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This, my dear Brothers and Sisters in the Consecrated Life, is not a lecture, a lesson or a sermon given by the usual ‘expert’, but a very fraternal and confidential conversation, between a Formation Master, with which you are all familiar in your religious lives, an older brother who lives with you, sharing the fatigue and the fascination, the doubts and the surprises of formation. A man like you, who feels the weight of his own humanity and the responsibility that outweighs his strength, but at the same time a man who has been placed among you as a sign of the providence of the Father, the only real Formation Master, and a sign of the care and attention of the religious institution for you. But also a Formation Master who is happy to perform this service, and I wish to emphasize this fact, who enjoys this vocation within his vocation, and feels profoundly enriched and fashioned by the experience of 18 years of educational responsibility, 18 years of great grace, with so many surprises. 


It is precisely this experience that has shown me, among so many other things, and at my own expense, the tastes of young professed Brothers and Sisters and their particular dislike for preaching and over-paternalistic talking-down. And that is why I want to address you directly, speaking quietly and calmly as if we were having a friendly or family conversation, to examine together with you the reality and the greatness of the gift you have received. This small and great gift of your vocation to the Religious Life today, and looking ahead to the Third Millennium, with all the problems, prospects, questions, discernment ... bound up with the formation of the consecrated person who is “called” to live in the year 2000. After a short introductory overview of relations between young people and the Consecrated Life, we will try to identify the meaning of the vocational dynamic in its essential dimensions: the call to life, to faith, to consecration to God, and to dialogue with the other vocations within the Church.

1 - Young people and the consecrated life 

We would like to examine the whole complex present reality with realism and balance, without futile alarm or millenarian exaggerations. But we cannot ignore the challenge we are faced with and what is at stake, and above all we must do this with a conviction which is almost an indispensable precondition for the whole debate. The fact that the religious life is a “precious and necessary gift for the present and future of the People of God, and since it is an intimate part of her life, holiness and her mission”,
 and is therefore a vocation, which will never cease to exist, and which will always continue to call. These are two further fundamental premisses to what we are about to discuss here.

1.1 - The Religious Life: the eternally young soul of the Church 


The first conviction-premise is that the Religious Life is and stands for something beautiful in itself, and therefore something young and youthful. This is a emphasis we find at the beginning of the Post-Synodal Exhortation
 and which throughout the whole document, almost as the means of interpreting It.  And it is extremely significant to think that the very first time a Church document uses beauty as a parameter for interpretation (or as a literary genre) it is precisely when it speaks about the Consecrated Life! Is this not itself beautiful?  We shall be taking up shortly the meaning of this choice, but for the moment suffice it to say that it has particular implications with regard to the sensitivity of young people who are irresistibly attracted to what is beautiful, and emphasizes the youthful nature of the Consecrated Life itself, built wholly around values and meanings that presuppose this type of attraction, which are typical of one’s youthful years. The decision to consecrate oneself to God surely implies creativity, courage, overcoming conventional limitations, a great heart, an open mind, an acute intuition, unpredictability, radical commitment, generosity ... for something which is imposed absolutely, precisely because it is intrinsically beautiful, true and good. Is not the Religious Life perhaps the expression of the “easy-going” and “laid-back” - and hence “young” - fantasy of the Holy Spirit? We can therefore say that the Consecrated Life expresses the eternally young soul of the Church herself; this is how it has always been in the past, and this is how it will continue to be. And it is wonderful that it should be so! And it is true, even though the fact that all individuals and institutions age might easily lead us to believe that this cannot be so, and that the Church is no longer young.


But let us not fall into the error by giving too much space to the usual commonplaces, with a naively optimistic and perfectionist idea of the Consecrated Life linked to some dated spiritual culture (the rationale of the hero, or the radicalization of the negative aspect of giving up everything) which is unable to interpret the present demands for renewal. But I do not believe, on the other hand, that we can ignore the changes that have taken place in recent times in the world of the young, even though this has not taken place everywhere in the same way and at the same pace and with the same intensity. You know very well how you are described according to certain sociological surveys which are not particularly kind to you: according to these, you are supposed to be less generous than those who came before you, you find it difficult to get excited about great ideals, you are poor in terms of your emotions, with a low capacity to give things up and sacrifice yourselves, very uncertain about your future, skeptical about your own and other people’s possibilities and capacities, ambivalent with regard to institutions ...
 I do not know, quite honestly, how much all of this is true, verifiable or actually demonstrated everywhere. I personally feel that this is simplistic and even unjust, to say that a whole generation is better or worse than another. And I find it difficult to express these same judgments, partly out of lawful defense, and partly because I have read somewhere that those who think and keep on repeating that the younger generation is worse than the previous ones (people often talk about “the good old days” as if the present days were awful) is a certain sign that they are starting to grow old themselves. And when we think that this generation has obviously been educated and brought up by the generation that preceded it, then it is really senseless and even contradictory to make that type of judgment. 

1.2 - Young people: dreaming of the origins and hoping for renewal 


I would also like to say something else before moving on to the analysis itself, because it is very relevant to what I am about to say. Someone has said that at the level of individual institutions, the Consecrated Life is authentic and attractive only or above all “in its nascent state”, in other words in the first few years of an institute’s existence. If this is true, as Fr De Couesnongle wrote in 1977, young people are the continuous expression, to a certain extent, or the symbol of this “nascent state” because what you are seeking and desiring, however confused this may sometimes be, is precisely the enthusiasm and radical nature of beginning new things that “you also wish to relive in the Church and in the present world, what the first brothers and sisters experienced in other ages, together with their own founder or foundress”.
 It is precisely for this reason that the relationship which the institution establishes with young consecrated members and with their expectations normally indicates the age of a religious family or its psychological/spiritual youthfulness, or the freshness of the spirit of its origins in creative fidelity to the present time. Moreover, as the formation document has reminded us, “the renewal of Religious Institutes depends above all on the formation of their members”
 and indeed the very future of the Consecrated Life not only as the survival of individual institutes of course, but as the quality of life and witness, which depends on the young people of today and on their formation. In other words, you young men and women are the guarantee of continuity between the past and the future, the hinge which links and connects the historical phases of a Congregation, the linkage between fidelity to one’s origins and adaptation to new times. This is another element which adds a very particular feature to your calling, giving it a very specific responsibility. 


Drawing on these preliminary remarks, we can and must now examine a number of points on which to reflect for you to analyze and debate at this conference, in the form of provocative questions: What is the level of self-awareness of young people? In other words, do you young people believe sufficiently in yourselves and in your vocation, in your possibilities and in your future? Do you possess the awareness of the central role you have to play between nostalgia for your origins and the hope of renewal, and therefore the responsibility of guaranteeing that youthful spirit which is an essential feature of the Consecrated Life?  But in addition to this awareness, are your lives and your youthful testimony consistent, and is your behavior which expresses this desire for charismatic authenticity also consistent? 

2 - Vocation: dialogue between two freedoms 


Let us use this interpretation of the concept of vocation as our starting point: vocation is a dialogue between two freedoms, the freedom of God and the freedom of man, or to be more precise the freedom of God who calls the freedom of man. Man exists because God calls him, and he exists as a free being precisely because God has called him into existence with a sovereignty free act; for God calls whom he chooses, when he chooses, and how he chooses “in virtue of his own purpose and the grace which he gave us in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim 1:9); he chose and called Zacchaeus like Matthew, and he does not go out to seek those he calls from among the “good” and well-disposed (as some short-sighted thinking underlying vocations promotion today does). A God who is absolutely free in whom he calls, creates the person called and makes him or her wholly free, free to respond, making him free to make his response to him, making him response-ible, “capable of responding”; he does not bind him to Himself, he does not force him to love Him or show Him gratitude or to follow Him (think of the account of the young rich man, and of Judas). If anything, he puts him in a situation in which he can decide what to do with the gift he receives, as a free being, just like his creator. Consequently vocation is fundamentally dialogue, a dialogue with “responsorial” features
 between God and the human person, the always perfect dialoguing God and the always limited dialoguing man who is nevertheless called to interact with God. The first protagonist of a vocation is therefore God, who is indicated by the Bible as the “one who calls” (Rom 11:9; Cf Gal 5:8; 1 Peter 1:15), from eternity, almost as a definition of God. 


What is God calling people to? His call moves in four different directions. 
2.1 - A call to life 


First of all God is the one who calls to life. And in this calling he immediately reveals certain features of his desire for salvation, but also of an authentic calling. For he calls someone who does not yet exist, and could not therefore answer Him.  Yet God calls him precisely in order to give him this possibility, and he gives him his being, creating in him this capacity, choosing him before his birth (see Jer 1:5; Gal 1:15). The initiative comes entirely from God and speaks of the greatness of the love which is so intense that it brings about the existence of the loved one. It is love which lies at the beginning of all things, and the love of God precedes creation and desires it. All of us came to life because a good Will loved us even before we were. And this is a real mystery! He loved us to the point of making us immediately obedient to his calling: our coming into the world and into life was an act of obedience to the divine call which wanted us to exist. From this point of view creation is the icon of an authentic vocation, as a great mystery of grace. And he loved us, moreover, with a personal and unique lovingness, calling us by name, giving each of us life according to a project which he had specifically planned for each one of us (Cf. Gen 17:5; Is 45:4; Jn 10:3-28). Is not man perhaps a project, thought out by God and designed by God’s own Hands? As Cardinal Newman rightly says (and I paraphrase), “I have been created to do or be something for which no other person has been created. It does not matter whether I am rich or poor, despised or esteemed by men. God knows me and calls me by my name. To a certain extent I am necessary in my own place, just as an archangel is in his”.

2.1.1 - The state of sonship and the culture of death 


In this project there is a very clear yet mysterious indication: the image of the Son. This not only mean that we are called to imitate him to a certain extent, but above all that we are sons, and that we have not brought about our own existence, neither are we the result of pure chance, but we have a cause, a home, a personal route. “Our genesis refers to a plan of love, it is the result of a creative expression with a project of love ... even though the misfortunes of experience indicate the opposite, a Fatherhood is inscribed in re in our own existence, calling us to a positive and personal sense of our own human condition”
 Or as Guardini has said “At the beginning of my existence was the initiative taken by Someone, who gave me to myself. At all events, I was given, and I was given in the way that Individual had determined.
 But as Von Balthasar has said, in this consideration of the call to life “only one thing is excluded: the fact that I consider my existence, for which I am grateful, as something obvious, due to me, necessary ...; the only thing that is important now is that I should be imbued to the depths of my being by the awareness that nothing of what I am and nothing of what is continually being given to me is due to me.  And this includes seeing the light or the smile of another man, or the ability to love situations, things, friends. In all of this there is a moment of giving, which demands and provokes a spontaneous sense of gratitude”.
  


Without this sensitivity, this interior freedom which makes it possible to recognize the gift and recognize that we have been given to life and to ourselves, there will be no possibility of discovering our own specific vocation. And this possibility is far from remote today, because we are living in a culture of ingratitude which prevents us from seeing and appreciating the good we have received, beginning with the gift of life, and it also prevents individuals from living their lives as a vocation, as a call to respond to the love we have received. A culture of ingratitude which perhaps lies at the very root of the present-day culture of death, at the same time as it is being fueled by that culture in a wicked vicious circle.

2.1.2 - The joy of living in the Consecrated Life 


Let us therefore ask ourselves a question: How far are we capable today of living and reliving that “Here I am” which marked the beginning of our own existence, repeating it today with that awareness that we could not have had at that time, full of gratitude and sense of responsibility? Is it not important, in the culture of death in which we live today and which young people in particular seem to breathe and which they seem to profess, that young Religious should first and foremost the witness of joie de vivre, that the religious community should express the realization of the gift given and shared, and that the religious life should once again be able to speak of the faith in life and in the beauty of life? “We must not forget ... that peace and pleasure in being together are among the signs of the Kingdom of God. The joy of living even in the midst of difficulties along the human and spiritual path and in the midst of daily annoyances is already part of the Kingdom. ... a joyless fraternity is one that is dying out”.
  That is what the document on fraternal life has to say. Just imagine what a disaster it would be if a certain kind of language, symbols and signs, and attitudes and (counter-) testimony of the religious life were to give the image of a religious life that is sad and based only on renunciation, outdated and strangely an ally of the culture of death? Is it not particularly your responsibility as young Religious to be witnesses of that first and fundamental vocation to life, as the supreme good which the Father has given us and continues to give us? The Consecrated Life is first of a life, and then it is consecrated ... and does it not therefore form part of this culture of life and gratitude to recognize and show gratitude for that “life” which we have received every day and which we receive from our communities every day, from the humble work and silent sacrifice of so many of our brothers and sisters, and from the faithful testimony and discreet holiness of those who surround us? A young Religious who shows no gratitude for his or her community is the perfect counter-testimony, the anti-consecrated person par excellence, because ingratitude is of the Devil. 
2.2 - Called to faith 


From the moment of our response to the initial call of God the Creator, the life of each one of has become a constant succession of calls, large and small, implicit or explicit, immediately recognizable or hidden ... but it has always been the same Person calling: that God, Father and Mother, who after having given us life calls us to live it fully, to the best of our possibilities and even more than that, according to a plan that He has thought out. Once again the freedom of man is challenged in the decisive and most mysterious act of his whole life: to believe or not to believe in God! That belief which, today in particular, means endorsing with the whole of our being, believing and loving God with our whole being, with our heart and mind, our hands and our feet, our strengths and our weaknesses, with passion and emotion ... believing by trusting in God. We do not want to go into a theological and psychological analysis of the act of faith here, but dear young Brothers and Sisters, I cannot fail to reiterate the central position of the act of faith in your lives and in your choice, a central position that is perhaps not always safeguarded in all the formation plans and practices. What will your consecration become unless it is based upon a choice springing from belief, and unless it is constantly supported and provoked and thrown into crisis by the vitality of that choice you have made?


Let us therefore look at one or two passages or essential meanings of the act of faith and of the call to faith, particularly those passages which relate faith and vocation. The call to faith is essentially a sequence of calls, directed at all times to the freedom of man in dialogue with God who is calling. 
2.2.1 - The call to transcendence and mystery 


Let us tread on safe ground: let us take a biblical character, Abraham, whose vocation to faith was identified with the discovery of his own vocation, that Abraham who is always depicted with a white beard, but must have been young when Yahweh proposed to and imposed on him the idea of leaving his land, his people, his work, and everything that made up his identity, his name (which he was asked to change) ... to go out towards a mysterious country “that I will show you” (Gen 12:1); and then to the mountain, and then to the sacrifice of Isaac (Gen 22:2), and subsequently to sacrifice to him what was the most precious thing in his life because of a humanly incredible promise that was absolutely beyond any reasonable human plan or calculation, like a wager that is lost before it is made according to prudent logic, and in fact at a certain moment did seem to be lost. Where did the power of this old man, young in heart, lie? It was only the power of confidence and trust, of abandonment, of trusting in God and his plan which is rich in mystery as it is in love. “Deus providebit ... God will provide, my son” (Gen 22:8). In this story of Abraham we can recognize the stages in the “pilgrimage of faith” as a voyage piloted by God, who calls man to go ever higher, to transcend himself in the direction of the mystery, and never to stop at what is obvious, where things are certain, at easy destinations and goals, with horizons in sight, that can be seen with the naked eye, and not to move only when everything is perfectly clear, but to let one’s earthly voyage move with the pace of eternity, and whose heart knows the beatings of the heart of God. This is faith, this kind of wager, this throwing oneself in, not because one is sure of where one will be stopping, but simply because it is God who is asking us to run the risk and to leap forward, and because we are certain that we shall land in his arms. Faith is the passage from the worry of seeking guarantees and taking precautions, and only making choices that are absolutely safe, and which will infallibly lead to the objective we are aiming for, to the courage of launching out and adventuring on undertakings that may be rather daring and perhaps “missions impossible”, in which the certainty of our own capacity to overcome is superseded by the certainty of where one will land, of the fact that someone is waiting for me and will pull me in, making me walk towards him. This is the rationale of the Gospel then, the rationale of “walking on the waters” (Mt 14:29), an “impossible” walk according to human laws, which becomes possible by staring fixedly at Jesus, or knowing with certitude that it is his look which will protect those who trust in him, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death”
 even when, because of human weakness (or because of little faith) that certainty is assailed by doubt, and one’s faith is expressed in a cry of distress, but always a believing cry, “Lord, help me!”
 


Faith is moving away from the reasoning that is unavoidable because of immediate evidence that can be controlled by the individual concerned, to the rationale of faith given fully to Another, and indeed flying in the faith of some evidence and escaping the possibility of being checked. A difficult and mysterious rationale, which is by no means natural, and yet it is liberating and a source of total self-fulfillment for man, ranging beyond that self-fulfillment that is determined by a carefully calculated logic based upon one’s talents and the certainty of success, and which is therefore reductive. But what does a man’s life, your young lives, become if you never learn to leap over the measure of rationality? What future is there for a young person who is not provoked to move beyond human calculations, apparently prudent, into some frightening reality? My dear young Brothers and Sisters, having faith does not mean going out planting cabbages with their roots in the air.  But it does mean that a certain natural logic is not enough to understand the logic of God, and that the desire to understand everything and the desire to see everything clearly and convincingly, expecting everything (vows, community life, apostolic demands, and even the demands of God ...)  to form part of some rational scheme of things. Indeed to expect this would be reductive, and it would mortify human freedom, quite apart from making existence dreary and monotonous. It is life itself that will ask you, dear young Brothers and Sisters, to go beyond this scheme of things, and then the faith will appear to you as a completely unprecedented and further possibility of life, according to the project of God, who will work great things in you. 
2.2.2 - A call to struggle and to blessedness 


Let us return to our “father” Abraham.  In him, faith was also a call to struggle with God. A hard struggle with God’s mystery and the mystery of God’s will, with the sensation of always being faced with a different, a contradictory God, who demands the impossible, even a cruel God. Yet Abraham did not flee from this God, or avoid him, even though he felt that he was so far from his life, his interests and his loves. Just as Jeremiah felt him to be a “faithless stream” and yet remained in his sight, and did not flee from him. In this he was like so many other men and friends of God, from Jacob to Job, from Moses to Jesus himself, all sharing one unusual feature, with which perhaps we are not sufficiently familiar: Struggling with God: the religious struggle. It is strange to say, but God’s friend, the one who becomes his intimate, has to pass through a conflict with Him, or pass through that phase in which God appears in all his otherness and his diversity from man, He, the Transcendent, the totaliter aliter, whose paths and whose thoughts are not our paths and thoughts. It is a law of divine pedagogy. It spares no one, not even you here today. You must know, my dear Brothers and Sisters, that formation must train you to struggle with God. Formation is not some form of sophisticated gardening, and if it does become this (unfortunately this is a real possibility) it does not educate anyone to become mature in the faith, but only to become bourgeois in the faith.


The struggle is necessary because “it is the situation of the individual person as a mystery who fundamentally does not possess himself fully”
 and who is therefore always confronted by another, and who must overcome the obstacle of this otherness in himself and in the other.
 But this is where the substantial difference emerges: the struggle may only be psychological, taking place wholly within one’s self and against one’s self or part of it, or it can be a religious struggle, a struggle with God, with his needs, with his claims, strange as they are, but always beyond anything that man could imagine or desire for himself. The first is a futile and pointless struggle, meaningless and exhausting, because it has no external benchmarks and because the self is often the most severe and inflexible judge of self. The distinctive feature of the psychological struggle is that in addition to condemning oneself without appeal, it implies a non-acceptance of self (together with intolerance of the weakness of others) and the typical sense of narcissistic anger with self, faced with the surprise of one’s own weakness and impotence. It is the struggle of that “older brother” who lives within each one of us, who wants to do everything possible to prevent the “return of the younger son”: in other words, to prevent pardon for and the reintegration of the weakest and the sick part which also lives within each one of us. For this reason, many young people, when undergoing initial formation, struggle uselessly, shadow-boxing and wasting so much energy until the moment comes when they decide not to struggle any longer.  To put it another way, mediocrity is not infrequently the outcome of the wrong kind of struggle, a struggle exclusively against oneself.  But religious struggle “is characterized by the meeting and dialogue between the free person and God”
 It is certainly a step forward, a great improvement on “mere” psychological struggle, because it shows an individual who has broadened and pushed further forward the objective and the criterion of his own development process: no longer a purely human ideal, but God himself, the Transcendent. Assigning this benchmark to one’s own existence inevitably means having to struggle, a harsh struggle often, and a struggle “lost”. As the history of the friends and seekers after God tells us, everyone is challenged to an unequal struggle at a certain point in their lives. Even Jesus, the most true image of man, as well as of God, struggled with himself and with God before his Passion. It is he himself who came to bring fire to the earth and struggle (Cf. Lk 12:49-53)
. Religious struggle, as a conflict with God, is a “healthy” struggle in terms of the development of man, because no-one can ask man what God demands of him, namely the maximum, in order to be fully what he is called to be. It is a healthy struggle between the demands of a God who first gives everything that he subsequently asks back, and the fear of a man who finds it difficult to be trusting; or torn between the freely given love of God and the illusory claim of man to deserve that love; a struggle that does good to those who are faced with the obstinate loving kindness of God, with that God who wounds and then heals again, who punishes and then recalls those whom he loves, who struggled all night long with Jacob to show him his preferential love, who even resorted to seduction - almost deception - in order to attract Jeremiah to himself, who struggled a whole life with a “hard-necked” people like Israel, to reveal to them the very depths of his mercy. “Losing” such a struggle means opening up life to unthought-of horizons; it means discovering one’s own identity and potential; it means learning to desire the divine desires in God’s way; it means beginning to taste the freedom of abandoning oneself, of trusting, thinking out one’s future in terms of God’s plan, rather than fear and human calculations. For young people who have consecrated themselves in virginity, it means agreeing to run the risk of loving God and of being loved with God’s heart. My dear young Brothers and Sisters, learn to struggle with the desires of God, because you have been called to identify with these desires. These desires are your identity, however much they make you dizzy. Do not be afraid, do not waste time and energy uselessly struggling with yourselves, closed within ambitious horizons which are always mean and nothing compared with what God has prepared for you! Instead of struggling against your weaknesses, if anything, struggle with the power of God which is revealed precisely in human weakness ... 


And agree to lose out in this uneven struggle with the Infinite, because allowing yourselves to be beaten by Him means that you finally recognize your real vocation, or the call of God which calls you to be like Him, to love like Him, to desire His desires, to identify with His plans ... Yield to Him and to the mystery of God; this is where the whole secret of faith and hope lies, followed by beatitude and full happiness.
 This is the story of all the friends of God who have passed through struggle and as a result of it have reached total self-fulfillment, so far beyond what any person could have dreamed of for themselves; let us think of the new fatherhood without limitations of Abraham, his numerous descendants like sand on the beach. Let us think of our founders and foundresses: women and men who “risked” their lives to draw closer to God (Cf. Jer 30:21); they struggled with him and like Jacob they emerged “wounded” forever(Cf. Gen 32:23ss). For us they are like explorers who entered the promised land of the freedom of the Son and friend of God first, in disguise, and then returned to us to tell us everything they had seen (“a land running with milk and honey”) urging all of us to cross “the ford of the Jabbok” (Gen 32:23) or the Jordan (Cf Num 14:6-9) and receive the blessing of the Eternal One. This blessing is what makes them blessed. It is true that Sinai is a steep mountain, but if God is love, then God is also happiness, and “happiness - not suffering or privation, not the cross - will have the last word”
 The happiness of being called is therefore the fulfillment of life and the fulfillment of one’s identity according to God’s plan or according to one’s own vocation. Beatitude and happiness is the surprise of the faith, faced with what God can do in the lives of those who “struggle and lose” against Him; it is the absolutely unpredictable and welcome surprise of the young believer who, in surrendering to the mystery of God, discovers and finds within him an extraordinary strength which makes him be and become, according to an unprecedented divine call. It is this beatitude and happiness which causes the faith to spring forth, and it is to this happiness which your vocation opens you up as young believers! 
2.3 - Called to the consecrated life 


In every earthly life one has the sensation of a painful and confident expectation: we are born to life thanks to others, thanks to a faithful presence, and we grow because there has been someone who has taken us in and carried us in her womb, who has smiled at us and given us the certainty of our unconditional and radical loveability; who has made us aware of our own personal identity and has given us the most important thing of all: the intuition that we have been born out of love and for love, and that life is worth living only if we love someone unconditionally, someone who will give a meaning to the whole of our past and our present, and with whom we can build up a new future together. 


But this is precisely where the expectation comes from: a painful expectation, because it required a detachment from that original consoling presence, and it involved the uncertainty connected with its absence.  But it was also a confident expectation because it was underpinned by the previous positive experience, and animated by an intense desire. After a period, varying in length, and after adventures and more or less successful attempts, tensions and shifting between the illusion of a presence and the distress of an absence, for many young people of your age there normally comes along “the girl” for him or “the boy” for her. First a dream, which sooner or later vanishes, and then a particular face, a name, an understanding, a relationship which is increasingly disturbing and absorbing, a love that is capable of giving life to an unknown source of joy and exciting expectations. For them the waiting and the expectation has come to an end. But for the young man or woman called to consecrate themselves to God, this is not so.
 But as Mgr Bello has said, is not ‘to wait’ the “infinitive” of the verb to love? 


And so it is that among all the faces that have emerged there is the face of the Lord. A faithful presence even more so than one’s own mother, from the very first days of one’s existence and even before: “I depended on you from my mother’s womb, from the womb of my mother you have been my support”; 
 invoked from childhood, the infinite, the mysterious, the sweet, and the terrible; very soon becoming a “you”, a familiar presence, the habitual partner in prayer and project, of desires and anxieties, a companion in one’s loneliness and a friend who never betrays, an infinitely distant and equally close presence; a face who gradually took on ever-clearer features, a voice, a look, and a word that cannot be confused with others, but also an inaccessible transcendence; the one in whom one can always have faith, feared sometimes like the wrath of the father, and desired as the best friend; and then gradually perceived as the source of love and the reason for living, a companion and a spouse ... but always with an insistent question which torments and provokes the search and the expectation and the wait: how is it possible that God can be this “you”? Or how is it possible that the Radically Other can fully respond and meet up to such a human expectation? And together with the question there is the doubt linked to this vocation: Will my affective self-fulfillment be as full and exciting as it could be with someone with whom I could immediately share a similar experience of love? Or shall I have to say no for the rest of my life say to an irrepressible need in exchange for some hope or in the name of some ideal? 


And this is how the adventure began, but the waiting has not ended, nor has the dialectical interplay, with all its disproportion between the divine proposal and the contradictory human receptiveness, between the infinite love of the loving God and the limited freedom of the man who desires while fearing to be loved ... The typical eternal vocation game.
  The vocation to the Consecrated Life is, in a sense, a continuation of the game: on the one hand, then, it is a response to the question and to the expectation, and on the other the vocation broadens both: the response goes far beyond the question and the expectation, to touch unthought-of heights. The consecrated man or woman is not only called to love God and to fulfill their affective life in a relationship with Him, but they are called to have within themselves “the same mind as the Son”.

2.3.1 - “The mind of the Son” 


One feature of the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation is, as we know, its powerful biblical approach which can be perceived through a series of icons taken from Scripture, and which are introduced with the various key themes. And the vocation to and formation in the Consecrated Life has its own icon, the icon of Christ who gives himself for love of the Father and his fellow men in the kenosis of his passion: “It is with his “mind” that young people must gradually identify” (Phil 2:5). Formation is designed precisely to achieve this configuration, as we are reminded of it four times in the text between No. 65 and 69. This is really the central and defining point, and is comparatively new
 and singularly fascinating: the mind is the expression of the person and his depths, the heart as the center of life, its walls and subterranean passages, interior disposition, way of viewing life, what is most at heart, the desires and motivations that drive the individual to act. On the one hand it expresses what is perhaps the most human part of the “I”, something instinctive and apparently unstable and weak 
 and yet it is possible to allow the Word to examine the mind, in order to evangelize it.
 And it is only when the Gospel has reached this psychological depth that we can say that we have been formed in the heart, in the mind and in the will, and are capable of loving with the same heart as the Son on the cross. Let us not forget that the context of Phil 2:5 is that of the kenosis of Christ, which culminated in the Passion as an expression not of pain but of the greatest love. It is to this passion of love that your formation, my dear young Brothers and Sisters, must tend. Otherwise you run the risk of receiving a superficial formation, weak in enthusiasm, or merely receive it by the strength of the will or the intellect, made up of ideas, good intentions and good behavior, but which never reaches its biblical heart. At least three consequences stem from this. 
2.3.2 - “To whom shall we go, Lord?” 


First of all if vocation is viewed and directed in this way, the formation that prepares it cannot be a purely human action, but a divine and trinitarian action. God the Father is the educator.  It is He who is the real sole Father-Master, and only “the work of the Father who, through the Spirit fashions the inner attitudes of the Son in the hearts of young men and women”.
 He and no other is the potter who places his heart, his mind, his spirit into what he does and makes ... just as a father who sees his own image in his son ... Do you know when you can really consider that you have begun this path of formation? The day on which you feel you can respond to the difficult language and the strange requests of Jesus using the words of Peter himself: “Lord only you have the words of life; only you can tell me the truth; the truth about who I am and what I am called to be. To whom else can I go? Leaving you would be like leaving myself; living without you would not be living anymore”. Peter did not know very well why, but he perceived Jesus in this way, as the source of his identity and truth, as the one who had “called him by name” or who had given him a new name. Now no-one can feel this and pray with such words unless it is “in the Spirit”. When a believer feels all this, the divine master is at work in him, the one who is the way, the truth and the life, the Beloved Son in whom the Father is well pleased in the Holy Spirit, the one in whom everyone feels that they are the dearly beloved child of the Father in the Spirit, with a new name received from him. 


My dear young Brothers and Sisters, think your lives out in a big way! In other words, think of your lives according to the words of life, “of eternal life” (Jn 6:68) and in terms of the Trinity. Get used to thinking of the Trinity as the womb which brought you into being, as your habitual home, as the “site” from which you can freely navigate in order to reach every man, and to which you can always return as a haven whenever you wish to rediscover yourselves. Is not the Consecrated Life, from the beginning or from the first formation, “confessio Trinitatis”? 
2.3.3 - “It is good for us to be here” 


This benchmark, or this ideal positioning “in sinu Trinitatis” makes the Consecrated Life participate in the beauty of God. The category of beauty, made weak, ambiguous and somewhat sidelined by a certain contemporary culture, therefore becomes the key to understanding the Consecrated Life: vocations promotion and formation must be able to transmit the beauty of the following of Christ
 because young people must be educated to perceive and enjoy what is beautiful, not only what is holy or to which they are duty-bound, to give themselves to God and to be wholly his, to praise him and celebrate him, to live together in his name and to announce his name is beautiful before it is charitable or heroic to serve him and to discover his face in the least, to love with the heart of his Son ... You young people must be able to witness “to the fact that the Lord pays well, that in his service you can make new bonds of fellowship, that giving yourself to the Lord leads you to levels of spiritual and human gratification that are unthinkable, and that the painful decision to give up all things is compensated for in terms of peace, and that in other words “religious is beautiful” because “God is beautiful”, and that to place all your trust in him means placing all your trust in fullness”.
 Beauty is a fundamental component of the consecrated vocation, and consequently aesthetic experience is not an optional in the path of formation, nor is it something that can be ignored let alone undervalued or derided, because “Whoever, in his name, scorns beauty, judging it to be a plaything of a bourgeois past, will secretly or openly be a person, you can be sure, who is incapable of praying, and very soon even of loving” as says Von Balthasar quite forcefully.
 This is very true: What is prayer without the taste of beauty? How is it possible to contemplate, to “waste time” before the Lord, if not because “it is beautiful to be here”? Then everything in the Formation House must express the beauty of God, the Liturgy, the chapel, the celebrations, the singing, all the various parts of community life from recreation to manual work, particularly if done together, sharing fatigues and apostolic experiences, speaking of God and studying Him ... God is beautiful and it is a delight to love Him. We must be able to breath beauty in our communities! My dear young Brothers and Sisters, this is your modern and typically youthful form of mysticism: to discover and enjoy the beauty of God, and the beauty of belonging totally to Him. Spread the perfume of Christ, the perfume of a life imbued with beauty. Just think how attractive your choice of consecration will become to all your contemporaries if you manage to spread this perfume! As the writer Arpino has said “there cannot exist any image of the future unless there is the beauty of youth. You possess it, you must protect it”.
 Without the mystical chromosome, the Consecrated Life immediately ages and becomes difficult to live, and even becomes frustrating, and then you will run the risk of becoming ... the curators of a museum. 
2.3.4 - “The truth will make you free” 


But it is also necessary to provide formation for the “heart” in the biblical and full sense of the term, so that young people have the same sentiments and mind as the Son and discover the beauty of following him. Then the educational process becomes education in freedom.
 For the heart cannot be forced, but it can and must be educated to discover the greatness of the calling and the fascination of the living Christ, and then made capable and freed in order to be able to respond just as the Son responded to the Father, by giving his life for man. Having the same mind as Jesus Christ does not mean copying him externally, but acceding to the density of his mystery and discovering there one’s own mystery. If freedom means the possibility of realizing this “mysterious” identity, affective freedom means feeling the fascination and irresistible attraction to it, it means loving one’s own vocation intensely, because this is what brings freedom, beauty and goodness to one’s own life. For it is not enough to realize one’s vocation and to be faithful to it in our conduct. It is also necessary to increasingly perceive its intrinsic beauty, and feel increasingly attracted to it until one reaches the point one loves one’s vocation and according to one’s own vocation with that unmistakable style which is typical of the virgin for Christ, for the Kingdom of Heaven. This affective freedom, that freedom which is the natural yearning of your heart and the particular quality of modern culture. Young consecrated men and women, be free! Be jealous of that freedom with which and for which Christ has freed you, but also be jealous of the lifestyle of the person who is a virgin for Christ, the style followed by those who never hug the center of a relationship, because the center belongs to God. A style of those who lightly touch the other without invading his or her space. A style lived by those who know they have been called to establish many relationships and to love greatly, but only in order to love everyone with the heart and freedom of God himself. It is therefore the style of those who decide in all things (deeds, words, thoughts, desires ...) to depend on what and on whom they love and are called to love. Do not deceive yourselves, do not let yourselves be swept away by passing doctrines of all kinds: the person whose heart goes where his or her heart leads is not free; people are free when they place their heart where their treasure lies or where their real identity and truth is, or in the vocation where they are called to love. Live your virginity with gratitude, not as a sacrifice to a rule which makes the celibate person sad, but as the expression of your certainty that you have been loved by God and that you have been loved so much that you have been capable of loving in the same way; basically, these are the two certainties which constitute affective freedom, which makes you free, effectively and affectively, and credible witnesses because you are happy, serene and joyful.
  Above all, live your virginity not as an instrument of personal and private perfection, but as something which must necessarily be shared with someone as a charism intended for the good of all, because every man is called to a certain extent to be a virgin, for in each one of us there is a space of virginity which must be saved and guarded, a space which God alone can occupy, who alone can totally satisfy the human heart with his powerful and gentle love. For this reason you are virgins, not to conceal the talent of your physical integrity, or to bury it underground (perhaps to exhibit it on the Day of Judgment), but to bear witness to the fact that the Eternal is love, in the fragile events of earthly love: today’s world cannot do without this truth, “the world in which we live” as Paul VI once said, “which needs beauty in order not to become overshadowed by despair”.
 Virginity is beautiful, it is a “work of art”
 and there is nothing more modern in contemporary society than the fresh and crystal-clear witness of virginity. Do not be ashamed of it, do not be afraid to talk about it, to propose it.  Break that kind of “impure silence” about virginity for the Kingdom, and show that it leads to freedom of love. “Sing about it” as the “Cantus firmus” of the love of God, which gives harmony and stability to human love.

2.4 - Called in the Church and in the world 


Lastly, your calling occurs in a specific place which is both the starting point and the end of the calling: the birthplace and final destination, where is burgeons and where it blossoms. To change the image, we might say that your vocation comes into being not in some abstract place, and not in terms of your own private perfection, but that it comes about in the Church and in the world, and is at the service of the Church and the world. It is dangerous to forget this. Perhaps a certain type of Consecrated Life has run this risk throughout history, but the price it has paid has been high, the price of being forgotten or wrongly understood equivocation (think of all those forms of isolation and inward-lookingness, with self-satisfaction at one’s own more or less spiritual, economies, of an ill-concealed sense of superiority over other vocations, a sense of self-sufficiency with respect to others, of inadequate outreach to the needs of history, of a negative relationship with the surrounding culture ...), all basically due to a loss of people’s own identity and their own roots. Due not commit this same error, dear Brothers and Sisters, which has done so much in the past to create a barrier between the Consecrated Life and the Church and the world. If your roots are in the Church and in the world, the Consecrated Life must remain solidly anchored to them both, and bear abundant fruit for the holiness of the Church and the redemption of the world, loving with a true heart both the Church and civil societies. Without ever aiming at itself. This is the principle of what is known as charismatic circularity. What does this mean in practice? 

2.4.1 - A symbol: a feast in the night ... 


Enzo Bianchi, the Prior of Bose, uses an unusual icon to talk about the sense of the Consecrated Life today. He compares monks (typifying the Consecrated Life) to “those people, who at the moment the party reaches its peak, feel irresistibly drawn outside into the night, because they realise that these celebrations are only a foretaste of the feast of God which is to come”.
 I think that this is a very meaningful image to explain the sense of the relationship between the Consecrated Life and the contemporary world. Formation must also take account of this relationship, of course, and it must prepare young people to become capable of establishing dialogue with our fellow men, with a view of the Consecrated Life as a gift which God makes to the Church and the world, for the good of the world and the Church, but not for the exclusive well-being, even spiritual well-being, of the Brothers or Sisters themselves. I would therefore like to go back and quote this short parable that Bianchi uses and take it a step further: “The consecrated person, attracted by the night and satisfied by the mystery of God, feels the need to go back inside to join the others who are celebrating at the party, but discovers that the party is over, the lights are out, and there are no more sounds or voices to be heard, while the people appear to be filled to the full and tired, but also disappointed and dissatisfied, without really knowing why. From the Saturday night fever to the Sunday afternoon boredom ... and yet there is also a sense of expectation, of something that man does not yet know, perhaps another party. But the people only know this one, and Saturday night will come round again, and the party will go on in the same old way for the umpteenth time, like a collective rite which fuels illusions and then disappointments, in a sort of invincible and frustrating obligation to repeat something which creates dependency and eventually robs them of the freedom to enjoy and amuse themselves. The consecrated man or woman does not claim to teach or to preach, let alone to condemn or mock, waiting for man, his brother, or his young contemporary, with his failures and contradictions.  But they do have an experience to share, the experience of their silent night spent in the desire and yearning for God.  They know that this same desire is in the heart of all men and women, even though they may not know it or even remotely suspect it.  They know that in every human expectation, even the one which appears to be merely earthly and even common-place, there is mysteriously hidden the expectation of God who comes to celebrate with man a party without end, and a Sunday without a sunset.  They have experienced for themselves the fact that the heart of man is restless until it can take part in that feast. And it can begin now without waiting for another Saturday to come round, eternally the same, and that it can go on without ending, and it will always be new. And they show this and speak about it through their consecration”. 


My dear young Brothers and Sisters of the Religious Life, you are this consecrated man or woman, and your “young” consecration is that celebration, that same party, human and divine, which you cannot have and enjoy just for yourselves and your communities. Formation prepares you not only to celebrate it but to share it. More specifically, it prepares you to learn to establish a certain type of relationship with the world. 
2.4.2 - Love and empathy for the world 


You cannot evangelise what you do not love. You must therefore learn to love this world in which the Lord has placed you and for which he has chosen you. Do not nurture the feelings of the elder brother of the Prodigal Son or of Jonah, of decent and religious worthies whose only commitment is to stand out above the rest whom they see as evil, enemies of God and inferior. This is one of the worst sins of a certain type of Consecrated Life, as I recalled earlier: feeling superior to others, superior to “normal” Christians and sinners, like the “fat, old and bald” hermit in that delightful, but disturbing tale of the man who wanted to be alone in Heaven, being the only person who had observed the Sixth Commandment, and who became angry when God offered him the company of other sinners.
 You must have the same mind as the Father, who knows no rancour but only joy, forbearance and great kindness. You must have the same mind once again as the Son, who gave his life for “this” world, and not for a “better and different world”. You must have the same mind as the Spirit, who raises up and animates a Church which is great in love and mercy, a Church of saints and sinners—but here on earth—more sinners than saints ... And then you will learn to take part in the events of this humanity, happy or sad; you must learn above all to recognize in its desires, struggles, expectations, and demands a more profound desire, a desire to see the face of God, which is the only true desire of all men, even if they do not know it; you must look kindly on their achievements and understand their weaknesses; do not despise man’s natural desire for happiness, and if possible join in his party.  Whoever was it that told you that consecrated persons can only accept invitations to funerals? Is this perhaps the reason why there is a certain dreary drab image of the religious life?  Prove that this is wrong. Express the joy of walking onwards together, as Brothers and Sisters, without looking like those who only have to teach others, ending up as kill-joys, impervious to joy and happiness.  With the freedom of people who wish to learn from others, or with the certainty that this earth and its inhabitants is a locus theologicus, filled with God. Learn to go out first to the men and women of our age, wherever they are and whatever their culture, without waiting to be sought after yourselves. Do not take umbrage when the world seems not to understand you, and for no reason whatsoever break off relations. Love this world and this humanity with a sincere and deep affection. Never forget that you are “before God for the world”,
 like Moses and the prophets, not for your perfection ... 
2.4.3 - The greatest of the charisms in the Church: Sharing


The consecrated person has a special way of expressing his or her love for the Church and the world: by sharing their spiritual richness, which is the most important thing they have. They possess neither gold nor silver, but they have received a gift from above for all the others, a gift which they themselves will only understand when they give it to their fellow men and women, who are the true beneficiaries of that gift. Do you understand what all this means? It means changing the way of interpreting the Consecrated Life: from the model of personal perfection, as the whole purpose of consecration, to the model of giving, from the private use of spirituality, to the capacity to share it with others, from the mentality of “impounding” the Gospel and charisms, to the idea of openly sharing our gifts. If you have properly understood this, you will see that it is a complete U-turn, which has been proposed and fostered ever since Vatican II. 
  But it is very difficult to implement because of the spiritual individualism that we all bear within us, as the inheritance of a certain past kind of Consecrated Life, and which does not even spare you young people. This is why we beg you: Allow yourselves to be educated according to the heart of Christ, who “did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped” (Phil 2:6). He did not keep it jealously for himself, like a private treasure, but he gave it to us, he shared it with us! And we are once again back to the biblical central icon, the real starting point and the destination of any consecration project.


“Sharing” means placing at the disposal of others all our gifts at all times, beginning with our fellow Religious, with whom we are called to live the same spirituality. A group of people becomes a religious community the moment the spiritual gifts begin to circulate freely.  Otherwise it is simply a group of people living together, a weak and vulnerable group, because “the more we share those things which are central and vital, the stronger the fraternal bond grows”.
 We must understand that there is still too much individualism in our communities, particularly with regard to the spiritual life, each one managing it in total secrecy and in the privacy of their own individual consciences.
 Our communities are often like the community at Corinth, full of charismatic individuality but poor in the most important charism which makes it possible for the gifts to circulate freely.
 It is important to learn to share within the community, because this must become our apostolic method.  Indeed, we might say that sharing is the apostolic manner which is typical of the New evangelization, the style which is characterised by the difficult work of translating the treasures of our spirituality into a secular language and into local dialects and languages. This is what we mean when we say that we must love the world and enrich the Church, my dear young Brothers and Sisters, and not to keep for ourselves our culture or our own mysticism, but generously give them out, trying to make them understandable and enjoyable by other men and women, our brothers and sisters. You must get used to thinking that a spirituality which remains your own private concern, which is impossible to hand onto others, which you cannot talk about, is not an authentic spirituality; doubt anything that you cannot communicate to the man in the street, even if it is the most mystical of experiences. “A spirituality which is inaccessible to the least or inexpressible in easy and simple terms, that even the smallest and least person can understand, is both false and falsifying”.
 When God makes his gifts, he always does so for the whole community of believers, for the Church, for the world. And we have the sacred duty to make ourselves understood, to enable others to understand that our charisms, our spirituality, our vows have a great deal to say to the man of today, and reveal the truth of what man is truly called to be. They are wisdom and beatitude not only for us, but for every man and woman, and they have a profound humanizing and hygienic/ecological value which we have still to fully explore, meeting a growing desire for interior cleanliness, for simplicity of life, for sobriety of ambitions. Your consecration must necessarily measure up to this desire, which is a kind of challenge. St Ambrose always said that “the principles of the faith must be changed into values for man, and they must become visible and attractive to others”.
 


But do you not think that in this painstaking process of acculturation you young people have a particular role to play, precisely because you are young?  Because in a certain way you are the sons and daughters of this culture, and probably you already know how to interpret it. Of course you must not deceive yourselves: in order to translate the treasures of our spirituality into another secular or popular language, it is not sufficient to know that language and its words. You must also be mystics, deeply in love with your own spiritual wisdom, because you can only translate what has become part of your lives, what gives truth-beauty-goodness to your lives. This is why it is important—as we have already said—to join in the parties and celebrations of men and women, and why it is also necessary sometimes to stand at a distance, to learn to seek and recognize the God who comes, in the dark of the night. But it is up to you at all events to continue along this painstaking path which is both ascetics and mysticism, and it makes you grow in your knowledge of the gift of God. 


And this, I believe, is precisely the sense of the mission of the historical period through which we are living. And perhaps this is the first kind of charity that we owe to the Church and to the world. There is a whole wealth of spiritual doctrine in our charisms which has never been placed at the disposal of the Church or the world, and which still circulates within enclosed circles or “lies hidden” in codes that have never been translated, where it runs the risk of fading, losing its sense, of suffocating. Charisms go berserk and die if they remain within confined spaces, because they need open air and freedom, and new forms of provocation. Indeed the stronger the provocation and the difficulty of acculturation-translation, because it comes from a different culture to our own, the more this situation helps to bring about a renewed understanding of the charism, which finds itself being almost squeezed in its density of meaning. In the same way, the more we are forced to speak of spirituality in easy and simple terms, to enable those without a culture, the illiterate and the poor, to understand it better, that is all to the good. And perhaps we should begin to rethink the whole service we owe to the poor along these lines. 


We said at the beginning that the Consecrated Life will certainly have a future. But there is one condition: we consecrated men and women must understand that mysticism in the near future will have to be less a phenomenon or luxury of the few and increasingly a demand of the masses, within reach of all Christians. You young people therefore must open up new roads in this direction and propose new paths of spirituality, beginning with that immense store of spiritual goods, which is what our charisms really are. It is up to you to be like the scribe in the Gospel who brought out of his treasure new and old things but—unlike the scribes in olden times who perhaps had no fantasy, or the monk/scribe copyists (despite their brilliance) of ancient codes—you must be creative and bold. “If the Christian has little imagination, the world dies”, so wisely said one of the Fathers of the desert.  To which we might add, “If the young consecrated person has little imagination, the Consecrated Life dies”, or it reneges on itself, and on its divine origin and its earthly destination. It is up to you to create and propose models, to move ahead towards the exciting objective or the dream of a “wholly religious Church” or to a Consecrated Life which has, as it were, expropriated the gift in order to share it with the Church and the world. It is the instruction set out in the message of the Synod on the Consecrated Life “It is for you, dear young people, who love your dreams, that we propose this hope that we have, as the best of all our dreams”.
 Then you can say that you really have adopted to yourselves the mind of Jesus Christ. 

3 - “Young man, i say to you, arise” (Lk 7:14) 


This quotation from St Luke must obviously not be taken literally.  We are not concerned here with someone who is dead who has to be resurrected. But the words of Jesus are equally significant, and we want to feel that they are addressed to all young consecrated men and women, particularly those who need in one way or another to “rise” from a life that perhaps is not exactly filled with enthusiasm or passion, that has become rather flat and anemic, perhaps full of fear and incertitude because of present difficulties, and all the young who are not sufficiently “youthful”. 


Let us try to interpret the meaning of this peremptory invitation, indeed this authoritative command which Jesus seems to use to express his power to give life with such force and determination (“I say to you ...”). 


I think that Jesus might more or less put it to you in these terms: “Young consecrate man or woman, be joyful in your youth. Appreciate this period of formation as a particular unrepeatable gift, a time of grace, full of gifts. It is a period in your life that must be lived to the full, without trying to hurry things or being impatient, without being frenetically concerned about the future, nor harking back nostalgically to the past. I have also lived through the same phase on this same earth, and for quite a long time, agreeing to depend on those whom the Father had placed beside me as parents and educators. Sometimes we found it difficult to understand one another, because it must not have been easy for them to provide the formation for a man-God. But this is also why I have always loved and respected them. So you must also accept your educators as the providence of the Father in Heaven, and with your own readiness help them in their difficult work of mediation. Perhaps they are not the best available, but they are the ones whom the Father has placed by your side, and that should be enough for you to trust in them. Trusting in them, express your total self-giving into the hands of the Father. Your formation will continue throughout your whole life, because you must learn to bear within you the same feelings and sentiments that I had when I gave up my life. And this is not easy. I also have had to do a certain violence to myself along my path towards Jerusalem. And I have also felt sensations and fears that stem from the human heart before going up to the cross. 


Be realistic: nothing in man comes about spontaneously. Formation implies hard work, conversion, even death ... But above all be excited about it. Adore your vocation, learn to love your ideal, and not only to reach it, because it is beautiful, extraordinarily beautiful. But if you love it it will also become accessible and enjoyable. If you then get excited about what you are called to be, then you will know my own Passion, and your life will become salvation for many. Do not get angry with your limitations. My power can be manifested through your weakness.  But above all do not place any restrictions on my plans for you. Do not think that they are tailored to your capacities. That would get you nowhere, because I plan to make you a prophet, an apostle, a friend of God and of men ... not a dependent, who obeys orders and who is happy to do merely what he knows he can do properly, repeating himself and photocopying himself ad infinitum, because of a fear of failure. 


Do not be afraid of the difficulties of the present moment, of the opposition of the dominant culture, as you call it, to a project of consecration. Do not be afraid of those who have no power to conquer your hearts or take your freedom away from you. Is it not I who have made you free with my blood shed on the cross? Do not wrong me then, by selling off cheaply your freedom for a dish of pottage. Be jealous of your freedom. It is not a virtue, yet it is more than a virtue; it is the very condition which gives you a virtuous attitude. Without freedom there can be no virtue, or any possibility for consecration. There can exist neither love nor virginity. Demonstrate then, particularly to your contemporaries, that consecration makes you free, that being poor-chaste-obedient increases rather than reduces the scope for your self-fulfilment. That the “no” that you say to certain demands of nature is more than made up for by the freedom you have to love all, with the heart and the freedom of God. The ascetics of freedom opens up to the mysticism of beauty: then you will be creative and then you will touch the hearts of those who listen to you. Why are you afraid of the future? It is a good thing to be careful and to carefully calculate your strengths. But do not take that too far, as David did with his mania for numbering.  And do not blindly place your trust in your own systems for foreseeing the future, or in what they call projections, which show that in twenty years you will all be old and decrepit, and that the Religious Institutes will all become hospices, and that the few young Religious left around will have to nurse large numbers of old Brothers and Sisters. Do not give credence to the prophets of doom, who never get it right. And do not forget that my Spirit, who leads history, that Spirit with so much unpredictable fantasy is always there at work. When you go back to your Houses, remind your Superiors as well. But - and listen carefully to this - do not do so with the earnest air of someone trying to teach others ... 


Be optimists, then, with that optimism that springs from the faith which hopes, or from the hope which dreams. If you young people are not dreaming, who is there to have visions?  And who can I communicate my Word to, to raise up prophets, and give people the strength to convert dreams into reality? Stay youthful, then, and do not throw away anything of your youth, because the Consecrated Life is “young” by its very nature, and it is the eternally young soul of the Church. Have a great open heart as young people, to love deeply, loving your older Brothers and Sisters, as well as your young contemporaries outside the community; to the former you owe gratitude, and to the latter you must give the reason of your hope with the joy with which you live your lives.  Flee from sadness as a tempting devil, and do not take yourselves too seriously: I am not asking you to save the whole world. I have already tried that ... But if you give me your five loaves and your two fishes, everything that you have and are, then I and you and all your Brothers and Sisters, all together, can do great things. And keep that young keen and watchful eye which enables you to read into the hearts of man, to discover my image in their depths and their nostalgia for my face. Exclude no-one. You are sent out to everyone, but with a particular preference for the people who are alone and poor, and for those who feel less loved and rejected. Learn to show compassion and to be merciful. Do not become closed-in by your little economies, and do not think only of your own private holiness. Do not limit the borders and objectives of your life to what is only yours, and which only belongs to your community: faithfulness is not only measured in terms of obedience, but above all in your capacity to share your own gifts with others. In other words, you do not enter Paradise alone ... Even God is allowed to dream, do you know what my dream is? That the Church, my own people, can increasingly discover in the sign and prophecy that are typical of the Consecrated Life, the distinctive features of its own identity and its own mission, in order to feel, taste and live what the religious Brothers and Sisters profess to share as their common calling: common consecration, common commitment, common holiness. The religious life must once again point out the true, deep, essential dimension that is the constituent element of everyone, every day. The evangelical counsels must once again become the path along which the whole Church and all Christians are called to travel in order to live authentically and faithfully the common gift of salvation, and to fulfill their common mission to build up the Kingdom. Each one - obviously - following their own vocation and in their own state of life. If this is to come about, the Consecrated Life must increasingly give a choral witness of holiness; it must know how to put forward community models of evangelical perfection; the individual saint can certainly edify others, but there is still the doubt that he or she is an exception. But it is the community which gives credible and convincing witness to the fact that holiness is possible for all. Indeed, it is the only way of living together in diversity and in mutual acceptance in mercy and in joy. Just think how beautiful it would be if, in a few years’ time, and certainly in the Third Millennium, my Vicar on earth could canonize not individual religious Brothers and Sisters (and there are certainly so many already. Congratulations!), but a community of consecrated men and women who had become saints by living the same charism together, all welcoming each other and all growing together, sharing grace and pardon. I entrust this divine dream to you and to your community. Start talking with people in the meantime, and if they do not believe what you say, tell them that I told you ... 


To do this, be happy, and be full of gratitude for the gift of your vocation, for your religious family, and your community, and for everything you have received and are continually receiving. Do not be like that Jew who, after crossing the Red Sea barefoot and unharmed, became angry with Moses because of the risk of getting rheumatism ... Be much more careful about the “rheumatism” of ingratitude, which becomes increasingly voracious. Rather let yourself be loved, and recognize the affection which surrounds you, remembering that whatever you give to life, to others, to the community, you can never match all those things that have been given to you. So have the courage of martyrdom, because the causes for which no one is ready to die are already dead. 


“There is Benjamin, the least of them, in the lead, the Princes of Judah in their throng ...” (Ps 68:28). As you walk towards the Third Millennium, it is up to you, Benjamin, the young Brother, and you, Benjamina, the young Sister, to lead the way!
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