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adaptation be an unthinkable compromise with the prevalent mood
of the times? This and all the other problems of how to balance
pluralism and homogeneity constitute a second area of ambiguity
whose resolution is crucial to a future for the religious life.

The third challenge is permanence. For some years now various
attempts have been made to develop a theory of the temporary
vocation. In this instance it is possible that the facts of the matter
are more significant than any theory. Americans, especially young
Americans, are inclined to see nothing but hypocrisy in the present
canonical practice. They are not impressed with the notion of per-
petual vows that are “perpetual” only until a dispensation is sought
and obtained. Nor, for that matter, are they impressed by a series
of temporary vows where permanent commitment is the goal and
sometimes the condition of their emission. The situation is not helped
by the increasing number of even older religious seeking dispensation
from perpetual vows. Religious men have known about dispensations
for a long time and have taken advantage of them. In the last five
years or so religious women, among whom dispensations were once
relatively rare, now seem to have discovered the possibility and are
making up for lost time. Dispensations, originally intended no doubt
for exceptional cases, seem now in certain age groups to have become
more and more the rule.

A case can certainly be made for a theology and a canon law that
would better conform to the facts.?® How else would the religious
life appeal to young Americans who can be idealistic enough but only
for a year or two at a time? Not long ago, one American provincial
superior advertised in a national weekly inviting candidates to join
his institute on just such a basis. This is an imaginative approach
that recognizes the tension in the American spirit between a genuine
frontier idealism and pragmatic realism: if a beautiful dream doesn’t
work out after a while, abandon it and try for something else. One
might ask, however, whether the religious life could survive and be
effective on such a precarious premise. The answer at this moment
is not very clear. The questions on both sides do, however, point to

23 For an example of the opposite view, see T. Vitali, “A Question of Life
or Death: Is ‘Temporary Vocation’ a Valid Concept?” Review for Religious
30, 1 (Jan. 1971).
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yet another area of ambiguity that needs resolution if there is to be
a religious life in America for very much longer.

The fourth and final challenge to be offered for discussion here
is secularization. Though not peculiar to America, this sociological
process is more advanced here and has had more direct impact on
religious thought. It has affected American religious life in a special
and fundamental way in the form of a challenge to the traditional
notions of mission and prayer. Mission is here used to refer to the
consciously apostolic work that most religious institutes with a
numerous American membership have traditionally undertaken for
the spread of the gospel in the world. Most of the modern congre-
gations were founded for some such apostolic end and many of the
older orders have adopted one or another of them. This sense of a
definable apostolate tended to give a characteristic spirit and sense
of purpose to the various institutes. A corporate mission helped to
boost morale, to attract new members, and to provide a ground for
community solidarity.

The process of secularization has shifted the emphasis from cor-
porate apostolates sponsored by the churches to personal service
and choice, from a strictly religious zeal for conversion and the
“saving of souls” to genuine concern for human betterment in the
secular world, from a close identification between the religious com-
munity and the apostolic institution to the separation of community
from work. Consequently, mission has lost much of its potential as
a cohesive force in the religious life.

The situation of the teaching orders in Catholic schools is an
outstanding example. Many of the religious in institutes devoted to
this work have become disenchanted with it. They resent being used
as “cheap labor” to keep alive a school system that many consider
an anachronism in American pluralistic society. The religious who do
see a human and apostolic potential in this work often want to re-
group into communities that are not work-oriented. Such religious
often see no difference, in terms of apostolate, between their own
teaching and that of lay persons. John Greeley in his dissertation
recently accepted in the School of Theology at Catholic University,
argues that there is none.?*

24 J. Greeley, The Function of Faith in the Vocation of Apostolic Religious
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If secularization is a challenge to the traditional notion of mis-
sion, it is even more so to prayer which has a longer history and a
more universal role as an essential element in the religious life. In
his dissertation, John Greeley puts prayer in the sense of faith-
consciousness at the very center of religious life. He says: “The
most important element of a religious personality is the development
of a sense of the transcendent, of an abiding awareness of God’s love,
so that he is impelled to the love of the neighbor. Failing this there
is no great or compelling reason for the religious life to exist.”?® Yet
the prayer forms traditional in the religious life, and presumably
established to guarantee the development of this sense of the trans-
cendent, seem to have lost much of their vitality and effectiveness.
The pace of secularization has created a situation where splendid
liturgy, standarized vocal prayers, and scheduled times for medita-
tion no longer engage many religious, especially young Americans;
these things no longer “turn them on” as they would say.

If prayer is as essential as John Greeley says and the tradition
has insisted, then how do we adjust to this challenge? The more
radical approach argues that formal prayer is hardly necessary at
all, that one can meet God more adequately in creative work and
concern for other persons. This view is in line with American activist
and pragmatic predispositions. Some suggest liturgical celebration
with meditative bible reading as a solution, but the liturgical en-
thusiasm of a few years ago on which this is based seems to have lost
its impetus. It survives as dynamic prayer only in liturgies that are
occasional, informal, highly personal, and contemporary in form and
mood. The Pentecostal movement can be cited to be the prayer trend
of the moment but its effectiveness and staying power are yet to be

Brothers (Washington: C.U.A. diss., 1971), p. 213, 219 and passim. Though
this thesis make a forceful and legitimate case for a faith quality as the dis-
tinguishing mark of brothers in apostolic institutes, it could be argued that
the author misinterprets the mind of the General Chapter of the Christian
Brothers when he says that the Chapter “took as the principle of unity the
apostolic work of the Brothers” (p. 232) or that in the documents “other
elements of the Brothers’ life are subordinate to the apostolate” (p. 243). In
fact, the Chapter in question explicitly refused to accept any one such principle
or to subordinate one element to the other as the history of the text of the
Declaration shows, See L. Salm, A Guide to the Documents of the Thirty-ninth
General Chapter: Second Session (Lockport, IIl: FSC Secretariat, 1968).
25 J. Greeley, op. cit., p. 241.
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tested. Sometimes Pentecostal prayer is conjoined with prayer forms
taken from exotic religious traditions that involve dance, body
posturing, and contact.?® All of these tentative approaches create
one more area, and an essential one, of confusion and uncertainty.??
American secularization, then, especially as it threatens traditional
notions of prayer and the apostolate, constitutes an important chal-
lenge and source of ambiguity upon the resolution of which the fu-
ture of the religious life depends.

The conclusion to this paper can be briefly stated. In answer to
the question “Is there a distinctive American contribution to the
future of the religious life?” all we can say is that we don’t know.
The American contribution is increasingly apparent in its nature and
in its impact. It both threatens the very existence of the religious
life and, at the same time, offers the greatest hope it has for a sig-
nificant future. Which of these two possibilities will ensue depends
in large measure on how we resolve the ambiguities implicit in the
four challenges of radicalism, pluralism, permanence and seculariza-
tion. We cannot solve these problems here. Theologians in a special
way must become more engaged in them, as must also the religious
themselves and the whole Catholic community. On this depends our
fidelity to the past, our challenge for the present and our hope for
the future.

Luke SaiMm, F.S.C.
Manhattan College,
Riverdale, N.Y.

26 In addition to the growing literature on the Pentecostal movement and
Pentecostal prayer, see also G. Maloney, “And Now, the Yoga Retreat,” in
America 124, 22 (June 5, 1971) and the news story “Nuns’ Prayer Movement
Attracts Laity,” The New York Times, May 31, 1971,

27 See, for example, R. Reuther, “The Vanishing Religious Order and the
New Human Community,” The Christian Century, 88, 14 (April 7, 1971).



