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In the first part of this report I presented the summary of the responses provided to the questionnaire, which was addressed to a number of sample provinces; we were thereby able to identify some signs of vitality. At this point and in light of these results, I would like to suggest some initiatives that can give or restore vitality. The question we raise relates to factors which determine this vitality and consequently, the roads we must follow to give vitality.
The process of identification of the signs and procedures of vitali​ty helps us take notice of the culture of the province. This culture is made up of the mentality, the criteria for evaluation, the models of behaviour, the personal and community style, the way of being of the Church, the concept of consecrated life, the practice of the evangelical counsels and the profile of the consecrated person that the province or community propose.
The province in question may sometimes exhibit a weak culture, which does not help to overcome the vocational frailty, does not strength-en fidelity, does not attract vocations, is not effective in the mission and has little impact in the local area. On the other hand, the culture in a given province may be a very positive one that assists in overcoming weaknesses, in vocational fidelity and the attraction of the charism for young candidates, in pastoral effectiveness and the significance of their presence.
I shall indicate four paths to follow in order to foster a culture within the province that succeeds in stimulating an increase in vitality. It is a systematic reading of the signs of vitality we have just presented in the first part of the report and, at the same time, a review of the priorities to pursue in today's consecrated life from the point of view of vitality.
1. Primacy of God

Consecrated life is focused on the primacy of God, the radical following of Christ and the availability to the Spirit. This belief is shared by consecrated members even though it fails to be expressed visibly and in a community way, Young people and lay people in general often do not realize that the lifestyle, the way of organizing work and relationships are marked by this primacy, radicalism and availability. We are individually good religious people; what is missing is a com​munity witness and an institutional prophetic statement.
First of all it is a matter of giving God and His Kingdom the pri​mary position in our life. Beyond all charisms, apostolic activities and formation programmes, the central reality and reason to lead a conse​crated life is simply to focus all on God. The consecrated person is essentially a "man of God"; this must be expressed not only in one's personal life but also in that of the community.
We are summoned to the following of Christ. Jesus Christ is the inspiration for a lifestyle that focuses on God and on His Kingdom. Jesus dedicated his entire life to being available to his Father and committed to proclaiming His Kingdom and making it present among us. In order to focus our life on the Father, we identify with the Lord Jesus, making his feelings and his form of life our own. While we are inspired by and open to the Spirit, we set out to follow Christ in the footsteps of a founder who offers us his charism as well as his way of
following Jesus.
It is not possible to live consecrated life authentically without establishing a deep relation with God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Here is to be found the fundamental secret of the vitality of a consecrated person and of a religious community. This implies that the consecrated member and the community must deepen their faith at the school of the Word of God. It is a faith that results in a simple and heartfelt prayer with Christ alive in the Eucharist; in a permanent attitude of gratitude to the Father, the donor of all goodness; in a docile attention to the renovating action of the Spirit. Our life is raised to God and filled with him through faith and prayer. Spirituality then becomes the privileged aspect of consecrated life.
This is a renewed spirituality that has been integrated with the tradition of our own Institute, the council guidelines, together with recent theological reflections and new spiritual influences. This leads, for instance, to an active welcoming of the Word of God, to a livelier and more authentic celebration of liturgy, to a more determined practice of community and personal prayer, to a commitment to greater unity between apostolate, community life and prayer.
At present, spirituality is instilling a new vital force in people and in communities. It is enough to think about the Eucharistic adoration that unleashes in consecrated people the energies to live a radical lifestyle and to be dedicated to generously serving the poorest. The same applies to other expressions of spiritual life, such as "lectio div​ina", entrustment to Mary, spiritual discernment and the communication of faith. If God is not at the centre of the life of a consecrated per​son or of a community of the consecrated, their vitality is simply impossible. Where there is no spiritual life, we risk having confreres who are "burnt out in action" and not "contemplatives in action".

2. Prophecy of witness

The desire to focus life on God as did the Lord Jesus, leads the con​secrated person to embrace, along with others, a type of life that is entirely oriented towards the radical following of Christ and to the docile openness to the Spirit. The vow of obedience, for instance, is taken to fully comply with God's will; the purpose of the vow of poverty is to experience one's total dependence on God; the vow of chastity, to love God and the confreres with undivided heart (cf. LG 42). The consecrated are aware that their calling is a singular gift from the Father to them but it is especially a gift to the Church and the world. When God calls people to consecrated life it is certainly out of love for each one of them, but it is especially for a service to the Church and the brethren.
This service primarily consists in the prophetic witness, in other words, in the capacity to communicate a message that touches the heart, to recall that there are absolute values, to challenge the lifestyle or the values offered by the world, to present an alternative way of living, to show a life project that is fully human. The Church and the world always need to remember that God must hold the primary position; that we find the real and complete fulfillment of human life in the words and especially in the example given by Jesus Christ; that the Spirit is the Lord and brings life.
Sexuality, the possession and availability of material goods, the ability to make independent decisions represent values which must not, however, become absolutes because only God is absolute. This is the "spiritual therapy" that the consecrated are called to offer to humanity and that makes of their consecrated Life "a blessing for human Life and for the Life of the Church" (VC 87). Properly under-stood, this is their service of criticism to today's culture and of eschatological reservations regarding the present time.
Testimony requires visibility and should attract attention. The first paragraph of Vita Consecrata states that "by the profession of the evangelical counsels the characteristic features of Jesus — the chaste, poor and obedient one — are made constantly "visible" in the midst of the world " (VC 1). Among these visible signs, there can be the practice of individual and community poverty living in simple dwellings and also the religious habit. The awareness of one's own consecrated vocation and of the primary task of bearing witness gives a vital boost to their Life. They have to make every effort to become inculturated and to approach people, but without hiding their own identity, with no fear of being recognized and appearing different, alterative or counter-cultural.
The consecrated members also bear witness by carrying out their apostolic mission. Many among them choose to embrace forms of life and of apostolate that are more demanding and with greater radical-ism, such as involvement in areas of conflict, in the shanty towns or refugee camps, such as the work in "ad gentes" missions as an alter-native to the consumer culture. They undertake these and other apos​tolic services not primarily to alleviate poverty. They are not social workers, but their preference for the poor aims at making their love for God visible and tangible. In fact, many of the services provided by consecrated people, such as schools, hospitals, centres for profession-al formation, are also provided by other agencies and institutions and often with great competence; if consecrated persons commit them-selves to these it is simply to offer a testimony of love.
Another element that provides a testimony and vitality to conse​crated life consists in love and gratitude for the founder and for the charism that originated in him. This translates into a strong sense of belonging and identity. It unleashes in consecrated members a degree of energy that leads them to be enthusiastic about the mission of the Institute and convinced of its contemporary nature and significance, to love those for whom they work with a generous availability, to take advantage of the world-wide experience and of the spiritual nourishment offered by the Institute for their own life and work, to cooperate with their own confreres and to share the richness of their own spirituality and charism with lay collaborators.
Wherever there is a sense of consecration, belonging and identity, we experience a deep gratitude to God for the gift of vocation; we feel proud to be a member of a community, province and Institute there-by experiencing joy, enthusiasm and commitment. Then one's own life becomes a vocational proposal: there arises a desire to promote one's own charism and a commitment to communicate the joy of one's own vocation. The young are helped to discover God's design for them and they are invited to welcome the charism of their founder.

3. Gift of communion 

The charism of the Founder is a part of the mystery of the Church in its historic development; in fact it was brought to life in it and for it. "Consecrated life is at the very heart of the Church as a determining element" (VC 3). This fact entails a spiritual sensitivity that sees in the Church one's own mother in faith and the centre of unity and communion of all the forces that work for the Kingdom. The conse​crated members feel committed in it according to their own vocation, so that "it may present itself to the world as a universal sacrament for salvation" (LG 48; GS 45). Their sense of Church leads them to identify with it and to feel involved in its joys, its anxiety and its missionary zeal. They manifest that sense of the Church in their communion with the entire people of God and in their good relations with the hierarchy, in fidelity to the successor of Peter and in collaboration with the bishops, with particular attention to the issues of the universal Church and to becoming a part of the particular Church.
They experience the Church in the fraternity of the community: "the more intense their fraternal love, the greater the credibility of the message she proclaims, and the more visible the heart of the mystery of the Church, sacrament of the union of humankind with God, and of its members among themselves" ("Fraternal life in community" 55). Today we increasingly acknowledge the strong influence exercised by the quality of brotherly life on vitality and perseverance of the indi​vidual consecrated members in their vocation. The most effective atmosphere to encourage the individual consecrated member to grow in his own vocation is found in a truly fraternal community that enjoys a serene family atmosphere, one of welcome and faith, that has a participative style in the internal organization of the community where there is a true sharing of life, prayer and apostolate, co-responsibility, understanding and mutual help.
In this regard, the superiors and their way of exercising authority play a significantly crucial role. It is necessary to have superiors with open minds who are able to create this atmosphere in the communities, who share a personal relationship with the confreres, who are perceived as fathers, friends and brothers. Their closeness, concern, understanding and encouragement are encouraging for the confreres. They exercise authority as a service to the vocational growth of both the individuals and the community through listening, dialogue, encouragement and discernment, not being authoritarian. The role of the confreres is not reduced to simple implementation; instead, there is a promotion of joint responsibility of all in discerning and setting a common course. This kind of superior inspires confidence and the awareness that interest and support will always be found in him at all times.
In addition to the superiors, the impact that certain charismatic fig​ures have on the vitality of a community and of a province should not be ignored. Their presence is encouraging and reassuring; it inspires confidence and courage. These are people with authority and simplicity, who live close to all within the community, enquiring about each member and building community life. Through their everyday life, they show the beauty of consecrated life and how Christ can fill the heart with joy and satisfaction, despite the difficulties of following him. They often open new paths in the evangelizing mission. The presence of such figures, however, does not replace the necessary work to be done together within the community and the province, which also involves lay people.

4. Formation commitment

There is no doubt that formation has a very important role to play in the vitality of members, of communities and the province. Formation has found a new balance under the renewing impact of Vatican II. It is indeed closer to the Word of God, to the guidelines of the Church and to the charism of the Founder; it has become open to the signs of the times, to the challenges coming from society and cul​ture, to the new tasks for evangelization in today's world and in the local Church.
This is a comprehensive formation that includes the various dimensions in a harmonized and vital unity. At the heart of formation is pas​toral charity, a "special communion of love with Christ" (VC 15) that becomes a life project, a path of holiness, an inspirational and unifying principle of the entire formation process, whether it is initial or ongoing.
Today, this process gives a special place to the human dimension right from the initial phases, since it is the necessary foundation of the vocational response. The vitality of a consecrated member comes from his balance, his mature emotions, his freedom and responsibility for his actions, from the practicing of those human virtues that favour encounter, dialogue and collaboration. From experience it has been seen that often the issues regarding human relations and emotional and responsible freedom shut the person within himself and under-mine the effectiveness of his ministry.
The other aspect that has an influence on the apostolic vitality of consecrated persons is that of intellectual formation. We are often satisfied with completing the curricula of studies required by the formative phases and we do not realize the importance of the "loving com​mitment to the intellectual life" or of the "dedication to study" (VC 98), which are the solid bases to live one's consecrated identity and to carry out an effective apostolic activity. A lessened commitment to study can have grave consequences because it generates a sense of marginalization and of inferiority or encourages superficiality and rash initiatives (cf. VC 98). Among the urgent tasks that underline the need at present for intellectual formation need to be mentioned the forma​tion of consciences in a time of relativism, helping the laity to adopt the social doctrine of the Church or forming them for their mission in the world. Without being limited to a course of studies, formation aims at maturing the habit of reflection, judgment and a critical approach to the world, the capacity to maintain a dialogue and to share ideas and the promotion of Christian values; it thereby ensures the vitality of the apostolate.
Spiritual life, if personally adopted and effectively developed in faith according to a strong sense of belonging to Christ and the imitation of his way of life, establishes the vitality of the person and of the community. It is a matter of progressively going from being servants who are entirely directed toward the works, to being friends who are beside the Lord Jesus listening to his Word and celebrating the Eucharist, to the extent of becoming in love with him and taking up the cross of everyday fidelity. Christ really becomes the centre of life's experiences as well as their point of reference. It is necessary to foster the process of internalization, through the ability to find moments of silence, the experience of personal prayer, the exercise of lectio divina, adoration of the Blessed Sacrament and the contemplation of the cross. There is the need to prepare a culture of interiority, making the internal sphere of each one more ample, deeper and livelier, so as to leave room for God's action in each one's heart. We need to invest in a life of faith, both at the intellectual and emotional levels; that is why we need formation in prayer.
Joy in the Lord Jesus translates into a love sacrificed to serving the brethren, especially the poorest ones. It is important to find an impulse of apostolic dedication. When the apostolic sense is weak and the mission is not felt as something attractive then issues of vocational identity can arise . When relationships are only organizational, if there is no joy in meeting and being with people, when the apostolic meaning of what is being done no longer makes sense, it is obvious that a void is taking over the heart. The confreres must be given the opportunity and the ability to grow in love and apostolic zeal for the Church and its evangelizing mission. If the heart and mind of the evangelizer are not formed through reflection about apostolic work, sharing and prayer, there is the risk of falling into activism and exaggeration.
Comprehensive formation is only one part of the vitalizing contribution of formation. The other aspect and perhaps the most demanding but also the most profitable one, consists in implementing a methodology of personalization. A personalized formation is required so that the content of formation is internalized by the individual, trans-forming him from the inside. He then becomes the main protagonist of the formation, and continuing in interaction with the Holy Spirit and with the community grows in his vocational identity of a consecrated person according to a particular charism. Along these lines, therefore, the community project and the personal project, spiritual direction, the sharing with other confreres, reaching the person in depth and spiritual and community discernment assume major significance. These are all means that involve the person and make him responsible with regard to formation, leading him towards maturity in his consecrated life, launching him on a path of personal growth that has no end.
Conclusion
At the end of our research and presentation, we find ourselves taken back to the same starting point. The signs and courses of vitality follow each other and refer to each other reciprocally. We may succeed in obtaining a vital community or province only if these manage to coexist "systemically".
If vitality is present in the consecrated life of a province, the latter will enjoy an atmosphere of enthusiasm for its own vocation, and affection for its own founder and charism is thereby nurtured. There is joy in living this gift from the Lord with fidelity and it is easier to overcome the temptation to abandon it.
The charism becomes attractive and there is a spontaneous desire to want to share such a gift with others. Therefore, an invitation is extended to the more committed and willing young people "to come to see" this form of life, to spend a period of time in a community and to share this life.
Many young people become "infected" with the lifestyle of the consecrated members and decide to stay with them. In turn, members accompany them with attentive affection, allowing them the time and necessary means to make their choice with full knowledge and freedom.
The arrival of new vocations rejuvenates the image of an Institute. It becomes more dynamic, fruitful and creative and if the vitality is maintained, other young people will feel the same attraction. Consequently, the average age of the province decreases while the number of members may increase.
Their generous and enthusiastic fidelity guides several members to joyfully welcome the request of superiors, or the inspiration of God, to dedicate themselves to the poorest, to be pioneers in new and challenging forms of apostolate or to work in difficult areas or the foreign missions.
Thanks to their zeal and enthusiasm, the members bring new life to the local Church where they belong, inspiring the sympathy and gratitude of all and managing to involve many lay people who share their spirit and their mission.
We thus go back to the five criteria of vitality that marked our start​ing point. A vital community or province is one that attracts vocations, stays young, reinforces the fidelity of its own members and knows how to mobilize them for tasks and forms of life requiring greater commitment. It knows how to involve the laity, especially the young, in the charism and it holds a significant position within the local Church and the locality.
This, I believe, is the dream we all have for our Institutes. May the Lord in his goodness grant us the grace to see this dream come true.
