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To Hide Behind A Veil

(Toe Nun WITHOUT A VOCATION AND THE PROBLEMS
oF LeaviNG RELiGious LIFE)
RoBERT J. Banra, M.D.

average young woman
uent society, remove her
family ties, deny her the
of material goods, dis-
overly affectionate relation-
. her maternal instincts,
freedom of choice in ac-
jent, give her a monoto-
b to wear, and request that
a never-ending, submis-
sometimes rigid daily order,
let us observe. We can be
t_;that the general laws of
= will prevail. The young
Bl progressively and pain-
her ability to adequately
B conform to this restricted
Fy because we have cleverly
jso many of her important
avenues of escape and com-
[ All of her basic normal
needs are severely frustrated,
a wber, it is only in the sat-
[ of wholesome legitimate
we obtain our contentment
liment in the natural order
ives. The end product of
‘__ntrolled experience should
5; a classic psychoneurotic
with its emotional upheav-
tic malfunctions, disturb-
sleep and appetite, and
social maladjustments. In
e is unhappy and must ex-
In some way. Our experi-
4 success — or is it?

is a Catholic psychiatrist in
ice and is also on staff at
pital, Ann Arbor, Michigan. He
consult?nt psychiatrist at Mercy
roit.

Have we not in our opening
hypothetical experiment accurately
described the total sacrifice of the
Catholic nun, in accepting and
submitting to the vows of poverty,
chastity and obedience? Do the
psychological laws of predictability
suddenly lose their validity when
applied to the nun? This would seem
inconceivable; virtually all nuns
then should ultimately become neu-
rotic. But only the most casual as-
sociation with them will reveal that
the vast majority possess all of the
qualities that can be admired in a
personality, and are examples of true
stability and normalcy. In this seem-
ing contradiction lies the mystery of
grace and its magnificent ability, not
to substitute for, but rather, to com-
plement nature. From the viewpoint
of psychology this then is the real
meaning of a religious vocation. It
gives to that average but special
young woman a very remarkable ca-
pacity for adaptation, for to be able
to suppress or repress natural hu-
man needs throughout a lifetime of
sacrifice, without distorting the per-
sonality, still remains a very ex-
traordinary psychic phenomenon. It
does emphasize, nonetheless, that the
nun is extremely vulnerable to the
development of an emotional dis-
order whenever religious life fails to

rovide a full measure of satisfac-
tion and fulfillment. A general rule
applicable to religious life can be
established at this point. A nun
without a vocation can ultimately
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be expected to develop an emotional
disorder. The converse, however,
need not be true. The presence of
an emotional disorder does not nec-
essarily indicate that a nun is with-
out a vocation.

The mature, stable and sincere
nun who treasures her vocation ob-
viously should present no problem.
It is the emotionally disturbed nun,
however, who creates the most chal-
lenging, perplexing and trying con-
flicts a psychiatrist can encounter.
The defensive barriers rigidly and
promptly erected make proper evalu-
ation and treatment an all too slow
and exhaustive process.

Whenever an emotional disorder
is suspected, and in spite of serious
ethical and moral implications, logic
and truth demand that careful con-
sideration be given to the possibility
that a vocation to religious life does
not, in fact, exist. The attending
psychiatrist is at once severely hand-
icapped because he is entering an
area traditionally treated in a rather
sacrosanct manner. This is an area
heretofore reserved for spiritual di-
rectors who frequently evaded their

responsibility to young discontented
nuns through the use of sanguine
platitudes that solved nothing and
postponed everything. Perhaps it
may be of interest to explore some
of the hidden reasons for the diffi-
culties encountered, because the dis-
turbed nun does indeed hide behind
her veil. '

A young woman who is doubtful
about her decision to enter religious
life usually seeks the advice of her
spiritual director or confessor. The
very unfortunate and inappropriate
direction habitually given to “try it
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although few i
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An unhappy
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or unstable
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many improper motives, i
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| seeks a “secure” refuge be-
use of her own insecurity or
ings of inadequacy-

wants to run from an
appy or traumatic home
ation.
is chronically frustrated
very ambivalent abogt
she really wants t0 do in

submits to the naivs belief

she is entering a ~peace-

existence where sacrifice is
s pleasant.

a[};ugsity indicates her ap-

ch to morality. A scru-

ous young

VOWS.

“appy or broken love affair.
has been improperly
hed” by another nun, or
ber of her own family, at

woman should
er be permitted to take

is compromising for an

an age when she i3 still En-
aware of what life kas. to ofter
in the way of a choice. En-
trance into religious hi‘f: while
still in the early teens is men-
tioned only to be absolutely
condemned.

The suspected presence of a‘ny
such motivating urges shoulc! prec1p(—1
itate a most careful evaluation, lz(m
always before final vows are taken.

Once final vows are t.aken.the
complexity of our problem is at times
almost insurmountable. When _mant}(l)
years pass, and the nun begins .
doubt the existence of a \'fogatlo é
she is literally trapped. This is tn;d
because she is totally unprtle}i)arn
to meet the changing lay world a d
its economic demand‘s. To elr(licoun_
age leaving at this time wou ren
der her helpless. To the young nut(;
however, the difficulty appears i
many re igious i

eem to be treated as a

they represent .the (ieer;;itogiioc:;;titsf
i lied or misun

:ﬁi;pgerpetuated through thenyeaar:é

Notable among the very .ma y

three commonly believed: .

1. Final profession automatlcallo);
and perpetually confers the grace

’ Vocatzl\o n\.focation to religious life

does not carry the indeliblg
mark of a sacrament. It is
ermanent only s0 long as
the nun wills it to be so.
Vocations can be and are
lost. A few spirit.ual wrlte;s
have disputed this, but ob-

teaches

servational experience 5
that it is a very real posme
bility. At times, nuns ar
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complacent and seem oblivi- will b
e

o .
ot i%é?ﬁlfﬁ? that grace is happy, | unsbi o
be L ifn't glft, it must as 4 t’: unable to gow
A it Is to grow. seem Eegslon. It would
addition to thcatxon then, in that “arf lfe -
one, can starte a}llbsen'ce. g dange losin hm ik
cycle of events t] e e s the at thg by
disturban Eadlng b i \ .

ces. Once again, it Such inbre  1d less than truth-

;Sn:iiuehto lack of fulfillment ful ideas ar icult to face and
pad the secondary frustra- resolve and > smouldering guilt
s involved. and repressc iety. A youngggr:lun

2. Though i
life are :I%m;[:t Of1 leavmg' religious gi}s’eha}:e s .
inspired always diabolically mistak: ¢ Zes or Sopee
_ in ring, but wi
overwhelme theg anxl;etywtl)]fl hl::re

in great dange ; :
S hergotx l.Of losing the sal- ingful invest
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':;:ns notion virtually nullifies
bey attempt at exploration

Elause of the profound guilt
an self condemnation that
it begets. More often than
once, any questions in the
area of vocations have emit-
ted feelings indicative of

seeming cooperati i
L on
devil © T R

decision ane
petual miser
young wo
thoughts of
she becomes
reminiscent
At this time
is most neede
given. Wou
3. A nun leaving religious life is fr? n:é?igi.otuhsa

ench into her per-
Then too, pity the
who expresses
ing, for all too often,
are of an aloofness
“he days of leprosy.
“1er life when charity
it may be the least
it not be better
1atever time is spent
represents a mean-
an takes f t? Any young wom-
o . 1 takes froi this experience 2
Camrlrgireb edamagl.ng concept Wisdom that well susltJairl her in
il acon;:elved,. and j¢ later life, and it should be so e
represents }I]t almost-impossi- by zfll conce . especially her own
B burdl. T s apparentdy family. She will be a better ft
dr el s a final argu- @ better mother or simply a better
doubt \thlenr}nu:ﬁtedpersmem e
. e do

not dispelled, then colill;tlsvi‘:)ﬁ
was certainly added to the
p}:oblex'n. If sanctification is
the ultimate goal in the life of

) One canonical provision @an be of
immense help both diagnostiwlly
and therapeutically, but unfortu-
5 natelyd is almost unknown an
e nun 3 unused. It is the privi of ex-
disturbe’dth?u;he iesmonona“y claustration. It simp}l)}r/“:rlll:ag;s a nun
crippled in her eﬁoi;evergy can request a limited time lea%
necessity, she becomes s. Of from religious life, and still return
tic, and autism leads autis- to her previous full status. Indis-
lect and indiffe to neg- criminately used it obviously can

rence. She create havoc in a community. BU!
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very select few, it does pro-
with an opportunity to
to the lay world and test
motives once again. For
are immature, it can pro-
period of significant growth
them much more content
Led when they return. It
ing to note that very few
fiuns who exclaustrate ever
o religious life again. We can
ith religious communities,
in their belief that in most
aration should be total and
ot.

entire problem of entering
wying religious life needs an
__ynbiased reappraisal. 1t
"2 much more intensive
of those entering and a
matic way for those leav-
stigma of leaving must be

sacrifice of a contemporary
far more than that of her
. of fifty years ago. Her
of poverty, chastity and obedi-
demand a type of self-immola-
it would put her predecessor
= This is true simply be-
tLe society which she leaves
‘much more to offer in a
leay, and her natural hu-
needs are so much easier to

satisfy. The demands placed on the
nun in her work are at times over-
whelming, and little realized or
appreciated by the laity. This is
particularly true of the teaching nun
who carries the heavy burden of an
overcrowded . classroom and an in-
flexible convent schedule, and has
precious little time for her own
spiritual pursuits, or even for her
own moments of relaxation. The
feverish “heresy of activity” is cer-
tainly evident in convent life. Is
love measured only by work? Then
too, the vows of poverty and obedi-
ence are occasionally carried to
archaic extremes. Although she is
human, and has human needs, little
attempt has been made to find suit-
able and wholesome outlets so that
her own personality can express it-
self in a more personal or individual
way. Too often, superiors develop
an unconscious need to mold all of
the young nuns under them after
their own image and likeness, or
their own concept of personality be-
havior. If grace works through na-
ture, then nature should not be
needlessly thwarted. One can be
certain that emotional disorders
among religious have increased, and
will continue to increase. The life
of the religious may very well
need reexamination in the light of
our contemporary culture and our
knowledge of psychological laws.
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