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Research Executive Summary

Future of Religious Orders
in the United States

“Fidelity to the spirit of the founder
and responsiveness to critical and unmet
human needs are basic 10 the ongoing mis-
sion of religious communities, " according
to a three-year study of U.S. religious or-
ders of priests, sisters and brothers con-
ducted by Vincentian Father David Nygren
and S1. Joseph of Carondelet Sister Miriam
Ukeritis, both psychologists. Their study’s
purpose was lo examine changes “occur-
ring in the experience and the understand-
ings of religious life.” The study is based
on the assumpiion that religious life as a
whole, individual congregaiions and indi-
vidual priesis, brothers and sisters “are in
the midst of a transformational process.”
But, it says, “without significant change,
religious life in the United Siates will con-
tinue to decline and, more importani, those
who mosi need” the help of religious “will
not be cared for.” The rescarchers say
their swudy reflects the opinions of more
than 10,000 religious priests, sisters and
brothers who pariicipated either through
“personal intcrviews, questionnaires,
workshops and in writing 1o us. ™ The writ-
ten survey portion of the study was sent to a
stratified random sample of 9,999 religious
priests, brothers and sisters designed to
make comparisons possible among orders
of varying tradition and vocation. The
overall response rate to the written survey
was 77.4 percent. The study, released Sepi.

16, covers maiters concerning the overall
direction of religious orders as well as nu-
merous specific questions such as admit-
ting homosexual persons, attitudes toward
the poor, minority-group members and lay
associates. The researchers describe their
study as the first in-depth investigation en-
compassing both men's and women's or-
ders. Nygren and Ukeritis, at Boston Uni-
versity when they began the study, are now
at DePaul University in Chicago. The Lilly
Endowment in Indianapolis funded the ¢f-
Sori. The text of the study’s executive sum-
mary follows.

L. INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

The 30 years since the Second Vatican
Council have been turbulent ones for Ro-
man Catholic religious orders in the United
States. The average age of the members of
many congregations has increased to ap-
proximately 67 years old, while the number
of religious has decreased by approxi-
mately 45 percent for brothers and sisters
and 27 percent for religious priests. Several
“traditional™ works have been called into
question while other works and other defi-
nitions of mission have arisen. The under-
standing of ways of living the vows has
changed substantially within many congre-
gations. The distinction belween religious
life and the “laity™ has also decreased con-
siderably, with many “lay people™ now de-

(continued on page 259)
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veloping some type of formal association with
religious congregations and many religious
identifying more clearly with laity.

How can phenomena such as these, which
apply in many congregations and across the tra-
ditional distinctions of religious life {e.g., con-
templative, monastic, mendicant or apostolic),
be best understood? How do individual religious
and congregations, considered as a whole, expe-
rience and understand the changes that have
taken place in religious life? What do these
changes portend for the future of religious life?
And, most important, what changes must yet
occur if religious life is to remain a vital gift to
the church into the next millennium?

“We believe strongly that the
generosity so evident in the lives of
religious today remains a strong
model of self-sacrifice that must be
articulated and spread if others are
to follow Jesus in this manner.”

These were the questions with which we
began the Religious Life Futures Project in
1989. Our own congregations, the Vincentian
Fathers and Brothers and the Sisters of St. Jo-
seph of Carondelet were but two of the hundreds
of congregations who were seeking to transform
their lives, ministries and institutions. With the
support of our respective congregations and
with a generous grant from Lilly Endowment
Inc., we set out to design a comprehensive study
of religious orders in the United States.

The purpose of the study was to examine
the changes that are occurring in the experience
and the understandings of religious life. To ac-
complish this end, we embarked upon a project
that would have as its outcomes:

1. Identification of the normative beliefs
about religious life and how they will likely
shape the future of religious life in this country.

2. Building a national comparative data
base of all male and female religious that in-
cludes current demographic data, membership
information, existing and emerging structures,
current member attitudes on multiple dimen-
sions and projections for the future.

3. Enabling the leadership of religious or-
ders to identify in the current paradigms of plan-
ning that enable transformation, consolidation,
merging or extinction.

4. Labeling the changes that must yet oc-
cur if religious life is to remain a vital social and
theological gift to the church into the next mil-
fennium.

In sharing this summary of the resuits we
hope to indicate how the lives of 121,000 reli-
gious are reflected in the opinions of the more
than 10,000 religious priests, sisters and broth-
ers who were willing to give of their time to

share their ideas and beliefs with us through per-
sonal interviews, questionnaires, workshops and
in writing to us. We worked from several as-
sumptions.

First, that only religious can describe their
experience of faith as religious.

Second, as social researchers we hoped to
gather data that would serve them in their own
self-direction.

Third, we believe that without significant
change, religious life in the United States will
continue to decline and, more important, those
who most need their help will not be cared for.

Finally, we believe strongly that the gener-
osity so evident in the lives of religious today
remains a strong model of self-sacrifice that must
be articulated and spread if others are to follow
Jesus in this manner.

The study sought the broadest possible in-
put from leadership, membership and those with
unique perspectives to offer to a comprehensive
study such as this. Those perspectives include in-
depth study of persons identified by their peers as
possessing vision about the future of religious
life and those seen to possess uniquely caring
attributes. This summary combines the results of
all facets in order to tell you what, after all these
scientific undertakings, we believe will make a
difference to individual religious, the future of
congregational life and the ministry of religious
orders in the United States.

II. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

A. Transformation

Among Christians, the concept of transfor-
mation is perhaps most familiar in the area of
spirituality in Paul’s call to “be transformed into
Christ.” The dramatic change undergone by reli-
gious orders and organizations has led to the
development of the concept in the social sciences
of organizational or corporate transformation.
While this term transformation has been used in
a variety of ways, in the organizational realm it
refers basically to qualitative discontinuous
shifts in organizational members’ shared under-
standings of the organization, accompanied by
changes in the organization’s mission, strategy,
and formal and informal structures. In contrast to
carryving out comparatively simple incremental
changes, organizations undergoing transforma-
tion come to understand themselves and their
mission very differently than they originally had.

Studies of transformation have tended to fo-
cus on one particular “level” at which the change
occurs: either the industry (or social institution)
considered as a whole or a particular organization.
In addition, a few studies have explored some of the
experiences of individuals whose organizations are
experiencing major change. In contrast, we investi-
gated issues related to change in religious life on all
three levels:

—The social institution {(one entity, “reli-
gious life™): Referring to religious life as a social
institution acknowledges the existence of those
broad-based beliefs, attitudes and behaviors that are

The study conducted by
Vincentian Father David
Nygren and Sister of St.
Joseph of Carondolet Miriam
Ukeritis has been known to
date as the Religious Life
Futures Project. However, in
the future it will be referred
to as the Future of Religious
Orders in the United States .

Nygren is director of the
Center for Applied Social
Research and assistant
professor of psychology at
DePaul University in
Chicago. He is an organiza-
tional psychologist.

Ukeritis is director of the
Institute for Leadership of
Religious Organizations at
DePaul and a research
associate in its Center for
Applied Social Research. She
is a clinical psychologist.

Nygren and Ukeritis
conducted the majority of
their research at Boston
University before going to
DePaul in 1991. Their study
began in 1988.

An overview of the
executive summary was
presented in the researchers’
Foreword. The text of the
Foreword appears here:

“In preparing this
executive sunmary, we
attempted to provide in as
concise and understandable a
form as possible the
conceptual background,
methodological consider-
ations, research findings and
major implications of the
Religious Life Futures
Project. We also recognized
the range of interests and
various needs of the many
persons like yourself who
have expressed great interest
in reading the results.

“With that in mind, the
Jollowing description of the
contents of the various
sections was prepared to
assist you in selecting the
point at which you would
prefer 1o begin your reading.

“Section I presents the
purpose of this research
project.

“A reading of Section Il
will provide you with the
theoretical perspective. This
includes some background
information on the concept of
transformation as it is used in
studying groups and
organizations such as
religious congregations. It
also provides some informa-
tion on the levels of change
(social institution, congrega-
tional and individual)
considered in this project.

»
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considered in this project.

“In Section IIl you will
find a description of each of
the six research units. This
section includes a description
of the methodology jor each
of these units, as well as
summary findings. Resulits
are presented in terms of the
levels of analysis described
above.

“In Section IV, ‘Conclu-
sions: Shaping the Future,’
you will find the summary
conclusions of the entire
project. If you are interested
in bottom lines, you may
want to start your reading
with this section. Some of you
may wonder why we did not
present this chapter first. In
our efforts to begin with a
summary of findings in
sharing our results with some
groups, we found ourselves
repeatedly faced with the
question, Where/how did you
reach these conclusions?
Hence, in generating the
sequence in this executive
summary, we began at the
beginning and worked
through to the conclusions.

“Subsequent publication
of the results of this study
will refer to those findings as
the Future of Religious
Orders in the United States
(FORUS).”

In an interview with
Catholic News Service in
conjunction with the release
of the Future of Religious
Orders in the United States
findings, Ukeritis said the
two elements identified as
crucial 1o dynamic religious
communities — fidelity to
purpose and responsiveness
to unmet human needs —
might be obvious in many
ways. “But it was striking to
us because it also came up
when we weren 't looking for
it, " she said.

Ukeritis said that when
she recently gave a talk 1o the
National Assembly of
Religious Brothers, “I used
as an example the Alexian
Brothers. They're a small
group. They were founded to
assist victims of the plague in
the Middle Ages. And
recently they claimed as one
of their focal points working
with persons with AIDS.”

Ukeritis cited the order as
an example of a community
reclaiming its founding

260

common across all religious orders. This investiga-
tion revealed that while congregations may differ in
their expression of religious life by virtue of gender
or tradition {e.g., apostolic, monastic or contempla-
tive) all groups share certain elements.

—The congregation (including the 816
groups who participated in the national survey):
Shifting understandings of how a group interprets
a shared past, selects value priorities, allocates
resources and assesses rmission opportunities
mark the experience of transformation. This in-
vestigation sought to identify those shifts, par-
ticularly as related to different congregations. The
metaphors and rituals in which members often
express their beliefs and which draw them to-
gether with a shared sense of belonging may also
shift. These too were included in the study.

—~The individual (including some 126,000
sisters, brothers and priests): The study also investi-
gated the implications of transformation for the indi-
vidual members of religious congregations.

This approach enables a more complete un-
derstanding of how intercongregational, congre-
gational and individual experiences can effect
each other as well as the means through which the
various types of change occur.

Model for Transformational Change

Transformation usually begins with a crisis
that indicates that the organization's current
shared understandings are no longer adequate.
Several types of crisis may occur: Performance
may be poor, leadership transitions occur, some
powerful subgroups’ interests may no longer be
served, management practices may no longer be
successful or, most typically, there may be a ma-
jor environmental shift that confronts the already
existing interpretive schemes. The easiest re-
sponse for the organization to take is to defend
itself against the challenge and perhaps not to
respond at all. For transformation to begin, the
experience of crisis must be strong enough to
“unfreeze” organizational members® present un-
derstandings of the organization by presenting a
significant challenge to their validity,

After unfreezing takes place or in conjunction
with it, various individuals and organizational sub-
groups begin developing alternative understand-
ings. These developing understandings lead to new
types of action and most likely to changes in the
structures of the organization. Moreover, the new
types of actions that take place are likely to occur
outside the organization’s initial boundaries (e.g.,
AT & T's work moved from telephones to include
as well computers and other forms of communica-
tions). Consequently, the types of structural changes
that occur are likely to include the breakdown of
formerly established boundaries.

There is likely to be considerable conflict
among the original and developing interpretive
schemes and the subgroups espousing them.
Groups who hold one particular “new” perspec-
tive, for example, are likely to find themselves in
conflict with individuals or groups who espouse
the original perspective or a different new one.
The conflict may take various forms: One per-
spective may clearly dominate those holding dif-

ferent perspectives and may be separated from
other views; or leaders of the organization may
acknowledge the potential value of, and thus en-
courage, interaction between several different
perspectives,

Leaders can have a strong impact on the
outcome of the conflict between perspectives. If
they support only one perspective, they are likely
to decrease the potential creativity of the transfor-
mational process and the sense of involvement of
organizational members whose perspectives are
not taken into account. If they “separate out™ the
different perspectives, they are likely to perpetu-
ate splits between the groups. If they enable con-
flicting perspectives to interact with each other,
they will increase the chances of paradoxical out-
comes of transformation, of new and creative
shared understandings that emerge from the in-
teraction of the competing perspectives.

The process of transformation is not affect-
free. Rather, it is often paralyzing and disorient-
ing, and experienced as a sequence of deaths and
rebirths. Initially, various organizational mem-
bers’ primary feelings are likely to include shock,
defensiveness, loss and anger. Throughout the
development of new interpretive schemes, orga-
nizational members will experience both ambigu-
ity and confusion, both when it is unclear that any
satisfactory new understanding is developing and
when there are mulitiple potential perspectives.

The conflict among subgroups will create
additional tension. When (and if) a new synthesis
is reached that is experienced as acceptable, there
is likely to be a sense of “rightness™ and satisfac-
tion, at least by members whose perspectives
have been incorporated.

Summary Application of Model

This study is based on the assumption that
religious life, congregations and religious priests,
brothers and sisters are in the midst of a transfor-
mational process and that the new understandings
of religious life held by significant numbers of
members have not yet been fully developed. We
also assume that the environmental change that
had the greatest impact on the promotion of the
transformation process was the new understand-
ings of the church proclaimed during Vatican II
and shortly afterward in directives to religious
congregations fo begin the analysis and revision
of their basic principles and practices,

Presently, diverse, sometimes contradic-
tory understandings of religious life have been
developed in different subgroups of religious. In
addition, environmental forces that strongly sup-
port the development of particular understand-
ings are present (e.g., in the hierarchical church,
in various segments of the laity). How can the
process fo this point be best understood? What
will happen next in the transformational process?
To what extent can leaders influence the transfor-
mation process?

B. Levels of Change

Secial Institution
Some of the change that has taken place in




religious life has occurred similarly in many con-
gregations. For example, Schneiders’ (1986)
work describes a shared shift — across many
congregations — in the understanding of many of
the components of religious life such as the vows
and community. In addition, books suggesting
that religious are meant to be “prophetic” or
“countercultural” (e.g., Woodward, 1987; Foley,
1988) are written to religious as a group, not to
particular congregations. Thus, the first level this
study will consider is religious life as a shared
entity across congregations.

Shifts in understanding are frequently inter-
twined with shifts in structures, both formal and
informal, and these structural shifts not only in-
clude new types of relationships and divisions
among subgroups, but also the breakdown of for-
merly established organizational boundaries. At
the level of the universal church, Molinari and
Gumpel (1987) ask, “Is the consecrated way of
life a structure in the church or a structure of the
church?” (p. 19). The latter construct implies a
singular structure of divine origin, namely a hier-
archical one, while the former implies the exist-
ence of multiple structures in the church. At the
core of the distinction is the degree to which the
hierarchic structure governs the pneumatic com-
ponents, that is, those typically associated with
the charismatic dimensions of the church.

“The model articulated above
suggests that the typical process of
change includes an initial experi-
ence of crisis, accompanied by sev-
eral strong feelings such as sadness,
anger and defensiveness, followed
by the development of differing
understandings on the part of vari-
ous organizational subgroups.”

Depending on the response to the singular
vs. multiple structures question, structural diver-
sity and change will occur in very different ways.
Many religious believe that their traditions repre-
sent the pneumatic or charismatic dimensions of
the church, particularly as represented in their
founders or foundresses, and that they are better
structured and controlled without the influence of
the hierarchic structure.

In addition to the changes occurring within
religious life in relation to the church,
intercongregational structures have also been de-
veloping. We examined in a limited way the
changes in intercongregational relationships such
as merger that are associated with shifts in under-
standing or direction. What in particular has hap-
pened to the boundaries separating religious from
the diocesan clergy and from the laity?

Individual Congregations

Although some changes in understanding
have been occurring in religious life as a “social
institution,” across congregations, others have

been occurring differentially within congrega-
tions. Moreover, many of the changes that have
occurred “across the board” have been experi-
enced by members of individual congregations as
occurring within their own congregation more
than as a phenomenon characteristic of religious
life as a whole. Thus, this study was concerned
not only with overall changes in religious life, but
also the types of changes occurring within spe-
cific congregations.

For example, Bartunek (1984) described
how the understanding of the educational mission
in one women’s congregation shifted from the
mid-1960s to the late 1970s. At the beginning of
the change process education was viewed essen-
tially as synonymous with activities that took
place in schools the congregation administered.
However, by the late 1970s the educational mis-
sion was seen primarily as “seeking justice with
the heart of an educator,” which might or might
not take place in formal educational settings, let
alone schools the congregation administered.

Beres and Musser (1987) have described
how during that same time period another con-
gregation broadened its mission from particular
areas of service to a general philosophy of ser-
vice, with priorities shifting from an emphasis on
the works of the congregation to an emphasis on
the congregation’s members as primary vehicles
for fulfilling the mission.

Within religious congregations, Nygren
(1988) found that both male and female religious
are altering their structures and categories of
membership to adapt to their emerging self-un-
derstanding. In a survey of 740 leaders of reli-
gious congregations, he found that 70 percent of
the female leaders indicate that they are adapting
their membership to include full or partial member-
ship by laity. Among female congregations, 18 per-
cent of the total surveyed expect to amalgamate
with another congregation, province or monastery
to adapt to internal changes. Correspondingly, 25
percent of the male leaders anticipate altering mem-
bership categories, and 12 percent of those surveyed
expect to amalgamate with another entity to adapt to
change. These anticipated or accomplished changes
impact both the existing members and the
organization’s self-definition.

In one congregation studied by Bartunek
(1984), members” shifts in understanding were
intertwined with the development of several
cross-province groups and commissions. They
were also intertwined with the breakdown of for-
merly established external boundaries. Many
congregational members started working with
and as part of groups that had been clearly outside
the originally established boundaries of the con-
gregation. These structural changes eventually
resulted in a merger of the U.S. provinces of the
congregation. .

How broadly applicable are the types of
changes described above? What are the types of
changes in structure that are occurring? What
effects do these changes have on the development
of new understandings?

Next, what are the processes through which
new understandings have been occurring? The
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purpose and applying it to an
unmer human need today.
After her talk an Alexian
Brother in the audience came
up to her. “He said, ' hadn’t
thought about it before, but
we had not had men entering
our community for a long
time — but this summer we
had two first professions (of
vows), we received five
people into the novitiate and
we had six (other) candi-
dates.”’

“There’s an impulse to
generosity among people,”
Ukeritis commented. “As
communities clarify what
they're about, especially in
addressing unmet needs,
people will find a way to
channel that impulse, ”

Put another way, she said,
many people are looking for
something they would be
“willing to put their life on
the line for,” but many
religious orders today “are
ambivalent about saying, ‘We
want you to put your life on
the line.”’

Another immediate
implication of the study for
religious orders, Ukeritis
said, is that the analysis of
differences berween typical
and outstanding leaders
suggests ways to improve the
leadership of religious orders
through programs of
leadership training for new
superiors.

For a past text of current
interest in Origins, see the
address by Adrian Dominican
Sister Donna Markham in
last week's edition, pp. 247ff
(Sept. 17, 1992). She
addressed questions related
to individualism and religious
life, one of the points
addressed in the research
appearing on these pages.

Markham encouraged
religious order leaders to
challenge “those who are
being tempted toward
assimilation by the prevailing
norms of individualism and
materialism.”

She said that the life of a
community of hope disturbs
and disrupts “the social drift
toward autonomy and self-
sufficiency. It disturbs those
of us who aspire fo live it
and it unsettles the environ-
ment in which it is situated.”

Said Markham: “We know
well from our own experience
that the obsessive pursuit of
private agendas, often driven
by politics, hos resulted in
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personal, ecclesial and
national crises of meaning
and belonging. Repeatedly
our poets, spiritual writers,
ecologists, sociologists and
even business analysts reflect
to us the dangers and
numbing effects of individuai-
ism, separatism and the
disregard for unity and the
good in common.

“Entwined in these
commentaries of our day is
the longing for connection,
meaning and belonging.
Community is the deliberate,
human, metaphoric
expression of such profound
yearning for intimacy and
purpose. I am convinced it is
our final hope for establish-
ing reconciling communica-
tion in a pained world, And it
is our hope for building the
Suture of a religious life
immersed in an era scarred
by dynamics of exclusion,
competition and confronta-
tion. Communities of hope
become the organic bridges
networking islands of the
spirit where compassion,
[friendship and commitment to
the mission of the Gospel still
flourish.”
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model articulated above suggests that the typical
process of change includes an initial experience
of crisis, accompanied by several strong feelings
such as sadness, anger and defensiveness, fol-
lowed by the development of differing under-
standings on the part of various organizational
subgroups. There are also feelings and reactions
associated with this stage: ambiguity and confu-
sion about the possible understandings as well as
conflict between groups. The introduction of the
new Council of Major Superiors of Women Reli-
gious, for instance, introduces legitimacy to a
divergent opinion among religious leadership.
When a new synthesis is reached, a sense of
“rightness”™ occurs. If it fails to occur, more de-
structive dynamics may characterize the group’s
functioning.

In addition, from which elements of the
environment do members of a particular congre-
gation receive messages or constraints regarding
appropriate (or publicly appropriate} self-under-
standing? In particular, how do the hierarchical
church and the laity have an impact? How do
intercongregational groups and networks affect
the development of understandings within the
congregations that belong to these groups?

Next, how has leadership been affecting the
experienced changes in religious life? The role of
leadership has been analyzed in detail to under-
stand how leaders contribute to development or
decline of organizations.

Individual Members

It is clear that the changes that have oc-
curred have not left individual members un-
touched. For example, Ebaugh (1977) showed
several years ago that the changes had strong
effects on the reasons members of women’s reli-
gious congregations left the congregation. Others
have indicated that one of the typical effects of a
transformational process is an increase in the
stress level of individual members of an organiza-
tion in which the transformation is occurring.
This increased level of stress is due to the ambi-
guity that accompanies the change and to the
conflict between subgroups that takes place dur-
ing it.

However, there should be more to the expe-
rience of individual religious than simply difficult
feelings. For example, Bartunek and Ringuest
(1987) found that members of a particular con-
gregation whose work took them across the
congregation’s original boundaries during the
early 1970s, and who remained in their congrega-
tion, eventually came to perceive themselves as
more influential in the congregation than did
members who continued to carry out traditional
works.

Thus, we are concerned not only with the
change taking place on the congregational and
intercongregational level, but also with the way
varicus members of religious orders and particu-
lar subgroups are experiencing the change. In
addition, the differences between the experience
of men and women religious may be relevant. We
address two questions regarding this experience.

What has the experience of change been

like for individual members of congregations?
The model we have presented proposes that indi-
vidual members of congregations should experi-
ence a wide range of feelings during the change
process. The departure of such a large percentage
of the population of religious has also had an
impact on those who remain. Those who continue
to live the vocation to religious life surely have a
unique perspective on their role and are rooted in
a spirituality that sustains them. With this frame
of transformation, then, we set out to design a
comprehensive assessment that would give us
some measure of how change is occurring and
affecting religious life at the level of the social
institution, congregations and within individual
religious.

Hi. RESEARCH UNITS

The design of the Religious Life Futures
Project contained six independent studies. They
are described below.

The national survey was a comprehensive
questionnaire asking 9,999 religious sisters,
brothers and priests to express their beliefs and
opinions about spirituality, motivation, services
they provide, issues considered to be threats or
positive influences on the future of religious life
and a variety of areas related to religious life in
general and in their orders in particular.

The leadership studies were based on the
recognition that leadership is a key factor in sus-
taining the life of any group. Investigations of
leaders’ views, of members’ perceptions of their
leaders and of the competencies required for out-
standing leadership were pursued in this research
unit.

“Investigations of leaders’ views,
of members’ perceptions of their
leaders and of the competencies
required for outstanding leadership
were pursued.... Caring-people and
visioning-group units were con-
structed based on the awareness
that various subgroups of members
could offer distinct perspectives....
Individual interviews ... were pur-
sued with persons identified as par-
ticularly knowledgeable about reli-
gious life.”

Caring-people and visioning-group units
were constructed based on the awareness that
various subgroups of members could offer dis-
tinct perspectives. The caring people were identi-
fied by virtue of their exemplary caring for others
and participants in the visioning-group unit con-
sisted of people nominated in virtue of their
hepeful, positive and compelling vision concern-
ing the future of religious life.

Individual interviews, using a standard pro-
tocol, were pursued with persons identified as
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particularly knowledgeable about reli-
gious life. These interviews probed for
interviewees’ understandings of the na-
ture and purpose of religious life and the
challenges facing women and men reli-
gious at this point in history as well as
those qualities required for leadership in
the future.

Theologicalfhistorical monograph
was commissioned to be written by
Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ, Ph.DD, with a his-
torical postscript by John Padberg, SJ,
Ph.D. They will add perspective to the
wealth of information collected, ana-
lyzed and evaluated.

A. The National Survey

The purpose of the national survey
was to obtain information regarding
members’ attitudes and practices regard-
ing religious life. Questions ranged from
general demographics to patterns and at-
titudes about living arrangements and job
satisfaction. It also sought information
regarding attitudes toward vows, vatious
aspects of religious life and spiritual
growth to future plans.

Early in 1990, each major superior
in the United States was contacted by
letter with a request for a listing of the
names and addresses of their members.
Having identified more than 121,000 re-
ligious in this process, a stratified ran-
dom sample design was employed to se-
lect the participants for the survey por-
tion of the study. This random sample
was stratified to ensure the statistically
valid possibility of comparison by tradi-
tion (apostolic, contemplative, mendi-
cant, monastic) as well as by vocation
(sisters, brothers, religious priests). The
335-item questionnaire was mailed to the
9,999 religious priests, brothers and sis-
ters identified in this manner in October
1990.

Using posteard and phone follow-
up, an overall response rate of 77.4 per-
cent (7,736 responses) was obtained. The
data base used for reporting results con-
sists of 6,359 usable surveys. In the data
analysis, the responses were weighted to
reflect population proportions of sisters,
brothers and religious priests as well as
those of the apostolic, mendicant, monas-
tic and contemplative groups. Establish-
ing groups to reflect general develop-
mental stages (ages 19-45, 46-60, 61-73,
74-96), all data were analyzed according
to age groups.

The questions throughout the survey
represented a broad range of topic catego-
ries. Initial principal-components factor
analyses were conducted on a select num-
ber of the items in the survey. Separate
factor analyses were conducted for the
other clusters of items. Analyses were run
by vocation (sister, brother, priest), by tra-

dition (apostolic, mendicant, contempla-
tive and monastic}, and by age group (19-
45, 46-60, 61-73 and 74-96).

Four major clusters of factors
emerged on the level of the social institu-
tion. They include conceptual areas re-
lated to structures, innovations, restraints
and credibility. Within each of these ar-
eas we have clustered the factors that are
related. For example, within the struc-
tures area, issues related to role clarity,
permanent commitment, external author-
ity, systemic change and hierarchical alli-
ance are considered. Definitions of the
factors and summary findings follow.

“Seventy-seven percent of
the contemplative and 64
percent of the monastics re-
ported high role clarity while
only 59 percent of the apos-
tolic and mendicant mem-
bers indicated they have a
clear understanding of their
role.... Fifty-two percent of
the youngest members of
religious orders reported
high role clarity, compared to
71 percent of the oldest
group.... The more highly
educated among the popula-
tion experience lower role
clarity as religious.”

The national survey factors related
to structures include role clarity, perma-
ent commitment, external authority,
systemic change and hierarchical alli-
ance. Because of the significance of role-
clarity findings in this study, an extended
discussion of this issue follows. Sum-
mary findings related to the other factors
follow.

Role clarity for religious is defined
as “the individual's perceived level of
understanding regarding his or her pur-
pose and function within the current
structure of the church.” On this mea-
sure, 55 percent of the sisters reported
high role clarity, along with 65 percent of
the brothers and 68 percent of the priests.
More than 30 percent of the women's
scores were in the low role-clarity cat-
egory, indicating a lack of understanding
or clarity regarding their role in the
church today.

Considering the data by tradition,
77 percent of the contemplative and 64
percent of the monastics reported high
role clarity while only 59 percent of the
apostolic and mendicant members indi-

cated they have a clear understanding of
their role. Clarity regarding role may be
more easily established in the future
groups. High clarity is correlated with
age. Fifty-two percent of the youngest
members of religious orders reported
high role clarity, compared to 71 percent
of the oldest group. This finding parallels
research in many professions which
points to greater role clarity among those
who have a greater tenure in their profes-
sion,

Interestingly, the more highly edu-
cated among the population experience
lower role clarity as religious. In terms of
the fields of study, religious in the more
applied disciplines such as business, edu-
cation and health professions indicated
they were less clear about their role as
religious in the church when compared to
religious whose training is in the more
theoretical disciplines such as theology,
humanities and the social sciences. The
role demands of the health care providers
or educators may present pressures that
replace or compete with, rather than
complement the current role of religious
in the church.

Other research has demonstrated
that ambiguity regarding role can, in gen-
eral, lead to anxiety, reduced ability to
meet role requirements, decreased minis-
terial satisfaction, lower trust and self-
confidence, increased sense of futility
and greater propensity to leave a reli-
gious order. The lack of role clarity thata
high percentage of religious experience
may contribute to a further diminishment
in number of members in religious or-
ders. There may also be some connection
between statistics reflecting the equal
numbers of women and men entering re-
ligious life (in contrast to the approxi-
mately 3-to-1 ratio of prior years) and the
greater numbers of women who experi-
ence low role clarity. Taken together, this
data signals the essential need for role
clarity if religious orders in the United
States are to be revitalized.

In responding to questions related
to the belief that lifelong commitment
was normative for religious life, all
groups (considered by vocation, by tradi-
tion and by age group) registered barely
moderate agreement. Based on a scale
where 1 represents “strongly disagree”
and 5 represents “strongly agree,” the
group means ran between 3.1 and 3.5 in
indicating their agreement that perma-
nent commitment is the norm.

All respondents tended fo disagree
with a belief that reliance on external
authority would favorably influence the
future of religious life. There was a gen-
eral rejection of the tendency to seek in-
fluence regarding thought, opin-
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sources such as the church or group au-
thority, indicated by the fact that, on the
five-point scale described above, means
for all groups were between 2.5 and 3.1.
(Recall that 2 represents “disagree” and 3
represents “neither agree nor disagree.”)

Sisters, brothers and religious
priests experienced little connection be-
tween their work for systemic change,
defined as “efforts to influence the social
and political structures which tend to dis-
criminate against disadvantaged per-
sons,” and their personal and spiritual
fulfillment. All means were greater than
3.0, and less than 3.4. This did not
change when considered by age groups
or tradition.

The cluster of items related to the
positive relationship between hierarchy
and religious as well as the influence of
church hierarchy and magisterial authority
were not typically rated highly by religious.

The national survey included items
measuring participants’ responses to trends
in religious life that produce greater diver-
sity in the composition of Christian com-
munity living. These include the conscious
inclusion of persons who have declared
their homosexual orientation, how mem-
bers at large perceive the comfort level of
minority-group members in their congre-
gation and the influence of including lay
associate members.

Survey participants were asked to
respond to the statement, “Declaring a
homosexual orientation would not ex-
clude an individual from being admitted
to my congregation.” Sixty-four percent
of all respondents indicated either agree-
ment with the statement or uncertainty.
Thirty-six percent disagreed.

When considered by vocation, only
16 percent of sisters agreed with the
statement, and nearly 50 percent ex-
pressed uncertainty. This was signifi-
cantly different from the responses of re-
ligious priests and brothers. Agreement
of religious priests registered at 43 per-
cent, with 22 percent uncertain. Thirty-
five percent of the brothers agreed, with
25 percent uncertain.

Among the four traditions, 53 per-
cent of contemplatives indicated dis-
agreement, implying the least expecta-
tion that persons declaring a homosexual
orientation would be admitted to their
congregations. “Agree,” “uncertain” and
“disagree” percenfages were more
evenly split among the other traditions,
Among monastics, the greatest percent-
age agreed. Thirty-eight percent of the
members of apostolic groups (again the
greatest percent) indicated uncertainty
regarding admission of candidates with a

known homosexual preference.
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groups, 45 percent of the members under
45 expressed their belief that a person with
a homosexual orientation would be admit-
ted to their congregation. Forty-three per-
cent of the oldest age group felt that homo-
sexual persons would not be admitted, and
46 percent of the same age group expressed
their uncertainty.

When asked to respond to the state-
ment, “Members of minority groups may
feel uneasy in my congregation,” the
sentiment among religious in general is
fairly well split: 36 percent agree; 22 per-
cent are uncertain, and 42 percent dis-
agree. This response pattern also re-
flected the response pattern of sisters,
brothers and religicus priests. The same
was true for apostolic, mendicant and
monastic religious. Fifty-two percent of
contemplatives disagreed with the state-
ment, while 27 percent agreed.

"When asked to respond
to the statement, "Members
of minority groups may feel
uneasy in my congregation,’
the sentiment among reli-
gious in general is fairly well
split: 36 percent agree; 22
percent are uncertain; and
42 percent disagree.”

Analysis by age groups reveals the
greatest differences. Fifty-two percent of
the youngest and 44 percent of the next
age group (46-60) indicated their belief
that members of minority groups would
feel uneasy. In contrast, half of the 61 to
73 age group and 53 percent of the oldest
group did not believe minority-group
members would feel uneasy in their or-
ders. At present, less than 10 percent of
the members of religious orders in the
United States reflects minority member-
ship. In the near future, 50 percent of the
U.S. Catholic population will be His-
panic. The reality of multiculturalism
must be addressed by religious orders,

In response to the statement, “In-
clusion of lay associates as members of
my congregation may undermine what it
means to be a member of my congrega-
tion,” 65 percent of the respondents
clearly disagreed. Only 16 percent
agreed.

Recalling that disagreement with
this statement reflects a belief that associ-
ate membership will not undermine the
meaning of membership in one’s congre-
gation, the inclusion of lay associates,
including women and married people,
appears to have widespread acceptance
among religious. In general, religious re-

ported little concern about the impact of
including lay associates as members and
how that decision may affect the mean-
ing of membership in their congrega-
tions.

When asked to rate their sense of
the effect of the expansion of lay roles in
various church ministries as well as the
potential influence of feminist thought,
ordination of women and inclusion of
married persons in religious communi-
ties, respondents of all groups were con-
sistent in indicating their beliefs that
these situations and possibilities would
have little, if any, effect on the future of
religious life.

Respondents were invited to rate
aspects of contemporary American cul-
ture such as capitalism, technology and
affluence in terms of their potential threat
to the future of religious life on a five-
point Likert scale where 1 represents “not
atall” and 5 represents “extremely.” Data
analysis by age and tradition shows that
religious view them as minimal threats.
Considered by vocation, sisters indicated
a greater but not high concern regarding
the impact of cultural realities than did
brothers and religious priests.

Factors in the “credibility” cluster
related to working with the poor and
anomie.

To measure a member’s stated
commitment to work personally with the
poor, survey participants were asked to
respond to the statement, “Although
there is increasing talk about working
with the poor, I feel little commitment to
that.” Mean scores for all vocations, tra-
ditions and age groups did not exceed
3.5. Sisters, members of apostolic groups
and religious in the 19-45 age group
yielded the highest means in their respec-
tive groupings. Thus, members of con-
gregations express little commitment to
participate in an activity which has be-
come increasingly an espoused value for
many congregations and quite explicitly
by the church.

These findings suggest that the
greatest commitment to work with the
poor, a strongly espoused value in the
church and particularly among religious,
would be found in a young apostolic sis-
ter. This group currently shows the
smallest tendency to increase in size.

Anomie, defined as a state in which
normative standards of conduct and be-
lief are weak or lacking, is characterized
by disorientation, anxiety and isolation.
The loss of conviction about the vows,
lack of clarity about the role of religious,
reactance to authority, lack of corporate
mission and ministry, and disillusion-
ment with leadership pose significant
threats to the future of religious life. The
mean scores for all groups were greater




than 3.5. These concerns increased with
age

The national survey used specifi-
cally designed items related to qualities
of spiritual leadership as well as Bass’
leadership scale to assess members’ per-
ceptions of their leaders. For the sake of
internal consistency in reporting all
leadership studies together, these find-
ings are incorporated into Section IL
B., Leadership.

The national survey also measured
several factors affecting community liv-
ing, including involvement, influence
and satisfaction with opportunities for
ongoing development.

Involvement is defined as “the ex-
perience of having and the desire to be
engaged in activities related to the life of
one’s congregation”; influence, as “the
experience of having and the desire to
have some impact regarding the deci-
sions and future of one’s congregation.”
On a scale where 1 represents “strongly
disagree” and 5 represents “strongly
agree,” agreement regarding involve-
ment in congregational activities was
high, with nearly the same means across
vocations, ranging from 3.9 to 4.0. Lev-
els of perceived influence were signifi-
cantly lower, with means ranging from
3.2 to 3.0. Considering the factors of
involvement and influence by tradition,
the range was the same.

When considered by age groups, in-
teresting patterns surfaced. The youngest
group had the lowest mean for influence
and highest mean for involvement. The
74-96 age group, in contrast to the 19-45
group, had the highest mean for influence
and the lowest for involvement.

A consistent pattern did emerge:
The perceived or desired level of influ-
ence in one’s congregation is consis-
tently lower than an individual’s experi-
ence or desire to be involved in the
group. This raises serious questions in
considering issues related to ownership
and group commitment.

Respondents’ satisfaction with op-
portunities for ongoing development
through education and formation, rated
on a scale of 1 (“very dissatisfied™) to 5
(“very satisfied™), averaged about 4.0.
In general, the high levels of satisfaction
and possibly accompanying expecta-
tion, matched with lowered levels of
revenue and decreased personnel for
most congregations, may present sig-
nificant frustrations or difficult choices
in the future,

The national survey also investi-
gated the degree to which a congregation’s
policies and structures promote the effec-
tive functioning of the group. Procedural
clarity, effects of the renewal process and
members’ willingness to support spon-

sored institutions reflect the focal points for
addressing this question.

Analyzed by vocation, tradition and
age group, religious indicated a moderate
level of satisfaction with the clarity of their
congregation’s policies and procedures.
Group means for vocation, tradition and
age ranged from 3.5 to 3.9. Recalling that
the scale ranges from 1 (“strongly dis-
agree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”), it is fair to
say that members of religicus orders do
not experience an overwhelming sense of
clarity concerning their congregation’s
policies and procedures.

“These findings suggest
that the greatest commitment
to work with the poor
would be found in a young
apostolic sister. This group
currently shows the smallest
tendency to increase in size.”

Thirty vears ago, the Second Vatican
Council directed religious orders to exam-
ine their structures and update their con-
gregations. A return to the spirit of the
founder was identified as a critical part of
this renewal process. Members’ assess-
ment of their congregation’s efforts, their
order’s success in remaining faithful to the
founding charism or in maintaining the pro-
phetic character of religious life reflect once
again only a moderate level of agreement
that the congregation has accomplished this
end.

Across age groups, the highest rating
(mean was 3.8) reflected the assessment of
the 61- to 73-year-clds. Significantly, this
was the group who provided most of the
leadership during the past 30 years. The
youngest group expressed the lowest satis-
faction. There were no differences between
the various traditions in their ratings of the
effectiveness of renewal efforts.

In an effort to assess the commitment
of members to their congregation’s institu-
tional commitments, respondents were
asked to indicate their willingness to work in
a sponsored institution of their congregation
and their willingness to live in such an insti-
tution.

Overall, 93 percent of the religious
responding to the survey answered yes re-
garding their willingness to work there.
This represents 94 percent of the religious
priests and brothers and 92 percent of the
sisters who responded. A few, but still a
substantial portion, indicated their willing-
ness to live at an institution sponsored by
the congregation: 88 percent of the total
respondents, representing 84 percent of
the sisters, 91 percent of the brothers and
92 percent of the priests, are willing to live

in such a setting.

These results present the opportu-
nity to leaders, congregational planners
and institutional decision makers to con-
sider the availability and willingness of
members of religious organizations and
to direct their efforts toward a corporate
mission, The focus on individual minis-
tries that has evolved over the past sev-
eral years may now be shifting or open
to reconsideration by members,

Spirituality was considered in
terms of the experience of a sense of
oneness or harmony with God, the de-
gree of increased spiritual intensity and
the value of structured prayer to personal
and spiritual fulfillment.

All religious report a moderately
high level of agreement on a five-point
Likert-type scale {1 represents “not at
all™; 5 represents “frequently if not al-
ways”) to questions assessing a sense of
oneness with God. Sisters and
contemplatives score highest in terms of
vocation and tradition. Not surprisingly,
this sense appears to deepen with age
insofar as mean scores for age groups
increased as age increased.

The survey also measured changes
in spirituality in terms of the degree to
which respondents’ reported a greater
value of religious life, deeper belief in
Jesus Christ andfor appreciation of the
value of prayer since the time of their
first profession of vows.

While sisters, contemplatives and
members of the 74-96 age group re-
ported the greatest levels of intensified
spirituality, the ratings of the other
groups reflected high levels.

The degree to which structured
prayer experiences such as common
prayer, an annual retreat, confession and
devotion to Mary were reported to be a
source of spiritual and personal fulfill-
ment was also measured on a five-point
scale. Considered by vocation, all re-
spondents registered agreement beyond
a level of 4.1. Consistent with their tradi-
tion, contemplatives had the highest
mean for the tradition groupings in re-
porting structured prayer to be a very
valuable contributor. The experience of
structured prayer as spiritually and per-
sonally fulfilling increased with age.

The national survey measured the
individual's commitment to his or her
congregation as well as affiliation and
the intention to remain.

All traditions, vocations and age
groups reported moderately high to very
high levels of congregational commit-
ment. Not surprisingly, levels of agree-
ment steadily increased with respon-
dents’ ages.

As was the case for com-

mitment to the congregation, all 265




groups (vocation, tradition and age) were
strong in their agreement with items indica-
tive of high affiliation. Sisters,
contemplatives and members of the oldest
age group had the highest means for their
respective groups.

Members of all groups (considered
by age, cohort or tradition) expressed an
agreement with items related to their in-
tentions to remain in their congregations
at or beyond the 4.2 level on the five-
point “strongly disagree/strongly agree”
scale. This high degree of durability may
be viewed both as cause for celebration
and as cause for concern.

The national survey also measured
respondents’ manifestation of belief
through their fidelity to vows and works
of mercy.

Self-ratings regarding faithfulness
to their vows of poverty, chastity and
obedience, when analyzed by vocation,
tradition and age group, ranged between
3.7 and 4.1. Because the purpose of this
study was not to delve in the details of
behaviors of religious women and men as
they relate to observance of their vows,
the research asked only for individual
self-reports of fidelity to each vow. Of
greater concern in this investigation were
those individual aspects that were related
to persons who do or do not perceive
themselves as faithful,

Regarding practice of the vows, the
researchers learned that religious women
report chastity as most meaningful and
least difficult, while men report chastity
as most difficult and least meaningful. In
a ranking of difficulty, obedience
emerges as more difficult for women
than for men.

The belief that direct action to help
the sick or poor made a somewhat valu-
able contribution to their spiritual and
personal fulfillment was registered most
strongly by religious priests and sisters.
Considered by tradition, members of the
mendicant and apostolic groups reported
that their practice of the works of mercy
was somewhat valuable to their personal
and spiritual fulfillment. Monastic reli-
gious experienced them as less valuable,
and contemplatives, perhaps as a func-
tion of their lifestyle, experienced them
as least helpful.

The social institution of religious life
in the United States continues to reflect the
dynamics of an organization in significant
transition. The lack of role clarity for a
large percentage of religious and the am-
bivalence regarding permanent commif-
ment to the classic vows leaves the social
institution vulnerable to innumerable other
social and cultural forces.

The results would indicate that the

population of religious in gen-

266 eral is moving toward a much

more permeable system of membership,
commitment, autonomy and inclusion.
While on the one hand this reinforces
innovation that includes diversity and
broadened assumptions about religious
life, the research also indicates that reli-
gious do not see how clearly they are
influenced by culitural assimilation. Simi-
larly, for many their own credibility may
be threatened in the eyes of those they
serve and the society in which they func-
tion because of the discrepancies be-
tween their espoused values and their
practice. By their own admission, reli-
gious see indifference and a lack of pas-
sion to be a major threat to themselves as
persons and in the broader scheme of
religious life in relation to other social
systems in the society.

Leadership is one of the critical
forces that will assist in the clarification
of the role identity of religious in the
United States. Within congregations,
particularly among women, there exists a
fair degree of satisfaction with leader-
ship. The hidden side of the satisfaction
is that it may signal complacency among
membership who, at the same time, find
it difficult to influence the direction of
the congregation.

“Most religious would see
some return to normative be-
havior as necessary, but they
are reluctant to do so if that
means returning to the sectlike
distinction of religious life of
the past.”

For many, the congregation lacks a
coherent approach to collective action
(particularly relative to sponsored insti-
tutions). In addition, the efforts at re-
newal have not met individual hopes.
Community life continues to engage
membership, and they feel committed
deeply to congregational life, willing to
be more involved than they currently are,
but feel less influential with leadership
and setting the direction of the congrega-
tion. The high need for affiliation noted
in the survey results may, in fact, stifle
the creativity necessary to move groups
into the future.

One of the facets of the research
that addresses optimistically the lack of
role clarity for many religious is the data
that suggests how important spirituality
and a vital relationship with God really is
for many of them. Structured prayer,
however varied the forms, continues to
be a value. Individuals feel genuinely
called by God to religious life and see an
intensified spirituality as desirable. They

are personally committed strongly to the
community, derive satisfaction from be-
longing and most intend to remain in reli-
gious life.

It is fair to say that the data indi-
cates a stronger ecclesiology than
Christology. Individuals emphasize par-
ticipation in the life of the church and
community as foundational to their spiri-
tuality. Their relationship to the person of
Christ is less clearly drawn, perhaps be-
cause of the design of the study itself or
maybe because of shifting language
schemes to describe one’s spirituality.
What is clear from the research is that
their spirituality will define their unique-
ness in the church, their belonging will
satisfy their affiliative needs.

The data suggests also that if reli-
gious experience difficulty it is in the
realm of impact and fidelity to vows. The
tradition of personal sacrifice that has
been the foundation of the vowed life has
found support for such radical renuncia-
tion in the impact that it generates for the
mission of the congregation and the
church. There exist profound shifts in the
interpretation of the vows and the will-
ingness to live them. More fluid interpre-
tations of poverty, obedience and chas-
tity are widely observed. In addition,
some religious describe new vows, for
instance, to ecology, as descriptive of the
future.

Personal understandings of reli-
gious life and the commitment required
to live the life are very broad. This results
in part from lack of role clarity and from
the vast cultural shifts that have hap-
pened in American society in general that
have had a significant influence on reli-
gious life. Most religious would see some
return to normative behavior as neces-
sary, but they are reluctant to do so if that
means returning to the sectlike distinc-
tion of religious life of the past.

B. Leadership

The recognition and identification
of leadership as 2 critical factor in the
transformation of religious orders
prompted the investigation of leadership
from many perspectives. These included:

1. A series of regional gatherings
attended by 192 leaders of religious con-
gregations.

2. Members® at-large perceptions
of their leaders through the national sur-
vey.

3. A separate “leadership-compe-
tency assessment of leaders of religious
orders” with personality psychologist
David McClelland, Ph.D.

One of the first issues to surface
during the course of the Religious Life
Futures Project was the urgency of se-
lecting and training leaders who not only
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can manage the complexity of religious
life that is predicted to intensify during the
next 10 years, but who also can focus the
attention of their communities on a vision
that will unite individual efforts inspired by
the mission of their founder or foundress.
The most striking weakness among current
leaders is their inability to formulate a strat-
egy to achieve a purpose or mission.

Also of concern was the increas-
ingly widespread use of consensual pro-
cesses and team leadership. The findings
indicate that, while potentially effective,
such approaches can often lead to medio-
cre management, representing the least-
common denominator within an organi-
zation. Uninformed implementation of
consensual methods often paralyzes the
visionary leader.

At the leadership workshops the
participants were asked to write, in the
form of a letter to their members, their
vision for the future of their congrega-
tion, the groups of people whom their
congregation and its members serve, and
religious life in general.

A content analysis of these writings
yielded four categories of leadership:

Value-based leaders expressed a
sense of direction for their congregations
or themselves in terms of the conceptual
and cultural aspects of religious life.
They were able to give expression to
their values, but were unable to identify
strategies to actualize them. For example,
the author of one letter expressed con-
cern about the environment, but only
vaguely proposed that the congregation
become involved in recycling. A letter
simply urging the eradication of “oppres-
sive structures” without any suggested
implementation illustrates another value
stated without a strategy.

Visionary leaders, on the other
hand, expressed a sense of direction in
terms of the structural and organizational
aspects of religious life. The articulation
of a strategy to accomplish their vision
marks the difference between visionary
and value-based leaders. A letter that pro-
posed a new form of community in which
non-vowed members would participate in
governance, naming specific guidelines,
coupled a vision with a strategy.

Conflicted leaders were unable to ad-
dress change and often expressed frustra-
tion, anger, sadness and even despair.
These feelings were frequently directed to-
ward members of the congregations. One
such Jeader wrote, "It seems to me that
some of our religious are unconcerned.
They seem to have lost the original enthusi-
asm for their religious calling. Life has be-
come drudgery for them, and membership
in our congregation is a burden. Nothing
we do or try to do seems to change this
picture, and it is of great concern to me.”

Incognizant leaders, those who are
unconscious or unaware of major issues
facing their orders, failed to address any
of the concerns facing their congrega-
tions or the church. For example, one
leader wrote, “There is no secular his-
tory/profane history; there is only sacred
history. God is present in everything and
in all. God journeys with us, with all
people. God is the force, the life, the
purpose behind everything and every-
one.” The researchers note that while
God is ultimately the means and the end
of religious life and leadership itself, in-
cognizant leaders do not realize their role
in enabling the action of God.

“One of the first issues to
surface ... was the urgency of
selecting and training leaders
who not only can manage the
complexity of religious life ...
but who also can focus the at-
tention of their communitieson
avision that will unite individual
efforts inspired by the mission
of their founder or foundress.”

From these workshops, the re-
searchers concluded that there is often a
gulf between the responsibilities of the
office and abilities some leaders bring to
this position. In many cases, leaders lack
the necessary competencies or training to
function effectively.

The national survey measured
members’ perceptions of their leaders us-
ing a measure of leaders’ spiritual inten-
sity and Bass® transformational and
transactional leadership scales. Spiritual
intensity in the leaders of religious orders
is rated highly by both men and women
when they evaluate the quality of their
leadership. Both female and male religious
expressed a slightly higher degree of satis-
faction with individual leaders than with
leadership teams. Women were generally
more satisfied with their leadership than
were their male counterparts, and indi-
vidual leaders are rated more highly than
leadership teams by members.

The survey measured the degree to
which members viewed their leaders as
transformational and transactional.
Transformational leaders provide vision
and a sense of mission while instilling
pride and gaining respect and trust.
Transactional leaders focus on adminis-
trative and operational details. Typically,
transactional leaders orient subordinates
toward achieving goals, monitoring per-
formance and rewarding accomplish-
ments; they take corrective action when
necessary. Sometimes they abdicate re-

sponsibilities and avoid decision making.

While both women and men tend to
view their leaders as transformational
people who embody charisma/individual
consideration as well as intellectual
stimulationfinspiration. On a scale where
1 represents “almost never” and 5 repre-
sents “frequently if not always,” sisters’
mean ratings of their leaders on charisma
and intellectual stimulation were 3.67
and 3.57, respectively. Conversely, male
religious consistently rate their leaders
higher on transactional qualities, contin-
gent reward (brothers’ mean was 1.78;
priests” mean was 1.70) and active man-
agement by exception (brothers’ mean
was 2.38; priests” mean was 2.26) than
do female religious (contingent reward
mean was 1.62; management by excep-
tion was 2.06).

The findings showed that while
spiritual intensity was the most fre-
quently observed behavior of all out-
standing leaders, charisma or individual
consideration of members was the most
significant predictor of satisfaction with
an individual leader or leadership team.

This research unit assessed system-
atically the competencies required for
outstanding leadership. The model of
competency assessment developed by
McClelland and associates at McBer &
Co. was employed.

It began with the convening of a
panel of experts to assist in identifying a
criterion group of 24 present or former
leaders of religious congregations re-
garded by their peers as “outstanding.”
Using the “behavioral event interview”
method also developed by McClelland,
the research team interviewed this group
of 12 women and 12 men. Similar inter-
views were conducted with a control
group of 15 “typical” leaders (11 women
and four men) matched with the criterion
group for age, gender, tradition, size of
congregation and length of tenure. These
interviews were then transcribed and
coded by two separate raters for leader-
ship competencies.

Analysis of the data revealed that
outstanding and typical leaders share cer-
tain “threshold competencies,” including
an ability to articulate the mission of their
congregations, an inclination to act effi-
ciently, basic conceptual and analytical
skills, self-confidence and avoidance of
impulsive or emotional expression.
These can be regarded as foundational
competencies for leaders of religious or-
ders.

Outstanding leaders, however,
were found to differ from typical leaders
in several significant ways. For instance,
outstanding leaders expressed a desire to
perform tasks well or better than
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past nearly three times as often as did
typical leaders. They stated more than
twice as often as typical leaders that they
wanted to find new ways to achieve goals
and to make things better for the people
their order serves.

Approximately 65 percent of the
outstanding leaders mentioned taking
initiative to deal with anticipated prob-
lems at least five times. Only 22 percent
of typical leaders referred that often to
taking such actions.

The study also found that outstand-
ing leaders were significantly more likely
than typical leaders to mention using
their power to influence group decisions
or behavior; to build consensus and team
spirit by soliciting the views of others; to
attempt to see issues from different per-
spectives; and to draw on divine assis-
tance in their leadership roles.

Conversely, typical leaders were
more inclined than outstanding leaders to
mention that they had threatened sanc-
tions to control the behavior of subordi-
nates; acted out of formal authority as
opposed to building consensus; and in-
volved themselves with personal prob-
lems of individual members of their con-
gregation as opposed to the problems of
the entire congregation. Typical leaders
seldom refer to God in relation to their
leadership activity.

The study also found differences
between outstanding men and outstand-
ing women Jeaders. Outstanding men ap-
peared to have been more likely than out-
standing women to have begun new
projects; to have acted assertively; to
have provided more opinions, particu-
larly negative ones, to subordinates; to
have developed the leadership capacity
of others; and to have experienced the
benefit of God’s support.

The outstanding women, on the
other hand, appeared more likely to have
focused on consensus building; to have
pointed to the spiritual significance of
events; and to have positive expectations
of others and religious life in general.

The leadership competency assess-
ment revealed that outstanding male lead-
ers are more likely to start projects dealing
with problems anticipated in the coming
years than are typical male leaders and fe-
male leaders in general. Neither outstand-
ing nor typical female leaders appear to
initiate such projects. While all male lead-
ers report more behavior that threatens
members with termination of an assign-
ment or dismissal from a congregation than
do female leaders, this is strikingly true of
typical male leaders. Outstanding female
leaders behave in this manner more fre-
quently than their typical counterparts.

This suggests the desirability of a
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C. Visioning Groups

Recognizing that various sub-
groups of members could offer distinct
perspectives, the study was to include the
views of persons who could provide spe-
cifically clear opinions regarding the fu-
ture of religious orders. Individuals iden-
tified as future-oriented yet rooted in
their order’s charism were invited to par-
ticipate in one of four visioning groups.
This research unit was conducted
through a series of weekend gatherings.
The aim was to learn about personality
characteristics and beliefs of the indi-
viduals and to develop strategies and
agendas that could implement the vision-
aries’ predicted images of religious life.
Their prospective views would also be
compared to both leaders and members
of religious orders.

Subjects for the visioning groups
were recruited through a nomination pro-
cess that began when a letter was sent to
the major superiors of 550 randomly se-
lected congregations. The superiors were
asked to consult with their councils, simi-
far groups of advisers or members at
large to nominate one member of their
order to participate in a group experi-
ence. Criteria for selection asked that the
nominee be a person of vision who is
recognized for the ability to live the
charism of his or her order in today's
society and that the nominee be able to
articulate a sense of hope and a belief in
the future of religious life. A total of 92
religious, including 48 women and 44
men (12 brothers and 32 priests) partici-
pated in the visioning groups” gatherings.

One of the most significant findings
of the visioning-group workshops emerged
from an exercise conducted during the
course of each gathering. Participants were
organized randomly into groups of three or
four people and given the task of identify-
ing those elements critical to the future of
religious life. After a period of private re-
flection, participants were asked to gather
in their assigned groups and share the re-
sults of their reflections. Each of these
groups then joined another, resulting in
groups of six to eight. They continued the
conversation and were then asked to con-
struct an image or metaphor that captured
visually and graphically the components
they viewed as essential to a future vision
of religious life. The results of their work
included such images as a kaleidoscope, 2
prism, a jazz band, a symphony orchestra
and the spiral of unitive consciousness.

After all groups in a session re-
ported and presented their images of the
future of religious life, each person was
asked to consider all the models and to
stand near the one he or she found most
compelling in terms of a future vision.
Participants were asked to base their

choice on their willingness to make a
personal commitment and to devote their
energy to realizing that future vision.

This request invariably caused a di-
lemma for participants. The experience
of a preference for a model designed by
another group produced in most indi-
viduals a sense of guilt or betrayal as well
as abandonment concemns regarding the
group with whom they had worked to
produce an image. This process replicated
the dilemma which many members of con-
gregations experience in wanting to be in-
volved in actualizing a compelling vision
of the future, but desiring also to maintain
existing relational bonds. While this sense
of loyalty or affiliation that inhibits change
is not unique to religious groups, it does
represent a critical factor in groups moving
toward a future. Affiliation is generally
stronger than vision.

This tension is particularly impor-
tant to consider in light of the national
survey findings that reveal a particularly
high need for affiliation among members
of religious orders. This dynamic is an
important challenge for religious leaders.

Revitalized religious life, rooted in
Jesus Christ and the Gospel's values, will
manifest that spirit in the world by chal-
lenging systems that oppress others, liv-
ing in a style of visible simplicity and
renewing congregations’ fidelity to their
founding purpose. The visioning groups
view authority as power that is shared
among communities of equals. This per-
ception, however, may level the tradi-
tional notions of the vow of obedience
and assert more democratic ideals into
the classical traditions of religious life.

Viewing the global community as
the locus of redemption, sisters, brothers
and religious priests will face alterations
in prayer, expanding their language for a
greater inclusivity. They will choose to
share in the world’s suffering and shift
away from the rigidity of regional and
juridical thinking. Members of religious
orders will express their relationship with
Jesus in the context of belonging, shared
symbolic life and, possibly, a shift in pri-
mary language. The dominant language
of religious life has shifted from theo-
logical constructs to social and psycho-
logical paradigms. Many members no
longer use sacramental or transcendental
frames of reference to describe their ex-
perience of God. Multiculturalism as
normative is desirable, but confronting
the personal and systemic racism that
marks our society and religious orders
could be the single greatest challenge in
the area of membership.

Religious congregations ought to
provide opportunities for structural ex-
pressions of emerging forms of religious
life. To do so, they will have to discem




the contemporary expression of their
founder’s charism, redefine or establish
boundaries for membership and behav-
ior, and confront the discrepancies be-
tween espoused and lived values.

Structural demonstrations are ef-
forts to isolate and highlight a particular
manifestation of a charism, not as an end
in itself but as a representation of a pos-
sible direction for the congregation. At
present, such efforts to regain the found-
ing spirit are often viewed by the major-
ity of members as marginal. The pres-
ence of those who may have the vision to
conform to the group may in fact under-
mine revitalization.

Individuals within religious orders
will shift from an internal to a global
focus. They will need to acquire new in-
terpersonal skills and an ability to cope
with moving from values related to sta-
bility and security to those related to
change and process that lead to a more
clearly focused mission.

Facing a challenge to a culture
which has supported privatism and indi-
vidualism, members of religious congre-
gations also will need to re-examine non-
negotiables. Relinquishing many previ-
ously held tenets, they will respond to the
call of serving absolute human need in
the spirit of their founder.

New members must demonstrate
the maturity to live a life of sacrifice,
possess or acquire the skills for leader-
ship positions in global and church com-
munities, and be able to sustain intimate
relationships in the context of a celibate
commitment. Current members who con-
tinue to belong to religious congrega-
tions also will need these skills and quali-
ties and must prepare to live in communi-
ties that require them.

D. Caring People

The caring-people unit studied the
characteristics of persons identified by
members of their congregations as
“uniquely caring” or "unusually helpful,
thoughtful, understanding or caring per-
sons.”

All selected subjects were mailed
packets that included a cover letter, a six-
picture story exercise (projective tech-
nique), the national survey questionnaire
and a variety of openended and short-
answer measures. Because traditional
question-and-answer research does not
easily permit the study of unconscious
motives, openended (projective} tech-
niques were used to study the motive
structures of these persons. This ap-
proach was especially important because
much research about traits and behavior
typically depends on self-reports which in-
troduce the possibility of bias in the direc-
tion of socially acceptable responses, In

other words, what might have been mea-
sured in other studies was the need for
consistency of self-image, not necessarily
the subject’s willingness to go to the assis-
tance of a needy person. Coding responses
to openended questions enabled a profile of
caring people to emerge.

The caring-people study found
that, in contrast to typical religious, reli-
gious who are perceived as unusually
helpful, understanding and caring feel
closer to and more trusting of God, who
is seen as the source of healing and care.

“The caring-people study
found that ... religious who are
perceived as unusually helpful,
understanding and caring feel
closer to and more trusting of
God, who is seen as the source
of healing and care.”

On projective measures, caring re-
ligious score higher in trust and lower in
mistrust than typical sisters, brothers and
priests, and tend to portray authority as
benevolent. Caring religious connect di-
vine assistance, in contrast to individual
effort, with healing experiences. They
are less self-controlling and more sponta-
neously inclined to generosity.

Caring people state that more often
they find the experience of contemplative
prayer very valuable. They also demon-
strate a greater interpersonal involve-
ment in caring experiences. Caring reli-
gious describe these relationships as
growing and mutual, and as containing a
wider meaning or significance beyond
the immediate relationship.

Finally, these religious experience
more joy in caring and zest for living.
This contrasts with typical religious, who
describe caring for others in tension-re-
duction terms. That is, typical religious
report their caring as a response to a need
in themselves such as caring out of duty
or repayment, or caring in response to
special needs such as illness, rejection or
trauma of others.

This research suggests that for car-
ing religious helping is not simply a
transaction between two people. There is
a third force in the relationship that might
most generally be called a “benevolent
authority” or, more simply, God. The
caring religious stays in close touch with
God and wants to share this benevolent
authority with others. When encounter-
ing a person in need, the goal of the car-
ing religious is not primarily to relieve
his or her suffering, but to create a three-
way relationship in which Jesus and the
Gospel’s values are deeply involved.

Helpers of this type do not see
themselves as agents in the process; at
most they are partners with or assistants
to the real source of helping. They do not
feel ultimately responsible. For this rea-
son and also because the helping in itself
is joyous, caring religious do not as
readily “burn out.”

This description also explains why
caring religious who are so motivated are
perceived to be helpful rather than ma-
nipulative. Because they so obviously
believe they can do nothing out of them-
selves and want to establish a mutually
rewarding relationship, caring religious
are not perceived as egoistically threaten-
ing the self-esteem, interpersonal power
or independence of others.

To the extent that responding to ab-
solute human need is embraced anew as
the ultimate mission of religious congre-
gations, the formation and development
of this motive for religious life is clearly
essential.

This part of the research effort as-
sumes that a fundamental component of the
role identity of religious is their call to care
for others. It also assumes a motive of a
desire for oneness with God. Perhaps the
future of religious life will be defined in-
creasingly by these attributes or actions on
behalf of others that mediate the presence
of God. Caring religious live an operative
Christology which is simultaneously immi-
nent and transcendent.

The caring-people study suggests
that the heart of congregational life is the
life of Jesus Christ in the Gospel. The
immediacy of presence of the caring per-
son to another is possible because of this
effort to mediate God, whom they see as
a benevolent authority and the source of
their action.

The focus of individual formation
must be increasingly spiritual. This re-
search would indicate that those who learn
to be authentically caring are inclined spon-
taneously to generosity, trusting and aware
that God acts in and through them. This
level of freedom requires viewing God as a
benevolent authority in whose name one
acts as mediator.

E. Individual Interviews

Using a standard protocol devel-
oped for use in the individual interviews
phase of the study, the researchers probed
persons identified as particularly knowl-
edgeable about religious life for their un-
derstandings of the nature and purpose of
religious life and the challenges facing
women and men religious at this point in
history as well as those qualities required
for leadership in the future. The purpose of
this portion of the study was to verify and
compare general members’ be-
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of religious life and its mission, emerging
forms and structures, and future directions
with those surfacing in other forums.

Interviewees noted that the mission
of Jesus will be the central focus, and the
spirituality of congregations will be rooted
in their charism. Driven by pressing social
and ecclesial needs, charity and justice will
be the focus of mission and ministry, and
most apostolic community life will be in
proximity to the poor.

While maintaining a clear church
identity, the structures of religious life will
be based on mission rather than canons and
the unique charism of religious life will
remain largely distinct from hierarchical
functions. An inclusive atmosphere will be
marked by multiculturalism, a clear inclu-
sion of women and the feminine, and a
genuine respect for diversity.

Perhaps the most striking discrep-
ancy in the portrait of the future of the
social institution of religious life that
emerges from the visioning groups, na-
tional survey and individual interviews re-
lates to commitment to the poor. The ran-
dom sample of members reveals at most a
moderate commitment to participate in an
activity which has become increasingly an
espoused mission for many religious or-
ders and quite explicitly by the church.

Some of several changes in congre-
gational living could fortify religious or-
ders of the future. Specifically,
interviewees indicate that religious com-
munity life will be marked increasingly by
intentionality in terms of shared values,
purpose and resources. Some congrega-
tions whose charisms are similar will
merge, and the number of apostolic groups
will also decrease, many with smaller
numbers of members. Because its mem-
bers report greater clarity of focus and
mission, membership in monastic orders
may increase.

The ranks of religious orders will be
marked by older members, with fewer
younger members and many second-career
entrants. New congregations, though few,
will contribute to the revitalization of reli-
gious life.

Religious congregations must exam-
ine the impact of what has often been an
uncritical introduction of associational and
affiliational forms of membership. This
will entfail a focus on the meaning of mem-
bership and in many cases the re-establish-
ment of boundaries.

Congregations that are vital to the
church will have an explicit focus, and their
effectiveness will be enhanced by the mem-
bers’ commitment to the collective mission.

In the view of those who participated
in the interviews, commitment to works of
mercy is critical. Most individuals who be-
long to religious orders were motivated at
the outset by their impulse to generosity and
are sustained by their special relationship

with God. By serving those with
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brothers and religious priests will dedicate
themselves to a high-cost, high-commitment
life in communities that can be witness to
Jesus Christ and the Gospel.

E. Historical/Theological Monograph
Because it is important also to un-
derstand the findings of the study from
both historical and theological perspec-
tives, the researchers commissioned a
theological/historical monograph.

“Congregations that are vital
to the church will have an ex-
plicit focus, and their effective-
ness will be enhanced by the
members’ commitment to the
collective mission.”

Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ, Ph.D., of
Fordham University will write a theologi-
cal monograph focusing on religious life
since the Second Vatican Council. John
Padberg, SJ, Ph.D., of St. Louis University
will provide a historical postscript to her
work. This work, projected for completion
in 1993, will add perspective to the wealth
of information collected, analyzed and
evaluated in this research effort.

IV. CONCLUSIONS:
SHAPING THE FUTURE

If religious life is to continue to be a
vital force in the church and the world, the
Future of Religious Orders in the United
States study concludes that dramatic
changes must occur in most religious con-
gregations in the United States. Fidelity to
the spirit of the founder and responsive-
ness to critical and unmet human needs are
basic to the ongoing mission of religious
communities. Yet, while individual ex-
amples abound, collectively religious have
acted in only limited ways on behalf of
absolute human needs, new forms of pov-
erty and demands that seemingly outstrip
the capacity of any group to respond.

Vatican Il called religious to a return
to the “spirit of the founder.” While most
congregations have engaged in much
study and devoted great efforts to move in
this direction, the absence of corporate
commitment to embody the group’s re-
sponse to current unmet needs in light of
Gospel imperatives stands in contrast to
the collective vision and action, rooted in
God, that marked the birth of most apos-
tolic, monastic or contemplative congrega-
tions. Religious life as a social institution
in American society is at a crossroads. To
achieve a desired future, religious as a
group as well as individuals must confront
the forces that currently restrain them and
reinforce those dynamics that will allow
them to in fact be responsive to absolute
human need in the context of their particular
charism. A future marked by significant re-

vitalization will emerge for those congrega-
tions that are rooted in their relationship with
God and, in a spirit of fidelity to their found-
ing purpose and responsiveness to absolute
human need, confront the current gap be-
tween the Gospel and the culture.

The research concludes with an
equation of sorts that can be applied to all
congregational traditions in varying de-
grees. The interaction of eight critical fac-
tors in the context of personal and collec-
tive conversion will move congregations
from their current states to their desired
futures. The research also concludes that
for other groups the restraints on advance-
ment are severe and may lead to decline.
What follows is a brief summary of the
conclusions drawn from the various facets
of the study.

1. Individualism and Vocation

Since Vatican II, shifting paradigms
of vocation and concomitant cultural
trends have de-emphasized the distinctive-
ness of the religious life. The research sug-
gests that the personal call to holiness
given to all Christians in Lumen Gentium
did in fact impact religious life and the
understanding of the religious life. Reli-
gious feel somewhat ambivalent about
their current state while at the same time
celebrating the advances of the laity in the
church since Vatican II. The age of experi-
mentation in the church paralleled vast
cultural shifts in American society toward
democratization of all authority, individu-
alism and cultural assimilation.

For their part, religious have spent at
least 20 years focused largely on the internal
reorganization of congregational life. This
structural perspective combined with a
heightened psychological awareness left
many weary of the bureaucratization of vo-
cation at a time when individualism was
escalating in society and religious life as
well. For many, the dynamics of change
itself presented an additional burden. The
Future of Religious Orders in the United
States project confirms that the impulse to
generosity among some religious is being
eclipsed by self-precccupation, psychologi-
cal decompensation, stark individualism and
a lessening of the willingness to sacrifice.

For others, the reaction is the opposite.
In these congregations we observe individu-
als who, regardless of age, know the distinc-
tiveness of their vocation as religious. Their
profile includes a radical dependence on
God, whom they see as a benevolent author-
ity, and a capacity to enter the life of another
for the sake of the other and not to meet their
own personal, even though seemingly altru-
istic, needs. They also possess a deep desire
for oneness with God and with others. They
are deeply committed to their congregation
where, by objective standards, the costs of
their work and membership are very high.

Recent literature on the theology of
religious life has espoused as normative
for religious & commitment to the prefer-




ential option for the poor. Such attentive-
ness to the poor has been seen by some as
constitutive of the religious vocation. Yet
the Future of Religious Orders in the
United States project reveals that a signifi-
cant number of religious feel no personal
commitment to this espoused value. Re-
solving the discrepancy between the es-
poused and operative values evident in the
lives and work of religious will decrease
the dissonance felt by many and increase
the credibility of the religious vocation.

Many religious have migrated to the
periphery of their congregation, often liv-
ing lives that reflect significant ministerial
contributions but which have little to do
with their congregations or religious life.
For many such persons the call by the con-
gregation to participate in its vocation and
mission would be welcomed. For others,
the dynamics of individualism and “inner
authority” have come to dominate over
any notion of vocation that entails either
obedience or even discernment of the will
of God in the context of a congregational
commitment. The future lies in the ability
to decide between the high cost of Gospel
living in a religious congregation and ex-
clusively privatized understanding of vo-
cation to the religious life.

2. Leadership

The research presents a profile of
outstanding leaders of religious orders.
They are men and women grounded
deeply in faith, able to acknowledge the
centrality of God in their lives. They have
a high need to achieve personally and have
a clear sense of the impact the congrega-
tion could have. They are characterized by
objectivity and compassion.

With all of these attributes, the out-
standing leaders do not have a strong need to
belong to the very groups they are attempt-
ing to lead, yet they find meaning precisely
in that context of faith, membership and im-
pact. The outstanding leader has a clear vi-
sion of the future and successfully employs
the means to both gain the support of the
congregation for the direction and to imple-
ment the decisions of the group.

Several factors inhibit the exercise
of effective leadership in religious orders.
The nature of authority is widely con-
tested, consensual decision-making pro-
cesses have little form, membership is
generally unwilling to relinquish authority
to those given responsibility and the concept
of personal “call” often eclipses any willing-
ness to work on behalf of the congregational
ends. Furthermore, those elected to leader-
ship are in some instances those least likely
to succeed because they are elected to fill the
need of a group that lacks ambition or the
will to move forward,

Effective leaders, on the other hand,
are rooted in an awareness that they act
with and on behalf of God. They treat
members as though they are equally re-
sponsible for the life of the congregation

yet do not compromise the clarity of their
role as leader. Effective leaders understand
how to position the congregation strategi-
cally to be responsive to human needs, and
they generally are granted authority by
their members.

3. Authority

Authority in religious life, as in the
church itself, is perhaps the most pressing
question for religious to resolve. Heiffetz
and Monroe (1992) describe the nature of
authority to be that of providing protec-
tion, direction and order for the sake of the
group. Authority in many American insti-
tutions, including religious life, has under-
gone deconstruction. Variable understand-
ings of consensus, subsidiarity, discemn-
ment and leadership have diffused under-
standings of authority. This, coupled with
the dynamics of individualism, limited un-
derstandings of obedience and the separa-
tion of one’s spiritual life from the life of
the Christian community, has made the
exercise of authority extremely difficult.

“The interaction of eight criti-
cal factors in the context of
personal and collective conver-
sion will move congregations
from their current states to their
desired futures.”

The abuses of authority in the past
make individuals reluctant to endorse au-
thority in any way. Religious, in particular,
are clear in their lowered respect for the
magisterial authority of the church and the
U.S. hierarchy in general. And within their
own congregations, the interpretations of
authority vary widely. The favorable reso-
lution of the issues of authority will con-
tribute to moving religious life toward its
fundamental purposes. Failure to address
issues of authority will further restrain re-
vitalization efforts.

4. Work and Corporate Identity

The period of the '60s and "70s has
been referred to as the “deconstructionist
age” in which structures of American life
(industry, family, religion) have been dis-
assembled. The convergence of American
deconstructionism and the post-Vatican II
world produced massive unraveling of the
forms and structures of religious life.

During this time, the institutions
sponsored or staffed by religious experi-
enced dramatic decline. Without making a
judgment as to the validity of institutions
themselves and the known negative impact
they seemed to have on particular reli-
gious, they did in many instances provide a
locus of corporate identity. At the present
time many congregations lack a sense of
corporate identity. Members often remain

because of a high need to belong to the
group. Lack of clarity regarding the
group’s mission focus offers little to attract
the commitment or capture the passion of
potential new members.

The orders that appear to be re-
bounding or stabilizing the most in the
United States are several monasteries, both
male and female, who have carefully rein-
stated monastic practices and a sense of
clarity regarding their life and work. It is
also significant to note that monastic com-
munities, particularly men’s groups, who
have retained the classic traditions of mo-
nasticism have not had to rely as much on
compensation from parochial work.

A related dynamic for religious in-
volves becoming identified solely with
one’s work. This results for developmental
reasons, from a lack of corporate identity,
from the absence of community and spiritual
support. Under the guise of “we are more
than what we do,” many individual religious
and groups have relinquished the power of
corporate witness for a variety of individual
commitments in effective but unconnected
ministerial positions. The emphasis on indi-
vidual ministry or at times simply procuring
a position, has eclipsed the symbolism of
and statement previously made by corporate
commitments.

5. Affiliative Decline and Role Clarity

The most compelling result of the
Future of Religious Orders in the United
States study indicates that a significant
percentage of religious no longer under-
stand their role and function in the church.
This lack of role clarity can result in low-
ered self-confidence, a sense of futility,
greater propensity to leave religious life
and significant anxiety. The younger reli-
gious experience the least clarity, and
among them, women religious experience
less clarity than their male counterparts.

Whatever clarity exists among men
seems to emerge from the definitiveness of
orders for priests and the incumbent role
requirements as well as the clarity of the lay
vocation for brothers. Women religious are
divided upon the concept of consecrated life
as it is distinct from or equal to their female
lay counterparts. For both women and men
religious, Vatican Il substantially reinforced
the role of laity in the church but did not
clarify for religious the unique contribution
of their vocation.

A related dynamic is regarded as
affiliative decline. The data indicates that
individuals who are currently members of
religious orders find a high degree of satis-
faction from membership in their congrega-
tion. In many instances, what holds them to
their commitment to religious life is a sense
of affiliation that is stronger than their sense
of purpose or mission. Communal bonding
continues in spite of 30 years of membership
decline.

Congregations will con-
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tives are stronger than a concem for the
mission of the church and the extension of
the charism. As the median age for reli-
gious continues to increase, yielding con-
trol of the congregation to those younger
members who understand and are able to
present a compelling vision of the group’s
mission may be critical.

6. Racism and Multiculturalism

The Future of Religious Orders in the
United States delineates a profile of Ameri-
can religious that is 96 percent white. De-
spite the radical increases in the U.S. popula-
tion of African-Americans, Hispanic
groups, Asians and other ethnic groups, reli-
gious orders do not reflect proportional in-
creases. The research indicates that a com-
plex dynamic of unconscious racism makes
penetration by minority populations into
rather homogeneous orders very difficult.
Most younger religious acknowledge that
members of ethnically distinct populations
find incorporation into their religious order
to be quite difficult. Older members, while
believing they are open toc minority mem-
bers, cannot adapt easily to the cultural de-
mands that heterogeneity in a religious order
requires.

Ethnically distinct groups feel their
culture to be not unwelcome, but generally
unrecognized. To the extent that this remains
the dynamic of religious orders, minority
populations will likely develop religious or-
ders in the tradition of the classical disci-
plines of monasticism and apostolic life, but
they may well do so independent of the ex-
isting congregations. In other words, they
will establish ethnically distinct contexts in
which their culture can be lived more fully.

Among minority groups themselves,
the research suggests that the prevalent
discontent observed in mainstream orders
relative to pious practices, authority and
discipline are not their concerns. Their
structure of faith, ecclesiology, female and
male relationships, understandings of the
vows, and the relationship to the church
each present a very different dynamic as a
function of culture.

7. Materialism and the Gospel
The research suggests that religious
orders of the future will derive their mis-
sion and their life in common from a firm
relationship with the person of Jesus,
grounded in communion with the Word.
Religious will focus on the gap that exists
between the evident culture and the Gospel
community. Because of the strength of the
forces of materialism in the United States,
conscious efforts will be made to define
themselves within the culture while retain-
ing very distinctive values. They will be
recognized by their simplicity of life, their
visible presence among the most aban-
doned and by their joy in serving God.
The research also indicates that at
the present time religious are of-
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assimilation into the mainstream culture
and how invisible they have become to
those who would most call out to them.
The costs of belonging to a religious con-
gregation have diminished as the former
rigor of the vowed life has diminished.
Most religious, however, would agree that
to remain distinctive in the world, this
trend toward assimilation must be re-
versed. In a related dynamic, defining
clearly the boundaries and expectations of
membership will be part of that revitaliza-
tion.

8. Charism and Parochial Assimilation

Religious orders have classically
arisen in the midst of the church to serve
emerging or unmet human needs. They
have historically been quite independent
of yet complementary to the hieratic order
of the church. The “consecrated life,” as it
has been known in the past, is today being
assimilated into either the lay state (for
brothers and sisters) or the clerical state
(for religious priests). The complementary
structures of the hierarchy and the
charisms of the church are being blended
into a predominantly parochial view. This
is due in part to the absence of a vibrant
declaration by Vatican II of the clear role
of religious in the church.

The decline of sponsored institutions
among religious orders has also altered the
independence of religious. And, the de-
creased numbers of diocesan clergy at a
time when the parish is defined as the pri-
mary locus of ecclesiology has led to an
increasing dependence and pressure upon
religious orders to staff diocesan opera-
tions.

The increasingly widespread inser-
tion of religious into diocesan and paro-
chial positions, to the point where such
commitments take precedence over in-
volvements in the lives of their congrega-
tions, is a growing phenomenon in the
United States. This trend, known as paro-
chial assimilation, has had a dramatic ef-
fect on most religious orders and probably
most significantly among women. It can
easily lead to a compromise of the pro-
phetic role of religious.

Many congregations that appear to be
vital have chosen to not be assimilated into
the exclusively parochial context. They tend
to exact a higher cost among their members
as regards belonging and are characterized
by a focused mission that clearly serves the
church.

Summary

These eight dynamics operate to vary-
ing degrees in religious orders who have
undertaken substantial renewal. The dynam-
ics affect the social institution of religious
life in American society and the church, con-
gregations and individuals. The resolution of
the change process, however, is deeply af-
fected by the individual and communal
choices made along the way. The critical

component in the change effort is to imagine
a desirable future for a congregation and
reinforce that movement by consistency in
choices based on values and the traditions of
the order.

For the transformation of religious
life to shift from a pattern of consistent
numerical decline, surely the will of God
must also be considered. No formula, re-
gardless of its scientific underpinnings,
can create will where little exists in con-
gregations nor diminishment where com-
mitment abounds. The purpose of our ef-
forts has been to provide information that
will help religious understand the choices
before them and to orient them toward
their possible futures.

Our own conviction is that there are
many reasons to be hopeful about the fu-
ture of religious life. Some individual reli-
gious live their charisms with such vigor
and ease that one can only conclude that
God sustains them. And, on the other hand,
the data offered to us in various formats
attests to the conviction to move forward.
Personal conversion to those forces that
will support a future consistent with the
dual dynamic of fidelity to purpose and
responsiveness to absolute human need
will nonetheless continue to be threatened
by significant cultural, personal and col-
lective resistance. Hopefully understand-
ing more thoroughly where we are today
will enable religious to chart a course that
responds creatively to the Gospel chal-
lenges before us as members of the faith
community with a very unique gift to offer
the church.
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The FORUS study concludes with an equation of sorts, depicted in the above
figure, that can be applied to all congregational traditions in varying degrees. The
interaction of eight critical factors in the context of personal and collective conversion
(indicated by the arrows on the right side of the figure) will move congregations from

their current states to their desired futures. Ongoing conversion permeates the action

of these "driving forces.”

The research also concludes that for other groups the restraints on
advancement (indicated by the arrows on the far left side of the figure) are severe and
may lead to decline. These "restraining forces" reflect cooptation by many of the

external societal forces.
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