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In the liturgy of the Church, today marks a return to “ordinary time.” That means from now until November, we won’t have the liturgical prompts to enter into the spirit of Advent or the joy of Christmas, we’ll be free of the struggles of Lent and devoid of the glory of Easter feasts, one after another. In some ways the Church leaves us now to own devices, listening to the miracle stories of Jesus, week after week, pondering their significance in our lives, and wondering why they don’t happen around us today. War still rages. The sick are not cured.  Hunger still kills. Global warming creates environmental chaos. Church officials wordsmith. Ordinary time! What’s it all about? Our celebration here today is somewhat of an answer to that question. This gathering is not about six people. It is not a demarcation between the old and the new. No one is here by chance. All of us are here today to understand more deeply the meaning of “ordinary time” in our lives. 

Father Bill Bausch, a priest of the Diocese of Trenton, tells the story of a young Jesuit who after a few years of zealous ministry became disillusioned and skeptical that God really loved the world. One day he happened upon a terrible car accident in which a young man was critically injured. No one was around. He called 911 and managed to pull open the crumpled car door. Not knowing what else to do, he held the injured man’s hand and began to pray. As the man slumped in the seat, closer to death, the young priest gave him absolution and prayed the prayers of the dying; he prayed to God and Mary and all the saints he could think of, all the while aware of his angry thoughts. Where was God? Why would this young, vibrant person have to die? At last feeling desperate, the priest stopped praying and began to whisper in the dying man’s ear. The words were simple: I love you, I love you, I love you. That’s what ordinary time is all about. It’s a time when the joyous distractions of Christmas, the personal Lenten reflections about our solidarity with the sufferings of Jesus, and the triumphant moments of Easter are over and our quiet desperation leads us to the truth…that God relies on us. God speaks through us. How else will the people know that God loves them except through us?

 During Chapter 2006 through the voice of our Chapter delegates, the IHM Sisters expressed a deep desire to enter into dialogue and an in-depth study of the relationship of the vowed religious life to the global reality of the twenty-first century. We continue to recognize that living the consecrated life of the vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience is a source of hope for God’s people. There is in us a sense of longing to deepen our commitment in such a way that our lives relate to immigrant justice, to peace within and around us, to bridging the gap between those who are rich and those who are not. We continue to recognize that to be holy is to be happy, to rejoice in the God who dwells within us even in ordinary time. A short line from the writings of Dostoevsky: “It was not people’s grief but their joy Christ visited. He worked his first miracle to help human gladness.” There is at the heart of our yearning for a more profound commitment to our lives as women religious the desire to help human gladness. We have set our sights high, but then, we always do. When we look back, not four years, not one hundred and four years, but 161 years, we marvel at what joyful, loving service can do to help human gladness. The women who went before us were ordinary people, made extraordinary by the passion of their commitment. Currently exhibiting at the Philadephia Museum of Art are the primary works of Andrew Wyeth. Typed beneath one of his paintings are these words, attributed to him: “My God, when you really begin to peer into something, and realize the profound meaning of that thing – if you have emotion about it, there is no end.” I believe that as IHM Sisters, we have begun anew to peer into the value of our consecrated lives, and we must be ready for the reality that there is no end to what we can do.

And just as this gathering is not about six people, it is also not about IHM sisters and associates alone. No one is here by chance. You, our family members and friends, are here because you are in relationship with us, and because of that relationship, our lives are enriched and our ministries enhanced. Many people before you have partnered with us in transforming unjust systems, crossing imaginary boundaries of diversity, and breaking down barriers that divide persons. We look to you to connect with us and to stand with us. More than that, we recognize that by you we are often taught. Most of all, we are humbled by your own lifetime commitments that allow you to live the Gospel message and be the voice and hands of God in ordinary time. Thank you for all of that and for joining us today. 

Dominican Timothy Radcliffe, in his new publication What is the point of being a Christian? writes eloquently of ordinary time. He says”

“The liturgical colour of ‘ordinary time’ is green because it is the season in which we learn to flourish together…. We may learn the joy of ordinariness, not in the sense of being bored or undistinguished, but of being turned to face each other and receive life from each other.” In a few moments we will sing the song that transitions us from this liturgical table of the Bread of Life to the table of good food and laugher and friendship. The song, For the Life of the World, expresses in the language of music what we have articulated in our Chapter, in our past days of theological reflection, in our prayer, and by our lives – we are who we are and we do what we do for the life of the world. 

Mary Jo, Barbara, Susan, Katie, Amy and I are privileged to walk with you, our sisters and associates, our families and friends, into a new moment. We are willing to ask the question, what can we do together in this age? We are ready to take the risks of confronting the unknown. And we do this, because our lives dwell in the season of ordinary time, when we will all turn to each other and learn to flourish together, when we will not be afraid to whisper in the name of God I love you to the people we meet along the way. And so may I ask you Mary Jo, Barbara, Susan, Katie, and Amy to stand please. We will stand together for you, for the Church, for the Gospel, for the life of the world!      
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