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"Nothing is more precarious or more threatened than fidelity. It disappears the moment we stop guarding it" - L. Lavelle 
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There are no doubts about the practical and even dramatic inter​est of this Assembly. It's interest lies in the knowledge that the data needs to be faced with great courage without losing the "serenity of the one who knows that we are not asked so much for success but rather for a commitment to fidelity"
 2, as advised by John Paul II, who is be-side the Lord, in his Apostolic Exhortation Vita consecrata. It is also dramatic since, if fidelity were shattered, the same heart of religious life (RL) would be wounded because 
  "consecrated life is in the Heart of the Church and it represents the aspiration of the entire Church as a Spouse in her union with her only Husband"
.

RL follows in the footsteps of the first followers of Jesus who were defined as faithful Christians. That is, the Faithful who relied on the word and promise of Yahweh and the Christians, or followers of Christ in whom they were reborn thanks to his life, death and resurrection. That is, they fed on the hope and acquired knowledge of God 
 revealed through the face of the Son; they reinforced fidelity by recalling the facts of his life, death and resurrection through the live word that gradually explained everything to them 
. His fidelity was not an iron-clad will nor an example of lucidity, rather an intervention of the Spirit of Emmanuel representing the merciful fidelity of God with us, while asking us to "maintain the memory of his fidelity alive through prayers and the testimony of our own fidelity" (Mt 28,20)
.

I have been asked for a "general reflection about the cultural atmosphere and its impact on fidelity"
. I will offer some present anthropological notions that pursue the fidelity of those who do not hear the calling, of those who get tired or of those who follow subject to "a pact for dismissal" that weighs down Institutions as they hope to find greater fidelity.

I will structure my contribution by dividing it into three parts. 
· I shall start with some brushstrokes about the CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT. 
· Then I will specifically examine the impact of this "environment" on three transitions of human development: IDENTITY, INTIMACY AND GENERATIVITY. 
· Lastly, I will make some small suggestions to fortify the weakened fidelity.


First of all, let me discard the concept that culture is an external concept, while nature is internal. Which is the extremity of a blind person? Is it his body or the tip of the cane that culture has provided him with? Without it, the blind person does not feel he is blind. We could say the same about the mobile phone, the computer or television for us. Similarly, the basic and shared assumptions, the beliefs, the tools, the rules and the cultural habits, in short, the cul​tural environment that surrounds us ultimately becomes a part of our personality
. I am myself and my circumstances" according to the Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset. The low degree of tolerance in front of the suffering of the "society of well-being", the demand for immediate Solutions, the lack of individual responsibility, the presumption of invulnerability developed by scientific and medical progress, the life in the fast lane that does not allow us to think, individualism and the incidence of couples breaking up, are incrusted in us just as the cane is to the blind man. Alexis de Tocqueville used to say: "what we usually call necessary institutions are often institutions that we have grown accustomed to".

I - Besieged Fidelity: Our Cultural Environment

There must be something wrong if such a qualified group of supervisors of followers of Jesus are questioning the fidelity of their members and Institutions. Is the bright and life-giving memory of Jesus weakened in the heart of their members? Have we replaced the one who was among us and triumphant in order to search for signs of the one we expect?
 Even if Jerusalem fell, will it fortify our fideli​ty if we stir the past of the God who made an alliance with us?
 The Dictionary defines the faithful one as the one who "guards the faith or who is constant as to his affections, in complying with his obligations, not deceiving the trust placed in him". Do we fit that description? Let us go over some challenges from the present culture.

1. From the value of Stability to the value of Change:


Post-modernity is characterized by a greater speed and quantity of change in all aspects of life. On the other hand, the basis of Western cul​ture lies on Aristotle's thesis that states that movement is not being, that is, it has no reality
. In order to search for the substantial notes of being, that is, unity, truth and goodness, we'd have to embrace calmness, stability and contemplation. Modernity, on the other hand, turned its attention from being to status, from the staying to the becoming. The change is on the rise as an expression of dynamism, advance and creating capacity. Stability and permanence lose value and become suspicious. We unknowingly tend to believe that maintaining the same status could be a sign of laziness, lack of value or boredom. The prior question "how are you?" has been replaced by "where have you been?" We used to admire determination and stability. Today, we focus on flexibility and on the ability to adjust. We are captured in a vortex and passion for change, travels, and experimenting. The visceral allergy of adults regarding calmness and monotony has become in the young of our times a crazy experimenting of the trip or kick, of new substances and new types of sex. As for Rimbaud, they tend to "believe that the disorder of the spirit is something sacred". So much change reinforces the present anomy
, stumps identities and intensifies extreme personality troubles. The same globalization has come to uproot all of us, and especially the tribal and agricultural cultures, from the ancestral values that lay in relation with nature and with people, breaking the harmony, the pace and the sense of respect.
But there is more. As we'll see further ahead, today's human being has been experiencing the collapse of utopias and fertile civilizations for centuries
. This process has alarmingly shrunk the borders of certainties, leaving little evidence of them. Pascal's theme regarding the impotence of reason floats in the environment: "everybody lives in hope, common sense as well as philosophy, both the wise and the simple people". As stated by Kerouac in On the Road, we spin "like maddened tops, on the track of people who are crazy about living, crazy about talking, crazy about saving themselves, who have wants for everything but at the same time, people who burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow rockets" 
. We exhaust ourselves working as scientists to run toward the night among card throwers.


Application to religious Life (APR): 

· Are perpetual vows raised on (\quick-sand? Is there not a collective experience of the transition of "all that human history creates and contemplates regardless of how solemn it may appear and as sacred as we may declare it"?
 
· How will the young man pronouncing his vows ignore his fragility among the echoes of the abandonment of people with prestige that threaten his future? 
· How can promises that are made in a brief moment become everlasting? Isn't it almighty to promise a compliance that relies on potentials that I cannot guarantee? 
· How can I shut myself to the possibility of future and deeper truth about my life? It is difficult to reconcile the desired fidelity with the obvious variability. So many changes in values force us to change our soul as often as we change our shirt.

2. From the Compact and Intelligible Culture to the Mind Overcome by the Globalized and Confused Culture.

If we add the sophistication of culture to this acceleration of time, the mixture becomes way too strong for a large number of stomachs and brains. Some book titles can give us an idea of the feeling: Alvin Topfler: The Shock of the Future; Francis Fukuyama, The Great Breaking; Robert Kegan, In over our Heads; The Mental Demands of Modern Life. This evolution has lead sociologists and cultural analysts to wonder whether the well-developed human mind can constructively process the socio-cultural complexity (exuberant information, restructuring of relations between couples, demands of the job, education of children) that it must face. Studying and mastering each single task of adult age is not sufficient. A qualitative plus is nevertheless necessary in order to surpass the present curriculum. We are more informed than ever and, nevertheless, we feel overcome therefore we are lead to ignore what is essential. We are not capable of reconciling any piece of fragmented knowledge.

Robert Kegan merges the "construction systems of the senses of human being" found in the contemplative approach of the Eastern cultures ("wondering at", to look at, to respect), with the western pragmatism ("wondering about": to question ourselves, to calculate, to seek means). Based on Piaget and Freud, he attempts to fill the gap between our capacities and the excessive cultural demands. Upon applying the complexity of the present society to what is expected of fathers, he concludes that the task requires significant mental and psychological capacities. In the area of power, authority and control, we expect them to:

a. Be the leaders of the family with a vision to guide it; to care for the development of the children and to take consistent positions about values and ideals, with determination but without any anger.

b. Be signpost and manage the various borders of the family: subgroups, family and non-family, where each one has his or her place in a balance between inclusion and exclusion.

c. Set limits for the family with more cooperation than selfishness, with room for the children to live like children and teenagers to experience their adventures in a democratic atmosphere of respect and peace, with a spontaneous but controlled expression of feelings.

With regard to being a companion and/or husband or wife, they are asked to:

a. Have their own identity that is distinct and separate from the one of the couple.
b. Abandon idealisms and romanticisms, while learning that sharing is costly, without giving up closeness and keeping a distance.
c. Care for the couple's relationship by drawing a line between the children, grandparents, friends and occupation.
d. Support the development of the companion and accept him or her as he or she is but encouraging change.
e. Learn to communicate adequately, without complaining, only asking; frankly, nobly and never roughly.
f. Recognize the signs of past wounds knowing how far they reach.
Without the support or the brightness of traditional community, today's man feels unprotected in a society where many values are unsupported and ultimately collide.


APR: The religious is asked to be honest with himself; 
· to create a nucleus with strong convictions but open to what others think;
·  to question him​self without losing his self-confidence; 
· to take on his Life responsibilities while opening up to the community and to the superior being through a straight-forward and cordial dialogue;
·  to have the joy and firmness of the carrier of the salvation of people, even though he may encounter their indifference or compassion; 
· to fill the gaps left by his seniors, although he must set aside some time for sleep and prayer; 
· to be strong to withstand the distance between faith, Church and culture, without being discouraged by the contradictions and the poverty he sees in it. 
· To maintain his humor, not waste his time in front of the television and to attend courses for a theological and pastoral renovation.

Is this not too much and a justification for abandonment? How can we form not only to acquire new knowledge but also to understand and move within the ambiguity of a patient wait?
 

3. From the close Social Belonging to the Feeling of Loneliness and Alienation

While floating in this confused ocean, we may feel like a "solitary mass" tempted by the individualism we are subject to. We are alerted against tobacco smoke and armoured by security companies but we forget about this environmental disease that steals the soul. We transform our freedom into a mere suspicious defense from a battlemented devastating and sad privacy. Just as Sartre stated in "Nausea", we've lost our desire to laugh without knowing what to say
. This individualism does not equal selfishness but it does lead to it. It is fed by our rights, not by our obligations. It is a "sort of honest materialism that does not corrupt the souls, it rather softens them and ultimately weakens its strength". It turns us into fearful beings that avoid emotional conflicts and shuts down the joy of belonging, leaving us with an indifferent and distant look on the world. This loneliness could intensify the widening of the internal space but instead it cultivates a "weak" existence in which tensions are concealed in front of television, musical stimulation, whiskey or a computer
 .

In his work The Culture of Narcissism 
, Cristopher Lasch describes contemporary narcissism as a loss of identity instead of self-affirmation, eroded by the internal void that leads to a disrupted personality, marked by an open greatness or by the shyness of a concealed greatness.
 

 APR: 
· Tolerating community styles that are too individualistic is more
harmful than we may think, unveiling a latent selfishness or a badly concealed hostility. There are courtesies that through the exchange of compliments pretend to worry about the others, whereas each one is concerned with his own things. 
· Are there no fidelities that break due to a lack of communities that share trust and mutual understanding? 

· Can we apply what Alexis de Tocqueville was prophesying: "I see [in a near future] a multitude of men... who restlessly move to obtain the small and vulgar pleasures they keep in their souls. Each one Lives in his own abstract world at the margin of things, like strangers to the fate of others. He Lives with his fellow nationals, he is beside them (in a stacked world) but he cannot see them, he touches them but does not feel them in his soul, he only exists within himself and for himself"?
.

II - Impact of the Cultural Atmosphere in three Moments of the Itinerary of Development: Crisis of Identity, a Step Toward Intimacy and Generativity

Based on a well-known scheme, I will take three central steps out of the eight that constitute the human development of Erik Erikson: Identity, Intimacy and Generativity
.


1. Threats to Fidelity in the Identity Phase: Who Am I

"Who am I: this one or that one? Could I be one and tomorrow the

other? Or am I both at once?" Bonhoeffer, in Resistance and Submission

The elderly wonder: why do young people find it so difficult to maintain their commitments? Are they more psychologically fragile? Why do young priests without any analysis and discernment ultimately leave their priestly Life? Why do couples break up so easily?

According to Erikson, the fifth phase of development, that is, adolescence and youth, has the fundamental task to find an "identity of the I" that is, knowing who I am and how I fit in society as a whole, based on a unified image of myself that is considered significant within a community. All the beliefs and people whom we trusted to this date are nevertheless questioned in order to structure, both internally and dynamically, the impulses, capacities, beliefs and history. There are two things that help us to achieve this. The first one is that culture must offer pathways that command the respect of teenagers and models of adults that shape them. The second one is that society must offer "rites of passage" that facilitate a transition from one stage to another. These rites were once more clearly defined. If we negotiate this phase correctly we obtain the virtue of "fidelity" or capability to be deserving of society's ideals, despite its imperfections, inconsistencies and limitations. Fidelity is not a blind acceptance of things as they are, rather a love that fights for their improvement. The social values that guide the identity force the young to face ideologies
.

In light of the above, we must acknowledge the fact that obtaining a healthy identity has become more contingent and complex due to the frantic cultural change, the overwhelmed mind and the wounds experienced in the family.
1.1 Difficulties for the structuring of desire


"For most of us it is not easier to think how we must get what we want than to know exactly what it is that we should want” Swidler

Succeeding in restructuring desire does not equal having much will or establishing clear objectives. There are those who have all of that, yet they have no structure in their desire. In order to outline an aspect, let us speak about consumption and the danger it presents to the structuring of desire
.

The western young man, as well as many from the Third World who wish to gain an advantage, often grows up in a world that is saturated with consumer options that do not represent a mere search for material utility, but rather an "exchange and consump​tion of signs" and values. Our purchases situate us in a given area
of prestige, physical power, sexual capacity or progress that grant us a social identity and citizenship papers in the realm of what is desirable. In addition, publicity and television ads send a message about the meaning of reality thereby cancelling the borders between what is real and what is fictitious. Indeed, we are creating a new world with a sweetened everyday life filled with common contents in fascinating shiny containers that definitely reduce the internal spaces for discernment. The result is a man that is loaded with whims but deprived of desires and purpose. The excessive brightness of blind fascination dazzles and disorients human beings. The clothes we wear replace vital projects. The body is a sign rather than an instrument and it develops into a place of con-temptation and prestige that needs to be cared for, perfumed, displayed and exploited. The external appearance replaces the being. Whatever brightens the external appearance is ethical. The whims of the consumer world are attained with money and they numb all long-term expectations. What is desirable is announced in a Messianic tone: "You may finally have what you have desired for so long; what you missed so dearly, it is now here". Actual mediators, such as money, luck and efforts, iron out my path toward happiness which, just as for children, depends on whims, wants and tastes but does not fight to structure desire.

Sexual identity is manifested through our behaviors and has become a commodity which raises issues for whoever grows up looking at all that is offered on the street, on the internet or in compromising situations. We can understand why the survey carried out for this meeting revealed a 43.3% of cases of abandonment are caused by emotional problems and overwhelming experiences that lead to inappropriate behavior which devastate some Institutions or communities
.


AVR: Three issues. 
· Psychological: Are we getting people who are sufficiently mature with an adequately structured affectivity? 
· Sociological: Does our Institution have a clear and attractive identity?
· Theological: Are we succeeding in seducing them through the Lord Jesus and his Reign? If the religious leaves the father and is only active in the field, he shall live on this difficult identity borderline
. 
· We are accustomed to instant gratification from things and we cannot stand the distance at which God sets the desire for Him. Becoming a citizen of the "house of God" requires time, a certain pace and patience. The one that He "chooses and approaches so he may Live in His atriums" is called to be fed from the goods in His home, from the sacred gifts of his holy temple (Psalm 65. 5). If we do not search for them, how can we substitute them with a thirst for material comfort?
· Do we accept young adventurous people who are open to the search and negotiation of an identity that is religiously faithful to the charisma and to the painful reality of the world, being attentive to its cross-roads or do we seek more reserved young people - the precluded of Marcia
  - who are apparently more self-confident but less creative, suspicious of the world to save their vocation, but without being really faithful? 
1.2 Prolonging of immaturity

"You cannot be a child before God if you are not an adult before men"

Marc Oraison

More than a few believe that the difficulties encountered to reach a real identity fix some young people in infantilism. In his book Temptation of Innocence
, Pascal Bruckner shares his opinion with his readers. Our survey reveals that 21,3% show symptoms of immaturity and 21% present psychological problems. What is infantilism? In addition to a need for protection and a lack of obligations, it also is a transfer of the attributes and privileges of the child to adult age. The Western child and young man can be a small domestic God that is permitted everything, with no counterpart. Infantilism combines a demand for food, money and security with unlimited greed to an aspiration to be supported with no obligation whatsoever. His motto: Give nothing up! Desire and demand. If they are not attended to, they will feel like abused victims.

Robert Hughes
 wittily analyzes one aspect of said infantilism: the "culture of the complaint". We are all victims of our parents! As senseless and violent as we may be, we are never guilty because we come from "dysfunctional families". Complaining empowers, even though it does not go beyond the emotional bribery or creation of a guilt trip. According to the culture of the complaint, daddy is always at fault and they better not take it out on me because I am vulnerable. The emphasis is on the subjective, on what we feel over what we think. We should probably listen to what Goethe de Eckerman thought about this shifting toward the subjective: "The regressive times in a process of dissolution are always subjective, while... the great times that were sincere as to progress and aspirations were all of an objective nature"
.
Erik Erikson indicates a suggestive fact at the time candidates are admitted. A series of factors have broken the harmonic clock of identity acquisition. On the one hand, there is a sexual precocity and an earlier entry to life, even from a physical standpoint. Birth control and other means separate sex from procreation. The choices for an academic course and relationships between couples have also moved forward. However, the maturity of our personal identi​ty has been postponed from the age of 18 to 25 or 28 years old. This presupposes that very serious decisions, such as career choices, steady relationships and even having a child, are made before really knowing who we are, or in the absence of the self. When the mature "I" emerges, he will not be able to turn back the clock to correct subsequent regrets. Society allows decisions to be made with-out providing the adequate maturational curriculum. A number of young rebellions may be apparently mature but dependent; they challenge institutions which, ironically, promote the mackerel protests and the song lyrics that are addressed against them.

In order to be faithful, we require a healthy degree of realism that does not pursue impossible dreams. Today, culture produces people who nurture excessive and unrealistic desires; it does not sufficiently teach us to care for our small garden of real possibilities
. Vocations and couples ultimately drift away as a result of a general neglect.


APR:
· If commitments are made before there is an established identity, then we must raise questions about early entries as well as about the late itineraries that are too complex to absorb the second socialization that RL suggests. Can we become clinics for medical assistance? 
· RL must promote valid ways of being, but it cannot attend to all the shortcomings with a maternal-type of understanding. Some processes of endless therapy lower the level of those who could aspire to something better. The present 
· RL needs people who ignore themselves and who are not caught up in meanders of troubled subjectivity. An excessive weight of "crowd" prolongs the temporariness and prevents from taking off toward a corporate image that is far from being a refuge for those who are not able to Live in the world. Too many immature subjects problematize not only group fidelity, but also mere survival. A boat can carry a stowaway on board but the shipping companies would go bankrupt if only a few travelers purchased a ticket
. 
· We sometimes hear mention of the ironic principle representing that the greatest harm is not brought about by a scarcity of vocations: it is a result of those that are in excess.

2. About Intimacy: Belonging and Committing: Who do I Live With

"Only the ones who are willing to die wrapped in a hug can Live in one".-Rilke
Intimacy recalls the music of a song but its lyrics are epic and harsh. It is not easy to really and deeply encounter others. After clarifying his own identity, the young adult wishes to merge with the intimacy or give in to people or institutions that ask f or commitment and sacrifice. In order to succeed, his "I" must overcome the fear of the union with the other or of the loss of his self in reaching out to others. In the attempt to avoid this difficulty, he may be relegated to isolation or to resistance and criticism when faced with demands of closeness and commitment
.

2.1 Intimacy under examination

"We will only make plans for as long as we are together. Is this not a commitment?" 
Luían Rubic in Erotic Wars

The prophets that supported the social theory at the end of the XIX century were right in asserting that the modernization of societies would result in a loss of the significance of the family in favor of more impersonal social ties. This is one of the clearer differences between the Gemeinschaft and the Gesellschaft: if you need money you'd rather turn to the closest bank instead of asking your uncle. The Big Break, as referred to by Fukuyama, caused a shifting of the family and extended it to a nuclear family, and the latter, in turn, subsequently lost significance and proceeded to delegate financial production, education, idleness, etc. It only maintains some control over reproduction and some areas of education. Statistics show that this change has revolutionized the area of intimacy as to fertility, marriages, divorce rate, education, people living alone, or children born out of wedlock.


With regard to fertility, almost all developed countries have fallen below the fertility rate required to not lose population (a little below 2). Sweden spent ten times more than Italy or Spain to encourage couples to have children. Results were positive and country reached demographic sustainability between 1983 and the beginning of the 90's; today, however, it has dropped back to 1,5.


With regard to the couple "people have been entering into fewer marriages, they remain married for shorter periods and do not remarry after divorce"
. Over the past few years, the decrease has been, and still is, dramatic in all developed countries, including catholic and Mediterranean ones
. In Sweden, the rate of mar​riages is so low (3,6 every 1000 inhabitants) and the one of cohabitation is so high (30% of all couples) that we may affirm that the marriage institution is sloping.
 We must also point out that the unmarried couples have twice as many chances to break up after 10 years than first marriages, data that goes against the idea that premarital cohabitation facilitates knowing each other and con​tributes to stability
.

In addition, marriage is no longer seen as a status but rather as an occupational contract, with a right to termination. Anthony Giddens, a reputable sociologist and close advisor of the British Premier Tony Blair, creates the concept of intimacy in a "pure relation"
. This concept defines a converging love that is contingent, active and escapes the "forever" or the "one and only" aspects of romantic love. Converging love is not necessarily monogamous, rather a close relationship "established by one's own initiative. We take what can be obtained through a sustained association with another that is continued only as long as both parties consider that this association produces enough satisfaction for each individ​ual"
. It implies that we must accept that, until further notice, each one derives sufficient benefits from the relationship
. Contrarily to a relationship based on romantic love, this tie gives up the control over the future.


With regard to other matters, such as social violence, criminality, etc, they have caused a significant decrease in the feeling of mutual trust among citizens, which is essential to fidelity. A research carried out by the Pew Research Centre (1997) in Philadelphia showed that only 28% believe that "people can be trusted", while 67% affirm that "you can never be prudent enough". GSS found that the level of trust of United States citizens decreased from 44,3% to 38,4% between 1980 and 1990. The surveys regarding values in a world scale of the World Values Survey show that between 1981 and 1990, the degree of trust in most of the institutions decreased 
. Robert Putnam states that the reduction in the degree of trust can be associated to television which encourages cynicism through its focus on sex and violence.
 It is interesting to note that young people are more distrustful and cynical.


APR: 
· RL issues a call to the community and says to people: "come with me". It then grows, supported by practices that presuppose a tendency toward intimacy: examen, prayer, opening to the superior and to companions, welcoming of intimate experiences of people. 
· It relies on sacraments of intimacy, the table, reconciliation and communion. How can we increase the capacity to share among people who come from broken families, always in a rush, wounded or distrustful? 
· How can we encourage trust and intimacy against winds in a society that refuses them? Are our institutions close and reliable? 
· Does our formation and lifestyle convey the ethics of sharing, closeness, intimacy? 
· Do we really teach to be with the Lord and to maintain a dialogue with Him?

2.2 Weakening of mutual belonging

"You cannot imagine how stupid I feel when I talk to my children about commitment: 
to them it is an abstract virtue; they don't see it anywhere"

Richard Sennett in The erosion of the character 


Wuthnow refers to "porous belongings" when discussing the weak bonds that are established around specific needs based on short-term projects or with definite objectives that do not create life-long ties. "Porous institutions" do not bind the individual with determination and they allow workers, goods and information to get in and out of them. Conscious of this porosity, major athletic teams and companies "create the fidelity" and "armour" their sub​jects. On the other hand, lower-level subjects are not bound and they are threatened by cutbacks and terminations. Fragile couples and volunteers who work on an hourly basis run away from organizations that require loyalty and a long-term commitment.

Family ties have also become porous because of divorces, separations, children from prior unions ("mixed families"), single-parenting, unmarried couples who drag complicated relationships into financial, emotional and other issues. Said porosity is also rising between parents and children and it develops into complaints and jokes about how to realize whether we live in a family or not. Internet and its navigation break through the walls of the home. When you believe your child is peacefully entertaining himself in his room, he may be chatting thousands of kilometers away.

Wallerstein
 states that the most serious consequences of a divorce occur in the short-term, but in time, there will be other more subtle ones: less socio-cultural development, more troubled rela​tionships, less capability to maintain intimate relationships and a low degree of faithfulness in a couple
. The insecurity of belonging leads to superficial and uncommitted relationships in which, as Osear Wilde stated with irony: "the ones who go below the surface shall do so at their own risk"
.

This entire process has resulted in what Richard Sennett harshly calls the "corrosion of character" when it no longer applies any ethical value to the seriousness of our relationships with others. Being a "man of one's word" used to have a certain value. Horace said that the character of a man depended on the quality of his rela​tionships with the world. Character is centred on the durability, the "long-term", of our emotional experience and it is expressed through loyalty and mutual commitment whether through the search for long-term objectives or by postponing the gratification that depends on those. Of all the feelings we all experience, we live in the attempt to maintain and save a few of them: those which shall serve as a basis for our character. Sennett wonders: "how should we decide what aspects have a lasting value for us in an impatient society that is centred on the immediate perspective? (...) How must we support a mutual commitment to institutions that are continuously disintegrated or reorganizing"
 The motto "nothing at a long term" is a principle that wears out trust, loyalty and mutual commitment. The sociologist Mark Granovetter says that "the modern institution-al nets are marked by the influence of the weak ties"
. Today, "the fleeting forms of association are more useful than long-term connections; solid social ties such as loyalty are no longer convincing"
 
. Speed dating companies are increasingly popular thanks to their minute-long dates with unknown people. Does this mean that Durkheim's prediction has come true? Will people be brought together only through the value of individualism?

APR: Do we have dear and brotherly communities ?
 How can we pre​pare for perpetual vows in a society that is not quite capable of maintaining lasting relationships? How can we fortify characters in order to teach the pursuit of long-term objectives in a short-term society? How can we convey to candidates that this cannot simply represent an additional test following others to attempt to find a stable belonging? How can we talk about the seriousness of commitments when young people are surrounded by older companions who break their more solemn promises after a few skirmishes and little time? How can we make plans with people who love the fleeting forms of association?

3. Generativity or Fertility: Who Am I Giving My Life To

"Alone finally, we can now care for the dogs together" 
Vignette in El País showing newlyweds who say, while they are holding hands.

Generativity is the seventh stage of Erikson's development theory. It is the logical evolution of intimacy and a projection of love toward the future. In the event generativity is not achieved, we risk coming to a standstill; if achieved, it shall focus on establishing and guiding the new generation. It is mostly evident in our own succession, but it is not the only way it may be achieved. It may also emerge among students and followers who are directed toward paths filled with meaning. It requires more self-annulment than needed by intimacy.


3.1 Decline of generativity 

"If I die now courageously I will be worthy of my years and I will 

bequeath the young a noble example so they may learn to voluntarily 

face a noble death for love of our Holy and venerable law".

Eleazar in 2 Mac 6, 27-28

Eleazar, the father of the Maccabees, faces his death because he is a faithful "begetter". RL is an institutional and personal form of generativity that results in care and neatness. Raising children or forming young people is not the same as having them. Any obstruction during the previous stages, excessive narcissism or egocentricity, can prevent the authentic generativity reached when you expe​rience the joy of recreating yourself in another younger person who not only will survive his creator but also improve the world that his tutors or parents delivered to him
. A culture that considers the children as a "load" finds it difficult to accept the "job" to take charge of others. Presently, more attention is given to the effectiveness that requires urgency and profitability than to the fertility that demands patience, courage and gratuity. A child is not profitable; he impoverishes us and creates obstacles to our professional career. To have followers implies being tied for years in the care for their growth and having to face perplexities. Ever since the pregnancy stage, the child represents a disturbing invasion of the mother's body. He brings limitations, anguishes and requires an attention that interrupts rest and forces one to rush to the hospital; significant lim​itations he may bring can lacerate forever. Formation also forces us to reach out. Aristotle believed that a being reached perfection the moment he desired to make another creature that resembled him.

Fukuyama wrote: "the family will continue to get smaller in the future. In a couple of generations, most Europeans and Japanese will only have ancestors among their relatives"
: The proportion of children born out of wedlock is highly indicative of a loss in family cohesion. In the United States for instance, we went from 5% in 1940 to 31% in 1993. A large number of American or Brazilian children have no father. However, the highest indexes of illegitimacy (over 65%) are recorded in Scandinavian countries
. In the Netherlands, 23% of the children are born out of wedlock
.

However, can personal generativity exist without the support of a community? This is one of the underlying themes expressed by Stanley Hauerwas in his book A Community of Character
. He asks Christian communities to recover their hospitality towards the stranger. Does today's individual feel a part of a common project? We already saw that Wuthnow's "porous institutions" do not encourage nor rely on the long-haul commitment
. Hauerwas underlines the significance of a founding story of the community that conveys value and hope to its members. In the Christian world, said story is represented by the person and life of Jesus conveyed by a community that adopts a lifestyle in line with its values. To illustrate, he refers to Watership Down by Richard Adams, a story about several communities of rabbits. "Watership Down" is the strongest one, even though it is the most strongly beaten. Where does that strength come from? First of all, does a "community" that loves its "stories" define who they are and can it teach to overcome the dangers in its condition of a threatened rabbit hutch. They do not aspire to make a safer world, but just to live in a dangerous one while relying on their story, on speed and cleverness to overcome difficulties and on taking advantage of the resources possessed by each member of the community. Other communities of rabbits search for security by rejecting the dangers of the unknown, eliminating the weak or forgetting the stories and the traditions that moulded them because they simply want to be free. Surprise. "Pipkin" the weak and poor rabbit from Watership Down forced the other rabbits into a dangerous condition to take care of him and this made them brave, astute and altruistic. Just societies need a story that teaches them the truth of life instead of comfort or uncompromising security.

APR: 
· The scarcity of vocations is an indication of a lower degree of collective generativity. Do we know of communities that are willing to care for the pipkins from inside or outside? Does our life proclaim that we have something to contribute? The Sarepta widow encourages us to be fertile from her own sterility and to offer a loving welcome to others from our own helplessness (1 Re 17, 7-24). 
· RL, just as the widow, must be brave when facing a fate with no bread or children. By maintaining these beliefs, we can offer hospitality to a prophet who promises a succession. Only He can bring us close and even concede a stock that will care for wounded brothers along the way. "A single person, even if sterile, can populate a city as long as he fears the Lord," (Ed 16, 4) 
· What community of people would suffer from our disappearance? The poorest ones?


3.2 Decline of the utopias

"Why should the aged eagle extend its wings?"

T.S. Elliot, in ofAshes


Ortega said that beliefs "are not ideas that we have, rather ideas we are"
. We may not encourage making the journey if we have lost confidence in our capacity to fix valid utopias or if our future itinerary that transcends the tangible present is recognized as unreliable and illusory. Can there be a feeling of amplitude and expansion greater than the one of the majestic and glorious flight of the eagle over the wide valley? That is why picturing a discouraged, rugged and retracted eagle with no will to swing its ample trace over the splendid valley is such a pathetic imagery. Quite a few cul​tural studies agree in concluding that the major stories or the beliefs that aim at changing reality, regardless of the effort, lose their strength in the attempt. This epistemological change presupposes an entire revolution of the emotional world and of the feelings of the new generations. Words such as fidelity, commitment, firmness, perseverance, renunciation, ideal and determination, emerge from convictions. Sensation, pleasure, shifting, moment and travel, can occur without a project. We will travel to every moon but without knowing why or what f or. We can clone the human being but we do not know how to educate the few we've had naturally.

In front of so many incomprehensible transformations and threats, many believe to be experiencing an eclipse of reason. Heidegger recommends adopting a determined attitude in front of the "existence toward death". Some take refuge in an irrational image of the world, while others turn toward artificial paradises made of drugs or alcohol or para-sciences and occultist practices
. Few find support in the hope that relies on intellectual reserves that cannot be understood by reason. With postmodernism, hope goes back to the nadir in which it resided during classic rationalism. Enough with making small improvements to small things in the immediate area of personal fulfillment; it dissolves confidence and faith in the future and the future of evolution and progress
. In addition, however, the utopistic capacity expresses the ungovernable condition of man. It allows man to play God, while he dreams about alternatives to what is real and imagines a space beyond the good and the bad.

APR:
· RL should be able to contribute significant and countercultural lives based on the illuminating story of Jesus who "carne so you would have abundant life" (}n 15,8). 
· Why do our lives and utopias awaken such a scarce social plausibility? Is there anything that does not work in the proposal or in the credibility? 
· Some young people cannot bear the weight of its irrelevance. They launched into the world filled with hope with an offer they deemed essential, yet they discovered that hardly anybody is interested. They ascertained that in a secular city, few people are interested in religion and its contents. They note "the divorce between faith and everyday life" discussed by Gaudium et Spes
. 
· How can we armour ourselves against the harshness of this irrelevance? Do we accept that "God has assigned a place to us at the end of the line, like people sentenced to die"? (1 Cor 4, 9) 
· Do we resemble Jeremiah as we carry the destiny of being a "make-me-laugh"? (Jer 20, 7) If, according to Chesterton "a generation is saved by the people who know how to oppose its tastes", are we capable to move away from the predominant tastes of its peers? 
· Jesus taught us to live and die "relying on the unbreakable fidelity to God and on the obedience of his will"

III - Restoring Fidelity

"Be alert, keep the faith, be manly, be strong, 
anything you do, let it be done with love" (1 Cor 16,13).

Gabriel Marcel wrote: "authentic fidelity is free, inventive and creative. As a living communion, it implies an active and live struggle against the forces in us that tend toward an internal dispersion as well as toward a sclerosis of habit"
 Creating it is not easy. We'll make some brief suggestions as we gloss the Corinthian quote above.

1. "Be alert": Certain historic moments require that, "in order to know the truth, you must love and serve it", as Pascal used to say
.1 believe the present RL has the responsibility to open its eyes to culture and help to carefully process the data while referring to reality. Both contemplative and active lives need people that are "turned toward the light" and "examine what pleases the Lord" (Ef 5, 8-10). We can-not admit or keep the ones escaping reality; we can keep lovers and servers of the truth, as harsh as it may be. People in search of it: "Is there a word from the Lord?" (Jer 37, 17). As Hólderlin used to sing: "It is our duty, it is yours, the poets, to resist under God's storms / / / with our heads uncovered; / / / so that we can catch its ray with our hands; / / / steal it from him; / / / and, wrapped in songs, / / / deliver it to the people, / / / as a celestial gift". Catch its ray.


2. "Keep the faith": Fidelity does not equal stubbornness. It is the knowledge that we are placed in it by Someone and the certainty that the One who called you will support you. Today, we cannot take faith in Him for granted. Do we not admit sometimes to RL, as we do for the catechism confirmation that we are seeking to clear the doubts about the main issues relating to faith?
 Unbelief is not foreign to us; it is all around us. The faith that I refer to is a profound faith nurtured in a rich and intimate encounter with Christ. A world that is mature in many ways needs mature religious
. The religious must feel faith as an existential impossibility to be conceived without it: "preaching the gospel is my destiny" (1 Cor 9, 16). Gabriel Marcel affirmed that "a man can only be free or continue to be so as long as he remains bound to what is transcendent"
. He extended the prophecy of Nietzsche that stated that if God has died then man is agonizing. We raise our voices with Peter to say: Without Him in our midst, where would we go? I know of no better way to be faith​ful than to dive into and tirelessly explore the person and the mystery of Jesus in the Eucharist and the word of God. We must eat the Scriptures (1 Cor 9,16), share them as we share the blood of Christ that has redeemed us", which flows through our veins in order to enter our lives after being assimilated, as stated by Saint Ambrose
  
. Just like the sky at night time, the scriptures provide new stars while you contemplate them. The life of Christ read, meditated, relived, and imagined through its revealing depths and in its impulses of indi​vidual and collective transformation
. Let us ask with Hopkins, "to be like the bird that flies over in circles". "Let us not cry, He will open the roll and its seven seals!" (Apoc 5, 5)


3. "Be manly": Let us aim at welcoming and forming people whose human features are in line with what is required by a vocation that is so demanding as the one we describe in our comments
. We may especially have to insist on the "perseverance" in light of the fragility of our will. Saint Paul talks about the athlete's discipline required to obtain a crown that doesn't wither (1 Cor 9, 25). Good land is not changeable "and it won't fail as soon as difficulties or a persecution of the message arises" (Mk 4, 17). Weak formation pre-dicts hard falls. Let us be frank in presenting the harshness of our vocation which requires perseverance and to not tire of doing some good, nor faint when it is time to harvest (Cfr Gal 6,9 y 2 Cor 4,8). Said perseverance relates to the "patience" needed to resist collapsing in front of one's own miseries, the ones of the religious group or under the weight of the sin of the Church itself. We must go on!
 There are religious who are sweetly tied to an ideal community but on bad terms with the real one provided by the Lord. Our patience and integrity do not resemble the traits of Prometheus; this rather refers to the one of the merciful. Let us educate for forgiveness and mercy that is the basis of the fidelity of God and of our calling. The one who called us is the "compassionate and clement, patient, mer​ciful and faithful" (Ex 34, 6)
. The "who will go in my name" in Isaiah springs from the heart of God who sympathizes with the sufferings that arise in life and becomes also a call to the twelve and to all of us
. The knowledge that we are accomplices of the history of God's mercy toward men grants the strength of the one who knows Goodness, who has trust and who watches over our deposit
. He has told us that "even if the mountains shrink and the hills tremble, my mercy will not leave you" (Is 54, 10). The one who keeps watch at night will see the stars.
4. "Be robust": Some of us actually believe the fable that we are living in a particularly difficult time in History. Whatever we wish to make of this affirmation, the truth is we must form to face harsh​ness. The book of the Apocalypse says: "do not fear what you must endure. Be aware that the devil will send some of you to jail to test you. Be faithful until death and I shall give you the crown of life" (Apoc 2, 10). Are we more pursued than the author of chapter 3 of the book of Lamentations before the fall of Jerusalem? He felt "put to the test by pain", "led to darkness", "his flesh and skin consumed", "he was surrounded by poison and bitterness", "his path was shut down", "arrows stabbed his entrails", "people made fun", "his teeth were biting stones", "he was rolled in dust and disheartened". He faced so much misfortune while recalling God's fidelity but his "mercy has no end and his compassion is everlasting; instead, they are renewed every morning: how grand is your fideli​ty!... The Lord is good to those who place their hope in Him and search Him" (Lam 3, 21-25).

In light of the scarcity of vocations, it is not advisable to lower the levels of requirements for admission
. We must raise the level of requirements in order to fight the culture's forces that oppose fidelity. "The plebeian and the foolishness of the world" (1 Cor 1, 26-29) of Saint Paul can serve as an alibi, setting aside that Jesus sent some followers to his home. Religious vocation asks for humble people, as long as they are healthy, very healthy. We are not more attractive, smart nor more reasonable than anybody else but we have the strength of the one who chose us to explore the deep dark​ness of his people (Is 6,8).

5. "Do everything with love": We are referring to agape, the illuminated love that comes from God. Bernanos used to say that "for a home to be warm the firebox must be red". RL needs to bet on burning and "eccentric" love. The "do it" that calls for action is easily understood as the "love" placed by us. However, it is increasingly difficult to stop to welcome his love and to feel loved by God. It is indeed a rare and necessary eccentricity. Paul Tillich wrote: "when our disgust for ourselves, our indifference, our weakness, our hostility and when our lack of direction and of calmness have become unbearable... Sometimes, at that very moment, a ray of light breaks through our darkness and it feels as if a voice said: You are accepted. You are accepted by one who is larger than you and whose name you don't know"
. This is the fidelity received by the "helper who will stay with you forever, the spirit of truth" (Jn 14, 16). It is a reciprocal bond between the fidelity of Christ and His Church.

Let us dig out eccentricity by transforming our work into "his" mission. The child leaves his parents heartbroken to manage "his father's" business and he confuses the disciples when he walks away to pray by himself with his Father. Do we teach this eccentricity that worries about the matters of the Lord, while we situate ourselves next to him to try to please him? (1 Cor 7, 32) Pleasing them requires "care"
. The great infidelities derive from small and continued episodes of negligence. To quote a classic work by Stevenson (sic., Franklin): "For the want of a nail the shoe was lost, For the want of a shoe the horse was lost, For the want of a horse the rider was lost, For the want of a rider the battle was lost, For the want of a battle the kingdom was lost, And all for the want of a horse-shoe nail".

Eccentric also because the centre is in others
. The faithful one dedicates his time to the needs and emergencies of others; just like Him, there is "no time to have a meal" (Me 6, 31). By parading our death that is his, we will in turn give life (2 Cor 4,10). We are totally eccentric when we do not search for pretty eyes, but rather blind ones, not for bright streets and stores, but rather for dark alleys, not for. 
pretty homes, but slums, not for ones able to do as they please, but ones who live amidst anguished crumbs. We are eccentrics since we are counter-cultural, old-fashioned and worthy of being laughed at. We are as eccentric as the one who died outside the city. This is the real love that Theresa of Calcutta declared was "always distressed and painful: that is why it is real and pure".

Let us wonder whether God is the unquestionable emotional centre of our companions and communities; Let us find the strength to recruit and keep people eccentrically concerned about how the Lord is doing and his matters progressing. Our need to be loved and admired makes us tremendously vulnerable before the changing opinion of others. Let us acknowledge the fact that there are forms of life that do not deserve fidelity, but rather abandonment. We submerge our behaviours in a linguistic Lourdes in which selfishness is defined as independence, the lack of instruction of the faithful becomes a lack of interest, and the laziness to pray is actually referred to as a self-abnegation for the benefit of the reign.

Not only is fidelity weakened, it could not be doing any differently given our present fragility. In his dying hour, Francis of Assisi addressed Clare and her sisters from a fragile fidelity, to say: "I, brother Francis, as small as I am, wish to follow the life and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ and of his holy Mother and to persevere in it until the end (cf Mt 10,22); and I beg you, ladies, and I recommend to you to always live in this very holy life and poverty. And do not allow anyone's teaching or advice ever to let you drift away from it"
.

Let us accept the task of being ourselves and engendering faith​ful Christians filled with hope who wish to adventure into "the paths of the Lord which are loyalty (heded) and fidelity (wemet) for those who watch his alliance and his commissions" (Ps 25, 10). Let us hang around our necks the words goodness and loyalty and write them on the tablet of the heart, while we put our trust in the

Lord with all our soul. He will iron out our path. Contemporary society needs men and women who resemble Jesus Christ and that define themselves according to him; they are not afflicted by the uncertainties and by the fog of present times; they serenely entrust their future to God; they concern us with their freedom to love God and men and because of the serene joy that emerges from within; they are the ones that are blessed in the "God-amen"; they plan their lives based on the designs that bring life to others because they like to deal with Him. Let us drill through the dull walls of these times and let us teach others to do so as well to hold on to the Invisible that makes us tenacious. (Heb 11, 27).
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� In 1 Tim. 6, vv 11 ff, we have the verb dokéo: love that pursues, is moving, searches, aspires, and becomes attached.


� A religious told me: "I was about to leave religious life when a poor and illiterate man came to our door. He had just lost his one-year-old daughter to pneumonia because of the humidity in the cave. I went up to my room and read Mt 8, 20: "The son of the man has nowhere to rest his head. I decided to stay in order to serve as somebody's pillow."


� Cfr Los escritos de Francisco y Clara de Asís, Ed. lulio Herranz y otros, Ed. Franciscana Arantzazu, 2001, p. 188.








