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Introduction  
 
Recently I facilitated a gathering of women religious who chose to use communal discernment 
for their process. After I laid out the operational principles and reviewed the guidelines for 
respectful conversations for use during the meeting, one of the sisters asked rhetorically, “What 
would it be like if we acted like this all the time?” Her question prompted me to explore her 
question and to consider how our choices of governance and decision-making models both 
reflect our communal life and shape it as well. Underneath any governance modality lie 
assumptions and values that deepen and mature as we do. There seems to me to be 
interconnectedness among these aspects of our life together:  

• Our choice of governance structures  
• The modality we use to practice governance and decision-making  
• Our understanding of obedience  
• Our expectations of leadership and membership  
• The levels of both our individual and collective maturity 

 

 
  
 In very broad strokes, it seems to me that over the past fifty years, religious life has gone 
through at least three (and likely several more nuanced) developmental stages. These stages 
both mirror and foster greater maturity in the person and in the group. Benchmarks for growing 
maturity would include:  

• An ever deepening self-awareness  
• An expanding capacity for compassion, empathy and acceptance of the other  
• Growing willingness to let go of all has been acquired over a lifetime for the sake of the 

common good  
• A desire to invest in a future one may never see, but about which one cares deeply. 

The three developmental stages I have observed (and lived) as manifested in our governance 
styles, understandings of obedience and expectations of leaders and members since the years 
immediately before and since Vatican II include:  

• The Parent-Child model of governance prior to Vatican II  
• The Adult-to-Adult model of representative-deliberative governance (early 1970s to late 

1990s)  
• The Generative Adult model of inclusive governance (late 1990s to the present)  
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Each stage of development reflects a new level of maturation and in turn lays the foundation for 
the next developmental stage. Choosing to focus on our evolving styles of governance is one 
way to recognize the growth process as it unfolded in members and in congregations. How 
religious govern themselves, conduct their business and make decisions can only ripen and 
mature in tandem with personal and communal growth.  
Our governance styles evolved because we evolved. And our governance styles changed, 
because living things grow, adjust and adapt. Each stage builds on and is incorporated into the 
next. Life moves forward. It can only be reversed by illness or trauma. The tulip cannot regress 
to a bud, nor the bud to a bulb. And we cannot un-know what we have come to know. We 
cannot revert to earlier worldviews or paradigms. We cannot cease wanting to be meaningfully 
engaged in shaping the life we live, the world we serve, or the Church we love.  
 
 

 
 
 
Governance, Leadership and Obedience before Vatican II  
 
 
Prior to Vatican II, the model of governance, the understanding of religious leadership and the 
concept of obedience most reflected the parent-child model. Those in office (the  
superior, often called “Mother”) issued commands from “headquarters” and the  
members (sometimes called the “inferiors”) were expected to obey. The governed had little to 
say about how they were governed or who did the governing. Obedience was understood as 
command and compliance. It was thought virtuous to follow “orders” 
 in a “childlike” fashion, and to act without question or protest. Operational values reflected the 
values of the total institution  – orderliness, uniformity and conformity. Members were seen less 
as individuals and more as interchangeable parts whose prime responsibility was to keep the 
institution (whether congregation, hospital or  
school) running well. That’s why it was quite normal for a sister teaching the sixth grade in 
Indiana to receive a call on a Friday telling her to move to Ohio to teach high school chemistry 
on the following Monday. The voice of members in this model was mostly one that said, “Yes.” 
 
 This approach to governance (and by implication to the expectations of leaders and members, 
as well as the understanding of obedience) kept the organization humming and highly 
functioning. It insured a future for religious life despite wars, natural disasters and plagues. It 
offered a solid container for safe passage of the religious lifestyle to new lands and unexpected 
settings. It provided a built-in system for mentoring leadership as well as for education and 
training in ministerial skills. As for that sixth grade teacher who had to move to another state to 
teach chemistry the following week  – she may well have discovered that she could actually pull 
it off. What this model did not encourage was self-awareness, critical thinking, autonomy or  
developing one’s unique identity – all milestones on the way to adulthood.  
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Governance, Leadership and Obedience after Vatican II  
 
As religious began to unpack the recommendations from Vatican II, communities were swept up 
in an unfamiliar whirlwind of meetings and consultations. The language of dialog, consensus, 
subsidiarity and collaboration slipped easily into our vocabulary and generously populated newly 
revised constitutions. Members, once encouraged to be  
“childlike “, were asked what they thought and felt – what they hoped for as members. They 
soon found their voices and began creating new representative governance structures to 
channel their dreams and insights. Members elected delegates, had a say in choosing 
leadership and could submit proposals for consideration. “The times, they were a-changing.” 
 
 A hunger for deeper understanding of human development surfaced as well. Religious began to 
see they were more than simply parts of the whole, but also persons in their own right. To 
participate in adult structures and adult roles, it was important to learn more about the 
emotional, psychological and social aspects of who they were. Intriguing book titles like The Nun 
in the World ; Personality Development in the Religious Life; and  
The Real Woman in Religious Life took up residence on convent shelves along with  
The Summa.  
 
Women religious began to make directed retreats  – a significant shift from the four-
conferences-a-day group retreats of earlier times. They also sought regular spiritual direction, 
often with Jesuits or Jesuit-trained directors. And in the process a new phrase from the Ignatian 
tradition entered the language of religious life - discernment. Discernment  – particularly 
personal discernment  – became almost synonymous with individual decision-making. 
 
 Over the stretch of thirty years or so – from the early 1970s to the late 1990s, the adult voice 
discovered in the wake of Vatican II deepened from the sometimes shrill, insistent voice of the 
post-adolescent to the quieter, surer voice of the mature adult.  
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Communal Discernment: Governance, Decision-making and Obedience for the 
Generative Adult  
 
So here we are today, well past the threshold of the twenty-first century. The heady days of 
boundless opportunities are over. Now we may be more aware of our limits than of our 
horizons. New terms have been added to the religious lexicon - unfunded past service liability, 
” “comprehensive strategic planning,” and “mission effectiveness” for example. Property 
requires more upkeep than we are sure it is worth. Ministerial institutions can no longer be 
staffed with vowed members. Healthcare centers grow where overflowing novitiates once stood. 
But perhaps, because of the very questions facing us and the inevitable peeling away of 
accretions of another time, we are freed to enter a new moment of ripening and maturity.  
 
Our approach to governance, leadership and obedience has developed way beyond those first 
intoxicating chapters after Vatican II. And increasingly, communities are opting for the 
communal discernment method for identifying future directions, making decisions and choosing 
leadership. The communal discernment method has been shaped and developed particularly by 
the insightful writings and practice of two experienced facilitators: Ted Dunn and Barbara 
Valuckas, SSND, and we are indebted to both of them and others as well.  
 
I would like to point out some dimensions of the communal discernment approach that seem 
especially fitting for this time in religious life and for the complex issues before us. I also want to 
suggest that communal discernment is a uniquely suitable approach for those whose level of 
maturity might best be described as that of “the generative adult” - the person who has learned 
from multiple life experiences, whose energies and commitments are shifting toward a future 
she may never see, but about which she cares deeply.  
  

• It is deeply spiritual. Communal discernment assumes that each participant commits to 
personal prayer and reflection, to entering into the daily faith-sharing with her small 
group, and to prayerful consideration of all the issues and decisions under 
consideration.  

• All have a voice. Communal discernment is structured in such a way that all have a 
voice at the table. Most of the deliberations of communal discernment happen in small 
groups and persons commit to authentic speaking and attentive listening. There is space 
and welcome for each person’s insights and inspirations. The process is contemplatively 
paced.  

• It is peaceful, respectful, but not necessarily easy. The process minimizes 
opportunities for those among us who are especially articulate, persuasive or prominent 
to unduly influence the direction of a meeting. It also reduces the likelihood of the “battle 
of the ballot box.” By the time a vote is called, it is to formalize the already-perceived 
movement of the group. Participants make a commitment to “have the meeting at the 
meeting” hopefully eliminating cloakroom caucusing and small group strategizing to 
obstruct the movement of the body. Politics and politicking have no place in communal 
discernment. Nor do hearsay and gossip. 

• It is transparent.  All the participants are equal and all have equal access to the 
information needed to make the best decisions together.  

•  It unites rather than divides.  Communal discernment constantly attends to what God 
is saying to the group about God’s dream for them. In the process of moving toward 
consensus every participant has to surrender some of her personal preferences and 
hopes. But each will also see in the outcome that all she offered was heard and 
respected in some way. There may be no greater intimacy than that of laboring with 
others to give birth to something that no one could have created singly.  
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Conclusion  
 
We live in difficult but graced times. Our beautiful world is fractured every day by unspeakable 
violence. Polarization and deep division seem to be in the very air we breathe. As we become 
fewer and frailer we may wonder what we have to offer anyone. I suggest that the practice of 
the principles of communal discernment, not just at our assemblies and chapters, but in our 
daily interactions with each other, our colleagues and our neighbors, may be one of our best 
gifts we still have to offer the world. Communal discernment is the dialogic format of generative 
adults  – more concerned about listening than speaking, more committed to contributing to a 
shared global future than to insuring personal comfort and convenience. Last year, at the 2012 
LCWR Assembly 900 women rose as one in a crowded ballroom to affirm a final statement in 
response to the CDF’s doctrinal assessment of LCWR. They owned it. They literally stood for it. 
After a long series of consultations, regional meetings and three days of table processes, the 
900 had come to a common position. It was communal discernment at its best  – a consensus 
statement framed in clear, respectful adult speech. 
 
 So I sense this is our call now - to discover a way forward together and to offer an alternative 
model for dealing with seemingly unresolvable conflicts and divisions of our time. Communal 
discernment is much more than a way to run chapters and assemblies. To answer the sister 
who asked me a few months ago, “What would it be like if we acted like this all the time?” I 
would say, “Life changing.” 
 
 
  
Carole is a School Sister of Notre Dame living in Silver Spring, Maryland. Currently she works with communities of 
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