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A Time to Become Our Charism
Pat Kieler, SDS

The unique potential of elderhood lived to its fullest

 Is the real question, 
“What has become of us?” 
Or is the question rather, 

“Who are we becoming?”

Religious communities have a 
long vibrant history of being on 
the cusp of change, addressing 
the cries of the world at each 

historical moment, aiming to bring 
about the Kingdom of God both in 
ourselves and in a world hungering 
to know God. However, our current 
experience of change has been so abrupt 
and overwhelming, leaving no one 
unscathed. It has been soul-searing.

In this change of epoch environment, 
new challenges have emerged for 
religious communities, one of which is 
our aging membership. How might we 
be challenged to meet “the new” God is 
calling forth? This has led me to ponder 
how we might be invited to negotiate 
this new season. What is shifting in us? 
What happens to our charism, a Spirit-
gift to the church and world?  What does 
mission look like? To what profound 
transformation are we being invited? Is 
the real question, “What has become of 
us?” Or is the question rather, “Who are 
we becoming?”

Who are we when we no longer have 
institutions, control, power, security 
that have long given us a bold Christian 
identity? Now what identity do we 
claim? The very question may be God’s 
invitation to a greater depth, where we 
may hear again the invitation of Jesus to 
leave all things, sell what we have and 
give to the poor, and “Come, follow me.”

In our unknowing and undoing, we 
may intuit a beckoning and whispered 
longing for something not yet complete. 
A drawing toward something or 
Someone more. This experience may be 
an initiation into a new life stage, some 
call elderhood, variously described as a 
movement from aging to saging, from 
role to soul, from doing to being, from 
sight to insight.

What if the vocation toward spiritual 
elderhood is a call to come to full 
maturity in our charism? What if we 
become our charism? Our charisms have 
been shaping us all our lives. Could 
there be a shift from doing our charism 
to becoming our charism? The call may 
emerge gradually in simple, quiet ways 
as we listen more deeply to our own 
souls and hearts. Its growth and timing 
are unique to each community and 
person.

The root meaning of “obey” in Hebrew 
is to “listen under.” Less activity allows 
more silence to hear the whispers of 
the emerging call. When we move from 
activity into a quality of life characterized 
more by being, what might we hear 
“under”? I’m writing, not because I 
have the answers, but because I have 
the questions. These ponderings do not 
mean to preclude the creative ways we 
remain engaged in the unprecedented 
crises of our times. But what are some 
underpinnings that, naturally or by 
grace, arise in the soul toward our 
coming to wholeness?

Certainly, the grief of leaving what we 
have known so well will have its way. 
That needs to be tended gently. As we 
find ourselves less in charge, we may 
shift radically to a new receptivity 
to the whole of life and to tending 
whatever may come our way. Longing 
to find the meaning of our lives draws 
us to gather in both our joys and our 
sufferings. Immersing ourselves in our 
story can offer us new wisdom about 
ourselves and the whole of life. We may 
be surprised to find in the tapestry of 
our lives, the very mysteries of Jesus’ 
life, perhaps the path to “It is no longer 
I who live, but God who lives in me.” 
(Galatians 2:20)

We all carry wounds, as communities 
and individuals, that arise for further 
healing and forgiveness. By grace, 
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The diverse faces of this maturity, 
captured in a community portrait, 
might bring us to awe. Gazing upon this 
portrait, this work of art, could move 
us with its beauty and holiness. Might a 
sign of genuine holiness be when we see 
the holiness in everyone else? “We are 
God’s work of art.” (Ephesians 2:10)

We all want to leave a legacy. 
Jesus, too, wanted progeny. 
What if we are the progeny of 

Jesus, as we’ve become a graced presence 
of God? Is it enough for us to have made 
God known? Is it enough for us to have 
borne fruit which carries a 
seed? That seed will have a 
life of its own. The future will 
be carried by God’s Spirit.

Elders may finally grow into 
a prophetic trust that the 
One who has tender hold 
of us even uses our dying 
for the sake of the world. 
Our last breath out may be 
experienced as a pouring 
out of our God-love and 
Spirit for the world. The next 
in-breath is the in-breath of 
God bringing us into eternal 
communion with the One 
we have longed for all our 
lives. We may be graced to 
anticipate letting go, freely 
and joyfully, into the loving 

We may be graced to anticipate letting go, freely and joyfully, into the loving embrace of 
the one who woke up that first love in us, as we surrender to our small, 

but not insignificant, place in the evolution of the Cosmic Christ.

When we move from activity 

into a quality of life 

characterized more by being, 

what might we hear “under”? 

Pat Kieler, SDS: “Paradoxically, the deeper compassion 
towards our own hearts grows, the more it expands to 
include the whole universe.”

not by our own doing, these can be 
transformed into life and wisdom. 
Finally, we may live into the graced 
acceptance of God’s acceptance of us, 
just as we are. The cross, embraced, 
may bear fruit in abundant compassion 
towards ourselves, as we undergo the 
realties and diminishments of our lives 
and allow them to mature us, to conform 
us to Jesus. Paradoxically, the deeper 
compassion towards our own hearts 
grows, the more it expands to include the 
whole universe.

Insight grows as we become awed at the 
wonders God has done for us, perceiving 
more clearly, how the Providence of God 
has shaped us and continues to shape us 
into a genuine authenticity. It becomes 
clear that a benevolent power and love 
embraces us and even welcomes our 
poverty. As a poor loved one, we may 
experience a new ability to not stand 
above, but eye to eye with the poor in a 
deep mutual compassion. 
 

Our world is full of disenfranchised 
persons, both far and very near, 
hungering to be noticed, to be 

called by name. What if as we grow in 
a loving sensitivity, as we become more 
God-like, we hunger to leave a blessing 
in each encounter? Persons might leave 
our presence feeling blessed, and at some 
level, knowing that God lives. The very 
quality of our presence becomes mission.

embrace of the one who woke up that 
first love in us, as we surrender to our 
small, but not insignificant, place in the 
evolution of the Cosmic Christ.

Is this what it means to recover our 
original love? Is it to grow into the full 
maturity of our charism? To become our 
charism? Could our graced living into 
the elderhood season of our lives be a 
much-needed witness for our world?

I feel drawn to elderhood as an 
adventure I don’t want to miss. Might 
Jesus priestly prayer for us become 
ours? It gives eloquent expression to 
our mission and legacy, reflecting the 
maturity of our journey into elderhood: 
“I have made your name known to them. 
And will continue to make it known, so 
that the love with which you loved me 
may be in them, and so that I may be in 
them.”( John 17:26.)

Pat, a Sister of the Divine Savior, is a 
spiritual director residing in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin.




