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Over the past few years, I have often been asked to speak to groups of associates of religious congregations around the country. My own group began an associate organization in the mid-seventies. Most of the original group of interested people was former members and sometimes their spouses. During the several years that the idea was discussed, debated, accepted, and then promoted, one key concept was central for us: we did not want to create merely an alumnae organization, a way for former members to stay in touch. That was possible for us without an associate program. What many of us sensed was that there was more to the concept than we might immediately understand. There was a perception that this could have potential for the future of the church rather than simply for the religious congregation. That belief was one of the moving forces for many of us during all the meeting, talking, and thinking.

There are many different understandings of what it means to be an associate of a religious congregation. For some it means being part of a group of people who are bound to the congregation mainly by prayer. One community I know of has a "prayer partners" group, the members of which are considered associates. The hundreds of people in this group commit themselves to praying for the sisters and their ministries. This commitment to prayer is the limit of their involvement and their obligation.

Other groups are committed to the financial support of the congregation. Like the prayer groups, these "benefactors" groups have a simple but very useful role in supporting the religious. Many of the members have been supporting the religious congregation for years and receive regular newsletters from the congregation. This is basically a fundraising use of the concept of association and, in most cases, predates the advent of associate programs.

Many associate programs go beyond the alumnae concept, as well as the prayer and donation roles. These are the ones on which I want to focus, because I believe that they have potential beyond the religious group to which they are affiliated. These programs, which I consider to be true associate programs, are made up of people who make a formal commitment related to the mission and ministry of a congregation. The members of these programs promise to live their lives, both personal and professional, with the mission of the religious congregation as a significant part of who they are and what they do. Usually, they are attracted to a particular congregation because of its ministries or public commitment to certain causes (e.g., healing, social justice). The commitments of associates begin as limited ones, but in a number of groups, a lifetime commitment is possible. In my community, acceptance into associate status is approved by the provincial council, recognizing that this is a serious and important part of the life of our religious community.

ATTRACTIONS FOR LAITY

I am convinced that two major forces move people toward these programs. One is the strong desire of many laypeople for a deeper spiritual life that will influence how they live and work. This is frequently the initial pressure that moves them. Several years after we started our associate program, I was having supper with a friend and his wife. We had been graduate students together in a doctoral program, and when we finished made a commitment to stay in touch. Whenever we got together, Andy always asked. "What are you reading?" The question was never about psychology; he wanted to know what I was reading in the realm of spirituality and theology. This time as I sat there, stunned once again by his question, I realized that while our associate program had started several years earlier, I had never told Andy and Suzanne about it.

As I talked about the program, who was part of it, and what the commitment meant, they listened intently, Then Suzanne reached over, grasped my hand, and asked how they could join. Our orientation program is individualized and usually takes about a year. The following year, both made their promises, which they have renewed over the years. What was attractive to them was being connected with a group--represented by both the community and its associates--that was committed to living a spiritual life in the world, with a dedication to bringing about social justice and change. Like most of our associates, they are not interested in getting involved in our internal affairs, such as governance and the election of leaders. They want to touch into the life of the spirit, to be part of a group whose members challenge one another in terms of how they are living their lives as Christians who believe the gospel mandates. They open themselves to the same scrutiny through membership in a regional group of our sisters, who meet quarterly. Both are professionals in the healing arts, and the same issues that move our sisters are prominent in their professional life as well as their family life. Like many of our associates, they bring the rich reality of being married and professional into our discussions. Their children have also become a significant part of this life we share.

I am convinced that the second force at the crux of the associate movement is the growth of understanding of the potential role of the laity in the church. Many associates learned a great deal from Vatican Council II about the laity--that "sleeping giant" that is no longer asleep. Especially among educated Catholics, there are many who want a greater role in the church but do not find it to any significant extent in the parishes. Religious congregations are often a way into more involvement in the life of the church at a broader level. For those Catholics who do not find a rich life in their parishes, association with a religious congregation is a way to remain part of the church while being actively involved in a variety of things that are not open to them otherwise. My two friends eventually found their way to an inner-city parish in Camden. New Jersey, where they could be involved in parish life while maintaining their active involvement in the associate world.

Many religious congregations, especially at central houses, have become places where laity who are interested in a richer liturgical experience find a "home." They may come occasionally, or they may have made the sisters' chapel their alternative parish, so that they are there every Sunday; some even come during the week. Part of me worries a bit about this aspect of both the associate programs and regular attendance at chapels. We have had fairly steady, though changing, attendance at our district center by a significant number of laypeople. During the late sixties they were attracted by lively "folk" masses with lots of musical instruments, excellent homilies, and good participation. Over the years, the group has changed somewhat; the liturgies are still good, but with less emphasis on the folk element; and the homilies vary, as we no longer have a resident chaplain. I am pleased that people have found a place to worship. However, as one who has committed to the parish in which we live, I am concerned that people, by choosing an alternative, are not working to change things in their parishes.

For many people, however, the problem is exactly there. They believe, often accurately, that there is no opportunity to make any changes in their parish. The lack of life in many parishes, and the reluctance of some pastors to allow lay involvement beyond the collection plate and the parish benefits, has led to people opting out of the parish and finding alternative solutions. Not all of those who attend our Sunday liturgies are associates. Indeed, most are not. However, for those associates who live near enough to come, attendance at the liturgy is an experience that feeds their spiritual life.

POTENTIAL IMPACT ON CHURCH

The great potential of associate programs lies not so much in a revitalization of religious congregations, which was an early hope for some, but in a renewal of the spiritual life and power of the laity. More than anything else, I believe that associate programs will eventually have an impact on the church itself. A laity that is informed, aware of social questions, immersed in a spirituality that comes out of Jesus' mission to reach out to the poor and the neglected (Luke 4:16-22), and supported by religious and clergy can be in a very strong position to make an impact on the church itself. This may be especially true in the coming years, with the decline in the numbers of priests in the parishes, and the consequent reduction of the numbers of parishes.

There is a tendency to blame the decrease in vocations to the priesthood on parents who do not encourage their children, on young people who are too concerned about the things of this world, even on priests and religious who do not work hard enough for "vocation promotion." All of these may be factors--but it may also be that the power of God is at work, aiming toward a greater empowerment of the laity. In the past, religious and clergy have too often looked to laity only when there were not enough priests and sisters. There are many possible explanations for the current decline in vocations. It is important not to leave out of the equation the power and action of God.

I believe that religious life will survive and that the numbers of religious might even grow again at some time in the future. I also believe that the church will have people to serve its people in the future. However, I do not believe that large numbers of religious and clergy are essential to the future life of the church. We have the most educated and committed laity possibly in the history of the church, and we need to be able to encourage their involvement.

REVITALIZATION OF PARISHES

It is quite possible that the associate movement will have more to do with the development of the church itself than with the support of religious congregations. Associate programs have the potential to be increasingly powerful in the future, Rather than, or in addition to, furthering the work of religious congregations, they could be a bridge to a revitalized parish life within the church. We are seeing signs of this around the world. We are also experiencing a reactionary backlash against lay involvement in some aspects of the life of the church. However, it was once said that "the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church"; perhaps a new kind of "martyr" is seeding the coming church of the third millennium.

Associate programs provide a space and a support for laity who would like to be more involved, who are seeking a deeper spiritual life and a commitment to the mission of the church in the world, today and in the future. Religious need to think about this as they initiate or continue associate programs.

If we look at associates as a way to "save" the religious congregation, we may be missing the point of the association. If our former members are using the program merely as a way to be part of the congregation again, they are missing the point. Associates can and should get help, support, and spiritual sustenance from their membership. Religious can accept associates as partners in their mission, and even in their ministries, but not see them as "semi-religious."  The partnering between religious and associates should be one that aims at the future of the church and its life. It can he a very rich connection, personally and communally. It can also help to bring about a renewed church in the next millennium.  At some point--and in some parishes, such as the one in Camden, where Andy and Suzanne worship--the ability and willingness to contribute to the local church could be a key element in the commitment associates make.

As we move toward the third millennium, there is a growing sense that we are entering into a new age of the Spirit--an age that would depend on the impact of a laity that is mature in its faith and immersed in a spirituality that is both God-centered and mission- directed. The Spirit has used many vessels in the past two millennia. It is possible that in the coming age, newly empowered and self-aware laypeople, some of whom have been nurtured and supported in associate programs, will be a major force for carrying on the work of the church. With fewer religious and clergy--the "professionals" of the church--the role of the laity could grow and be fruitful in a new way in a new age. If this happens, religious congregations, even if smaller, can continue to be a base of support for the laity. This would be a new and vital way for religious to exercise the power they have always had.-- a power dependent not on numbers but on vision and commitment. As religious congregations in the past have been pioneers in the areas of education, health care, and social services, so now they may be the real pioneers in the growing empowerment of laity. It is a good and noble service to the church.
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