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Pope Francis ushered in the Year of Consecrated Life with a special Mass on November 30, 2014 and an apostolic letter. The
following verbatim excerpts reflect his main messages to religious. Find the full text at vatican.va.

From "The Apostolic letter of his holiness  Pope Francis to all consecrated people on the occasion of the Year of Consecrated
Life."

Dear brothers and sisters in consecrated life, I am writing to you as the successor of Peter, to whom the Lord entrusted the
task of confirming his brothers and sisters in faith (cf. Lk. 22:32). But I am also writing to you as a brother who, like
yourselves, is consecrated to God. . . .

 

I. Aims of the Year of Consecrated Life
1. The first of these aims is to look to the past with gratitude.

All our institutes are heir to a history rich in charisms. At their origins we see the hand of God
who, in his Spirit, calls certain individuals to follow Christ more closely, to translate the gospel
into a particular way of life, to read the signs of the times with the eyes of faith and to
respond creatively to the needs of the church. This initial experience then matured and
developed, engaging new members in new geographic and cultural contexts, and giving rise
to new ways of exercising the charism, new initiatives and expressions of apostolic charity.

Like the seed which becomes a tree, each institute grew and stretched out its branches.

During this year, it would be appropriate for each charismatic family to reflect on its origins and history, in order to thank
God who grants the church a variety of gifts which embellish her and equip her for every good work (cf. Lumen Gentium, 12).

Recounting our history is essential for preserving our identity, for strengthening our unity as a family and our common
sense of belonging. More than an exercise in archaeology or the cultivation of mere nostalgia, it calls for following in the
footsteps of past generations in order to grasp the high ideals, and the vision and values which inspired them, beginning
with the founders and foundresses and the first communities. In this way we come to see how the charism has been lived
over the years, the creativity it has sparked, the difficulties it encountered, and the concrete ways those difficulties were
surmounted. We may also encounter cases of inconsistency, the result of human weakness and even at times a neglect of
some essential aspects of the charism. Yet everything proves instructive and, taken as a whole, acts as a summons to
conversion. To tell our story is to praise God and to thank him for all his gifts.

In a particular way we give thanks to God for these 50 years which followed the Second Vatican Council. The council
represented a “breath” of the Holy Spirit upon the whole church. In consequence, consecrated life undertook a fruitful
journey of renewal which, for all its lights and shadows, has been a time of grace, marked by the presence of the Spirit. . . .

 

2. This year also calls us to live the present with passion.

Grateful remembrance of the past leads us, as we listen attentively to what the Holy Spirit is saying to the church today, to
implement ever more fully the essential aspects of our consecrated life.

From the beginnings of monasticism to the “new communities” of our own time, every form of consecrated life has been
born of the Spirit’s call to follow Jesus as the gospel teaches (cf. Perfectae Caritatis, 2). For the various founders and
foundresses, the gospel was the absolute rule, whereas every other rule was meant merely to be an expression of the
gospel and a means of living the gospel to the full. For them, the ideal was Christ; they sought to be interiorly united to him
and thus to be able to say with Saint Paul: “For to me to live is Christ” (Phil. 1:21). Their vows were intended as a concrete
expression of this passionate love.
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Kicking off the Year of Consecrated Life, the Diocese
of Phoenix held a welcoming Mass and reception
for religious. Photo: by Ambria Hammel/CATHOLIC
SUN.

The question we have to ask ourselves during this year is if and how we too are
open to being challenged by the gospel; whether the gospel is truly the “manual” for
our daily living and the decisions we are called to make. The gospel is demanding: it
demands to be lived radically and sincerely. It is not enough to read it (even though
the reading and study of Scripture is essential), nor is it enough to meditate on it
(which we do joyfully each day). Jesus asks us to practice it, to put his words into
effect in our lives.

Once again, we have to ask ourselves: Is Jesus really our first and only love, as we
promised he would be when we professed our vows? Only if he is, will we be
empowered to love, in truth and mercy, every person who crosses our path. For we
will have learned from Jesus the meaning and practice of love. We will be able to
love because we have his own heart.

Our founders and foundresses shared in Jesus’ own compassion when he saw the
crowds who were like sheep without a shepherd. Like Jesus, who compassionately spoke his gracious word, healed the sick,
gave bread to the hungry and offered his own life in sacrifice, so our founders and foundresses sought in different ways to
be the service of all those to whom the Spirit sent them.

The Year of Consecrated Life challenges us to examine our fidelity to the mission entrusted to us. Are our ministries, our
works and our presence consonant with what the Spirit asked of our founders and foundresses? Are they suitable for
carrying out today, in society and the church, those same ministries and works? Do we have the same passion for our
people, are we close to them to the point of sharing in their joys and sorrows, thus truly understanding their needs and
helping to respond to them?

Recalling our origins sheds light on yet another aspect of consecrated life. Our founders and foundresses were attracted by
the unity of the Apostles with Christ and by the fellowship which marked the first community in Jerusalem. In establishing
their own communities, each of them sought to replicate those models of evangelical living.

Living the present with passion means becoming “experts in communion,” “witnesses and architects of the ‘plan for unity’
which is the crowning point of human history in God’s design” (Sacred Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes,
"Religious and Human Promotion" 1980). In a polarized society, where different cultures experience difficulty in living
alongside one another, where the powerless encounter oppression, where inequality abounds, we are called to offer a
concrete model of community which, by acknowledging the dignity of each person and sharing our respective gifts, makes
it possible to live as brothers and sisters.

So, be men and women of communion! Have the courage to be present in the midst of conflict and tension, as a credible
sign of the presence of the Spirit who inspires in human hearts a passion for all to be one (cf. Jn. 17:21) . . . .

 

3. To embrace future with hope should be the third aim of this year.

We all know the difficulties which the various forms of consecrated life are currently experiencing: decreasing vocations
and aging members, particularly in the Western world; economic problems stemming from the global financial crisis; issues
of internationalization and globalization; the threats posed by relativism and a sense of isolation and social irrelevance . . . .
But it is precisely amid these uncertainties, which we share with so many of our contemporaries, that we are called to
practice the virtue of hope, the fruit of our faith in the Lord of history, who continues to tell us: “Be not afraid . . . for I am
with you” (Jer. 1:8).

This hope is not based on statistics or accomplishments, but on the One in whom we have put our trust (cf. 2 Tim. 1:2), the
One for whom “nothing is impossible” (Lk. 1:37). This is the hope which does not disappoint; it is the hope which enables
consecrated life to keep writing its great history well into the future. It is to that future that we must always look, conscious
that the Holy Spirit spurs us on so that he can still do great things with us.

So do not yield to the temptation to see things in terms of numbers and efficiency, and even less to trust in your own
strength. In scanning the horizons of your lives and the present moment, be watchful and alert. Together with Benedict XVI,
I urge you not to “join the ranks of the prophets of doom who proclaim the end or meaninglessness of the consecrated life
in the church in our day; rather, clothe yourselves in Jesus Christ and put on the armor of light—as Saint Paul urged (cf. Rom.
13:11-14)—keeping awake and watchful” (Homily for the Feast of the Presentation of the Lord, 2013).

I would especially like to say a word to those of you who are young. You are the present, since you are already taking active
part in the lives of your institutes, offering all the freshness and generosity of your “yes.” At the same time you are the
future, for soon you will be called to take on roles of leadership in the life, formation, service and mission of your
communities. This year should see you actively engaged in dialogue with the previous generation. In fraternal communion
you will be enriched by their experiences and wisdom, while at the same time inspiring them, by your own energy and
enthusiasm, to recapture their original idealism. In this way the entire community can join in finding new ways of living the
gospel and responding more effectively to the need for witness and proclamation.
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I am also happy to know that you will have the opportunity during this year to meet with other young religious from
different institutes. May such encounters become a regular means of fostering communion, mutual support, and unity.

 

II. Expectations for the Year of Consecrated Life
What in particular do I expect from this year of grace for consecrated life?

1. That the old saying will always be true: “Where there are religious, there is joy.”

We are called to know and show that God is able to fill our hearts to the brim with happiness; that we need not seek our
happiness elsewhere; that the authentic fraternity found in our communities increases our joy; and that our total self-
giving in service to the church, to families and young people, to the elderly and the poor, brings us life-long personal
fulfillment.

None of us should be dour, discontented, and dissatisfied, for “a gloomy disciple is a disciple of gloom.” Like everyone else,
we have our troubles, our dark nights of the soul, our disappointments and infirmities, our experience of slowing down as
we grow older. But in all these things we should be able to discover “perfect joy.” For it is here that we learn to recognize the
face of Christ, who became like us in all things, and to rejoice in the knowledge that we are being conformed to him who,
out of love of us, did not refuse the sufferings of the cross.

In a society which exalts the cult of efficiency, fitness,  and success, one which ignores the poor and dismisses “losers,” we
can witness by our lives to the truth of the words of Scripture: “When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10).

We can apply to the consecrated life the words of Benedict XVI which I cited in the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii
Gaudium: “It is not by proselytizing that the church grows, but by attraction” (No. 14). The consecrated life will not flourish
as a result of brilliant vocation programs, but because the young people we meet find us attractive, because they see us as
men and women who are happy! Similarly, the apostolic effectiveness of consecrated life does not depend on the efficiency
of its methods. It depends on the eloquence of your lives, lives which radiate the joy and beauty of living the gospel.

 

2. I am counting on you “to wake up the world,” since the distinctive sign of consecrated life is prophecy.

As I told the Superiors General: “Radical evangelical living is not only for religious: it is demanded of everyone. But religious
follow the Lord in a special way, in a prophetic way.” This is the priority that is needed right now: “to be prophets who
witness to how Jesus lived on this earth . . . a religious must never abandon prophecy” (29 November 2013).

Prophets receive from God the ability to scrutinize the times in which they live and to interpret events: they are like
sentinels who keep watch in the night and sense the coming of the dawn (cf. Is. 21:11-12). Prophets know God, and they
know the men and women who are their brothers and sisters. They are able to discern and denounce the evil of sin and
injustice. Because they are free, they are beholden to no one but God, and they have no interest other than God. Prophets
tend to be on the side of the poor and the powerless, for they know that God himself is on their side . . . .

 

3. Men and women religious, like all other consecrated persons, have been called, as I mentioned, “experts in communion.”

So I am hoping that the “spirituality of communion”, so emphasized by Saint John Paul II, will become a reality and that you
will be in the forefront of responding to “the great challenge facing us” in this new millennium: “to make the church the
home and the school of communion. (Novo Millennio Ineunte). I am sure that in this year you will make every effort to
make the ideal of fraternity pursued by your founders and foundresses expand everywhere, like concentric circles.

Communion is lived first and foremost within the respective communities of each institute. To this end, I would ask you to
think about my frequent comments about criticism, gossip, envy, jealousy, hostility as ways of acting which have no place in
our houses. This being the case, the path of charity open before us is almost infinite, since it entails mutual acceptance and
concern, practicing a communion of goods both material and spiritual, fraternal correction and respect for those who are
weak . . . it is the “mystique of living together” which makes our life “a sacred pilgrimage” (Evangelii Gaudium). We need to
ask ourselves about the way we relate to persons from different cultures, as our communities become increasingly
international. How can we enable each member to say freely what he or she thinks, to be accepted with his or her particular
gifts, and to become fully co-responsible?

I also hope for a growth in communion between the members of different institutes. Might this year be an occasion for us
to step out more courageously from the confines of our respective institutes and to work together, at the local and global
levels, on projects involving formation, evangelization, and social action? This would make for a more effective prophetic
witness . . . .

 

4. I also expect from you what I have asked all the members of the church: to come out of yourselves and go forth to the
existential peripheries.
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“Go into all the world”; these were the last words which Jesus spoke to his followers and which he continues to address to
us (cf. Mk. 16:15). A whole world awaits us: men and women who have lost all hope, families in difficulty, abandoned
children, young people without a future, the elderly, sick and abandoned, those who are rich in the world’s goods but
impoverished within, men and women looking for a purpose in life, thirsting for the divine…

You will find life by giving life, hope by giving hope, love by giving love. I ask you to work concretely in welcoming refugees,
drawing near to the poor, and finding creative ways to catechize, to proclaim the gospel, and to teach others how to pray.
Consequently, I would hope that structures can be streamlined, large religious houses repurposed for works which better
respond to the present demands of evangelization and charity, and apostolates adjusted to new needs.

 

5. I expect that each form of consecrated life will question what it is that God and people today are asking of them.

Monasteries and groups which are primarily contemplative could meet or otherwise engage in an exchange of experiences
on the life of prayer, on ways of deepening communion with the entire church, on supporting persecuted Christians, and
welcoming and assisting those seeking a deeper spiritual life or requiring moral or material support . . . .

The creativity of the Spirit has generated ways of life and activities so diverse that they cannot be easily categorized or fit
into ready-made templates. So I cannot address each and every charismatic configuration. Yet during this year no one can
feel excused from seriously examining his or her presence in the church’s life and from responding to the new demands
constantly being made on us, to the cry of the poor.

Only by such concern for the needs of the world, and by docility to the promptings of the Spirit, will this Year of Consecrated
Life become an authentic kairos, a time rich in God’s grace, a time of transformation . . . .    
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