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Since the beginning, addressing the subject of vocational fragility meant, for USG, to present two sides of a coin: the ugly side pertaining to the departures from Consecrated Life (CL), the infidelity, the fragility and failure; the side relating to the decline. The pretty side relates to purification, the quality of CL, freedom and fertility. The shiny side of the coin evokes the vocation as a gift, a grace received or a call from God. The more elaborate side reminds us that fidelity is a task, that it requires overcoming difficulties, searching for new horizons, walking in the right direction and in good company. Fidelity must be looked after. Ai no time did we want to discuss an issue that could not be resolved, nor did we want to suggest an easy solution. Our aim was to help and motivate the restoration and the appreciation of fidelity. To reach this objective we must shed some light on the issue of abandonment and identify the opposite process: the numerous and spontaneous entries to CL that occur in some locations and within some groups.
We know that this subject is interrelated to three fundamental dimensions of life and of CL that are closely joined: happiness, fer​tility and fidelity. Contemporary culture has attempted to separate these three dimensions. However, a fair degree of anthropology reveals itself and tries to join them. A person that has faith experiences a profound joy and his life thereby becomes fertile. This cul​ture, however, does not stop at making a separation; it also goes to the extent of denying the existence of these situations. It excessively reinforces what is temporary, disposable, moving, changing and whatever is spontaneous. Therefore, we must take pains to look after fidelity This implies going back to what is essential, funda​mental, profound and fertile. The faithful one recreates and engenders and lives happily.
Since we began preparing the assembly we paid great attention to recognizing and stating the reasons why we had selected this theme, who was going to be discussed, who the proposal would be addressed to, how it was going to be done and what we wished to say. The texts we are presenting also answer these questions.
Dealing with this theme is a necessity at this time in the history of CL. This need was also confirmed by the significant attendance recorded at the assembly. The information we received indicates that as of the past few years, we've been observing a certain "re-appearance" of the vocational crisis. We must identify and give a name to what is occurring in the present context and with regard to the abandonment situation of CL. It may be interesting and helpful to understand why some groups or communities experience few departures and many admissions while others record few entries and many exits. There is no doubt that in order to have more admis​sions, it would be appropriate to reduce the number of exits. Departures have a significant influence on entries. In general terms, it is easier to answer a question about how many we add to or how many have joined us over the last year, instead of indicating the number of members that left our religious Institute over that same period. Nevertheless, it is very risky for a religious Institute to adopt an "ostrich" policy regarding defections. We are all interested in discovering something about these mysteries. What are the Proposals advanced in some places or groups that are not found in others? What do some tutors, leaders or pastors have that others don't? What is offered by some that is not offered by others? We must approach this theme since it represents an introduction as a whole and to the entire CL and it is not partly limited to the three arts mentioned above. Fidelity is fragile; we need to learn about and grab onto the character of the Invisible, the always faithful, and he visible people who can guarantee fidelity. If we broaden our
vision of the Church as a whole and especially of society, we shall see that infidelity is what is fashionable today. All these loose thoughts confirm that this subject requires attention and an accurate analysis. The greeting that Brother Alvaro directed to the Assembly which is included in this publication, deeply explores with much cultural sensitivity and the insight of a government per-son, the motivations that impose on every religious Institute to face this subject at this time of history.

When we decided to develop this theme we sensed that at this time of Church life and CL, departures are proportionately numerous and indicative and we suspect that the standards of the form of CL have dropped. We were thus lead to place our attention on four different situations in the works we are presenting.
· The ones who leave following a serious process of vocational discernment that clearly shows it is time for them to leave CL.
· The ones who leave but who shouldn't abandon. When they do, they are being unfaithful to a calling that is still heard and to a capacity of response that should normally allow them to remain in their respective religious Institute.
· The ones who do not leave but who, however, should leave and especially should have never joined CL. Clearly, some members who maintain their choice for religious life are not a result of fidelity or of happiness. To follow up the previous reflection, we can certainly affirm that these people are not fertile for their companions and their respective institute. Undoubtedly, some particular departures can help improve the quality of CL.
· The ones who overcome the vocational crisis and therefore continue on their path of CL in a renewed manner.

Ever since the beginning, we clearly stated that the presentations would concern these four groups of people. However, this subject concerns everyone, or rather, concerns each one of us. It means it is a call for a greater fidelity and a renewed grace for the gift received by everyone, an encouragement to not lose the initial enthusiasm.

These Works have been drafted by very different people. We asked Father José Maria Fernandez Martos for a reflection in light of his expertise in the accompanying of religious and priests; his reflec​tion comes from a man who is sensitive to the present cultural environment; a person who has studied in detail the human sciences and especially psychology in the university of Comillas. His reflec​tion includes all these perspectives about the abandonment situation of CL. He believes that fidelity is "pursued" and "besieged"; we no longer sense any admiration for determination and firmness. The contemporary man is always on a path and we are under the impression that he never reaches his destination. He struggles to overcome the subsequent crisis of identity, intimacy and generativity. Mentioning a commitment to a young person is equal to talking about an abstract notion. However, we can be faithful within this culture and context.
Father Luis Oviedo is an expert in religious sociology and a Professor at the Antonianum University; he was preponderantly involved in this reflection from the very beginning. We could not leave aside this dimension of the problem. It brings us closer to the abandonment of CL from a realistic point of view. Sociology had to accompany us from the starting point. In fact, sociological data and studies shed light on the problem; they provide information and set a path that suggests new perspectives. In the case of Father Luis Oviedo, we must combine a personal position marked by the radicalism and the suggestion for challenging alternatives. His work, of course, also includes figures that relate to the incidence of abandon​ment, the reasons for the abandonment and the examination of the typologies.
Since the beginning, we insisted to have this study about the departures alongside a reflection about the entries, focused on the places where they occur and where they are in high numbers. Father Francesco Cereda is general counsellor for the Salesians and he has long reflected about formation and specifically perseverance in CL; his analysis elaborates on the issue above. He derives his interest and capability to study this aspect from his experience with the Salesian congregation and thanks to his position as General Counsel for formation. In the long run, his study may prove to be
more useful that the one regarding departures. He is responsible for the chapter dedicated to examining the signs of vitality found today in some religious groups. His work is detailed and the path he presents is also very concrete: Reality clearly speaks through his reflec​tion. We've carried out a field study in various provinces or monasteries. We wished to record the voice of the groups that present evident signs of vitality. Father Cereda puts some order to these thoughts and meditates on these signs. He presents them as a path to follow if you want to care for the fidelity that ultimately leads to fertility. This proposal encourages the creation of a strong culture in groups, provinces or communities in order to shape a lifestyle that will mark people and groups.
Father Edward Mercieca's reflection serves as a mediation to understand what needs to be done in order to look after fidelity in a religious Congregation. The specific proposals that emerge from the study of abandonment need to be explicit and adequately phrased. Father Mercieca's work helps to do so. He defined a path to take action; actually, his work is a call to action. His contribution recalls his expertise in spirituality and his psychological specialization. Father Mercieca is the Director of the Centre of Ignatian Spirituality in Rome. He contributes a text that stimulates and analyzes the specifics of the means we should pursue in order to favour fidelity.
This book is addressed to the Superior Generals and to the members of the general Curias. They must be the faithful witnesses and the first guarantors of the fidelity of the other members in their Institute. They often are, also, the charismatic figures that set the base for a special vitality in the group and stimulate its significant growth. However, as we stated earlier, this reflection must concern everyone. Nobody is exempt from the calls that can bring about a vocational crisis and from the powerful search for fidelity. All mem​bers must feel the blow each time someone from their own community drifts away from the path he had chosen. We must not get accustomed to these exits. These pages help to interpret these situations in the cultural, ecclesiastic and religious contexts. But they must not lead us to get used to them. There is no doubt that some Congregations, some religious provinces and some communities do favor fidelity and others in turn, lack a policy that supports perseverance. The

objective of his Assembly is to provide guidance along the common path of the Institutes toward fidelity. The general objective of the works we are presenting aims at placing a religious Institute in the right perspective to initiate and form according to fidelity.
How did we intend to discuss this theme? We wanted to place a certain attention on the people who are part of our culture, who live in a Church with an experience of fidelity to the faith, to the vocation, to concrete commitments and to humanity and, also, who are reli​gious. Their fidelity is the same as the one experienced by the men and women from our times but it has its own specificity. Jesus Christ is at the heart of the fidelity of the religious. Without being in the centre of the centre, the members of the given community they have professed their fidelity to, expect that same community to encourage and support their fidelity. Our study stemmed from an observation. We can certainly affirm that part of what is happening to us is that we do not know exactly what is occurring with regard to desertions. We are searching for more light. Reflections were prepared by peo​ple from different congregations but they all come from basically the same culture, Europe and the North, even though they based their studies on data that referred to different cultural contexts. We've tried to present positive suggestions through our work; it relates to specific circumstances and it is empirical. We wanted to avoid developing easy or gratuitous statements. For instance, there is no evidence to show that desertions are related to environmental secularization levels. We can affirm that emotional crisis is the pre-dominant cause for the exits; it affects the highest percentage of abandonment occurrences. What is there behind this fact? We did not want to analyze fidelity only based on the ones who leave, but especially with regard to the ones who stay.
We know that this theme places us at the heart of CL and leads us to enter the most diverse dimensions of the same. We particular-ly underline the motivations to join and to remain a part of CL, the quality of the vital discernment, the consistence of the subjects, the depth of the faith of the religious, the proposal of the same CL, cul​ture, the environment and of course, formation. Clearly, the study regarding the abandonment of CL should never lead us to reduce the demands of the same.
What do we want to say? We did not want to discard the fact that there is something objective in CL that favors vocational fragility. Not keeping this in mind means ignoring a real problem. We also know that there is something objective within the same CL that can convert it into a school of fidelity. We have the obligation to strengthen it. Ultimately, all the pages in this book represent answers to this dual question, as well as to many others that con​cern us. Why do some leave? Why does vocational crisis occur? What must we be faithful to? What are the personal and group conditions that favor and give vitality to the groups?
We also wish to underline that CL needs a realistic anthropological reflection at the base of fidelity. Some analysts of CL believe that Institutes that impose the emotional isolation of its members suffer a greater number of defections. It is necessary to maintain a balanced wisdom at all times. This knowledge leads us to conclude that the difference that emerges from a well assimilated awareness of our identity leads to a greater self-esteem of all vocations and specifically, of the religious one. We do not want to insist upon the fact, nor do we believe, that those who have professed CL are more excellent; they must be able to display and recognize what is origi​nal with respect to other ways of life. Based on this anthropological reasoning, we can conclude that there is a natural selection in CL as in every natural evolution process. Some are lost on the way and "the best" presumably stay within it. This can contradict the old saying according to which the best leave, the worst are sent away and we would be left with, or we are, the medium ones. This same anthropology reminds us that fidelity is only adequately described by the ones who experience it: in order to present it in the right terms we must leave the floor to the ones who fight for it, overcoming the crisis, and to the ones who creatively persevere.
In a few words, we wish to say that these are times of vocation​al fragility; this situation requires a reflection and strength to intervene and in some cases, even purifying interventions. All in all, the best intervention will be represented by a type of formation that touches the person profoundly and achieves the necessary maturity.
Upon completing the reading of this book, we are under the impression that we have just started dealing with this theme. That is correct. Based on this reading, we must learn to get to the heart of CL. Every religious is an uninterrupted liturgy; in better words, interrupted by the following amens, which are a clear expression of a centered fidelity. Furthermore, CL is also a preparation for the final amen. The one pronounced by some religious at martyrdom, by others after years of service in missions or hospitals, or of holding a piece of chalk in their hands; others yet, through a way of life that conveys joy, hope and persistency. Jesus Christ is our amen and our faithful companion, and it is from him that we receive the fideli​ty we long to look after.
Finally, CL is ultimately a continuous and generous amen as well as a fervent one. Not a conventional amen, from the mouth that responds to the multitude of prayers in a life within a community. It is rather a vital amen of an entire consecrated existence. It would be difficult to find a shorter word with so many meanings and with a greater dif fusion than Amen. The word comes from the Hebrew language and it has become familiar to Jews, Christians and Muslims. It has certainly found its more varied and deeper meaning in litur​gy. Amen, as well as Halleluiah and Hosanna, is one of those words that do not allow a literal translation. It expresses a state of mind, a premonition, something that is profoundly experienced, instead of simply being a concept or a determined effect. It transcends any definition or description. Paraphrasing an expression by Saint Augustine, we could say that this word is brief as to sound but filled with spirit. Amen as Halleluiah, is a divine term that is eternally sung by the triumphant Church and which gives us a taste of heaven. Our fidelity finds its expression through amen. A fragile fidelity precisely needs to fix its eyes and ears on what is seen and heard in the heavens in order to become a creative fidelity.
VOCATIONAL FIDELITY
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The theme of fidelity is a fundamental theme in the consecrated life. Fidelity is, above all, a gift of God. Our fidelity is based on the fidelity of God. When we accept His call, we begin a road with no turning back and with a process in which each day His presence spurs us on and supports us in responding to new challenges and living our vocation passionately. As well as to Jeremiah the Lord says to us: you shall go to all to whom I send you and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you.. .1 have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms (Jer. 1 7.8.10). This received gift does not change, God is faithful to his promises. In reality fidelity refers to concrete persons and not to principles or norms. It is a question of being faithful to God, to our Brothers, to the men and women of our time, to the poor... In this sense the fundamental question is not ‘Why be a religious?’ but rather ‘For whom and with whom?’ 

Certainly in the world of today fidelity and stability are suffering a crisis which has psycho-cultural roots. Up until very recently permanence formed an essential part of culture. Today we live the culture of the “disposable”, of the collapse of ideologies, of the “light”. In the past at the level of physics and astronomy the stars were fixed; in nature everything had its fixed place. On the social level, everybody had his or her precise place in society: kings, nobles, ordinary people, servants. The same was happening in the Church .Today Darwin has undone the idea of a static creation, with his theory of evolution. Einstein has opened new horizons in astronomy and physics with the theory of relativity. The Marxist interpretation of history turns it into a dialectic. Freud with his discovery of the unconscious has compelled us all to go in search of personal meaning and identity... Today more value is given to movement, dynamism and action than to stability. 
In this new context, we need to remember that on a par with God is Love, Scripture also affirms that God is FAITHFUL. In reality both aspects are involved; love is the foundation of fidelity. In every commitment of Christian fidelity there should enter the notion of “always”. When we are dealing with a fundamental option for life, whether it be in matrimony or in consecration to God, we can never leave out the element “always”. 

“I take thee for better or worse, till death do us part”. It is not a matter of choosing a career or accepting a job, but of something more profound, that is to say, consecration to Christ. When we say “for all my life”, we are not affirming that we will remain faithful during a very long period of time. Rather we are expressing the depth of our commitment and its quality. Certainly there is value in the length of time, but there is greater value in the depth, quality or intensity of our love which makes us go on dying to some of the values most prized in life in order to go on living for Someone who has captivated us. Consecration is not a contract. It is a life in Christ. The crisis of consecration is, above all the crisis of the depth and quality of our love for Christ. Fidelity is only possible where there is an ardent passion - a passion for Christ, a passion for humanity. 

In looking for the reasons for a lack of fidelity, we could unfairly remain focused solely on the anti-values which society presents to us or on the weaknesses or inconsistencies of young people themselves. As the Australian Franciscan, Br. Peter Cantwell OFM, tells us, in the past some used to say that “the young are leaving because their generation is selfish and has no will to take on a commitment”. It is more honest to also think that it is down to what we are offering to the young or that we could be failing them. In family therapy nowadays we are asked to concentrate on the whole system in looking for the remedy. Before the recent findings offered by family therapy, a problem adolescent was normally treated in isolation by means  of individual therapy. The theory was that there was something wrong inside the adolescent and if this fault could be corrected, then everything would be fine. But often this individual therapy was followed by a new relapse. Family therapy has widened our vision so that we can understand that the problem might not be within the adolescent. His problem might be a reflection of what was happening within the whole family system. The behaviour of the adolescent might be a symptom - an indication that the whole system in which the family was involved was what needed to be changed. We should also apply this to the religious life. No doubt, the causes of personal difficulties are, above all, within the individual but we cannot deny the determining influence of the system in which he or she lives and we cannot fail to take into account the system of life which we offer to those young people who think it is worth the trouble to join us. 

As Sister Carmen Margarita Fagot RTSCJ, tells us, the religious life has as its challenge to take in young people as members and companions in the construction of the life and its meanings. In a study carried out in Latin America they are seen as having a great capacity for enjoying the present life and for filling with meaning every stretch of existence, under the sign of gratuity and joy. In them there is a search for authenticity and greater freedom, of questioning and examining themselves on their fidelity. For them the centrality of the person leads them to reject every form of idealogization which sacrifices the person based on ideas. They are seen as having a sense of their own limitations which helps them to recognize what they ought to receive from others. They have a capacity for rebelling against whatever is not really worthy of a human being, even if it has been accepted by tradition, Pragmatism leads many of them to express love more in actions than in words. The search for meaning, for identity and for belonging leads them to put a strong existential accent on their motivations. Their way of relating between men and women is one of greater equality. 

We might ask: “Up to what point do these tendencies, with all their ambiguities, but also with all their riches which are often more evangelical, find shelter in our structures, in our programmes of formation and in our communities? Up to what point do we accompany processes of individualization and encourage personal integration faced with the fragmentation of the person which today’s society provokes? Are we content with offering the security of observance or creating depersonalized dependencies? What place do we give to the alternative and the plural, to the centrality of personal relations? 

Would it not be possible to think of a religious life which knows how to enjoy what it is doing and living, which knows how to value the pleasure and the joy of living daily life? 

Faced with the insatiable search for meaning and transcendence will the young discover in our eyes the fire of an irresistible passion for God and His Kingdom? 

I am certain that in these days of our Assembly, the Holy Spirit will give us the lights necessary for responding better to these question and that the Faithful Virgin will accompany us in our searching and discernment.
