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Religious orders are facing crisis 
By Father Richard P. McBrten 
Syndicated columnist 

The Sept 24 issue of Origins repro­
duces in full the "executive summa­
ry" of a three-year study on the future 
of religious orders in the United 
States. The study was conducted by 
Father David Nygren, a Vincentian, 
and Sister Miriam Ukeritis, of the Sis­
ters of St. Joseph of Carondelet. Both 
are psychologists at DePaul Universi­
ty in Chicago. 

It is not my purpose here to analyze 
the summary, but rather to highlight 
items that have special significance 
for the whole church. 

The study underscores what is 
obvious to every informed observer 
religious orders are in a crisis situa­
tion today. The average age of mem­
bers of many congregations is approx­
imately 67 and the number of reli­
gious has decreased in the last 30 
years by 45 percent for brothers and 
sisters and by 27 percent for priests. 

Only an ostrich could pretend that 
religious life in the United States will 
eventually recover the look and vitali­
ty it had in the 1950s, without any 
fundamental change in its structure. 
The "ostriches" assure one another 
that prosperity is just around the cor­
ner and that it will be achieved some­
how through spiritual and tactical 
means alone: a dose of prayer and 
fasting; a dose of sacrifice; a dose of 
one-on-one vocational recruiting; and 
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a jolt of divine intervention (deus ex 
machbw.). 

This careful and extensive study 
insists, on the contrary, that without 
significant institutional change reli­
gious congregations in the United 
States will continue to decline and, 
more importantly, those who most 
need their help will not be cared for 
adequately. 

According to the study, the kind of 
change that is called for is "transfor­
mation," a social scientific concept 
that refers to fundamental shifts in 
members' shared understanding of 
their organization or community, gen­
erating, in turn, changes in the organi­
zation's mission, strategy, and struc­

tures. 
Transformation usually occurs 

when there is a crisis that challenges a 
community's shared understandings. 
The crisis exposes their inadequacy 
for making sense of new realities in 
the world and for focussing and 
directing the community's activities in 
the light of these new realities. 

The worst organizational responses 
to a crisis of this sort are to pull up the 
drawbridge and mount the barri­
cades, or to make no response at all 

Such a crisis can be prompted by 
transitions in leadership, by the alien­
ation of powerful sub-groups within 
the community who believe that their 
interests are no longer being served, 
by management practices that are no 
longer successful, or, most typically, 
by a "major environmental shift" that 
challenges traditional ways of under­
standing the nature and purpose of 
the organization. 

In the case at hand, it was the Sec­
ond Vatican Council that provided the 
"environmental shift" 

When the crisis became strong 
enough to challenge our traditional 
understandings of religious congrega­
tions and of the church as a whole, an 
"unfreezing" took place. 

Various individuals and sub-groups 
within religious congregations and 
the church began developing alterna­
tive understandings, leading to new 
types of behaviors and ministries and 
to changes in organizational struc­

tures. 
Since these new types of action usu­

ally take place outside a community's 
traditional boundaries, it is not sur­
prising that they affected a break­
down of formerly established bound­
aries within religious congregations 
and the church as a whole. 

When this happened, many indi­
viduals and sub-groups were emo­
tionally affected. 

Common feelings have included 
shock, defensiveness, loss, and anger. 
Some have also experienced ambigui­
ty and confusion because it has been 
unclear to them that any satisfactory 
new understanding is taking hold or 
because they are faced with what the 
scientific jargon calls "multiple poten­
tial perspectives." 

Conflicts among sub-groups within 
religious congregations and the 
church have added to the tension. 

As a particular perspective ap­
peared to have gained the upper hand 
at official levels, a strong sense of sat­
isfaction surfaced within the favored 
sub-groups. This, in turn, antago­
nized, angered, and demoralized 
those individuals and sub-groups that 
perceived themselves excluded from 
the loop. 

Such forces are at work today, and 
they are contributing to an intensifica­
tion of the crisis. Only enlightened 
leadership can help us deal effectively 
with them. 

More about leadership next week. 

Booklets differ widely on workers' rights 
By Gregory F. Augustine Pierce 
Syndicated columnist 

Two very different publications 
came across my desk this week. The 
first was a little eight-page pamphlet 
by the Qenmary Commission on Jus­
tice titled Catholic Teachings on the 
Rights of Workers, and the other was a 
42-page workbook from the National 
Institute of Business Management 
titled Fire at Will: Terminating Your 
Employees Legally. 

What struck me was the gulf be­
tween the two booklets. The Glen-
mary pamphlet summarizes 100 years 
of Catholic support for workers ' 
rights. It quotes Pope John XXJTTs 
1963 encyclical Pacem in Terris: "It is 
clear that (the human person) has a 
right by the natural law not only to an 
opportunity to work, but also to go 
about (that) work without coercion." 

A pastoral letter by the U.S. 
Catholic bishops in 1919 states that 
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"Authentic and effective labor unions 
run by workers are the surest way to 
achieve the social objectives of full 
employment and fair wages." 

And Pope Paul VI said in a 1972 

address: "In work, it is (the human 
person) who comes first. An end has 
been put to the priority of work over 
the worker, to the supremacy of tech­
nical and economic necessities over 
human needs." 

In contrast, the National Institute of 
Business Management workbook 
comes at the question of workers' 
rights as a legal technicality that needs 
to be overcome through shrewd man­
agement practices: "When it comes to 
managing your work force, you may 
feel bombarded on all sides by those 
who would challenge your right to 
hire and fire as you see fit 

"It's true that there are various 
forces restricting that right: the myri­
ad of workplace regulatory laws that 
tend to inhibit your control over 
wages, working conditions and your 
employees; restriction on dealing with 
labor unions; and controls over health 
and safety practices. 

"But as constricting as the laws and 

regulations may appear to be, you 
also have a lot more authority to make 
your own determinations and to use 
the laws to your advantage than you 
may realize." 

In addition to providing a variety of 
approaches for legally opposing 
unions and terminating employees, 
Fire at Will advises employers to 
require all employees to sign an "at-
will statement," specifying that they 
may be terminated at the discretion of 
the employer for any reason. 

It is clear that Catholic teaching on 
workers' rights is not even a consider­
ation for the National Institute of 
Business Management. The question 
for believers is: should it be? 

» » » 
EDITORS' NOTE: The Glenmary 

Commission on Justice can be reached at 
Box 576, Neon, Ky. 41840; the National 
Institute of Business Management's 
address is P.O. Box 2S347, Alexandria, 
Va. 22313. 

Handpainted Personalized Stoneware Crocks ^ 
A Unique and Special Gift to be Treasured! 

•* •* • • 'M. i i l ()Tii«-r A v a i l a b l e : \V<- S h i p I P S D i r e c t l y t o Yr 
' Wedding Couple • 2 qt. hltili 
• House - 1 quart low 81(3.95 
• Wooden Lids (shown! 
Additional S6.97 ra 

Many More Available! 

• Family Crock 2 quart low. S27.9S 
List your family names and spet ify 
AM adult male. AF - adult female; 
BC - boy child; GC i>lrl child 
After 6 add S1.50 per person. 

> ORDER NOW < 
F O R CHRISTMAS 

Route 332 , Canandaigua, NY (716) 396-2021 
Open: Mon.-Frl. 9-8:30: Sat. &. Sun. 10-5 

SPA 
APARTMENTS 
For Senior Citizens 

Spa Apartments is located 
in a quiet village setting 
with many services 
available to meet your 
needs. Meals, house-keeping, 
and cable TV are just a few of 
the many services we offer. 

Call or write 
SPA APARTMENTS INC. 

11 East Main St. , 
Clifton Springs, NT 1 4 4 3 2 

^^^ ( 3 1 5 ) 4 6 2 - 3 0 8 0 
f = } Open Mon-Pri. 9am-4pm 
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BARTOLOMEO 
FUNERAL HOME, INC. 

Peter W GIUIIJN Jr Philip P Penittii Michael P Pen inn 

Personalized service in the community 
since 1922. 

14-? U'xmejim Avenue Riichester. NY I4h<)r> 

conveniently located near 390 

(716) 254-5400 
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