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MOVING FORWARD IN HOPE

September 16-19, 2010

Response to Brother Sean Sammon, FMS

Bearing stigmata, seeking unity, openness,  deeper understandings
September 17, 2010

Although the Church celebrates the Feast of St. Robert Bellarmine today, Franciscans around the world celebrate one of their great Feast Days, the Feast of the Stigmata of St. Francis.  When I noticed that this was the day in which I would share my reflections, I knew in my heart that it was a wonderful coincidence. The Office of Franciscan readings this morning has a quote from the writings of St. Bonaventure, “Because of this new and astounding miracle unheard of in times past, Francis came down from the mountain a new man adorned with the sacred stigmata, bearing in his body the image of the Crucified not made by a craftsman in wood or stone, but fashioned in his members by the hand of the living God.”  Thus St. Francis was marked in his body by his love of the Passion of Christ.  For us as Franciscans this is a mystery which speaks to a way of life in which WHO we have loved and HOW we have loved is reflected in how our bodies are stigmatized in our daily life.  

As Brother Sean shared in his talk on the condition of religious life, the history of the past 50 years has been experienced by three-plus generations and includes the seismic event of Vatican II.  For many of us in this symposium we have been stigmatized, that is, bear in our bodies the history of the past 50 years.  We have experienced and now reflect the pain and joy of what we have lived following this seismic event. Even as we come together for this weekend, we come to share our unique perspectives in the union of our shared hope for the future of Religious Life.  As Brother Sean observed, the renewal questions of 2009-2010 are not the same as those of the l960’s and l980’s, as they are being asked by a new generation that patiently listens to our experiences as history but finds them foreign to their lived experience.  Yet I tend to think that some of the questions at least resemble each other. Both sets of questions are looking to the future and looking forward.  In Brother’s summary he lists four categories of differences between the persons who entered Religious Life after Vatican II and those of this new generation.  They are: desire to belong to a group whose commitment and fidelity to the Church is unquestioned, the wearing of a religious habit, the form of community life and style of prayer.  For many of us these desires may seem like a move backwards, but from my experience of young persons who come to our Community, they have not been immersed in this religious life milieu. Many young persons looking for a religious community are committed to looking forward and believe that what they are seeking is new and very relevant to today’s culture. They are championing a united Church which integrates all the relevancy of the prayer life of the ages, symbols which speak to them of deep truths, and the sacramental life of the Church. They likewise embody a depth of commitment which will place Religious Life within the relevancy of today’s world and address the problems which need to be faced in order to refound a culture integrated by Faith and the principles of Christ. 

Sisters split, then united 

At this point I would ask you to bear with me as I share my own perspective.  Today I do not come as a theologian, a historian, a researcher, or a philosopher.  Therefore, I can only share my own personal experience which may be very different from some of your experiences.  After Vatican II, I was involved with young persons as a Dean of Students in a women’s college and a consultant to the Formation team.  During the upheaval of those days I watched many young Sisters leave our community in six weeks and felt the devastation.  Some of us began to ask, “What are they looking for?”  We asked our General Chapter permission to experiment with a way of life which would meet their questions.  At that point we were doing what we are also called to do today… listen to the deep questions of the young and take them seriously.  I won’t go into the details of the rest of the story but in time we were named a separate community with Papal Status being held until our new Constitution was approved. This was a deeply painful process for both communities.  We have reconciled and have worked together on a common mission for the past 15 years.  Our rootedness in a deep love of each other now allows each community to be different and respected by the other.  Our union is of differences as we move forward in a history of mutual love born out of deep pain, and this is our glorious stigmata.  I tell this story as I believe it relates to our considerations this weekend.  The future is dependent on our listening to the young and to each other.  We must believe that the message is being spoken by persons who voice a new reality.

Love our differences, press for unity

In spite of how I look, our community strives to live on the razor’s edge between fidelity to the Church, community life centered in communal prayer and the culture of our times.  Paradoxes are the food of our daily life:  how to embrace in love and yet challenge to the truth, how to live with tensions which can only be resolved in joy and peace if we face the hard questions.  How do we love the differences and press on for a deep unity. How do we search the mysteries of poverty, chastity and obedience as we minister to persons who only know the negative aspects of poverty, the experience of being used sexually and are forced to obey without the freedom of will which allows them to be truly human.  How do we encourage individuality and know incorporation in a community? How do we teach the basics of our Faith and yet be alert to question what does not seem to be authentic in living them?

Tending wounds of sexual revolution

Another observation which reflects both Brother’s observations and my own experience is the culture in which prospective members are living and calling out to us.  In 1973 the evolving sexual mores of the culture were exploding.  Young persons knew and wanted to experience a new sexual freedom. They wanted to be alive, and fruitful and fulfilled men and women. At the time, the challenge was to propose a Religious Life which allowed personal development and fulfillment while giving oneself to the life of a community and its apostolate.  Now today what we must listen to is the woundedness of the young persons who have been born and raised in a culture whose sexual mores have been hurtful to them and caused confusion. So often they have been given too much too soon and need a renewed developmental process which allows them to become the persons they are called to be. In addition, they are very aware of the woundedness of the human dimension of the Church.  Surprisingly they are not disillusioned but believe they can make a difference in the healing and conversion process.   They are looking for answers to very deep questions.  A return to fidelity to the Church and her teachings is so often their launching pad.  As in the l970’s we searched for a way of formation which would help to develop a way of life open to the fulfillment of womanhood. Today we need to be open to the woundedness which our culture often inflicts and be willing to embrace the young who are searching, often with wounded hearts, for truth, stability and hope-filled joy. 

Needed: opennness, catechesis, evangelization
In conclusion, the strategic plan that we need for the future must include a listening to the Holy Spirit as He speaks to the present generation and to the Church. Daily I pray for the openness to listen and hear the present generation.  So often they ask us to reflect with them and integrate new ideas and, above all, the convictions of their hearts. As those religious who went before us moved over to integrate us and our generational gift, now we must look at how to move over in our way of life to integrate the gift that they are to us. 

As we propose plans to move forward in hope we all know the need for catechizing and evangelization.  Often we nurture the seeds of a call that is smothered by the plethora of calls now open and possible to young persons today.  Perhaps we could revisit our catechesis of religious life and invigorate not only our call, identity and mission, but also the theology of our call in the Church and to our culture. Even as we clarify the charism of our individual communities, perhaps we should also clarify the very charism of Religious Life itself. How do we re-energize sacred concepts?  Even as we know that religious life is at the heart of the Church how do we live in such a manner so as to allow the new revelation of each person, each community and the Church?

Brother Sean clearly asked, “What is God asking of our Institutes and Congregations?”  What a challenge and what an opportunity.

We are called to be joyful, in love with our life and the Church, while living in an environment of deep respect and acceptance of one another.  May this celebration of Stigmata call us to enjoy the wounds of the past as the Glorified wounds of Christ now reflected in our bodies. 
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