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Ecclesial religious communities 
old and new 

Ellen M. Leonard 

L 
AST SEMESTER I TAUGHT A SEMINAR COURSE o n  'Religious life and lay 
communities'. The seven students who made up the seminar reflect 

some of the diversity that characterizes ecclesial communities today. 
The group consisted of two African women, a religious of the Holy 
Child from Nigeria and a member of the Grail from Tanzania; two other 
women religious, one a missionary from western Canada, the other a 
vocations director in Ontario; two laymen, both interested in base 
communities in Latin America; and a diocesan seminarian. Through 
their questions and research, these students contributed to this study. 

Sandra Schneiders' book, Finding the treasure: locating Catholic 
religious life in a new ecclesial and cultural context, situates religious 
life as a human phenomenon among the world religions.1 Although the 
many forms taken by religious life have been and continue to be rich 
and varied, all are inspired by the spiritual quest common to the world 
religions. Schneiders draws on the anthropological archetype of the 
monk, the psychological archetype of the virgin and the sociological 
ideal type of the religious virtuoso in order to understand religious life 
as a phenomenon deeply rooted in our humanity.: 

This article focuses on contemporary experience of ecclesial 
communities within the Roman Catholic tradition. These communities 
include established religious orders and congregations, some hundreds 
of years old, new ecclesial movements, many of them formed since 
Vatican II, and base Christian communities. There are canonical 
distinctions between orders, congregations, associations and institutes. 
In this article I have used the term 'community' to describe all those 
groups whose members choose to respond to their baptismal call by 
joining with persons of similar commitment. My particular interest is in 
the ecclesiological significance of these communities. 

The emergence o f  ecclesial communities 
As a woman religious who belongs to a congregation founded in 

France in the seventeenth century, I have experienced the dramatic 
shifts in spirituality and life-style arising from Vatican II. Perhaps no 
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group of people within the Roman Catholic Church received the 
directives and challenges of Vatican II with as much enthusiasm as 
religious congregations of women. 'The Decree on the Appropriate 
Renewal of the Religious Life' mandated a two fold process: (1) a 
continuous return to the sources of all Christian life and to the original 
inspiration behind a given community, and (2) an adjustment to the 
changed conditions of the times. 3 The process was both painful and 
exhilarating. 

The return to the original inspiration often uncovered surprising 
information about courageous women and men who did not fit into 
established institutions. New contexts demanded new responses. The 
stories of the many congregations of apostolic women that began in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and which continued into the 
twentieth century need to be heard. 4 New forms of religious life 
developed alongside the monastic life which was the only form of 
religious life for women officially recognized by the church. 5 Are we in 
the midst of a similar development of new forms today? The post- 
Tridentine congregations seem unable to attract younger members, at 
least in North America and western Europe. Many religious orders in 
the West are experiencing a period of diminishment as their members 
age and few younger people are choosing their form of life. 
International orders often have a vibrant new membership in Africa 
and Asia while their European and 'North American communities 
decrease. 6 At the same time there are numerous emerging religious 
communities and lay movements known as 'Associations of the 
Christian Faithful'. Small Christian communities of various kinds are 
springing up in all parts of the world. 

In 1989 Jean Vanier, founder of L'Arche, one of the new communi- 
ties, predicted: 

A renaissance is coming. Soon there will be multitudes of communities 
founded on adoration and presence to the poor, linked to each other and 
to the great communities of the church, which are themselves being 
renewed, and have already journeyed for years and sometimes 
centuries. A new Church is indeed being born. 7 

Jean Vanier's prediction is being fulfilled as new communities 
emerge and N~er communities struggle to refound themselves. What 
can the new communities learn from the older established orders and 
congregations? What can established orders learn from the new 
communities? What lessons do base Christian communities offer? 
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What challenges do all these communities present to the larger church 
and to the world? 

Established congregations and new ecclesial movements 
The reality that many orders and congregations are facing has 

inspired much soul-searching and theological reflection. Vatican II's 
recovery of our common baptismal vocation and the universal call to 
holiness has challenged members of religious orders to rethink their 
call. Although there are divergent ways of interpreting the present 
situation there is general acknowledgement that this is a time of crisis 
or of kairos. 8 Joan Chittister suggests that older orders and congre- 
gations need to keep 'fire in these ashes' in order that something new 
may come to birth. 9 

Schneiders' definition of Catholic religious life is helpful in 
distinguishing it from other forms of dedicated Christian life. 

Religious Life is a prophetic life form in the Church whose prophetic 
character is rooted in and derives from the celibate solitude that unites 
contemplative immediacy to God and solidarity with the marginalized 
of society and expresses itself in the vows that address to the world the 
challenge of the Reign of God. lO 

The growth of new movements within the church has been 
enthusiastically proclaimed as a sign of the presence of the Spirit in 
our day. Some of these movements are well known: L'Arche, Focolare, 
Communion and Liberation, Opus Dei, Sant' Egidio, the 
Neocatechumenate, the Grail, Catholic Worker. Others such as 
Madonna House are less known. Some were formed after Vatican II 
while others were founded prior to the council but have been deeply 
influenced by Vatican II's call to universal holiness. 11 

The various ecclesial movements differ significantly from one 
another in their organization and purpose but are often grouped 
together as movements of the Spirit in our age. An event which 
recognized and celebrated these movements occurred on Pentecost 
Sunday 1998, when over 300,000 members of 56 new communities met 
with the pope. Prior to this gathering a conference was held on the 
theme 'The Ecclesial Movements of the Third Millennium'. 12 

Many of these movements are international. They are composed of 
men and women, married and single, with a large percentage of young 
people. They are predominantly lay although they may have members 
who are priests. Sometimes they include members of other Christian 
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churches or other religious traditions. Both in worship and in life-style 
the influence of the monastic tradition is often evident. They have been 
encouraged by recent popes, and especially by John Paul II, who sees 
them as missionaries of a new evangelization. 

Some of the movements have been criticized for cult-like charac- 
teristics. 13 Fear has been expressed that they are sects or churches 
within the Roman Catholic Church. They have sparked division within 
parishes and controversy between priests and bishops, and between 
bishops and the pope. It has been suggested that these problems are the 
growing pains of something new that is emerging within the Church. 

The movements have a relationship with the pope and the Vatican 
through the Pontifical Council of the Laity which has ensured their 
freedom to develop their particular charisms. Their influence has 
penetrated not only into the life of the universal church but also into the 
political and social life of many countries. 

Base Christian communities exist in many countries and take many 
forms. Those in Latin America have been widely studied but there are 
also large numbers in the Philippines, in Africa, and throughout the 
world. Many Christians see them as a new way of being Church, a 
church from the base. Unlike religious congregations or the various lay 
movements which are for a particular segment of the population, the 
base ecclesial communities are for everyone. As Latin American 
members have insisted: 'They are not a movement within the church, 
but the church in movement.' 14 

Base Christian communities are extremely diverse. Some are 
associated with parishes or religious congregations while others may 
be anti-institutional. One particular form of base community might be 
Called 'Women Church', gatherings of mainly Catholic women who 
come together to provide spiritual support for one another. 15 There are 
numerous other groups that join together in community to carry out a 
specific purpose. Covenant House, for example, is a community which 
reaches out to homeless young people on the streets. 

Some commonalities and differences 
The older congregations and the new movements have many 

common characteristics: the search for God, the outreach to the 
marginalized, the choice of a communal lifestyle, a formal relationship 
to the Church. Each community has developed its own way to live these 
commitments. The history of the Church reveals great variety and 
freedom in how individuals and communities respond to their vocation. 
Religious orders and congregations usually express their commitment 
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in the traditional three vows of poverty, chastity and obedience 
professed as a lifetime choice. Newer communities have different ways 
of expressing their commitment, often in the form of promises for a 
specific period of time. Members of both older and newer communities 
choose to live their baptismal commitment by joining with others in 
living an evangelical life-style. 

The search for God finds expression in reaching out to one's 
neighbour, especially those on the margins of society. Once again the 
ways of doing this are varied and distinctive. In the past care for the 
marginalized often took place in institutions owned and maintained by 
religious groups. As governments have assumed responsibility for 
many of the institutions that provide care, outreach to the neighbour, 
especially those on the margins of society, is often done in ways that are 
more immediate and personal. 

The base Christian communities also share many of the character- 
istics described above. They are generally less structured and more 
praxis-orientated than either religious congregations or the ecclesial 
movements. They are often composed of the marginalized; thus they 
are a church of the poor rather than a church for the poor. 

Ecclesial significance 
Both the established orders and congregations and the newer 

movements are not part of the Church's hierarchical structure but rather 
belong to the charismatic element of the church. Religious Life itself in 
its many forms is a charism, a gift to build up the Church, while each 
religious community has its own particular charism which draws 
persons who resonate with it to seek admission. Discerning the charism 
of individuals as well as of groups is an important and demanding task. 
The responsibility for discerning the authenticity of an ecclesial 
community belongs, in the words of Lumen gentium, 'to those who 
preside over the Church, and to whose special competence it belongs, 
not indeed to extinguish the spirit, but to test all things and hold fast to 
that which is good.' 16 

Many religious orders, congregations and ecclesial movements enjoy 
pontifical status. This means they are not restricted to a particular local 
church or diocese but are free to respond to the needs of the universal 
ChurchJ 7 However, they must obtain the permission of the local 
ordinary in order to serve in his diocese. The older congregations have 
learned to live within the local church and at times find themselves 
absorbed within diocesan or parochial structures. This is particularly 
true of clerical orders. Such absorption makes it difficult for religious 
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women and men to fulfil their prophetic vocation within the Church. 
The newer communities began in a particular cultural context but have 
rapidly become international. They are often highly centralized and 
through their Vatican connections they contribute to a centralized view 
of Church. Gradually they are finding a place within local churches as 
bishops are encouraged to welcome these movements. Is 

Cardinal Ratzinger in his address on 'The Theological Locus of 
Ecclesial Movements' expressed his dissatisfaction with a dialectic 
which contrasts the charismatic and the institutional aspects of the 
Church.19 He argued that such an approach sets up too sharp a split 
between two constitutive dimensions of the Church. Instead he 
contrasted local churches with universal missionary activity, suggesting 
that the universal and missionary dynamism of the itinerant apostles of 
the early Church continued in the Petrine ministry and the apostolic 
movements. He distinguished this universal element from local 
ecclesiastical ministry and emphasized the need for collaboration 
between the two kinds of ministry: the sacramental-hierarchical 
ministry of the local churches and the apostolic movements that 
serve the universal mission and spreading of the Gospel. 

Such a distinction between local and universal elements offers a way 
of viewing religious life throughout the ages as well as the new apos- 
tolic movements. At the same time it clearly limits the sacramental- 
hierarchical ministry to men while recognizing the apostolic gifts of 
women past and present. 

The base Christian communities are a way of being Church, a 
Church from below. Networks of various communities have developed. 
The base communities in Latin America see themselves as part of the 
one universal Church, in communion with their clergy, their bishops 
and the pope. Clashes between two views of Church, one a hierarchical 
view, the other a view from the base community, have created certain 
tensions. While the Conference of Latin American bishops at Medellin 
(1968) and at Puebla (1979) supported the base communities as 'centres 
of evangelization and moving forces of liberation', the Vatican 
response to base ecclesial communities has been somewhat less 
enthusiastic than that towards the ecclesial movements. Both the 
present pope and Paul VI have warned base communities against 
isolation and ideological exploitation] ° Some base communities, 
including 'Women Church' communities, reject any formal relation- 
ship with the institutional Church but maintain that they too are Church. 
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What can be learned from established communities 
Established communities have valuable experience of living and 

working together that can be shared with new communities and with the 
larger Church. They have struggled long and hard to build communities 
based on adult relationships. Religious no longer see themselves as a 
labour force within the Church but as a prophetic voice reminding 
themselves and others of the one thing necessary. They offer examples 

of fidelity over a long period. In a world of change they provide 

evidence that life-long commitment is possible. 
Older communities have learned to practise discernment in decision- 

making and to embody their founding charism in new situations. The 

founders of communities are charismatic leaders who attract others to 

follow them. The death of the founder is a particularly difficult time as 

the community struggles to continue the mission and spirit which 

animates it. Older orders have gone through this transition and may 
offer some wisdom on how to institutionalize a charism so that it will 

continue and remain vibrant. 
One of the gifts that religious congregations might give to the larger 

Church is a renewed understanding of the traditional vows of poverty, 
chastity and obedience. These vows are being re-thought as the 

expression of a way of life rooted in faith rather than as obligations. 
They point to values which challenge all people but which some 
Christians embrace as a way of structuring their lives. Schneiders and 

others see the vowed life as a voluntary marginality. 

By not undertaking one's species role as reproducer of the race, by not 
participating in a capitalist economy by the acquisition or use of wealth 
for personal purposes, by not exercising political power for individual 
goals, the Religious situates herself at the edges of the systems that 
make the culture function. 2~ 

From this marginal position religious can share the 'hermeneutical 
advantage of the poor'. The position is also described as one of 
liminality. 22 Vows are not static but dynamic, allowing for change and 

growth. Rather than imposing boundaries they offer horizons for living 
a radical Christian life. 23 Although not all are called to the public 

profession of vows, all Christians are called to live the evangelical 
values that they represent: mutual sharing of resources, non-exploitative 

relationships, and collaboration for mission. 
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What can be learned from ecclesial movements and communities 
The new movements demand a willingness to risk and call for a deep 

trust in God. While older communities are learning to cope with 
diminishment, some of the newer movements are faced with the 
problem of rapid growth. 24 They often have a flexibility in responding 
to changing needs which established groups may lack. The different 
ways of belonging allow for flexibility and may be attractive to younger 
people for whom a lifetime commitment seems impossible. But, while 
some may grow into such a commitment, others need time and support 
for this growth. 

A study undertaken in the summer of 1998 by the Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University, Washington, 
obtained information on 168 emerging communities and lay move- 
ments. 25 A number of trends or patterns were noted: the importance of 
prayer and contemplation, the importance of evangelization, the 
continued attractiveness of Benedictine, Franciscan, and Carmelite 
spiritualities, decreased activity in the traditional institutional minis- 
tries of the church, and the importance of a larger Catholic culture in 
which religious life is familiar and accepted. The active role of the 
bishop in encouraging new communities is also important. 26 

The base ecclesial communities offer less structured ways to be 
church and an alternative ecclesiology which recognizes the universal 
church as present within the small gathering of the faithful. They are 
often the church of the poor and marginalized. Whereas some religious 
groups are glitist, the base communities in Latin America remind us 
that the Church is for all and particularly for the poor and oppressed. 
'Women Church' communities remind us that the Church is also the 
church of women. Mary Ann Hinsdale suggests that Women Church is 
an example of the interruption of the Spirit challenging the larger 
Church to recognize women's full humanity as persons. 27 

Base communities have developed creative ways of fostering the 
gifts of their members and recognizing these gifts as ministries. There 
is a basic equality as each one contributes to the community. In some 
communities priests and bishops are learning to minister within this 
dynamic context. All participate in the life and mission of the 
community according to their gifts and the needs of the community. 

Much can be learned from the diverse experiences of ecclesial 
c~mmunities within the Church. They remind one another and the 
larger Church that the purpose of all forms of religious life is the search 
for God, and that God is found among our sisters and brothers, 
especially among the poor. The place of community in the search for 
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God and in outreach to the neighbour is being experienced in many 
ways. The focus on community is itself a prophetic stance in our 
individualistic society. 

Ecclesial communities by their way of life should offer a challenge 
to the world and to the Church as they live out their prophetic vocation. 
Johannes Metz suggests that religious might serve as shock therapy, 
reminding their brothers and sisters of each Christian's call to the 
following of Christ. 28 Today this shock therapy assumes a variety of 
expressions from ecclesial communities old and new. 

Ellen M. Leonard CSJ is Professor of Systematic Theology at the University 
of St Michael's College and the Centre for the Study of Religion, University of 
Toronto. 
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