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The Battle of Consecrated Life

Several months ago, Pope Francis called for a “Year of Consecrated Life” to begin with the start of the Advent season. This grace-filled Year will provide an extended time to give thanks to God for Sisters and Brothers, monks and hermits, and members of other Consecrated Institutes who have played and who continue to play pivotal roles in the life and mission of the Church. It will also be a time to look for fresh ways to promote vocations to consecrated life among our youth.
Now is a good time, says Pope Francis, to pause and review both the lights and shadows of Religious Life in the past, to praise God for the Gospel witness of a multitude of Religious and other Consecrated Persons, and to reflect on the joy of a life dedicated to Christ for the sake of the Kingdom of God, a life patterned after Jesus who revealed God’s love by being poor, chaste and obedient.
To understand the Christian life, and certainly to understand Consecrated Life, we need to recall that our world is both beautiful and broken, both radiant with light and darkened by the shadow of death. 
It is beautiful because it is made by a God who is love, a merciful Father and Creator who is the source of all goodness, truth and mercy. 

But the world is also broken because we humans turn away from God, we refuse to love our neighbor and make a terrible mess of things. 

In this world of both light and darkness, Christ does not choose those without sin to serve Him in religious life. He chooses those who want to do “something beautiful for God,” but also know that only with the mercy of God will they succeed in doing so. The Lord chooses those who delight in saying with the Psalmist, “Forever I will sing the goodness of the Lord;” and also in saying at Mass each day, “Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed.”
Jesus also chooses for consecrated life those who are ready for battle. A great example of this is St. Therese of Lisieux, also known as the Little Flower. With a nickname like that, we might think that Therese was a wimp. But, as someone said, “She might have been a little flower, but if so, she was a steel magnolia.” Hers was a soul on fire with love, a young Carmelite nun who courageously fought a disease that ended her life at age 23 but never diminished her love of Christ the King and never took away her hope or her joy. Therese was victorious in the one battle that really counts.


The battle of consecrated life today is fought on three fronts: 
= against a pornographic culture that uses persons as if they were things for self-gratification and that is blind to their true identity as beloved sons and daughters of God;
= against a culture obsessed with material things like money, power and prestige, a culture that manufactures false excuses for not serving the poor or loving the stranger;
= against an individualistic culture that prizes personal choice above the right to life, that thinks freedom is the right to do whatever I want rather than the ability to put the needs of others ahead of my own.

The weapons that Christ supplies for battle on this 3-fold front are chastity, poverty and obedience. Jesus forges these virtues in converted sinners, in persons like you and me who have been redeemed in the Blood of the Lamb. Christ the King, by means of these three virtues, prepares men and women for battle, readies them for war.

It is a battle far more important than those of Vietnam, Iraq or Afghanistan. For it has consequences that reach into eternity. The battle rages around a fundamental question that each person must answer: will I serve the King or will I rebel against Him?

In a “pro-choice” culture, we want a right to choose, regardless of the consequences to others, even if my choice takes their life. In the Kingdom of God, on the other hand, Jesus is not an elected official. He does not run for office. He is not a president or prime minister. We do not have a choice about whether or not He will be in charge. He is in charge and always will be.
The Kingdom of God exists from all eternity and will continue forever. The choice we have is whether or not we will accept Him as King? Will we obey His commands? If we obey Him, He will say to us at the hour of our earthly death, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father. Inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink…” 
The vow of obedience fortifies true freedom, and strengthens us against the “will to power.” It equips us to “seek first the Kingdom of God” and to resist the devil who roams around the world seeking the ruin of souls.
The vow of poverty fortifies against cravings after possessions, which make us blind to the needs and sufferings of the weak. Poverty strengthens us to live in solidarity and charity, especially with the poor, children and despised.

The vow of chastity prepares us for heaven, where marriage is no longer, where everyone enjoys the loving gaze of the King, where lust and possessiveness have no part at all.
1900 years ago, Philo of Alexandria gave the following advice: “Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a great battle.” These words are true and they contain great advice. 
Members of Consecrated Life help the rest of us to prepare for this spiritual battle and to be kind. They receive special charisms, not so much for their own good as for the good of others, gifts from God to be integrated into the whole Body of Christ, the Church, to equip the rest of us for battle in league with the King of kings and under the banner of the Lord of lords. They help us to say anew every day, “Him alone will I serve. He alone is the King and center of my heart.” They also help us to say, “Father, Thy will be done, Thy kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven.”
