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PERSONAL RENEWAL

Source of New Life and Growth in the Order

The Prior General Speaks to the Order

One of the most distressing problems in today's society is that of alcohol and drug dependence. The high percentage of people of all ages and walks of life who are either alcoholics or on their way to becoming such is truly frightening. Drug addiction, too, tears apart the lives of thousands, especially among the young. Its effects, like that of alcoholism, are felt also in society in general, because this dependency has brought about a spiraling increase in the crime rate. Our pastoral work has brought many of us into direct contact with such cases, and there is no doubt about the devastating effects wrought upon the suffering person, his often helpless family and society itself. Our experience, as well as other sources of information, have made us all aware that we can really only help a person overcome alcoholism or drug dependence if three conditions are realized: 1) the afflicted person must admit that the problem exists in his own life; 2) he must realize that by himself he will be unable to deal with it effectively; and 3) he must want the help that is available, and seek it realistically.


Alcoholism and drug dependence are, admittedly, extreme cases. I use them here only as examples which serve to illustrate a principle which applies generally to life itself: growth and progress are only possible to the extent that we recognize our personal needs and deficiencies acknowledge that we cannot overcome them by ourselves alone, and are willing to seek out and use the helps available. Augustine, in what he tells us about himself before his conversion, offers us an example of one who recognized a particular need (in his case, a need for chastity), even cried out for help to achieve it, but then didn't have the courage to follow through. Having appealed for help, he suddenly withdrew his request by adding that famous: "not yet".


As he himself explains it, he was really afraid he would be heard by God and would have to face the consequences. He would have to leave all that pleasure behind him, and the truth of the matter was that he didn't think he could live without it
.


In matters perhaps much less serious, but nonetheless significant, we all experience similar difficulties at one time or another. Perhaps our spiritual life has been left unattended and is drifting downhill, or our preaching has become dull and uninspired, or our pastoral energy has become weak from routine, or our dedication to the religious life has been replaced by other interests, or the many changes introduced in the Church and religious life have remained something merely external, not really a part of us. Which one of us has not experienced the difficulty - sometimes quite extreme - of getting out of a rut in our lives? Either we find ourselves too comfortable, too secure or too attached to our own views, or we are too busy to give the matter proper attention, or the thought of a change appears too difficult, too painful, even perhaps too risky, for we are fearful, as was Augustine, that if we ask for help, we may in fact receive it, and deep down, maybe we are not quite ready to face the consequences.


Some or all of these difficulties may be present in the challenge presented to us by a true understanding of what personal renewal as an Augustinian religious / priest really means to me, as an individual, and as a member of a community in the heart of the Church. It is concerning this that I would like to reflect with you in what follows.

1. RENEWAL IS ABOVE ALL PERSONAL

Growing in the newness of our vocation

St. Augustine offers us a very pertinent thought as we begin our reflection:


It should not be necessary for me to always have to tell you new things. It is true, however, that we must be new, and not let what is old get in our way. We must grow and make progress... We do not advance by returning to our former state, but by growing in the newness that is ours
.

We will all acknowledge that we are God's new people through baptism, and that with God's help we are constantly seeking to keep from returning to our old selves, to the attractions of sin. To do this effectively, however, we cannot allow ourselves to stand still: we must move forward, we must grow in this newness which we have freely received. The same could be said of our call to the religious life or to the priesthood. We cannot be merely content with what we have received. Rather, if we want to keep our vocation intact, we must do more than merely dust off every now and then what we already have. We must push forward, make progress, grow in the newness and freshness of our original consecration. Otherwise we might very well be accused by the Lord of having buried our talents “lest they be lost”. Again Augustine reminds us, in a phrase we are well acquainted with: 


Let your present state always leave you dissatisfied, if you want to become what you are not yet. For whenever you grow satisfied with yourself, you stop making progress
.

Almost twenty years have passed since the Second Vatican Council began its deliberations, deliberations which in many ways were to renew the face of the Church, without however changing its essence. In its pastoral approach to all the topics on its agenda, the Council took into account the present situation of the world and the Church, and sought to clarify the Church's role in this new reality. Many external changes were introduced in various areas of the Church's life. These, however, even though they attracted the most attention because of their “novelty”, were not the most important contribution of the Council or of the post-conciliar period. The really profound renewal of the Church has come about through the development and manifestation of a new outlook, of rather the revival of an attitude that has always been firmly rooted in the Gospel: an attitude of pastoral service, of openness, of willingness to learn, of reconciliation, of admission of past failings, of return to simplicity. Summing up in the briefest of words, the Church as a whole admitted its need for ongoing renewal and entered a new and very challenging period of its existence, truly a new springtime and Pentecost, as Pope John XXIII described it.


With the highest authority of the Church leading the way, it wasn’t long before this renewal began to be felt everywhere. We have all shared in. In fact, we as Augustinians have important measures to make ourselves part of this renewal. Our new Constitutions were drawn up and promulgated after worldwide consultation; the Order took a significant step forward in preparing a study on the role of Augustinians in the modern world, which became our Dublin Document. And most recently, the document from our Mexican General Chapter stressed our preferential option for the poor and a deepening relationship with the laity whom we serve. Ongoing renewal has been preached throughout the length and breadth of the Order, but until very recently this renewal seems not to have taken hold in the life and attitudes of many of our brothers. External changes were accepted, often because mandated or because convenient, but no one is able to enter into the heart and mind of an individual to bring about an accompanying change of attitude. This can only be accomplished by the Spirit, by the interior Master, when the time is ripe. It is hard to say what factors are most influential in bringing about this interior renewal in each of us, but it is a fact that, until this happens on a larger scale, the renewal intended by the Council will not yet have become a reality.

A challenge from the Pope: courageous thrust toward the future

But if it takes time for new attitudes to form, it is nevertheless going on all around us, and the signs are there to be seen: there is a new and decisive emphasis on the value of prayer in our personal life, and of the meaning of prayer on the community level; there is a veritable thirst abroad in the Order for more knowledge of our Augustinian spirit and spirituality; there is a great desire being born among us for sharing our Augustinian heritage with others - with our students, their parents, our friends, our parishioners. The more we realize what we have freely received. as. Augustinians, the more we come to realize the importance - even the obligation - of sharing this gift with others. A repeated emphasis on community as a primary value for us as followers of Augustine has begun to have its very positive effects in our lives also. There is a deeper appreciation of the many and varied talents that exist in our brothers, and which need to be better recognized and respected. But despite these and other gains, each one of us must still ask himself the fundamental question: “Do I recognize my own need for renewal, personal renewal that reaches the whole ME?” “Am I willing to get involved in a truly personal renewal, even though I am a bit fearful, even though I see it as risky, even though I recognize that ‘getting involved’ might make me cut back somewhat on my pastoral activities?”


If we find ourselves weak, hesitant, fearful about giving a wholehearted affirmative response to these questions, then we are in good company. Paul willingly boasted of his weakness “so that the power of Christ may rest upon me... for when I am powerless, it is then that I am strong”
. Augustine acknowledged his own inadequacy and finally overcame his fearful hesitation, recognized that God would surely give what he sought concerning continency, if with inward groanings Augustine would knock at God's ears and with a firm faith cast all his cares upon him
. Augustine also recognized of course, that personal cooperation is essential in this as in any task: “God created you without your help, but he will not save you without your cooperation”
.


Our loving Father's help, however, is not just present to us through interior grace. He also provides us with the stimulation and encouraging aid of his Church, especially in its ordinary Magisterium. And for this reason, it is very important that we be aware of what our Holy Father Pope John Paul II has been telling us over and over again. His statements about what is expected of us as religious should help dispel uncertainties and shape or renew our own attitudes, insofar as this may be necessary. It seems to me that John Paul's fundamental idea is very succinctly expressed in this one line phrase, taken from a letter he addressed to the Congregation for Religious in 1980: “What counts most is not what religious do, but what they are as persons consecrated to the Lord”
. In other places, speaking to religious, the Pope has pointed out in greater detail what it means to be a religious today, and how this has practical consequences in our outlook:


People today expect to find in you as religious an example of how to harmonize the human and the divine, “what is seen and what is not seen” (2 Cor. 4,18), and how the latter (the things of faith) prevail over the former...

Indeed, a sound equilibrium between human and Christian values is what gives the religious life the capability of renewing and refining itself, and making its witness more and more apparent... It is from the Gospel that we come to understand how to combine unshakable adherence to the will of the Father with judicious daring in our decisions, and a courageous thrust into the future with careful preservation of the rich spiritual heritage of the past. No step forward is possible, in any direction, unless it is rooted in what has gone before; but it is equally true that merely to be satisfied with the past is a sign of unproductive inaction
.

I think our Holy Father has spoken very clearly, and in a truly challenging way. Being fully religious, be says, living, in other words, in complete coherence with our religious profession, offers a far greater testimony to the world of the presence of Christ in our midst than any amount of activity which is not backed up by a life in harmonious accord with what we profess to be. But at the same time - and this is extremely important - the Pope tells us that being religious does not imply a static existence. Quite the contrary, for a static existence would lead to “unproductive inaction”. Rather, being a religious is something dynamic, it is ongoing, it keeps its focal point in the Gospel message, it is balanced, it projects itself courageously into the future without losing sight of the past, it is loyal to the Father's will and consequently has no fear of being bold in the Gospel sense in programming the future. This is true of the individual religious as well as for the religious community. In fact, it is hard to imagine a community launching itself in this fashion unless its members have already acquired this kind of outlook.

An Augustinian approach: seeking a healthy balance

Applying all this to personal renewal, we have an excellent set of guidelines to get us started and keep us moving in the right direction. The thing, however, that should be especially attractive for us in this program for renewal is that it is so very Augustinian in its approach. A healthy balance is brought about by a healthy tension in our lives, which keeps us on our guard against excesses in any direction. Musical instruments, as we know, must be constantly tuned to keep them in proper tension and balance. It is the same with our approach to the Augustinian religious life, especially if it is also associated with priestly ministry. There will always be tensions, for example, between our prayer life and our life of pastoral service; between our concern for the community within and the community without; between our concern for our needs and duties as persons and our needs and duties as members of a community. Striking a happy balance in our personal lives is impossible, however, unless we are willing to “tune” ourselves by applying the proper checks and corrections. And the same may be said for the community, the province, the Order and the Church itself. Insofar as we are willing to take advantage of the means provided for us, we will become neither unproductive nor inactive in our religious existence. Rather, we will grow with the times, with the Church, and in particular in the family which should be so close to us, our own religious community
.


At this point, however, I consider it very important to insist on an idea which is complementary to what I have been saying about balancing our tensions. The balance we seek must not bring about a mere compartmentalization of the various aspects of our life. Rather, it ought to tend toward harmonizing and integrating them, so that they fit together in the wholeness of life itself. For example: it is not a question of community OR apostolate. We must be an apostolic community (note that “community” is the substantive here, “apostolic” the adjective), and at the same time carry out a community-minded apostolate
. Bearing in mind what we have heard from Pope John Paul, that our being religious takes precedence over our activity, we come to understand better that our apostolate will be especially effective insofar as it stems from a strong and healthy community life. On the other hand, an apostolate which makes community life impossible, or very difficult, is simply not what we Augustinians are all about. We are not doing the laity (that is, the Church) a favor when we offer them a good service, which, however, simultaneously tends to smother our raison d'être.

Pastoral activity and the interior life

But that is just one example. Here is another, much more personal, supplied by the Pope himself, and directed to all religious:


In the case of religious of apostolic life, it will be a question of promoting integration between interiority and activity. Their first duty, in fact, is that of being with Christ. A constant danger for apostolic workers is to become so involved in their work for the Lord, as to forget the Lord of all work
.

Putting this together with the other statements of the Pope, it becomes clear that he is telling us distinctly: being religious means, first of all being with Christ. A rich interior life is the source of a richly pastoral activity. Furthermore, an Augustinian who fails to cultivate his interior life seriously can hardly call himself a serious follower of Augustine. Unfortunately, in the spirit of a misunderstood “liberation” which followed the Second Vatican Council and our new Constitutions, not a few - or better many! - Augustinians felt that meditation - and consequently the interior life - was already a thing of the past, because it was no longer prescribed as a common prayer. Such was our poor logic! And not a few, or even many, Augustinians have become spiritually all the poorer because they have failed to enrich their lives with that personal, contemplative, interior dimension which is simply ”being with Christ”. Apparently, however, the pendulum is now slowly swinging back. We cannot merely search for God in others; we must also and primarily search for and listen to him in ourselves. And that is what contemplative prayer is all about.


Listen to these words, expressed in an official document of the Holy See, bearing in mind that the word “contemplative” in its usage here simply means “interior”:


The contemplative dimension is the real secret of renewal for all religious life. It vitally renews the following of Christ because it leads to an experiential knowledge of him... The more open religious are to the contemplative dimension, intensely developing their theological depth, the more attentive they will be to the demands of the Kingdom, because they will look on events with the eyes of faith...


The development of this contemplative dimension among Augustinians is a deeply personal responsibility, but it must also be positively promoted by the community
. In this area, as in so many others, the community must play a very active role in helping its members strive for renewal and coherence. Where the interior life is being deepened, community prayer is taking on new meaning, and this in its turn strengthens the individual in his concern of interiority. Common prayer is beginning to take on more meaning in a good number of our communities now, precisely because many more are deepening their awareness of the Scriptures, are doing more listening to the Spirit than talking, and are seeking to praise God instead of simply petition him.

2. RENEWAL IS NOT JUST PERSONAL: IT ALSO DEEPLY AFFECTS OTHERS


It is more than evident that renewal, in order to be genuine, must first of all be personal, mine, affecting my heart and my mind. But it cannot stop here. It should already be apparent from some of the examples given above that personal renewal also has extensive ramifications. It reaches out to all others whose lives touch mine: it affects the members of my community, my province, my Order. It vitally affects those who are the direct object of my pastoral concern as a religious, as a priest. It even affects others who are not yet known to me personally, in that it can and should make me aware that I must be concerned about these people also. Genuine renewal begins in the human heart, my heart, but if it is really genuine, it will know no bounds, because renewal is above all the stirring up of that charity which is in us through the Holy Spirit, and charity, by its very nature, wants to be shared with others. As Augustine puts it:


Anyone who fails to share what he has received shows that he is ungrateful to the one who has filled him. Each of us must give from what he has received
.
A new look at our vows

The local community should be the first to experience the positive effects of renewal in my life. If for some reason I have not felt my community to be my family, as those who have a first right to my concern, love and care, renewal should help bring me to that awareness. Way back in our novitiate days, we were led to understand that the primary object of our vows was to bring about in us an increase in love: love for God and love for neighbor. Perhaps, however, that idea became obscured because of the many juridical and moral aspects of our vows, which were very much insisted on. Renewal, however, should help us to recall and revive some concrete expressions of that love. I am thinking of such things as sharing and serving in particular.


My vow of chastity consecrates me to God and makes me in a special way the object of God's love and care. My vow of chastity, then, should also make me a more loving and caring person, willing and striving to share with others what I have freely received. And is it not perfectly logical that I begin with those closest to me, with those who very literally have thrown in their lot with me as Augustinians, that I begin by helping to create with them a community that is a model Christian community. Warn, welcoming and caring, where it is really a pleasure to live the religious life? Our Constitutions encourage us to create “an attractive atmosphere in the house so as to make it pleasant to live there and encourage brotherhood”
. But does not such an atmosphere depend more on the fraternal love and concern of the brothers than on mere physical surroundings?


Augustine’s views on poverty are, in general, well known to us. Indeed, poverty and humility are, according to him, the very foundations of community life. In our efforts at renewal, therefore, poverty also must necessarily emphasize a generous amount of sharing and service. I am called upon to place in common all monies, gifts and remuneration which may come to me. This we all know. But although these obligations are important for avoiding abuses which are damaging to community life, far more important for the progress of the community is the sharing and service that comes about when love impels me to give generously of my time and myself. To share my faith, my hopes, my joys and the gifts my particular talents make available is really to empty myself of what is most personal to me, as Jesus did when he came into this world. 


Obedience, as Augustine teaches it, is inspired by love - and compassion! And again it is a question of sharing and serving: sharing the responsibility of making the community function well, even when I am not an official; speaking up in Chapter to help build the community constructively; lightening the burden of those who bear a more immediate responsibility for the community or the province, by being more understanding and cooperative in the many tasks that are part of community life. This same love reaches out to the province through such things as active concern for vocations, participation in province gatherings, making myself more aware of the province’s needs, supporting and encouraging my brothers in every way possible. 


What has just been said about the local community and the province can be applied equally as well to the broader ecclesial aspects of our relationships. By the very fact that our vows urge us to grow in a practical love, with Jesus as our model, they encourage us to the building up of the body of Christ, to the construction of a more solid Christian community, among ourselves and with others. The consequences of such a challenge are inescapable, as well as far-reaching. And this brings us to other considerations which will invariably be affected by genuine renewal. 

What God's people expect from us

Some religious and priests apparently have not yet experienced the need for personal renewal or conversion. Yet as ministers of the Gospel, we are constantly trying to bring about such a conversion in others. It is possible that we have not really understood that the conversion or renewal of others is going to depend also on our own example? We are public witness by profession of the presence of the kingdom of God and of the importance of spiritual values in a world that is very much dominated by materialistic views. People quite naturally look to us for leadership in these matters. They expect us to keep “up to date” with the mind of the Church and with the practical needs of our fellow human beings, so that we can provide realistic guidance and informed leadership. They expect us, that is, to keep abreast of current thought, just as doctors, lawyers and technicians keep up to date with the advances in their own fields of specialization. Our example and our teaching in these matters cannot help but have an affect on others. 


Religious... know that, insofar as they themselves are converted to God's original plan for humanity as revealed in the man Jesus, they will help accelerate in others that conversion of mentality and outlook which will make the reform of economic, social and political structures authentic and stable...


True, we are not called to be social workers or get involved in politics as agents of temporal authority
, but we are clearly expected to help the laity come to understand better their specific role in this regard, and bring them to that new mentality which is fully in keeping with the mind of the Church and the changing circumstances of our times. This is truly to contribute to their personal renewal, and through them, to the renewal of society. 


Our personal example too will have as much to say in these matters as our teaching and our leadership. If we are really concerned for the cause of justice in the world, as we must be if our renewal is authentic, then this is going to affect our own lives and that of our communities in no small way. 


The witness of religious regarding justice in the world... implies... a constant review of their life-style, their use of goods and their manner of relating with others. The one who dares to speak to others about justice must above all be just in the eyes of others
.

Our Order, in its recent General Chapter in Mexico, has challenged us to closer relationships with the laity and special sensitivity for the poor in all categories: minorities, immigrants, refugees and so on
. But we will hardly succeed in developing sensitivity and helping to achieve justice for the poor if we have not adopted for ourselves a way of life that is “simple, joyful and hardworking”, and gives evidence of our trust in God
. If we take these challenges seriously, we will be able to bring about a similar sensitivity in many of the laity who are in a position to bring about the institutional changes that are necessary for the creation of a just society.

3. DRAWING SOME PRACTICAL CONCLUSIONS


As I conclude this reflection on personal renewal as a source of new life and growth in the Order, I would like to synthesize its main points, first by giving a brief resumé of some thoughts religious renewal on written by Cardinal Pironio, and secondly by simply asking some questions, whose answers will depend on each of us, both as individuals and as members of a community.


Cardinal Pironio, who as head of the Congregation for Religious for the past six years has an abundant experience with religious throughout the world, sums up genuine renewal in the religious life in these terms:


It is the work of the Holy Spirit, which demands true conversion presupposes a deep love of the Church, hunger for holiness, a desire for contemplation and service, and a sharing with others of joy and hope... This authentic renewal... is achieved through an honest and personal search for greater austerity, for a more radical faithfulness to the Gospel, and a more joyful sharing in the cross of the Lord... This renewal must lead to the formation of communities that are poor, prayerful, fraternal and mission-minded... whose most evident characteristic is joy...
 


Here are some of the questions we might ask ourselves. Throughout this presentation we have reflected together on what a number of people think about renewal. But the truly important question is this: What does renewal mean to me as an Augustinian religious/priest? What have I done, and what am I doing to bring about renewal in my own life? Have I been willing to seek help and seek it realistically, or have I perhaps been inconsistent as Augustine once was, and found myself saying: “not yet”? What am I doing to promote integration between interiority and activity in my own life? Am I really serious about contemplative prayer?


Does my personal renewal overflow into the lives of others: my brother Augustinians and those I serve in the apostolate? Has renewal made me more sensitive about my religious/priestly duties toward minority groups, toward the spreading of justice in the world? Has renewal helped me and my community to be poor, prayerful, fraternal and mission-minded and to spread the joy of the Lord to others? How do I show my concern for the growth of the local community? the provincial community? the Church and the Order at large?


Augustine acquired a great amount of wisdom from that spiritual odyssey which led him to conversion and onwards in continuing growth. He was able to put a lot of his insights into writing in a forceful way, revealing those inner workings of the human heart, which are often so subtle that one is sometimes not even aware of them. If we are open to conversion and renewal, we will recognize the power of these words of Augustine, with which I would like to conclude:


All men ask counsel (O God) about what they wish, but they do not all hear what they wish. Your best servant is he who looks not so much to hear from you what he wants to hear, but rather to want what he hears from you
.

Theodore V. Tack, O.S.A.
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