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THEOLOGICAL SETTING. CHARISM

ABSTRACT

To speak about consecration, one needs to start from some preliminary issues:

1. Is it possible to put the great variety of experiences of Forms of Life which today, with a 
neologism, we call "Consecrated Life", in a single category with the risk of 
homogenization which may jeopardize the diversity?

2. Is 'consecration' the category which best identifies the divers historical Forms? Could 
there be other elements which may characterize them more adequately? 

3. Rather than searching for one specific element, would it not be better to look at the divers 
Forms of life as projects in which various components are harmonized? These 
components would have a certain hierarchy of importance, but, nevertheless, they are 
inseparable from each other. 

The Decree Perfectae caritatis reminds us all that the fundamental norm is just one: «the 
following of Christ as presented in the Gospel» (n 2). This is the common root which provides 
the Christological and theological foundation of Consecrated Life. Along the centuries, then, 
there was a multiplication of Rules, which shows the «wonderful variety of religious 
communities». 

Therefore, the question is: 'how' does one follow Christ? How may one give the 
evangelical response to the sequela and to the total donation to God? As a quick answer one may 
say: by means of the three evangelical counsels (chastity, poverty, obedience); but, wouldn't 
such an answer be too limited. Can we really define the chaste, poor and obedient Jesus, up to a 
point of enclosing him in this threefold perspective? From a historical point of view, when 
different communities of religious life were founded the three vows were not always 
considered the topmost values, either chronologically or in order of importance. 

Often, in the history of various religious communities, we note that the three vows, 
which express the evangelical counsels, were adopted later to integrate an already existing 
charismatic project. 

Historically, Consecrated Life was not the product of the profession of the three vows. Its 
roots are to be found in inspiring and original motivations: the desire for a never-ending praise, 
the search for God, prayer of intercession, the service to the poor and the sick, the annunciation 
of conversion and of the Kingdom of God, Catechesis and the formation of young people, etc.. 
In order to achieve such objectives in a more incisive manner, vows were professed.
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If Christ is the "Founder" of Consecrated Life, the Holy Spirit is the One who incarnated 
it along the centuries in the diverse Forms, thus becoming the «author and inspiration of the 
charisms of Consecrated Life». 

The Gospel is the only "Supreme Rule" and each Founder wanted to live it entirely by 
reading it in a special light given by the Spirit (cf. Jn 16,12-15) which, along the centuries, gives 
witness to the mystery of Christ, and allows the Church to become a Christ "unfolded" in time. 
Each Institute of Consecrated Life highlights, in a charismatic way, some aspect of the mystery 
of the Lord and becomes its living memory within the Church. 

In the great variety of charismatic expressions there are two essential elements which are 
present in a uniting and constitutive manner: fraternal life and mission. 

Fraternal life, even if not necessarily in common, is very often present from the 
beginning. The reference to the nascent community of Jerusalem, characterized by being "one 
heart and one soul", not only inspired the beginning of numerous Institutes, but kept constantly 
coming back as the criterion for reform and renewal. It is constitutive en par with the three 
vows. 

The ministerial - apostolic dimension. We cannot affirm that what constitutes 
Consecrated Life is primarily the consecration through the three religious vows, and that the 
charismatic specificity is something secondary. This would mean that the mission and the 
ministerial nature, in the divers forms which came about along the centuries, cannot be 
included in the definition of Consecrated Life, which, in that case, would be  impoverished. 

Above all, Christ if the One whom the Father has sent into the world, entrusting him 
with a mission. The Religious Institutes' mission is in line and in continuation with that of 
Christ. If he is celibate, it is because he wants to be fully available for the mission which the 
Father entrusted him with; if he does not possess a stone on which to lay his head, it is because 
he wants to be free to move about and preach the Kingdom; if he obeys the Father, it is because 
he wants to fulfill the mandate he received. 

Therefore, the principle of mission - whether expressed as a service of charity or the 
annunciation of the Word - is not juxtaposed, but is intrinsic to the consecration and to the 
entire charismatic project. 

We need to look at the extraordinary and unrepeatable experience of the protagonists of 
Consecrated Life and their spiritual journey in order to pick the common motivations which 
enlivened them, the values which guided them and the objectives they yearned to achieve. By 
following the pathways of these experiences we may be able to elaborate a theology of 
Consecrated Life which is relevant to a Christian way of life. And not the other way round, 
because Consecrated Life is essentially 'life', or rather, a myriad of 'experiences of life' lived out 
by men and women who have concrete life stories and faces. Other men and women are still 
being inspired even today by the Spirit, who never repeats himself. 


