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What is a charism? 

If religious communities often talk about their “charism” this term is rarely defined, 

to the point where it remains rather unclear. The use of this term in relation to 

religious life is recent. Paul VI used it for the first time in 1971 in his pontifical 

document Evangelica testificatio when he wrote, “Only in this way will you be 

able to reawaken hearts to truth and to divine love in accordance with the 

charisms of your founders.” (On the renewal of religious life). 

The term itself comes from the Greek word ‘charisma’, free gift of God derived 

from ‘charis’ meaning grace. If we speak of the charism of a person as one who 

is very talented, in Christianity, on the other hand, a charism is primarily a gift of 

the Holy Spirit as St. Paul says in his first Letter to the Corinthians: “The Spirit is 

given to each person for a good purpose.” (1 Cor 12:9). 

Therefore, a charism is never given for oneself but always for the “good of all”. 

The last Council insisted on the collective meaning of the term when it refers to 

the “charism of an institute, of a community or of a religious congregation. In this 

sense, Jean-Claude Lavigne, Dominican adds that “The charism can be defined 

as a means to get closer to a particular social group.” This means can be a 

school, a hospital or a presence in the neighbourhood. It is inspired by a thrust 

incarnated in a founder and its validity is recognized by the Church.” (1) 

André Charron, theologian writes “A charism is a talent an aptitude, a capacity to 

act”. According to him, the charism of an institute is made up of three elements: 

‒ a spirituality,   

‒ “axes of the mission” 

‒ a community life project 

“but it is defined by an overall mission related to a particular vision.” (2) 

 

 



How to recognize a charism? 

Three specific criteria determine the authenticity of a charism: 

‒ a particular inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 

‒ a desire to conform to Christ 

‒ a constructive love of the Church. 

These criteria were developed in the basic Guidelines on relationships between 

Bishops and religious in the Church published by the Congregation for Bishops in 

1978. The document underlines the need for “faithfulness to the Lord”, but also 

attention “to circumstances and to the signs of the times”. The Roman document 

states that the charism is faithful to the observance of the Church’s rule, 

“audacious initiatives, constancy steadfast gift of self, and humility in bearing with 

adversities.”  

Ecclesiologists explain that recognition of the validity and of the relevancy of a 

charism requires time. Fr. Jean-Claude Lavigne notes that, “The Church needs to 

verify if the charism consists of a new and original inspiration and not just the 

whim of a particular individual”. This recognition can be established by a local 

bishop or by competent Vatican Dicasteries. 

 

What role does the founder of a charism play? 

Paul VI underlines that the particular charism of founders is “a permanent 

orientation that allows for inner growth and change”. Fr. Laurent Boisvert writes, 

“It is then reinterpreted throughout the years based on the needs of the Church 

and of the world. It constitutes the foundation upon which the institute rests. It is 

called to be open and to be updated”. (3) In the exhortation of John Paul II , in 

Vita Consecrata we read, “It consists of an “experience of the Spirit” transmitted 

to disciples to be lived by them and to be constantly kept, deepened and 

developed in harmony with the Body of Christ in constant growth”. 

Paul VI also notes that the spirit or the “charism” of an institute lasts forever, but 

that this institute, as an organization, can change or remain static, depending on 

the influence and the effectiveness of its founder. Fr. Lavigne adds, “Today, a 

congregation whose charism is education can for example question its attitudes 

toward social networks: what place should be given to them? How to use them? 

How to prevent youth addiction? This is how the members of the Trinitarian 

Order founded in 1194 to redeem the Christian prisoners of the Moors, were led 



to work in favour of “modern-day slaves” (drugs and prostitution, forced labour, 

modern slavery). 

The Church asks members of religious institutes “to be faithful to the founding 

charism and to the spiritual heritage subsequently constituted”. In Vita 

Consecrata we read, “This faithfulness to the inspiration of the founders and 

foundresses, gift of the Holy Spirit, is what makes it possible to rediscover with 

renewed sense of fervour the essential elements of consecrated life”.  

How can a charism be “renewed”? 

Innovations may concern several aspects, such as the structure, the way of life 

or the way of responding to challenges in actual society. Fr. Lavigne, Dominican 

says, “For example, an institute may choose to live a common spirituality without 

requiring that its members live together as is the case for Beguines. It may also 

concern a type of government or particular attention to new types of poverty”. 

However, if institutes or congregations disappear regularly, he adds that, “We 

cannot, however, speak of the ‘death’ of a charism.” For example, some of the 

congregations which were suited for the working class have now disappeared 

because they were no longer adapted to today’s world. However, their charism is 

not dead: it has accomplished its work.”   
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