
Discerning My Vocation

“For an increase in vocations to religious life, especially in our parish, we pray to the Lord.”

Just not me, single-digit-year-old me pleaded silently from the pew. God certainly wouldn’t ask
me to enter religious life, because I was going to be a princess when I grew up and princesses
got married. Nuns didn’t exist anyway.

I found out that nuns do in fact exist, when Sr. Josephine Rose entered the Sisters of Life. I was
taken aback that someone I knew was becoming a sister- and further, someone young, beautiful
and cool!

This was terrifying. If nuns still existed, and nuns could be young, beautiful and cool, then my
young, beautiful, cool princess-wannabe self could be asked to be a sister.

I spent high school convinced that was how my life would end up. It seemed that when a young
girl loves God, she ended up joining the convent. I was furious that God would ask such a thing
of me. I didn’t want that life.

I started school at Franciscan University of Steubenville in 2015. Franciscan is like Catholic
Disneyland- students, professors and consecrated religious brothers and sisters are on fire with
the love of God. It is the place to go to study theology and to grow in faith. Thus, it was not
uncommon for students to share they were discerning a vocation to religious life. (This was a far
cry from small town Vermont, where admitting that feels like standing on a stage in your
underwear).

Yet, what was also common at Franciscan were holy relationships. I saw so many couples, both
students and married professors who loved God, radically. It clicked for the first time: I didn’t
have to be called to religious life. While I was blessed to know many faithful couples even
before college, it had never hit me that I could love God with everything I have and still get
married.

This revelation brought a sense of great freedom. However, during my sophomore year, I was
hit with another revelation: just because I didn’t have to be called to religious life, it didn’t mean
that I wasn’t called. Sure, I could love God radically as a married person, but just because I
could do that, didn’t mean that it wasn’t what God was asking. His will needed to be done, not
mine.

I dove deep into prayer, under the guidance of spiritual direction with a religious sister. I got to
know religious sisters personally, and witnessed them in their ministry, so I had a better picture
of what it was like to be a religious. In my classes, prayer, travel and conversations with friends,
I not only focused on the question of “am I called to religious life?” but also on the deeper
questions of “who is God? Who am I? What does it mean to be human? What are my fears and
why are they there? What is the truth? What is He asking?”
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There was a lot of heartache, and a lot of beautiful moments. I had tough questions answered
that had weighed on me for my whole life. The Lord healed me, and let me see the truth of
Himself, and of myself. My desires, as well as God’s goodness, became more clear to me. He
wasn’t going to call me to something I would be miserable in- and with that, it seemed He would
call me to family life, not religious life.

Even with this revelation, the thought of religious life was clinging to me like a burr. This was
annoying- I thought I’d already “figured it out.” I ended up on a discernment retreat with the
sisters I’d gotten to know, whose order was the Franciscan Sisters TOR of the Penance of the
Sorrowful Mother. The retreat itself was beautiful- I loved talking and laughing with the sisters,
and having so much time for prayer. There was nothing wrong, externally. But I felt sick. I slept
fitfully, waking in the night, remembering where I was, and feeling a surge of dread. This was a
huge contrast to other women on the retreat, who by the end, were saying, “I don’t want to
leave! Do we have to go?” Meanwhile, I was literally counting the hours, muttering “get me out
of here,” in my head.

I took this as a huge sign that indeed, I was clearly not called to religious life. Imagine then my
surprise- and my resistance- when, after graduating college, I heard the Lord asking me to give
religious life another shot. I kept telling Him “No! We’ve been over this!” but it kept coming back
in prayer. Then, a prayer card for religious vocations showed up in our kitchen sink. When
everything, including the kitchen sink, was pointing me toward it, I figured I needed to take it all
to prayer- again.

At that point, I knew what the next step was. I’d already asked the hard questions and had
internal barriers broken down. I wanted to do the Lord's will. The next step was a matter of visits
to different orders. I contacted the CFRs and the Sisters of Life in New York City in the hopes
that I could visit. But after talking with those vocation directors, those doors remained closed. I
was so confused- God asked me to do this, and I was responding. So why was nothing working
out? Wasn’t this what He wanted?

Then I found the Daughters of Mary, Mother of Healing Love. The second I came across their
website, I said “Oh, no.” For, if I was called to religious life, I knew it would be with them. Their
way of life resonated with me deeply, centered on devotion to Mary and the Eucharist, bringing
healing love to the world and especially to families.

I drove to Rochester, NH in early March of 2020 to spend a weekend with them. The sisters
were amazing. Their way of life was as beautiful as it sounded on paper. They were fun, and
showed unbelievable charity to me, and to one another.

But something still wasn’t right. I was sick again. I didn’t feel like myself. The conversations I
had with the sisters about my vocational journey seemed like dead ends. I didn’t feel seen, and I
couldn’t figure myself out. The sisters even noticed that I was out of sorts. I spent an
embarrassing amount of time crying, but I wasn’t experiencing intense emotion. The tears were
just there.
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It took me about a month to process that weekend. I wasn’t able to talk about it because I
couldn’t put my experience into words. But now, I can.

The Daughters were amazing. If I was called to religious life, it would be to their order. But I
wasn’t called to religious life. And for the first time, I was saddened by that. I had seen
something so beautiful up close, but I knew, deep in my heart, that it wasn’t the life for me.

If I told you I felt sick around my boyfriend and didn’t actually want to date him, you’d tell me to
leave, even if I insisted he smelled really nice and brought me flowers every Wednesday. If I
responded, “But on paper he sounds so perfect!” you’d say “Life is not a piece of paper- leave
him!” I’d know you were right. But it would still be hard to give him up, even while it would be
relieving to let him go.

That’s what it felt like with religious life.  God allowed this crazy journey so I could see what my
life could be like as a sister and to desire that life. Then, I was asked to make the sacrifice of
giving up that beautiful possibility. Then, that sacrifice needed to be mourned- hence, all my
tears. I wasn’t crying from emotion, but from my spirit. I had to say “no” to one good thing in
order to say “yes” to another good thing, and that is difficult. But, frankly, I’m quite happy that
God seems to be calling me in another direction- not because there’s anything wrong with
religious life, it’s just that it isn’t ultimately for me.

I used to think that when God invited someone to discern a vocation, it was rare, and that rarity
meant He would automatically call them to it. I am living proof that is not the case. It is not rare
for God to ask us to discern a vocation to the priesthood or religious life. He invited me to
discernment not because He was calling me there, but because He wanted to heal me. He
brought me closer to Himself, and rooted me in my identity in Him. He gave me consolation for
later- if I had found out about the Daughters of Mary after I’d gotten married, I would have
wondered if I “missed” my vocation. He led me to visit them as a single person, so I could know
for certain that wasn’t where I was called.

The Lord knows what He’s doing- we just need to give Him room to speak, and give ourselves
permission to respond. The Lord knows what we need, and we need not be afraid, for He only
gives us good things. There’s still room for surprises- maybe down the road, He’ll reveal
religious life was His plan for me all along. But, at this point, I’m excited for what His plans are
for me in marriage, giving Him all I have in that state of life. His will be done- that's what matters,
and what gives us lasting joy in this life and the next.

For anyone who winces during the prayer of the faithful when we pray for an increase in
vocations to the priesthood or religious life, especially from our parish, and anyone who pleads
“just not me," take heart! God hears you. And don’t be afraid to let Him lead you. Wherever He
takes you, it will be beautiful- and be prepared to be pleasantly surprised.
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