
Secular Servants of Mary - Formation Session 9:   
− Rule of Life Chapter 4 – Articles 32-34 Penance and Conversion 
− Rule of Life Chapter 5 – Articles 35-36 Witness of Poverty 
− Commentary pages 91-102 

 
Rule of Life Chapter 4 – Articles 32-34 Penance and Conversion 

CHAPTER 4 - Penance and Conversion  

32. For Secular Servites, dedicated to bringing 
the commandment of charity to perfection, 
penance is a Gospel value and a sure means of 
conversion.  

33. Following the example of our first Fathers 
and the tradition of the Order, penance for 
Secular Servites consists primarily of charity, 
understood as acceptance and service of one 
another.  

34. Convinced that the following of Christ 
requires a constant orientation toward the will 
of God, Secular Servites are alert to the many 
opportunities everyday life offers for practicing 
penance, regarding them as graces and calls to 
conversion. They make frequent use of the 
sacrament of reconciliation, the works of mercy, 
and the virtue of moderation, particularly during 
the liturgical seasons of Lent and Advent.  

Rule of Life Chapter 5 – Articles 35-36 
Witness of Poverty 

CHAPTER 5 - The Witness of Poverty  

35. The Secular Servant of Mary strives to live the evangelical beatitude "Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven"[14], following the example of Mary, poor 
and humble servant of the Lord.  

36. By conscientious work, simplicity and austerity of lifestyle, sensitivity to the needs of 
others, and service to those most in need, the Secular Servants of Mary give testimony of 
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their love for the poor Christ, both individually and communally, and proclaim to the people 
of today, tempted by wealth, power, and pleasure, that God is the one necessary good, who 
alone can satisfy the longings of the human heart. 

Commentary pages 91-102 

Chapter 4 - Penance and Conversion 

After treating the community aspect of the life of the Secular Order members (chapter 2) 
and prayer (chapter 3), the Rule now passes to a short consideration of penance in the life 
of the Secular Servites. In the pre-Vatican II version of the Rule this chapter was entitled 
“Fasting, Penance, Mortification.” In the present Rule penance is seen in relationship to 
conversion. In this respect this chapter is based upon chapter 10 of the friars’ 
constitutions, also entitled “Penance and Conversion.” In English there are two words 
which translate the Italian penitenza: penitence and penance. Although they can be used 
as synonyms, “penitence” generally implies a state or quality of repentance in a person 
while “penance” frequently implies an outward action. In this chapter the word “penance” 
bears the burden of both meanings, but usually the context will indicate which is to be 
preferred. 

Article 32 

Article 32 brings into relationship with each other the three concepts of penance, 
conversion, and the commandment of charity: 

Art. 32. For Secular Servites, dedicated to bringing the commandment of charity to 
perfection, penance is a Gospel value and a sure means of conversion. 

According to this article the ultimate goal for Secular Servites is the bringing of the 
commandment of charity to perfection. This was first stated in article 9: by the acceptance 
of their vocation the Servants of Mary commit themselves to bring to fulfillment the 
evangelical commandment of love. In article 22 prayer is presented as constituting a 
special commitment to bringing the commandment of love to perfection. 

Now in article 32 two other dimensions of our life take their place with prayer in aiding the 
Secular Servite to attain this goal: penance and conversion, and penance (perhaps 
meaning repentance) is seen as leading to conversion. The relationship between these two 
acts is at times ambiguous. Conversion in its most common meaning, as found in the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (no. 1432), is a work of the grace of God who makes our 
hearts return to God. Penance is some voluntary, and normally difficult action, we 
undertake as expiation for sin or to direct our steps toward God and away from those things 
which will distract us from God. 
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Which comes first, penance or conversion? The Secular Servite, as presented in article 32, 
has already experienced the first conversion which culminates in baptism. Thus this article 
envisions only the ongoing conversion: we are called daily to conversion. One might see 
here the experience of many Catholics during Lent and Easter: Lent is a period when we 
perform those acts of penance which make us more conscious of God’s absence in our 
lives, and therefore we turn to God once more with greater fervor at Easter. The renewal of 
our baptismal promises at Easter signifies a further conversion toward God. The acts of 
penance, therefore, lead to the Easter conversion. 

But there is also another way of looking at the relationship between penance and 
conversion. The Catechism of the Catholic Church (no. 1434), looks upon the acts of 
penance as an expression of conversion. The Catechism cites the three most important 
forms of penance as found in Scriptures and the Fathers—fasting, prayer, and almsgiving—
as expressing our conversion in relation to ourselves, to God, and to others. 

Certainly, however, we can agree with article 32 that both the penitential acts, which lead 
to and flow from our continued returning to God, and the conversion itself will help us to 
bring the commandment of love to perfection in our lives. 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What is the essence of penance? 

2. What are some examples of penance? 

3. Is there a difference between penance and mortification? 

4. What is conversion? 

5. How do penance and conversion relate to the perfection of charity? 

 

Article 33 

While article 32 states the importance of penance and conversion in the life of the Secular 
Servite, article 33 identifies the type of penance which the Secular Servite should 
undertake: 

Art. 33. Following the example of our first Fathers and the tradition of the Order, 
penance for Secular Servites consists primarily of charity, understood as 
acceptance and service of one another. 

The primary penance to be practiced by Secular Servites is to accept one another and to be 
of service to one another.  
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Although this article seems to indicate that the acceptance and service are directed to 
other members of the Servite family, certainly the meaning is that it should be extended to 
all other people as well. 

This penance is particularly difficult because the actual practice of it does not fall under 
our control. We do not have control over the personalities of the people we come in 
contact with; we cannot say when difficult situations in their lives will spill over and create 
tensions which we must “accept”; we cannot just be accepting of others at our 
convenience and not at their need. We have no control. If penance is to serve the needs of 
others, we cannot control what these needs will be nor when we will be asked to serve 
them. 

It is for that reason that penance understood in this sense is a particular characteristic of 
Christians in general and of Secular Servites in particular. 

Although it is stated that this is based on the example of the Seven Holy Founders and the 
tradition of the Order, I am not aware of any studies which show this understanding of 
penance to be truly traditional in the Order. 

Discussion Questions:  

1. Is acceptance and service of others almost too simple to pose much of a 
challenge? 

2. What factor actually makes this most difficult? 

3. What do you think of the claim in the old Rule that there is no penance more 
meritorious and acceptable to God than patiently bearing the trials of life? 

4. How practical and realistic would it be to follow the example of our Holy Founders 
of them the Legenda says: “Their friendship made them so one in mind that they 
tried to please each other in all things human and divine.” 

 

Article 34 

The general principle that penance should consist primarily in acceptance of and service to 
one another is now further specified in article 34: 

Art. 34. Convinced that the following of Christ requires a constant orientation toward 
the will of God, Secular Servites are alert to the many opportunities everyday life 
offers for practicing penance, regarding them as graces and calls to conversion. 
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They make frequent use of the sacrament of reconciliation, the works of mercy, and 
the virtue of moderation, particularly during the liturgical seasons of Lent and 
Advent. 

The first part of this article applies the practice of penance as found in article 33 to the 
principle annunciated in article 32: the trials and difficulties which we encounter in our 
daily lives are indeed opportunities for true acts of penance, and these acts of penance are 
graces (that is, gifts from God, because they lead us to God) and calls to conversion (that 
is, a call to leave aside those things which have distracted us from God and to return to 
God).  

One might also add that by turning more fully to 
God we cannot help but be more accepting of 
others and ready to help them in their needs. 
Thus conversion can also lead us back to 
penance. In a certain way, therefore, penance is 
a means of conversion (as the Rule states), but 
conversion may also be viewed as leading to 
penance. 

This article then lists three more specific 
applications of penance: 

1) First, Secular Servites should make frequent 
use of the sacrament of reconciliation. It might 
be especially important to note this at the 
present time when the sacrament of 
reconciliation or penance is not received as 
frequently as in the past. But we should hasten 
to add that no particular frequency is 
recommended, for example, once a week, once 
a month, etc. 

2) They also make frequent use of works of 
mercy. The Cathechism of the Catholic Church is 

helpful here in giving us a better understanding of this term: 

The works of mercy are charitable actions by which we come to the aid of our neighbor in 
his spiritual and bodily necessities. Instructing, advising, consoling, comforting are 
spiritual works of mercy, as are forgiving and bearing wrongs patiently. The corporal works 
of mercy consist especially in feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, clothing the 
naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, and burying the dead. Among all these, giving alms 
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to the poor is one of the chief witnesses to fraternal charity: it is also a work of justice 
pleasing to God (no. 2447). 

3) Thirdly, Secular Servites are urged to follow the virtue of moderation. “Virtue” is used 
here in a general way, as a firm disposition to do good, for we do not speak often of the 
“virtue” of moderation. The meaning here seems to be that practices of penance (perhaps 
understood here more in the traditional sense of fasting and abstinence) should be kept 
within reasonable limits and excessive or extreme desires to practice penances should be 
tempered, though moderation should also be practiced in things which give pleasure. 

Finally it might be mentioned that the concept of equating penance with the daily trials and 
problems we all face is not entirely new. This element is found also in the pre-Vatican II 
edition of the Rule which states that members of the Secular Order “should be mindful of 
the fact that there is no penance more meritorious and pleasing to God than to bear 
patiently the trials of daily life.” What is new in the current Rule of Life is that fasting and 
abstinence are not also required. 

The article ends with the recommendations that penance, understood in this way, be 
practiced especially during Advent and Lent. 

Discussion Questions:  

1. What opportunities has your everyday life offered for practicing penance? 

2. Did you consider them to be graces? 

3. Did they lead you to conversion? 

4. How does Confession help you? 

5. What is the virtue of moderation and how would you practice it? 

6. What work of mercy do you have the greatest opportunity to perform? 

 

Chapter 5 – Witness of Poverty 

This chapter is composed of only two articles. As with the other chapters the first article is 
in the form of a general principle from which the second article draws more specific and 
practical norms. One might also note that only penance (chapter 4) and now poverty were 
thought to be sufficiently significant or specific in the spirituality of the Secular Servite as 
to warrant special treatment. Other virtues and exercises of a devout life are presumed but 
are not the subject of an entire chapter. 
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Article 35 

Article 35 states simply that: 

Art. 35. The Secular Servant of Mary strives to live the evangelical beatitude “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven,” following the example of Mary, poor 
and humble servant of the Lord. 

In this regard the Secular Servant of Mary, or any Servant of Mary, is called to that norm to 
which all followers of Christ are held. It was enunciated by Jesus at the Sermon on the 
Mount (Mt 5:3). The meaning of “poor in spirit” has been interpreted in many different ways 
by those who have studied the scriptures and also by those who have meditated on these 
words of Jesus. But the Secular Servants of Mary are given here an aid in applying the first 
beatitude to their lives: it is to be interpreted as the way Mary lived, a poor and humble 
servant of the Lord. Article 47 provides further insight into how this Rule looks upon the life 
of Mary: she shared a life which is common to all, full of family worries and hard work. A life 
of poverty, the relationship which the Secular Servites have with material goods, should be 
a life which is not distinguished from the people among whom they live, and one which is 
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characterized by hard work. This poverty, following the example of Mary, is not seen as an 
end in itself, but as a means of rendering service to the Lord. 

Discussion Questions:  

1. What does the beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” mean to you? 

2. What does the concluding phrase, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” tell us about the 
“poor in spirit”? 

3. What comparison could you draw between this beatitude and Jesus’ statement, “My 
kingdom is not of this world”? 

4. How do you think Mary lived this beatitude? 

5. How should we go about implementing this beatitude in our lives? 

6. What difficulties could living this beatitude pose for us personally and in our 
relationships with family and others? 

 

Article 36 

The second and last article in this chapter gives more specific indications both of what 
practices of poverty should be part of the Secular Servite’s life and also in what way they 
constitute a “witness:” 

Art. 36. By conscientious work, simplicity and austerity of lifestyle, sensitivity to the 
needs of others, and service to those most in need, the Secular Servants of Mary 
give testimony of their love for the poor Christ, both individually and communally, 
and proclaim to the people of today, tempted by wealth, power, and pleasure, that 
God is the one necessary good, who alone can satisfy the longings of the human 
heart. 

This article first lists four practices of poverty: work, simplicity, austerity, and sensitivity to 
the needs of others. These should not be taken as a complete list of all that a Secular 
Servite need do in order to give a “witness of poverty.” Rather they show the type of 
practices which will produce a “witness of poverty.” The conscientious work which we do 
places us in the midst of the common people who must work for their living. It constitutes a 
bond with them. Simplicity and austerity demonstrate to others that we do not have need 
of excess material things in order to enjoy a full life. These should be considered in relation 
to the last example given: sensitivity to the needs of others. Simplicity of life is not 
something to be sought for its own sake; rather it makes us aware of the needs of others 
and willing to share with them our own material possessions. Those who are overly 
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concerned with their own style of life often have neither the inclination nor time to be 
bothered with others much less to share with them the goods they have accumulated.  

The “witness of poverty” is then explained as demonstrating to others who are tempted by 
wealth, power, and pleasure, that God alone is necessary. Secular Servites must therefore 
look deeply into their own lives to see first how they ward off the temptations to wealth, 
power, and pleasure in their own lives, and then question whether their lives show clearly 
to others that God forms the center of their desires. 

 

Discussion Questions:  

1. What would be an example of not meeting the Rule’s prescription for conscientious 
work? 

2. What would be examples of either meeting or failing to meet the prescription for 
simplicity and austerity of lifestyle? 

3. What are examples of how we might fail to show sensitivity to the needs of others? 

4. How can we provide service to those most in need? 

5. How might we succumb to temptations of wealth, power, and pleasure, in subtle 
ways that we may not even realize? 


