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Healthy transitions for new members, ministers and the
community

By Sr. Mercedes J. McCann R.S.M.
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The French have a saying that we often hear in English as well: Plus ¢a change, plus cest la méme chose—the more things
change, the more they remain the same. This may be a truism when we speak of change as a situational shift. However,
change becomes quotidian when it only represents an external shift. For it to influence one’s life in a deeper way—such as
the change we seek during entrance to religious life—simple change must be morphed into a transition.

In his seminal works on change and transition, speaker, author and consultant William Bridges identifies important
differences between change and transition and purports that unless one goes through a transition process with the major
changes in one’s life, the change never really gets processed. Worse yet, if the change has left a negative impact, the
consequences of that impact are doomed to be repeated over and over as subsequent changes are experienced, each
consequence re-emphasizing the negative impact.

Vocation ministers find themselves in the role of helping applicants navigate a tremendous change: from individuals to
members of religious communities. Yet, not only vocation ministers but all of us in religious life have experienced multiple
changes over our lifetimes. These may have been major changes, such as a change of ministry or ministry placement or
community living situations, or they may have been more minor changes within one’s ministry or community. Concomitant
with those changes were the natural changes in one’s own life such as aging, death, diminishment of relationships and so
on. Depending on how we have responded to those changes, they left us either stronger and more serene or angrier and
more reactive to subsequent changes. Bridges suggests that if we processed those changes as transitions, we were more
likely to have emerged on the other side of them healthier and more fit for the next change. So the more things merely
change, the more they will remain the same.

A wise former major superior once told a group of novices to keep on changing, for to stop changing is to die. This was in
the early 1960s. Little did she know that her sage advice was a portent for many years of major change to come in religious
life. Oftentimes religious resisted the change and even more, the transition it involved. Looking back from the vantage
point we now have, the changes do not have nearly the hold on religious they once did. However, if they were experienced
as arbitrary changes and were never really processed in a transitional manner, they are often revisited in the changes
religious experience today and raise fear and resentment as well as other negative feelings.

Bridges distinguishes between change and transition. He defines change in terms of situational shifts, often shifts over
which we have very little control. At one time a change in ministry or community living constituted a situational shift. For
many years, religious had very little control over where, when or how we were sent from one ministry and community to
another. These, indeed, were situational shifts, and few of us had the psychological savvy to process the shifts as we went
along. On the other hand, Bridges, defines transition as a process. It is the manner in which we detach ourselves from the
former ways things were and embrace the ways that are becoming.

Stages of transition

The transition process has three stages: ending, neutral zone and beginning. If we imagine the way things were and the
way they are becoming as two peaks, there is a vast and sometimes deep gorge between the two that Bridges defines as
the neutral zone. It is in this place that we spend a great deal of time, and it is this place that we resist the most in the
transition process. In fact, the neutral zone is the reason most of us move pretty quickly through the change process and
avoid the transition process that is so important if we are to be graceful in our movement through life.

In order for Bridges’ concept of transition to take place, an ending has to be precipitated. This is where Bridges states the
transition process begins. In the endings process there is an experience of relinquishment that may be accompanied by
sadness, anger, pain, sometimes joy, as in leaving a particularly difficult situation or, at its deepest, conversion. From the
ending process a person moves into the neutral zone. This period is like swinging between two trapezes. On the one hand,
one is letting go, yet, on the other, one is uncertain about what to grasp. There is often nothing to hang on to and it is a
leap of faith and hope to stay in the neutral zone. Multiple ambivalent feelings emerge in this zone. There is certainly
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Beginnings are signaled as the individual emerges from the neutral zone and he or she begins to make emotional
commitments to what the new possibilities might be. Creativity about a future emerges, and energy levels begin to rise. As
time goes on individuals begin to feel at home in the new reality. That is the good news: the bad news is that shortly the
whole process will begin all over again!

Some view this constant cycle as diminishment, others as an opportunity for growth. The former will more likely attempt to
rush through the process and just get it over with, while the latter will be more inclined to transition through the process
all the while working internally to be conscious of what is happening to them as they work their way through it and how
they are responding to it.

With respect to change and transition in the formation process, we often concentrate on the man or woman going through
the process when we are thinking of who needs the assistance to cross the valley of the neutral zone. However, many
people are affected by the transition in the life of the newer member, namely, the formation director, other newer members
and the local community in which the newer member lives, as well as the community at large.

Paschal mystery as model for transition

The paschal mystery serves as a template for examining the transition processes of those beginning or already in religious
Llife. As we read the paschal story, we can identify with many of the characters. First, there is Christ, the ultimate formator. He
had spent three years forming the disciples to continue the work he had begun. He had rejoiced when they “got it” and
remonstrated when they did not. By his example he had illumined the Way; the way to salvation, the way to spread the
Good News; the way to love one another and live in community. He had retreated from the disciples in prayer, thus showing
them the Way to converse with God. He had also sent them out to proclaim his message to all whom they would meet. He
had been their exemplar in living a life of simplicity and commitment and had engendered in them the confidence to
follow. At each juncture he had urged them to reflect upon and not react to the changes they were experiencing in their
lives so that the life they were being called to would seep in deeper and deeper.

Each day of Christ’s public life was an ending, an ending in that Christ grew into the knowledge that he would leave them
or that they would have to leave him in order for the Kingdom to be spread. With open hands and heart he prepared them
to have the courage they would need to take flight and move out on their own, hopefully to spread the message he had
taught them. What vocation or formation minister has not felt the same? Two, three, four or more years are typically spent
in instruction and example of how best to live religious life. As Christ formed personal relationships with the disciples, so
do vocation and formation ministers form personal relationships with newer members or aspirants.

Men and women in the initiation process share themselves at very deep levels with vocation and formation ministers, and
such sharing presupposes a very intimate bond. Where do these ministers go to process their transition away from the
newer member?

Ministers cope with member transitions

Well hopefully there are vocation and formation teams in place within the religious community. This is the first and best
place for vocation and formation ministers to process the feelings of Loss, perhaps ambivalence about moving the newer
member on, and apprehension about whether or not the newer member will make it in the next portion of the process.
While great attention is placed on the transition ritual for the newer member, little is ritualized for the vocation minister or
formator. A ritual of letting go is an apt one for these ministers, just as the Last Supper was a ritual of “letting go” and
remembering for Christ and the disciples.

Absent the presence of a vocation or formation team within the community, these ministers might avail themselves of their
supervisors. With a supervisor, they might also ritualize the “letting go” of the newer member and share the feelings they
have around the person moving on. The hazard of not ritualizing the “letting go” is that formators and vocation ministers
will cling to the newer member or vice versa. This shackles both them and the newer member to the old ways and inhibits
the newer member from fully committing to the next part of the process, much less to the new formator.

Community feels transition, too

Another often neglected entity in the transition process is the community in which the newer member lived. Those who
have lived in community know that the movement of one member either in or out of the local community changes the
entire complexion of that community. If healthy bonds have been formed between the newer member and community
members, his or her movement to the next stage of formation often leaves a hole not only in the place but also in the
hearts of the remaining members. While promises may be made to keep in touch, often distance and time preclude that
happening on a regular basis. And even if relationships have been strained between the newer member and community
members, often the newer member is “honored in the breach; and the lack of his or her presence is keenly felt.

We see this in the account of Judas in the paschal story. He must have made an impact for better or worse since he

continues to be mentioned in the Gospel story. And as the paschal mystery is recounted through the Acts of the Apostles,
the cominas and aninas of memhers of the discinlechin are honared hv the writer and their imnact is recolinted for all to
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newer member that is not entirely resolved. Working that out with the community may put the relationship in perspective
and offer solace to the remaining member, since that remaining member may find he or she was not a “voice crying in the
wilderness”

And for those for whom the relationship with the newer member was good, working through the transition of the loss of
that member offers an opportunity to speak of how their hearts were touched along the way. Ritualizing the feelings of the
community in the context of prayer after the newer member has gone is a beginning, but the conversation needs to
continue as new feelings emerge. If there is openness to processing the feelings community members share regarding the
movement of newer members, there is not likely to be resistance at the prospect of accepting another new member in their
midst. To be a welcoming community for new membership is not easy, and this needs to be acknowledged by leadership as
well as formators. The coming and going of newer members by virtue of the formation process takes its toll on local
community membership, and the opportunity to process the feelings this engenders helps the community to transition
more easily from one newer member to another.

Meeting new member needs

Finally, formators need to be attentive to the needs of the newer member. The newer member is probably the most
attended to person in the transition. However, Bridges points out in his books that transition stages overlap, and just
because one might be in the beginning stage does not mean he or she is fully out of the neutral zone. New beginnings
bring with them feelings of insecurity and periods of adjustment. Movement from aspirancy to candidacy brings with it
many unknowns, and regression to former stages of transition is common. The same may be said for transition from
candidacy to novitiate and novitiate to temporary vows. Each of these transitions is fraught with hazards, and formators
must be attuned to the many indicators that a newer member is struggling with the transition. The temptation is for the
newer member to retreat to the former stage in the transition process or even to regress to a former stage of development
where one feels more secure and at home.

Jesus: guide to graceful change

Throughout his public life with the disciples and after the resurrection, Jesus was acutely attuned to their transition
process. He allowed them to work it through and used their fumblings as opportunities for education to help them move
on. At the Last Supper he even indicated that further fumblings would occur, especially in the case of Judas and Peter but
also for all the others in that they would desert him. Post-resurrection stories abound with further transitions for the
women at the tomb, Mary Magdalene, Thomas, Peter, John and others. Each time Jesus guided the disciples out of the
neutral zone of confusion and steadied them for the new beginning. The entire 40 days after Easter, from the appearances
to Mary Magdalene and the disciples on the road to Emmaus, to the fish fries on the beach, these were a ritualizing of time
spent together over the prior three years. The Ascension was a final ritual of leave-taking with the promise of the Spirit
ringing in the disciples’ ears. No candidate or novice will be confronted with a resurrected formator or miraculous
appearances by a vocation director, (although many were confronted with “miraculous” appearances along the way!), but, for
many entering religious life, the new territory is as bewildering for them as it was for those first disciples.

The proof of the success of Jesus’ guidance and example was the courage and tenacity with which the new community was
able to establish itself and preach the Good News. Because Prisca, Lydia, Peter, Paul, John and others had prayed, processed
and communicated with one another and worked through the many transitions of the preceding three years, they were able
to move through the ending of Jesus’ physical presence among them and on to new beginnings in the Christian community.
The Acts of the Apostles and the Letters of John, Paul and Peter are replete with endings, neutral zones and new beginnings.
Paul, in particular, was a master of transitioning from one place to the next, even from one ideology to another, sometimes
gracefully and sometimes not so gracefully, but never with an arbitrary change and always processing the transition. His
very letters are an indication of his transition process.

Those who do not stay

A final word about those who choose to leave the community altogether while in the formation process. Approximately 50
percent of those who begin formation do not stay in the community, according to the 2009 study by the Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate, sponsored by the National Religious Vocation Conference. While seldom are these leave-takings
as stark as they were decades ago when those in formation often left under cover of darkness, never to be spoken of again
and leaving the remaining candidates or novices bewildered as to what had happened, nevertheless, religious communities
may not be as aware as they could be about the impact the departure of a newer member has on other members.

Certainly prior to the individual's departure there should be some ritualizing of the life he or she lived among the
membership and the contributions that were made.

This ritualizing needs to take place among newer members who journeyed with the person and also among members with
whom the individual lived. After the departure of the newer member, time should be devoted to processing the impact of
the departure on the rest of the group of newer members. Feelings of anger, resentment, sadness, etc. need to be addressed

PR R I [ S Y U Iy R R ST SR JH S IRy |G PR S SO T N D P T PRSI T JURE IR [ JUUGG I SR IS DI DGV [ 1

https://nrvc.net/467/publication/5025/article/2452-healthy-transitions-for-new-members-ministers-and-the-community 3/5



7/10/24, 11:48 AM Healthy transitions for new members, ministers and the community | NRVC

them honored. We have no ritual to follow in the paschal story, but we do know that not everyone chose to follow Jesus. In
the Acts of the Apostles we read of differing ways of following, some more radical than others. We can only assume that the
different paths people chose were honored, and those who walked for only a short time were appreciated and prayed for as
they chose another way.

And what of formation and vocation ministers when a newer member leaves for another way of life? Hopefully a forum
exists for them to process what the departure means to them personally. The formator has lived in the same hope of a
newfound life that the newer member has hoped for. The dreams of a future shared in the same community have been
birthed, and the dissolution of those dreams may be difficult for the formators and vocation ministers to deal with. While
the boundaries of confidentiality preclude any discussion of the newer member, nevertheless, these ministers need to find
a forum to help them transition through the departure. The support of the community is essential, and a loving note or
gesture of understanding can make the transition process easier for the formator. An acknowledgement that the departure
of the newer member cannot have been easy for them goes a long way in helping them transition gracefully through the
process. If there is no formation team in the community, a supervisor can be of assistance to the formator McCann, Healthy
Transition s in the transition. Peer supervision with others in the same ministry is an excellent way to preserve
confidentiality within one’s community while still addressing the needs of the formator and vocation minister.

Our lives go unexamined when we merely change from one thing to another. While transition takes longer and is often
messier, it affords us the opportunity to examine carefully the process of change we have been through. It allows us to
grieve our losses, mourn our mistakes, rectify our errors, rejoice at our successes and exult at the hand of God that has seen
us through the desert of the neutral zone. With each successive transition, we become more adept at handling the changes
in our lives and more aware of the gifts we bring to our changes and the pitfalls of which we need to be aware. At each
juncture, Christ, the ultimate formator, meets us to walk with us and guide us along the way.

Tips for coping with major life transitions

e Recognize the three, sometimes overlapping stages of change:

1. Ending (sadness, anger, pain, sometimes joy)
2. Neutral zone (uncertainty, doubt, worry, ambivalence, anticipation and excitement)
3. Beginning (rising energy, sense of commitment to new reality).

e Allow time for processing the emotions that accompany the three stages. Processing might
include:

~Rituals, such as prayer services, blessings, goodbye meals, welcome meals, etc.
~Journaling
~Talking with a good friend
~Joining a support group

Recommended reading

This article referred to two excellent books by writer and speaker William Bridges. They give a
fine outline of the transition process and provide the steps one can take to go from being
focused on change to becoming immersed in transition.

e Transitions, by William Bridges, Perseus Books, 1980.

e The Way of Transition: Managing Life’s Most Difficult Moments, by William Bridges, Perseus
Books, 2001.

— Sister Mercedes J. McCann
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