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Introduction

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In this dossier Cardinal Franc Rodé, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, speaks of «the specific contribution which consecrated men and women offer to the activity of evangelisation». This contribution consists first of all «of the witness of a life given entirely to God and to neighbour, in imitation of the Saviour who became a servant, for love of mankind».

The Church is by nature missionary and the same is true of the Consecrated life. «Indeed - Cardinal Rodé tells us -, the history of missionary activity testifies to the important contribution offered by Consecrated Life to the work of evangelising the nations: starting with the early monastic families up to the most recent Foundations dedicated exclusively to mission ad gentes, Institutes of active life and institutes of contemplative life, countless men and women have devoted their energies to this “, primary activity of the Church essential and never fully accomplished ”, since it reaches out to the growing multitudes who have yet to encounter Christ».

This then is the important and valid contribution which Consecrated men and women offer the Church: «It should be remembered - the Cardinal Prefect explains - that the evangelisation of Europe was the fruit of Western monasticism, to which we owe Europe's first “cultural unity”. A good part of the evangelisation of the continent of the Americas, from Canada to the Tierra del Fuego was achieved by missionaries of Consecrated Life».  Still today «even amidst comprehensible difficulties, Consecrated Life continues to offer this fundamental contribution to the Church's task of spreading of the Gospel and the Kingdom of God to the ends of the earth. This is evident when we see that very many of the Bishops who come on ad limina visit from Apostolic Vicariates are members of Religious Orders». In this dossier, presenting the activity of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, we intend to show how Consecrated men and women offer the whole Church a contribution by no means secondary indeed capital, for the faith of all believers in Christ.

The Origin and duties of the Congregation 

Founded by Pope Sixtus V on 27 May 1586 with the title Sacred Congregation for Consultations about Regulars, and confirmed by the Constitution Immensa (22 January 1588), the Congregation was joined in 1601 to the Congregation for Consultations about Bishops and Other Prelates. St. Pius X, by the Constitution Sapienti Consilio (29 June 1908) separated the two institutions again and, placing the Bishops under the Consistorial Congregation, made the Congregation for Religious autonomous. 

By the Constitution Regimini Ecclesiae Universae (15 August 1967) of Paul VI, the Congregation for Religious was named the Congregation for Religious and for Secular Institutes. 

The Apostolic Constitution Pastor Bonus (28 June 1988) of John Paul II changed the title to the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life. 

The Congregation is responsible for everything which concerns institutes of consecrated life (orders and religious congregations, both of men and of women, secular institutes) and societies of apostolic life regarding their government, discipline, studies, goods, rights, and privileges. It is competent also for matters regarding the eremetical life, consecrated virgins and their related associations, and new forms of consecrated life. Its competence extends to all aspects of consecrated life: Christian life, religious life, clerical life; the relationship is of a personal character and has no territorial limits; certain determined questions of their members, however, are remanded to the competence of other Congregations. This Congregation also can dispense those who are subject to it from the common law. Further, it is competent for associations of the faithful erected with the intention of becoming institutes of consecrated life or societies of apostolic life, and for Third Orders Secular. The Congregation has its own the Practical School of Theology and Law for Religious, opened 23rd October 1951. Moreover it has its own publication and the review Informationes SCRIS (articles in various languages) has been published since May 1975. 

John Paul II and the Catholic Church's World Day for Consecrated Life

The World Day for Consecrated Life, to be celebrated every year on the 2nd February, the Feast of the Presentation of the Child Jesus in the Temple, was instituted in 1997 by Pope John Paul II and to mark these annual occasions in the following nine years, he delivered special messages and homilies in which he spoke of the prophetic mission of Consecrated men and women, a mission lived in obedience to the Gospel teaching. Issued in his last such message, read in St Peter's Basilica during the Mass for World Day for Consecrated Life on 2 February 2005, only weeks before his death, the Holy Father wrote. 

«Dear Brothers and Sisters, 

1. Today, we are celebrating the Day of Consecrated Life, a favourable occasion for thanking the Lord together with all who are called by him "to the practise of the evangelical counsels, and who make faithful profession of them, bind[ing] themselves to the Lord in a special way. They follow Christ who, virginal and poor (cf. Mt 8: 20; Lk 9: 58), redeemed and sanctified men by obedience unto death on the cross (cf. Phil 2: 8)" (Perfectae Caritatis, n. 1). This year the celebration acquires special importance because we are celebrating the 40th anniversary of the promulgation of the Decree Perfectae Caritatis, through which the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council updated the guidelines for the renewal of the consecrated life. 

During these 40 years, in obedience to the directives of the Church's Magisterium, Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic life have followed a fertile path of renewal, marked on the one hand by the desire to be faithful to the gift received from the Holy Spirit through their Founders and Foundresses and, on the other, by concern to adapt their way of living, praying and acting to "the present-day physical and psychological condition of the members. It should also be in harmony with the needs of the apostolate, in the measure that the nature of each Institute requires, with the requirements of culture and with social and economic circumstances" (ibid., n. 3). 

How could we not thank the Lord for this timely "updating" of consecrated life? I am certain that it will also lead to the multiplication of the fruits of holiness and missionary activity, on condition that consecrated persons keep their ascetic zeal unaltered and instil it in their apostolic works. 

2. The secret of this spiritual ardour is the Eucharist. In this year specially dedicated to the Eucharist, I would like to urge all men and women religious to establish an ever more profound communion with Christ by sharing daily in the sacrament which makes him present, in the sacrifice which actualizes the gift of his love on Golgotha, the banquet which nourishes and sustains God's pilgrim people. "By its very nature", as the Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata affirms, "the Eucharist is at the centre of the consecrated life, both for individuals and for communities" (n. 95). 

Jesus gives himself as Bread "broken" and Blood "poured out" so that all may "have life, and have it abundantly" (cf. Jn 10: 10). He offers himself for the salvation of all humanity. Taking part in his sacrificial banquet does not only entail repeating his gestures but also means drinking the same cup and taking part in the same immolation. Just as Christ makes himself "bread broken" and "blood poured out", so each Christian, and especially every consecrated man and every consecrated woman, is called to give his or her life for the brethren, in union with the life of the Redeemer. 

3. The Eucharist is the inexhaustible source of fidelity to the Gospel, for in this sacrament, the heart of ecclesial life, the deep identification and total conformation with Christ to which consecrated persons are called, is completely fulfilled. "In the Eucharist all forms of prayer come together, the Word of God is proclaimed and received, relationships with God, with brothers and sisters, with all men and women are challenged. It is the Sacrament of filiation, of communion and of mission. The Eucharist, the Sacrament of unity with Christ, is at the same time the Sacrament of Church unity and community unity for the consecrated person. Clearly it is "the source of spirituality both for individuals and for communities'" (Starting Afresh from Christ, n. 26). Consecrated people learn from the Eucharist "a greater freedom in the exercise of the apostolate, a flourishing with greater awareness, a solidarity expressed through knowing how to stand with the people, assuming their problems, in order to respond to them, paying close attention to the signs of the times and to their needs" (ibid., n. 36). Dear Brothers and Sisters, let us penetrate the mystery of the Eucharist guided by the Blessed Virgin Mary and following her example! May Mary, Woman of the Eucharist, help all who are called to special intimacy with Christ to participate diligently in Holy Mass and obtain for them the gift of prompt obedience, faithful poverty and fruitful virginity; may she make them holy disciples of Christ in the Eucharist. With these sentiments, as I assure you of my remembrance in prayer, I willingly bless all consecrated persons and the Christian communities in which they are called to carry out their mission. »
Instruction 'Service of authority and obedience'  (11 May 2008)

On 11 May 2008 the Congregation issued a special Document, 'Instruction on Service of authority and Obedience' signed by the Cardinal Prefect, Franc Rodé. In the document the Prefect explains the purpose of Consecrated Life: a call to render visible in the Church and in the world the traits of Jesus, chaste, poor and obedient. This life flourishes in man's search for the face of the Lord  and the ways that lead to him. «A search that leads - the Cardinal Prefect wrote - to the experience of peace — “in his will is our peace”  — and which underlies each day's struggle, because God is God, and His ways and thoughts are not always our ways and thoughts (cf. Is 55:8). The consecrated person, therefore, gives witness to the task, at once joyful and laborious, of the diligent search for the divine will, and for this chooses to use every means available that helps one to know it and sustain it while bringing it to fulfilment.

Here, too, the religious community, a communion of consecrated persons who profess to seek together and carry out God's will: a community of sisters or brothers with a variety of roles but with the same goal and the same passion, finds its meaning. For this reason, while all in the community are called to seek what is pleasing to the Lord and to obey Him, some are called, usually temporarily, to exercise the particular task of being the sign of unity and the guide in the common search both personal and community of carrying out the will of God. This is the service of authority.. 

See the full text of the Instruction:

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccscrlife/documents/rc_con_ccscrlife_doc_20080511_autorita-obbedienza_en.html
School of Theology and Law for Consecrated Life (Courses in Italian)

The Congregation has its own School, opened 23rd October 1951, to promote in depth study and updating courses on the Consecrated Life, under both the theological and juridical aspects, with special attention to formative realities, in the light of recent documents of the Church's Magisterium. Lectures are given in Italian,

The two year Course, particularly intended for persons with responsibilities of  direction and formation in their own Institute, is open to anyone interested in on-going formation with regard to the Consecrated Life.

At the end of the second year students wishing to obtain a diploma sit an examination.

The Course, also open to auditores, is recognised by the Pontifical Universities in Rome as an optional discipline . 

For more information telephone: 06 69892511. 

Interview with Cardinal Franc Rodé, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life  

Your Eminence, what are the goals and the duties of the Congregation over which you preside?

The Apostolic Constitution Pastor Bonus on the Roman Curia issued by John Paul II, in 1988, outlines and explains the goals and duties of all the Roman Congregations: ours is mentioned at paragraphs 105-111. 

The principal function of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and for Societies of Apostolic Life is to promote and supervise in the whole Latin Church the practice of the evangelical counsels as they are lived in approved forms of consecrated life and, at the same time, the work of societies of apostolic life. The Congregation erects and approves religious and secular institutes and societies of apostolic life, or passes judgement on the suitability of their erection by the diocesan bishop. It also suppresses such institutes and societies if necessary. The Congregation is also competent to establish, or, if need be, to rescind, the unions or federations of institutes and societies. The Congregation for its part takes care that institutes of consecrated life and societies of apostolic life grow and flourish according to the spirit of their founders and healthy traditions, faithfully follow their proper purpose and truly benefit the salvific mission of the Church.

It deals with everything which, in accordance with the law, belongs to the Holy See concerning the life and work of the institutes and societies, especially the approval of their constitutions, their manner of government and apostolate, the recruitment and training as well as the rights and obligations of members, dispensation from vows and the dismissal of members, and the administration of goods.

Secondly, through the Conferences of Major Superiors, the Congregation follows and accompanies Consecrated Life all over the world. The subject of consecrated life is also discussed with local Bishops in Rome for the five yearly ad limina visit.

Thirdly, the Congregation issues doctrinal documents to promote understanding of matters regarding the Consecrated Life. Last year for example we issued an 'Instruction on the Service of Authority and Obedience'. 
To promote initial and on-going formation the Congregation encourages Inter-Congregational Centres for Formation especially in countries which have vocations in abundance but scarcity of formation staff.

In this regard I mention our own School of Theology and Law for Consecrated Life which offers studies in initial and ongoing formation for men and women religious in Rome.

Lastly I would mention our review Sequela Christi, issued twice yearly, which contains valid articles and homilies on formation as well as information for all members of the Consecrated Life.
What importance can societies of consecrated and apostolic life, Religious Institutes, Secular Institutes have today? Do these realities stir interest and commitment in the Church?

«The Consecrated Life, deeply rooted in the example and teaching of Christ the Lord, is a gift of God the Father to his Church through the Holy Spirit» (Vita Consecrata, 1). The Consecrated Life is valid today, just as the Gospel is valid. Nevertheless from the historical point of view, we know that Consecrated Life has been affected by changes which are still taking place. 

Undoubtedly today Consecrated Life is living a crisis of numbers. Facts published in the Church's annual book of statistics and the Pontifical Year Book, show that the numbers continue to decline, especially with regard to Consecrated women. The Lord still calls; many men and women are still drawn towards the person of Christ – God has not abandoned his Church – but proportionally the responses are not equal to the needs of evangelisation and apostolic service.

This said, I should explain that the situation varies in different parts of the world: in Africa and in Asia there is an increase, in Latin America figures are substantially stable, whereas in Europe, North America and Oceania the “crisis” is more keenly felt. The same can be said about Religious Institutes: some are in difficulty, even grave difficulty, but new institutes, with new characteristics, are appearing and they are signs of the Church's lasting vitality.
How do men and women who embrace this particular vocation participate in the Church's evangelising mission?

«The specific contribution of consecrated persons, both men and women, to evangelization is first of all the witness of a life given totally to God and to their brothers and sisters, in imitation of the Saviour who, out of love for humanity, made himself a servant.» (VC 76). 

The Church is by nature missionary and the same is true of the Consecrated life. «Indeed - Cardinal Rodé tells us -, the history of missionary activity testifies to the important contribution offered by Consecrated Life to the work of evangelising the nations: starting with the early monastic families up to the most recent Foundations dedicated exclusively to mission ad gentes, Institutes of active life and institutes of contemplative life, countless men and women have devoted their energies to this “, primary activity of the Church essential and never fully accomplished ”, since it reaches out to the growing multitudes who have yet to encounter Christ» (VC 77). 

 It should be remembered - Cardinal Prefect explains - that the evangelisation of Europe was the fruit of Western monasticism, to which we owe Europe's first “cultural unity”. A good part of the evangelisation of the continent of the Americas, from Canada to the Tierra del Fuego was achieved by missionaries of Consecrated Life.  

Still today even amidst comprehensible difficulties, Consecrated Life continues to offer this fundamental contribution to the Church's task of spreading of the Gospel and the Kingdom of God to the ends of the earth. This is evident when we see that very many of the Bishops who come on ad limina visit from Apostolic Vicariates are members of Religious Orders.
For men and women who embrace the Religious Life how important is a life of prayer? Might we say that those who embrace the Religious Life are called to attend “the school of the Eucharist ”?

In the Consecrated Life, Institutes of Contemplative Life occupy an important place. As the post synodal  apostolic exhortation Vita Consecrata  states: «Institutes completely devoted to contemplation, composed of either women or men, are for the Church a reason for pride and a source of heavenly graces. By their lives and mission, the members of these Institutes imitate Christ in his prayer on the mountain, bear witness to God's lordship over history and anticipate the glory which is to come.» (VC 8). However prayer is the soul and heart of the existence, activity and mission of Institutes of “active life”. 

Prayer is the oxygen, the food which sustains the life of Consecrated men and women. The Institute's church or chapel is the heart of the community. The rediscovery of the beauty of Liturgical Prayer has given new impulse to spiritual and religious life.

With immense joy we see that new Religious Institutes give pride of place not only to personal and community prayer, but especially to Liturgical prayer, Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament in particular. Prolonged and perpetual Adoration, practised with great fruit, is a living example and testimony of the presence of the Risen Christ. 

Overturning what we said earlier, although the Consecrated Life is experiencing a numerical “crisis”, it is also true that we see a new flourishing of Religious Institutes which give special attention to the traditional values of consecrated life, above all a life of prayer and a life of fraternity.
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