Celebrating and giving thanks
for the gift of consecrated life
Letter to all the members of the Church for the Year
of Consecrated Life
from the President of the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops
and the President of the Canadian Religious Conference

n communion with Pope Francis, the Church in Canada celebrates with joy this
year dedicated to the consecrated life. We rejoice that so many women and men
have professed evangelical poverty, obedience and celibate chastity for the sake
of the Kingdom of God.
Consecrated life has taken a variety of forms in the history of the Church; from monks and
nuns in the desert, to the great orders of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, to active religious
communities familiar to us through their work in our hospitals and schools. Moved by the
Spirit, new movements and new structures of consecrated life have arisen in our own day. All
such forms are gifts from Christ to the Church, and by this letter we wish to celebrate and
give thanks for this gift.
Again and again, we read in the Scriptures how men and women responded in faith to God’s
call. Beginning with Abraham and Sarah, the people of God left what was familiar in a pilgrimage to a new place, a new life, and a new encounter with God. Through Moses, they entered
into a covenant calling them to holiness and justice in their relations with the world. In the
face of infidelity, the prophets called God’s people back to fidelity on their pilgrim journey.

In the New Testament, John the Baptist was consecrated in the womb and is the great
forerunner of the Lord. He calls us to see in Jesus the Lamb of God who takes away our
sins (see John 1.29). Jesus is the mediator of a new call to discipleship. The names of
some who responded are well known to us: Peter and Andrew, James and John, the sisters Martha and Mary. Others are anonymous: the women who provided for Jesus out
of their means, a publican in the Temple, a scribe not far from the Kingdom. Hearing
the call of the Lord in the quiet of their hearts, they knew that only by responding in
faith and trust would their hearts find rest.
Canada’s history has been shaped by women and men who heard just such a call
from the Lord. Some of their names are known to us as well: Marie of the Incarnation,
Isaac Jogues, Jean de Brebeuf, Kateri Tekakwitha, Marguerite Bourgeoys, Marguerite
d’Youville, Brother André. Like the saints of old, our Canadian saints and martyrs
shine like great lights in the firmament, and with their prayers they urge us on. They
are joined by countless consecrated men and women whose heroism is known only to
God, and who quietly offered their lives of faith and service in this land. In the words
of Saint Paul, they knew that living was Christ and dying was gain (see Philippians
1.22). This Year of Consecrated Life is a moment for us to express our gratitude to
the Lord for this great cloud of witnesses who have preceded us in the faith and have
achieved faith’s reward.
What is this call that we celebrate? It is a call in faith that leads to a dialogue of love
in the heart. Saint Paul reminds us that even with faith to move mountains, without
love we gain nothing (see 1 Corinthians 13.2). Nourished by daily prayer, consecrated
persons can go back to that moment of first love, when they felt the Lord calling to the
very core of their being. The Psalmist describes it beautifully:
Deep calls to deep in the roar of waters;
Your torrents and your waves have come over me. (Psalm 42)
It is a prayerful dialogue of comfort and tenderness, a tenderness experienced by Israel
in the desert, a tenderness of a mother for her child. The consecrated life has no meaning apart from this great love, a love experienced in the solitude of silence and prayerful contemplation, a love that brought the Lord Jesus in obedience to the Cross. Loving
each of us to the end, he taught us how to love freely, graciously, and unreservedly.
The call to consecrated life experienced in a dialogue of love only makes sense when
love is translated into service. In this context, Jesus’ words to his disciples in John’s
Gospel have a particular resonance:
You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear
fruit, fruit that will last. (John 15.16)
We can think of the countless ways that consecrated persons have served in Canada:
In schools and orphanages, hospitals and nursing homes, through a ministry of monastic and contemplative prayer and hospitality; a service to Aboriginal people, to
immigrants, to prisoners, to the handicapped, to victims of trafficking and HIV-AIDS,
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to the dying. On the margins of our society, where the love of Christ is most needed,
there we find consecrated persons. Their heart is ready to witness, to love, and to serve
as Christ served.
What is this witness? First, consecrated life is a sign of the primacy of God’s love
revealed in Jesus. As his most intimate disciples witnessed his Transfiguration on
Mount Tabor and glimpsed his divine nature, so the lives of consecrated men and
women witness to this transcendent reality and our ultimate destiny (see the 1996
Apostolic Exhortation Vita Consecrata, 15).
Second, it is an imitation of Christ who was poor, chaste and obedient to the Father’s
will. Saint Paul reminds us that though the Lord Jesus was rich, he became poor for
our sake (see 2 Corinthians 8.9). In a particular way, consecrated life calls for a loving
encounter with those on the margins. Pope Francis has reminded the Church repeatedly that each such encounter is a privileged moment to experience the presence of
Christ in the world.
Third, consecrated life witnesses to a radically new way of living with and for others.
Inspired by the first Christians in Jerusalem, consecrated persons seek a communion of
heart and mind.
And all who believed were together and had all things in common. And they
were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds
to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple together and
breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favour with all the people. (Acts 2.44-47)
Pope Francis puts it beautifully: where there are consecrated persons, there is joy.
The witness of the consecrated life is counter-cultural at the deepest level, in that it
proclaims first the values of God’s Kingdom. Evangelical poverty uproots the dynamics
of power and privilege amid the wasteland of empty consumerism. Evangelical chastity witnesses to a radically different understanding of human sexuality and the human
person where one truly lives for others. Evangelical obedience calls for setting aside
a facile notion of human autonomy in favour of a continual listening to God’s will
expressed in the Church and in the cry of the poor. Through public profession, consecrated persons challenge a culture of complacency both in the Church and in the
world. They are prophets; credible witnesses challenged by Pope Francis to “wake up
the world” and be signs of the Kingdom by a very different way of living and acting.
Both the Church and our Canadian society need to see a prophetic witness and hear a
prophetic voice.
Like all Christian vocations, we know that the consecrated life is marked by human
frailty. The prodigal son, the woman caught in adultery, and even the Apostle Peter all
needed to experience a word of love and forgiveness. The Church’s rich sacramental life
is a privileged venue to celebrate being drawn to the Lord Jesus as he is lifted up in a
moment of victory over sin and death, reconciling the world to the Father.
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In Canada, we are experiencing a moment of transition. Jesus reminded us that unless a
grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much
fruit (see John 12.24). As we read the signs of the times, we are aware that as some forms of
consecrated life pass away, other forms will take shape. The Spirit continues to work powerfully, particularly in new relationships between consecrated persons and others seeking to
share in their charism and mission.
The prophet Joel announced an age when the young shall prophesy and elders shall dream
dreams (see Joel 2.28). This letter celebrates the gift of consecrated life; richly lived by the
elderly, experienced dynamically by members in middle age, and celebrated in hope by
those who are young. Going back to the days of the colonies of New France, God has richly
blessed the Church in Canada through the witness of consecrated men and woman. Today,
more than ever, the Church needs just such a joyful witness. And so we pray that the Lord
of the harvest send labourers consecrated by the evangelical counsels. We are confident that
God has a project for consecrated life and for this we give thanks.

Sister Rita Larivée, S.S.A.
			
+Paul-André Durocher
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