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“Dreams for the next 50 years: New members look towards the future” 

Panelist: Sr. Maryalice Jacquinot, IHM

What dream drew me to religious life?

As a young person, I had an interest in religious life.  My encounters with the IHM Congregation were the traditional ones – each of my parents has a relative in the community, as high school and college teachers, through the parish and later as colleagues.  I postponed responding to the interest I had in religious life after all I was living, in my mind, a sufficiently full life.  

Gradually I realized I was living a frenzied, fragmented life and was ready to exchange that for an equally full life but one that was more focused and purposeful, and to be united with others who had similar values. Community life, although I didn’t fully understand it at the time, had an appeal.  

When questioned about entering, often people’s concerns went to declining numbers.   

Certainly I was aware though not paralyzed by this reality.  God doesn’t call us to be part of a crowd, but rather to a unique relationship.  My choice was either to deny what I believed was my vocational call or to take a risk and become part of what will be, now and the future of religious life.

In my decision-making, the greatest sacrifice, one that is true across the generations, is to choose religious life or any other vocation is to give up the option for anything else.  My generation likes options (limited commitments) so that was a struggle, but not without benefit.

Early in formation, I heard someone give definition to the term trans-rational.  On the surface, there are those that think that religious life is limiting and dying so entering can be considered irrational.  If it is not irrational nor rational, transrational helps one to understand his or her discernment as including those things which transcend our limited ability to know based on facts – strictly the pros and cons.

We have all heard the statement- “we were made for these times,” just as you were made for your times. I think women who enter religious life today, know what they are getting into, and must come with certain abilities and skills to be a part of the graceful transition, or in-between time, from what is to what will be.  

Certainly respect and appreciation for the great history of religious life, gratitude for the legacy that each community has, creativity and commitment to create a meaningful future are necessary competencies.  If it is about who will turn off the lights, we are wasting everyone’s time.

Dream interpretation – I had the opportunity to have a dream interpreted.  I selected a dream which I had on a regular basis but never after I entered religious life. In the morning, I would wake up thinking all of my teeth had fallen out.  The interpreter believed that when the dream ceased I had found my voice.  Like all interpretations, if it resonates with your experience you can accept it; I think it reflects my experience. 

Where am I now? 

(Some observations based on my own experience.  They may not be the same for all religious my age and all congregations.)

Last year, I completed a Pastoral Care and Counseling degree form Neumann College in Spiritual Leadership At Work. Neumann’s approach to this subject was to examine those “foundations- theological, psychological, moral/ethical, organizational”  which shape your thinking, how you relate, how you approach work, what gives your life meaning, etc.    I came to realize that as a person born after Vatican II, I had very little to claim as my theological foundation.  All I could recall from religious education is “God is Love” which is profoundly simple.  I don’t want to exchange that for more dogma, catechism, rote memorization but I am aware how important it is to do some “back fill” in order to claim a theological foundation that will support me in practice and dialogue with my peers in the Church.  

I offer this as one example that there is no common experience with regard to theological preparation or Church involvement which applies to all persons after Vatican II.

-Reminiscing is great but needs to be done in balance with dreaming or in a way that helps explain why, what did you learn, how did it form you, etc.

(Early formation experience, ask a few sisters what it means to be an IHM?  Well, we used to be known for., once we staffed all the local schools, We were known for our beautiful habit, etc)

Sadness, not fondness for the past, is communicated when focus on what we were, not who we are!

Empty nest convents are psychologically damaging to older religious. Daily they are  reminded of the void, who isn’t here.  Often they fill up the bedrooms with extra stuff, but typically the dining room which once was used for 20 or more is now used by less than 5. 

- Membership requirements 

While there has been improvement as the government structure has become more open  in the past few years, I am often surprised that there is not greater participation in our common life.  Naturally I am not suggesting mandatory requirements but want to help inspire members to participate.  

More efficient, information exchange is not the same as improved communication. 

Greater accountability or accessibility toward one another and to the whole is needed as we move forward.  In this area, I must admit that I am still naïve and idealistic, maybe everyone is doing their best.

I heard it said at a meeting, “We all know each other.”  This doesn’t send a message of welcome to new members and can’t we get to know one another better, is that knowing based on a prior experience.

We need to take advantage of these times of critical mass, have more gatherings not less.

It is a challenge as people age, requires some creativity in how, where and when we gather.  Younger members need these times for memory making.

-Conforming to society

It is important to keep the traits that make religious life counter cultural- are we too corporate, emphasis on individualism, throw away attitude toward life, do we have competition and comparison between and within communities.

When we pool our resources, embrace inconveniences, befriend our weakest members, and countless other things, we give a witness that there is another way of living.  These are not exclusive traits of religious but powerful ones.  

-Leadership Crisis

Recently, I heard someone make the case that we have a leadership crisis among younger members.

The truth is that while I am considered young within religious life, society does not view me as young.   

We are at a critical moment to capitalize on the leadership talent of my generation.  Otherwise, I fear people will never maximize their fullest potential, become complacent.

I often wonder if my  “coming of age” has to be postponed until there is a generation to follow me.  Is calling my generation young a way to keeping us waiting?

We can’t live up to the expectation that things will remain the same. An openness to change is necessary for us to assume leadership roles.

Personally, I have had positive experiences of mentoring, guidance and wonderful opportunities for experiences like this conference and serving on Congregation committees and the Board of a sponsored work.   All have been great learning experiences.  Mentoring requires a mutual commitment and is best when there is willingness and trust.

-Messages of Despair

Members send them unconsciously to us. 

Who else will follow?  “There is no one to follow us?”  I can make the analogy to a parent with one child would still think of themselves as having a family. It is important to remember that we don’t come to religious life to fill certain jobs/ministry.

Our desire has always been to respond to the needs of the times.  Maybe the question of hope is who will lead us not who will follow us?

When I first entered, sisters who knew me often said will you push my wheelchair when I am old?  No one asks me this anymore, probably because they know I am often there  with helping hands.  If they were to ask, I have a new answer based on my experience.  “We can provide someone a good paying job to push your wheelchair.  I will be here to love you and remind you that your life had meaning.”

My dream for the next 50 years?

Because I am here you might assume that I believe that the Church and the world still need religious life.   And, that individuals still have a need and a desire to select this vocation and lifestyle.

Unfortunately, not everyone is thinking this way- not our members,  maybe not the Church hierarchy, the faithful want to believe it but don’t know what to do about it.  Religious need to have greater enthusiasm about our present capability and our future as a time of new life not as an ending.

Recently I saw a report that named loneliness as prevalent in our American society. I think religious demonstrate friendship in a powerful way, as a relational characteristic of God’s love. I once read that there is no love as warm and sustaining as the platonic love of a vowed celibate.  

Loneliness is just one example of the numerous needs present in our world.  

We need to name what gives our lives, individually and corporately, its meaning.
We will be held together increasingly by our words- core values, charism, mission, vision statements- Our deeds are how we bring  them to life.  The words we commit to will motivate our acts of justice and peace.  

I am reminded of my dream interpretation that even a single voice can be heard.

I hope that we can explore together how the vows positively shape us as spiritual beings on this human journey.  Not as an end in themselves but as a uniting force for what gives our lives meaning and moves us out into the world.

The radical gift of our charism as religious is hope, not just optimism but faith-filled hope.  We know this and have this gift that the world desperately needs


Religious life can be a source of hope for the life of the world.

We must be committed to continued renewal, transformation , learning from each experience and adapting to the next. As a cohort, we will be more flexible and able to incorporate change.  If we do this, religious life will be meaningful for those who chose it, now and in the future.

In LCWR, we have the means to be united as religious.  What a great gift this has been to leaders across the years.  I think in the next 50 years LCWR will engage the grassroots in order that its impact can be made on the Church and world

Joan Chittister spoke of the next generation’s role in moving the dream forward.  That day is coming.  In the meantime, while we still have one another, please be intentional in helping our development to be ready and worthy.   Share your wisdom learned from your experiences, inspire us with your passion and vision, love us, befriend us and trust us. 

And, together we will risk an unknown future with a known God.
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