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When we look around us year after year and see our religious societies, communities, and 
orders shrinking more and more, with practically no new recruits, we are bound to ask 
ourselves what is going on and why.  I myself find this to be a frequent topic of 
conversation at table, but I almost never hear anything that strikes me as the answer or 
reason for what is happening.  We are like the Titanic going down, and no one seems to 
know why, or what can be done to reverse the situation, or if it is even possible to reverse 
it. 

My own approach, though, is to look at what we once were when our numbers 
were large and vocations booming, and compare that with what we now are.  If we do 
that, I think we can discover the direction that we now need to move in.  It is not a simple 
matter of return to what we once were, to be sure, but I do believe that there is something 
we can learn by making this comparison.  I think we can discover the type of changes we 
should now be making. 

The priesthood in general, including the diocesan priesthood, as well as religious 
life, also in the broad sense, including the sisters who once taught in our schools, as well 
as societies of active apostolic life, even though not technically speaking “religious 
orders,” all once had a rather sharply defined and very visible “religious” or “monastic” 
element, for want of a better word, a certain something that was once very important, but 
which has now almost disappeared.  It included very visible things such as clerical or 
religious dress or habit, which very much defined how one lived, what one did, and what 
one did not feel comfortable doing. 

I think what I am trying to say is that we once had “a way of life,” to a far greater 
extent than we now do.  We could even speak with a certain pride about the “clerical way 
of life,” a term which is now quite pejorative, and something that many today simply 
reject altogether.  But I think that this is precisely where our problem lies.  We have, I 
believe, lost the sense that the priesthood is indeed a whole way of life that sets norms for 
our behavior, our way of living, of dressing, things we do, and things we have given up 
doing for the love of God and for the love of this new way of life which God has called 
us to, and which we have taken up. 

We find ourselves today stressing freedom, and using it to be just like the world 
around us, imitating its way of life from the clothes one wears to the food one eats and 
the T.V. shows and movies one watches, none of which could be called “a clerical way of 
life” or a “religious life,” or a distinctively different way of life at all.  And so young 
people visit us, and in one minute they see the most visible things, namely, how we dress 
and what we eat, and can deduce rather quickly that this community does not appear to be 
a “religious community,” as they were expecting it to be.  They fail to see evidence of a 
special “way of life,” of a “priestly” or “religious” way of life as “a whole way of life,” 
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and as a witness to the world of very different values and beliefs from what one finds in 
the world around us.  And so most of these young people do not come back, and we do 
not grow.  Is this not the situation that we are now in in the Church today?  And does this 
not remarkably contrast to what we once were?  What is the point of contrast?  Is it not 
the “religious” element, the “whole-way-of-life” element?  Is it not what I think we can 
even call the “monastic” element, that we once had, that is missing today? 

Christ calls all to perfection.  Everyone should feel himself or herself addressed 
and challenged by the call of the rich young man (Mt 19:21), not just priests and religious 
and members of societies of apostolic life.  Yet we too should feel ourselves also 
addressed and challenged by this call to perfection in our own unique way, as those called 
to a full-time celibate following of Christ in simplicity and evangelical poverty, 
renouncing the pleasures of this world for those of the Kingdom of God, and giving up 
the delights of this creation for those of the new creation.  We seek to follow Christ with 
a radically undivided heart, not divided even by Christian marriage or family, or by 
worldly pleasures.  We seek to love God with our whole heart in a truly radical way that 
is expressed in our whole way of life, from the way we dress as priests and religious, to 
the simplicity of our meals, and the silence and sobriety for prayer in which we 
constantly live. 

People should be able to come into one of our houses and sense this at once.  The 
externals of our whole way of life should be true expressions of our inner religious and 
priestly spirit and way of living.  People could once sense this almost immediately upon 
entering one of our houses.  Do they sense it today?  I think that if you, in all honesty, 
have to anser “no,” that you have just put your finger on where we now need to begin to 
look for the hole in the bow of the Titanic, before we go down altogether.  It is this 
“monastic” aspect, this “religious” or “priestly” aspect of our life as a “whole way of life” 
that we need to work on from the inside out, from its inner principles to its outer 
expressions, signs, and practices.  This, I believe, is the direction that we now need to 
move in in the Church today.   
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