The Four Pillars of Religious Formation:
Spiritual Formation
There should be only one reason which leads a person to embrace the evangelical life
and that is because they wish to follow Christ perfectly by professing the vows
of poverty, chastity and obedience

By Rev. Brian Mullady, O.P.
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t should go without saying that all religious formation demands a progress in prayer and contemplation. This is true of the baptized in general, as well
as religious and clerics in particular. What might be the
cornerstones of this spiritual formation in the religious
life?
The Following of Christ
Strangely, though a religious vocation is primarily
rooted in the following of Christ, many who enter religion are confused about this. When I was teaching
at a major seminary which was the venue for teaching
many diocesan priests, occasionally one would come
to me and say they thought they might be called to religious life. I would usually ask them what they found
attractive about this life. Many would answer community life or common prayer or
the apostolate, sometimes the
habit. I would then say: “But
you have not said the magic
word.” They wondered what
that might be and I would answer: Vows. There should be
only one reason which leads a
person to embrace the evangelical life and that is because
they wish to follow Christ perfectly by professing the vows
of poverty, chastity and obedience. Indeed, for St. Thomas Aquinas, the vow of obedience entails all the others.

Though priests need to cultivate conformity to
Christ in a special way because they consecrate at Mass,
every religious woman or man is called to a more perfect following of Christ and their relationship with Him
must form the basis of all their lives. For religious sisters
this is clearly seen by the analogy of the bride of Christ.
This can only occur by constantly opening oneself to
receive the greater riches of grace by an ever increasing life of prayer. Since vows are an act of the virtue of
religion which is a divine worship commanded even in
natural religions and expressed by sacrifice, one cannot
offer oneself completely if one takes their eyes off prayer.
The Program for Priestly Formation expresses this well:
“The basic principle of spiritual formation […] is to live
in intimate and unceasing union with God the Father
through His Son, Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit” (n.
107). It may seem strange to
talk about the necessity of
prayer in a life which is characterized by organized daily
prayers but it is certainly possible to show up physically to
communal prayer and yet not
be there spiritually or mentally.
Indeed, there was a religious sister who left the convent in the 1940s in England
and wrote a sensational best
seller called, I Leapt Over the Wall, which was very
critical of her life in the convent. Reflecting on what
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she later thought was a betrayal of
her vocation, she wrote: “Half-heartedness in prayer was the beginning of
my downfall…. Consecrated persons
cannot afford to live permissively.” The
spiritual formation of the religious life
must do everything possible to avoid
this half-heartedness.

recollect on the great action in which
they will participate. Although the demands of the apostolate can preclude
a prolonged thanksgiving after Mass,
one should still try to make it. The Di“The cornerstone of
vine Office is a prolonging of the Mass
the development of
of the day throughout the day and so
can be a part of thanksgiving.
a prayer life
The Rosary is also important acin religious life must
Mass as the Cornerstone
cording to the tradition of the commuof Prayer
nity as a “compendium of the Gospel.”
be the Mass.
The cornerstone of the developThe Program for Priestly Formation
Understanding and
ment of a prayer life in religious life
also recommends what is traditionalmust be the Mass. Understanding and
ly called lectio divina which is usually
full participation
full participation in the Sacred Liturgy
based primarily on reflection on Scripin the Sacred Liturgy
are both essential. The “active particiture. Many communities thankfully
pation” so recommended by Vatican II
still have times set for mediation in
are both essential.”
is primarily a spiritual union of heart
common sometimes connected to a
with the very action of Christ’s sacrifice
Holy Hour before the Blessed Sacrare-presented in the Mass. This can often be difficult givment. Again care must be taken not to reduce this to
en the demands of the apostolate and the physical deanother time to think about all the things one must do
mands of convent or abbey living. The religious schedduring the day. Of course, meditation can be a time to
ule can become so burdensome that one may simply
connect the challenges and hurts of the day whether in
view prayer as another thing one has to do among many.
community or the apostolate to one’s relationship with
The Mass together with whatever portions of the LiturChrist. For example, if healing of hurts or painful memgy of the Hours are recited communally and the Rosary
ories is important one can fittingly bring these before
should be paramount.
Our Lord to ask Him for strength. This may not be the
It is sad among the young in religion to find peohighest form of contemplation, but it is part of the evple who rush into the Office or Mass just as it is begineryday progress of infused virtue which the practice of
ning. They never arrive early to prepare themselves or
the presence of God demands.
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Different Traditions & Methods of Prayer
This is the key to the spirituality of religious life.
There are many different traditions and methods of
prayer recommended in the Church. They are all oriented to allowing consecrated religious to experience
the personal providence of God for them. Like Mary,
each has been “chosen by Him before the foundation of
the world” (Eph 1:4). From this a friendship with God
must be the foundation of developing a deep love for
Christ. God’s love is transformative. Infused contemplation brings about this transformation to acquire the
supernatural point of view. If religious life is an “eschatological sign”—a sign of what life is like in the world
to come, such a transformation is required for the joyful
living of the vows. The yearly retreat is also central to
getting a spiritual renewal in one’s original gift of self
and resolution of the difficulties in community which
may have developed throughout the year. St. Elizabeth
of the Trinity used to say: “Get beyond the secondary
causes.” This can only be done when the individual religious experiences God present in their souls. Thanksgiving for love shown on a everyday level and prayer
for strength in everyday difficulties open the religious
to their friend Jesus and His personal care and concern
for them.
In the past, religious communities used to encourage
the constant practice of the presence of God by things
like hourly spiritual ejaculations. Whereas the effectiveness of this practice today may need to be reexamined,
the desire behind it is obvious. Novices must not only
be encouraged just to be physically present for Mass
and prayers, but to enter spiritually into these practices.
They must also be encouraged to see their prayer life as
central to their relationships in community and the development of virtue. St. Teresa of Avila was clear about
this connection: “This is very important for nuns: the
holier they are, the more sociable they should be with
their sisters. Although you may be very sorry if all your
sisters’ conversation is not just as you would like to be,
never keep aloof from them if you wish to help them and
have their love. We must try hard to be pleasant, and to
humor the people we deal with and make them like us,
especially our sisters” (Way of Perfection, 41).
One further important point. Many communities
seem to think that no further renewal besides the annual retreat is important for ongoing spiritual development. It is important to have periodic renewals for the
entire community in their understanding and living of
the vows. This could include studying the constitutions,

the theology of perfection and addressing of community
difficulties outside the legislation of the chapter. Such
periodic renewals can recall religious and remind them
of what they promised and reconnect their prayer life
with that. St. Jane Francis de Chantal once admonished
her sisters to persevere in the holy way of life they professed: “You made your vows to God and He expects
you to keep your word.”

“Prayer for Holy Bishops” by St. John Fisher
Triptych Prayer Card

T

his glossy, high-quality, trifold prayer card
contains a prayer by the great English bishop
and martyr, St. John Fisher, beseeching the Lord
to raise up strong and mighty pillars to preach
the Gospel throughout the world. It also contains
images of Sts. Edmund Campion, Thomas More
and Margaret Clitherow. We pray that we all may
have the courage to suffer and endure great labors for “the glory and laud of God’s Holy Name.”
To order, call (847)573-8975 or visit:
ReligiousLifeCatalog.com
25 copies, $10.00 + S&H; 50, $18.00 + S&H; 100,
$30.00 + S&H; 250, $65.00 + S&H; 500, $120.00
+ S&H
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