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Are we not beginning to see signs here and there today of a possible comeback of 

religious dress in religious life?  I use the term religious life here in an open sense which 

includes all forms of celibate life for the Kingdom.  By religious dress I mean a black suit 

with a Roman collar or a cassock for priests, and a religious habit or clerical suit for 

members of formal religious institutes. 

There was once a time, which many of us still remember, forty years and more ago, 

when all of us who were members of religious institutes or societies of apostolic life wore 

a distinctive cassock or habit practically all the time when we were in our religious or 

society houses in this country.  But then came the year 1967 in which, in our institute, our 

distinctive cassock was abandoned by practically everyone in order to update our society 

in accord with the desires of Vatican II, which had just ended.   

The clergyman, tab-collared, clerical shirt, if you remember, was invented and 

introduced around the year 1966, and at first, for a few years it was worn with a black suit 

as a replacement for the cassock.  But in several years time that too began to disappear as 

a regular form of clerical dress in our houses, until almost no one wore clerical dress any 

more on a regular basis in our houses.  Religious dress was for all practical purposes 

reserved for funerals and Sunday Mass help outs.  

If someone wears a back suit with a Roman collar today in one of our houses, he 

really stands out.  At first, people will think that he has probably just come back from a 

funeral or an outside Mass.  But if he continues to wear it for several days in a row, he 

will surely be the only one in the house who does so, and will be very conspicuous 

indeed.  The norm nowadays is secular dress, and in the summer, some even wear shorts.  

Where we once had a strict dress code in our houses, we certainly have none now.  

 

So that is where we are at today, but is this really the ideal?  According to the new code 

of Canon Law, published in 1983, when all dress codes had already become ancient 

history in our institute at least, the ideal is stated rather differently.  Canon 284 reads:  

“Clerics are to wear suitable ecclesiastical dress, in accordance with the norms 

established by the Episcopal Conference and legitimate local custom.”  If “legitimate 

local custom” intends to mean secular dress, then this canon is meaningless, and need not 

have been written or included in the new code.  “Suitable ecclesiastical dress” in the 

United States has always been a cassock, a black suit worn with a Roman collar, or a 

religious habit (Commentary, 220).  What “suitable ecclesiastical dress” means today can 

be surmised from the norms issued for both diocesan and religious priests of the diocese 

of Rome, namely, the cassock or dark-colored clerical suit with an ecclesiastical Roman 

collar.  Religious are to wear their habit or the clerical suit.  These norms, issued by the 

vicar of Rome, Cardinal Poletti, on October 1, 1982, were approved by the Holy Father 

on September 27, 1982 (Commentary, 221).      

Religious dress is, in fact, I believe, a help to us in living a religious life—again 

understood as including all who have dedicated themselves to a life of celibacy for the 
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Kingdom within some ecclesiastical institute.  Religious dress, whether it be a black suit 

and Roman collar, a cassock, or a religious habit, gives us identity, constantly reminding 

ourselves and others of who we are and of how we have publicly dedicated our lives.  It 

separates us from the world in a good sense, that is, from false and worldly values.  It 

even makes us look and feel out of place, uncomfortable, and conspicuous in certain 

places—even innocent places—where it would be better if we were not present.   

Religious dress helps us to live a more dedicated life, namely, a life fully devoted to 

Christ, a life of prayer, recollection, spiritual reading, sacrifice, self-denial, and ministry.  

It also gives witness to others, reminding them of God, and of the ideals that the 

priesthood and religious life stand for.  We are to give witness in the world to Christ by 

our words and by the example of our life; and religious dress helps us to do so. 

Religious dress is, furthermore, a symbol; and symbols are meaningful.  We need 

symbols.  We live by symbols.  We do not just invent symbols.  True and meaningful 

symbols, especially religious symbols, are rooted in history, in the past, and they speak 

by themselves, without need of explanation.  Religion in particular needs symbols.  

Symbols speak directly to the heart, rather than only to the mind.  Religious dress is such 

a symbol.  It stands for a whole set of publicly, culturally, and religiously known ideals 

and values.  It symbolizes a whole way of life, a way of being in the world, a new way of 

living in the world. Religious dress reminds us—if we dress this way—and others who 

see us of these values.   

Religious dress speaks of a life of dedication, a life with an undivided heart, reserved 

only for the Lord; and it speaks of a way of living that is congruent with these values.  

We ourselves constantly need to be reminded of these values, and should be living them.  

Religious dress helps us in this, reminding both ourselves and others that we are trying to 

live sacrificially for the Lord and his ministry, renouncing the pleasures of this world and 

of this creation for the greater and purer joys of the Kingdom of God and of the new 

creation.  It reminds us and others that we are to love God with all our heart and soul, all 

our mind and strength (Mk 12:30). 

Having said all this, I wonder whether we might not begin to see something new in 

our own time, something that we rarely saw even before 1967, that is, those who wear 

religious dress all the time?  Would this not be an even greater symbol?  Sisters once 

lived that way.  You never saw them in secular dress before 1967.  Hence the symbolism 

of their habit had great impact.  This was more unusual for priests and male religious 

even before 1967, but is this not the ideal and the direction in which we ought be looking 

and moving now?  Hence I am not just talking about a simple restoration of past practice, 

but rather of a meaningful ideal from the past which we ought to reexamine, understand 

more deeply, and begin to live in a new and fresh way, a way that is more meaningful and 

radical than the way most lived it even before 1967. 
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