principle of subsidiarity is much abused in our day. The principle means that the lower levels of authority are encouraged and facilitated 
to perform to the maximum within their ambit. The principle itself, however, demands that higher levels of authority readily step in when lower levels fail in their one and only duty, namely, ensuring faithfulness to the of life of the particular congregation. 
Usually only the first half of the principle is followed which amounts to passing the buck. Even when it comes to items vital to religious life, the general chapter leaves it to the superior general and his council, the superior general to the provincial!, the provincial to the local superior, and the local superior to the individual. The result usually is that the matter is thrown overboard-“leaving 
it to the individual” being a euphemism today for “forget about it.” No structure of religious 
life—nor religious life itself—will survive if it does not learn to evaluate all things with the measure given by the Lord: “By their fruits you will know them.” 

Despite all the above, religious life is not without hope. As a radical way of faith, religious life is called at this juncture to be also a community of radical hope, with its only hope in God and in what he will do. 
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Persona! Reflection Questions 
1. Have I found that my motivations for my religious vocation have changed or been purified over the years since entrance? 
2. How do I try to be a help in clarifying another’s vocation decision? 
Group Discussion Propositions 
1. In an affluent country, we expect that vocations to religious life will be small in number. 
2. In developing countries, vocations to priesthood and religious life have a prestige and security factor that clouds the motivation of candidates and makes discernment more difficult. 
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