The Four Pillars of Religious Formation

Human Formation
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By Rev. Brian Mullady, O.P.

n the Program for Priestly Formation developed by the
United States Catholic Conference of Bishops and

published in its fifth edition in 2006, the bishops lay out
what in their opinion are the four pillars on which the
formation of priests should be developed. They are:
human, spiritual, intellectual and pastoral. The foundation
provided by these pillars is meant to prepare and support the life of priests. This program is so pervasive and
inclusive that it could certainly serve, mutatis mutandis
(“once the necessary changes have been made”), as a
model for religious formation in those called to institutes
of perfection.
Christ is, of course, the model for all Christian formation regardless of the vocation to which the person
is called. He serves as the example for all these pillars.
It is necessary however to apply both His spirit and His
life to the practical expression of each.

The first and most basic level of the formation of the
soul is the human. The Program for Priestly Formation says
this about this aspect: “The qualities to be fostered in
a human formation program are freedom, openness,
honesty and flexibility, joy and inner peace, generosity
and justice, personal maturity, interpersonal skills, common sense, aptitude for ministry, and growth in moral
sensibility and character” (85).

Family as Bedrock of Formation
Religious life is based on the development a person should have received in their families. When the
document speaks of things like inner peace, flexibility,
personal maturity, and common sense, it is reflecting
skills and maturity in both personal and family relationships which should have been developed in the
home. Even such a simple custom as being on time for
prayers and duties would, in former times, have been
emphasized in culture and in the home. The family
was so stable that common meals were a family affair
and occurred normally at a stated time. People had a
schedule established in the family. They were taught
table manners and courtesy, especially towards the
elderly. Since many people came from large families,
they already had skills in how to live and work closely
with others.
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These natural advantages learned
true of the giving of the gift involved
in the family were the bedrock of huin celibacy and virginity. One will
man formation in both the priesthood
recall that this counsel of perfection
and the religious life. As the bishops
requires that those who profess it
point out: “Formation programs will
do so because they appreciate the
not be very effective for those who
goodness of marriage and children.
manifest extreme inflexibility, narcisThey should not embrace it as though
sism, antisocial behavior or any other
marriage or family life is evil or, even
serious pathology, a lack of sexual
more, thinking that there is someintegration, a deep and unresolved
thing evil about the body or physical
anger (especially against authority),
flesh. This gift must be embraced,
a deep attachment to a materialist
affirming the goodness of marriage
lifestyle, or compulsive behaviors or
and children. As the Catechism of the
addictions” (89).
Catholic Church says, quoting St. John
The life of many families today
Chrysostom: “Whoever denigrates
can hardly be said to be conducive to
marriage also diminishes the glory of
the natural supports needed to avoid
virginity” (1620). Realistic education
these common pitfalls to livon sexual values, based on the
ing a life of self-surrender and
understanding that sexuality
"Christ is the model for all
giving completely of oneself.
and virginity are not excluChristian formation regardless of sively physical conditions but
Divorced and broken homes
are quite common. The lack
entail a deep spiritual source
the
vocation
to
which
the
person
of schedule as lived in many
of the spousal meaning of the
families is quite apparent and
is a necessary part of
is called. It is necessary to apply body,
when both parents work, the
human formation. This would
stable, emotional support of
include experientially each apHis spirit and His life to the
home life is often brought into
preciating their gender identiquestion. Children are so busy
fication and having a healthy
practical expression of each
doing things outside the home
parental relationship so as to
pillar of formation."
and the media culture is so
both appreciate and not fear
prevalent that there is little
the opposite sex.
time for the real development of the imagination or
Materialism in our culture also affects human formaplay. Children in many cases are expected to act like
tion of those in religion. Those who see their value in
adults long before they have the spiritual development
what they do rather than what they are present a chalto live such a role.
lenge for the religious vow of poverty. Poverty of spirit
and responsibility for the goods of others demands that
one understands the true place of material goods in life.
Challenges Affecting Proper Formation
Many candidates are very young and never actually
Society in general fosters this freedom as normal and
earned a living or had a job. In some institutes people
also to be desired. Since parents are more absent from
enter later in life and perhaps have had successful
the family in a spiritual way, authority is looked on as at
careers. In either case, human formation which is the
best a necessary evil, at worst a destruction of freedom.
backbone of education in poverty must accentuate the
The most important issue in this lack of family life is the
fact that material goods, though necessary for human
inability to nurture the giving of oneself freely in order
living, must be used responsibly and always connected
to realize what it means to be a person. Young people
to both common use and the apostolate. Property is a
set out with high ideals of self-surrender but find that
right, but not an absolute right, and religious are called
even getting up in the morning, which is most basic to
to return to the manner of using material goods before
living any mature adult life, is a challenge.
the Original Sin, where each was given according to
Not only is this true of life in general but it is especially
4

January/February 2019

Religious Life

his need without the
cannot understand
need for property.
the true freedom
This can be a
involved in obedihard lesson for both
ence. Rather than
those who never
being a commithad property or a
ment to the comjob and for those
mon good which
who enjoyed a cais born from a true
reer. Religious life
understanding in
of the counsels seeks
the intellect of how
to lessen our desire to dominate others and so to care
a given practice can serve, obedience can become a
for and support the community materially, even though
mere competition of wills to satisfy the unbridled pasreligious cannot use or dispense of property as though
sions of the ego.
it was their own. Egotistic domination can be seen in
Mistaken human formation can lead one to view
such small things as failing to do
authority from fear of the supe"In general, human formation rior’s reaction, a childish desire
duties, leaving common goods or
common spaces broken or a mess,
to renounce responsibility, an
happens in a three-fold
and irresponsibility in use.
exaggerated dependence on the
People who use tools for their
personality of a given authority or
process of self-knowledge,
work or to serve the community
even a desire to hold others in conoften have to lock them up or hide self-acceptance, and self-gift tempt by outdoing them in living
them because they disappear and
the rule. Passive aggression often
no one takes responsibility. Au- —and all of this is done in faith." attends those who practice the
tomobiles are discovered to have
opposite problem of resistance to
dents which no one will acknowlauthority. Much of this stems from not experiencing the
edge. Religious need to at least realize that they long
benevolent but firm direction of parents. One religious
ago left home and their mother is not there to clean up
sister once told me that the biggest difficulty in teachfor them.
ing primary children today is that parents do not know
how to be parents and are afraid of their own children.
Many of these important issues stem from a lack of
Preparation for Obedience
formation in virtue which according to the Catechism of
The final foundation in human formation takes
the Catholic Church is the principle contribution of the famthe form of the necessary preparation which again
ily to any society which includes religion (CCC, 2223).
should have come primarily from the family in respect
The Program for Priestly Formation document summarizes:
and obedience to authority. This includes a proper
“In general, human formation happens in a three-fold
formation in the psychological aspects of obedience
process of self-knowledge, self-acceptance, and selfwhich is much more than just doing what one is told.
gift—and all of this in faith” (CCC, 80).
Those who have been ill-formed by their parents

Religious Life

January/February 2019 5

