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When the first person rolled onto the property last evening, the stories began. And it’s so true! They seem to get better and funnier with every telling. And if you haven’t been here for a very long time or even since our last reunion in 1993, there is much for you to see. Sisters and former members, family, and friends all, you are most welcome. Last October when the committee to plan this weekend met for the first time, we began with a conversation about why we might want to gather together this weekend. It was a lengthy discussion and the reasons ranged from the obvious – we wanted to reconnect – to something deeper – we wanted to reconnect. The stories we will tell this weekend, the stories that developed bonds between us in the first place, remind us of “they way we were.” Such stories take us largely to a pre-conciliar church and to norms of religious life in the 50s and 60s that we both embraced and rejected at the same time. What was painful, confining, or confusing then, is now reframed in the context of humor and camaraderie. It reinforces my definition of comedy; i.e., comedy equals tragedy plus time. Time has passed and “the way we were” is no longer a viable means of living our lives as women religious of the twenty-first century.


As we welcome you to a physical place that only faintly resembles your former home here many years ago, we also invite you to see who we have become. It might be that our twenty-first century life only faintly resembles the life you recall, and although we have “kept up” with each other in so many ways, this is a perfect opportunity to share with you “the way we are,” what and whom we care about, and the prophetic role we strive to play in a world needing the mark of feminism, poetry, and peace. 

You can imagine that there was a time when we began to worry about our diminishing numbers and aging membership, but slowly we are moving beyond such anxiety. Like the women before us, we are choosing to dream new dreams and dare new risks. Young women like Carrie Flood and Rachel Terry, who will make their first profession later this month, like Denise Montagne, a second year novice, like Lisa Perkowski, who will be received as a novice next month, and like Solidad Gutierrez from Guatemala, who will become a candidate in January, are giving us the heart to dream those dreams and dare those risks and we are grateful for their courage. It’s a simple fact that we don’t know the future of the IHM response to the mission of Jesus in the world, but what we do know is that we can lean into it and imagine it into being. That is one of the reasons we wanted to re-connect with you. The portrait of your lives as faith-filled lay women would be incomplete without the brush stoke of redemptorist spirituality, without a backdrop that includes the force of personality of Theresa Maxis, and without the highlights of the experiences you shared with us, your sisters in ministry. We can envision many ways to partner with you anew and we want to explore such opportunities. 

There is on the Internet a website dedicated to women who are former religious; it’s a credible site, well done, and supported by several religious congregations. I was fascinated by the articulated hopes of those who have constructed the site: to be free of labels that divide and separate them from their congregations; to be recognized for the roles they played in the history of their communities; and to help facilitate connections between former and present members. As I look around at all of us, it appears we are beyond needing such a website. I think the planners of this weekend’s event sensed the reality that with the passage of time, our lives have come together in a new convergence. Of all the Scriptural passages one could have chosen for a theme, of all the poetry that speaks of friendship and reuniting, of all the literature, the quotable quotes and classic sentiments, they chose the song River of Jordan by Peter Yarrow, a man of his time, and he sings:

There is only one river. There is only one sea.
And it flows through you, and it flows through me.
There is only one people. We are one and the same.
We are all one spirit. We are all one name.
We are the father, mother, daughter and son.
From the dawn of creation, we are one. 

I suspect we are all much more “one in spirit” than we know. This morning I would like to contextualize a bit what has happened in our lives throughout these last four and a half decades in religious life, in the Church, and in our own IHM history. Just as we want to know about you - those of you who married and those who did not, about your children and grandchildren, about those who are dear to you, family members and friends, about your professional lives, your joys and your sorrows – so too we want to share what has been significant for us and how the bringing together of our collective experiences can be a place of new beginnings.

Religious life in the 1960s and 70s

Statistics from the Leadership Conference of Women Religious verify that between 1962 and 1982 more women left religious congregations than entered them. The coming together of historic, sociological, and cultural events created an environment that encouraged a paradigm shift and resulted in a movement away from the lifestyle of religious life. Although not all, the vast majority of sisters who left religious congregations during those years were members of the baby boomer generation. And that reality is reflected in the group that gathers here today. On the opening page of his book entitled Virtual Faith, Tom Beaudoin writes these sentences of his formative years: 


…I imagine my birth year of 1969 as the eye of a cultural hurricane, surrounded


on all sides by turbulence and destruction. 


   Of the heroes that were exalted during my childhood, almost all were dead 


before I was in grade school. In the few years preceding my birth, John F. Kennedy,


Martin Luther King, Jr., Robert F. Kennedy, and Malcolm X were murdered. During


my early childhood, the Kent State massacre, the Watergate crisis, and the Vietnam


War etched themselves not only into the history textbooks but also into the heart of


a little boy….

These secondhand stories for a person born into Generation X were the lived history of young religious women of the 1960s and 70s. Furthermore, the cold war endured for nearly three decades after the Cuban Missile Crisis and simultaneously we in the United States remained focused on the Civil Rights movement and anti-war protests. In addition to all of these events, the roots of technological transformation were beginning to take hold and to suggest a revolution of change. After all it was in the summer of 1969 that Neil Armstrong, an American, walked on the moon. Even before that the first heart transplant was performed by Christian Barnard and then in 1978, Louise Brown, the first “in vitro” baby was born.  Also during these decades the words mainframes, motherboards, and large microcomputers became part of business and professional parlance. Those of us who fed high school schedules into the mainframe computer that occupied half of the room where we worked were duly impressed with ourselves. 

During the 60s and 70s, the word countercultural became a buzzword and a reality and even a pivotal sociological moment in modernity. Feminism, communal living (outside of convents), experimentation with psychedelic drugs, and the concept of conscientious objection to the draft were, for the most part, foreign concepts to us as children and surely unacceptable in religious life. And yet, it was impossible to be unaffected, even in the confines of religious life, by the cultural upheaval precipitated by these events and life-altering changes. In fact, the psychic pummeling was in sharp contrast to the ordered, linear, predictable routine of convent life. In retrospect, the historic context in which we found ourselves had an unsettling effect on the lifestyle itself. 

We in the religious life of the 1960s and 70s were caught in a dilemma. The number of students attending Catholic schools reached a crescendo in the late 1960s. For the most part, members of religious congregations were teaching in those schools when the bulwark of Catholic education slowly began to crumble; yet for the years before that, women religious were the backbone of the Catholic education network in the United States. In her recent publication, Joan Chittister describes our dilemma:

The world, to put it mildly, found itself seething with questions. And convents…

were not free of them. At night they [the Sisters] withdrew…to pray, perhaps. 

But during the day they were responsible for teaching the children of the world 

how to live Christian lives in the midst of it. How could that possibly be done if women

religious were not part of it, not involved in it, not privy to its questions themselves?

The IHM Congregation was no different from other religious congregations. In March of 1962, the General Chapter reported a census of 1139 Sisters, one hundred thirty-two of whom were in temporary profession. Also at that time, there were 39 postulants and 38 novices. Twenty years later, in 1982, there were 914 Sisters, but only six novices and four candidates. Given the historic, sociological, and cultural shifts that occurred in North America during those twenty-years, it is not surprising or unlikely that the Church would witness a dramatic exodus from a lifestyle that for more than a century on this continent had been a stable, uncompromising, and consistent presence to the immigrant church persons who were poor. But something even more momentous changed the worldview of the Catholic Church and of women in religious congregations – the Second Vatican Council, convened by John XXIII in 1962. In describing it, our Monroe sister, Margaret Brennan, likened the Council to a giant tidal wave that swept over our lives and, she notes, “the landscape of religious life was forever changed.” 

Religious Life and Vatican II


The Council, such a familiar milestone in our history, had multiple effects on our lives as women religious. The fact that all people were named “the people of God” was a revolutionary idea. The concept as defined by conciliar documents not only included but emphasized the role of the laity in the Church. For members of the congregation who were raised in the 40s and 50s, a vocation to the priesthood and religious life was considered a superior pathway to God. Vatican II made the distinction that the Christian vocations were different, one from the other, and not ranked according to God’s favor. Knowing that had a subtle effect in the psyche of one who was grappling with a worldview turned upside down.


Another effect of Vatican II is that it encouraged women religious to find their rightful voice in the Church. We studied the documents, took the outcomes of the council seriously, and went about their implementation in our convents, in our local parishes, and in our ministries. We were dutiful daughters of the Church. And to some extent, it backfired. We called for the use of inclusive language in the Liturgy, and we were ignored. We listened to the mandate to adapt in our attire and in our customs to the life and the needs of the times, and we were criticized. We heard that the clergy, women religious, and the laity should assume their roles as co-ministers and co-evangelizers, and we were denied that place at the table. At once called forth by the Church and rebuked by the Church, women religious in a post-conciliar world were confused and disillusioned. 


Another significant movement after Vatican II was the shift in ministerial choices. Many communities of apostolic women religious were founded to teach the children of immigrants. Subsequently, we created and developed the great legacy of Catholic education to the Church of the United States, but our students, second and third generation families, were no longer poor. The Council asked us to revisit our charism, to return to our roots, to recapture the zeal of our founders. A renewed option to minister among disadvantaged people took us out of classrooms and into social service agencies, soup kitchens, clinics for persons with HIV-AIDS, chaplaincy programs, and pastoral work among the rural poor in places such as West Virginia and North Carolina. Gradually, local communities were forced to change. Varying schedules made it more difficult to find times for common prayer. Resistance to change on the part of some members often created division in the group. Those who were the first to leave education were sometimes seen as having abandoned the mission. And by the early 1980s, the well-oiled machine of religious life we had entered appeared to be in need of repair. It is no wonder, then, that between 1962 and 1982, more women religious in this country left their congregations than those who entered them.

Religious life at the beginning of the 21st Century

Several summers ago, Margaret Brennan, in speaking at the national assembly of LCWR, used the metaphor of light and shadow to describe the fifty-year history of that organization. I would like to borrow her wisdom in referring to the life of the congregation during the past two and a half decades. She says: 


In using the metaphor of light and shadow, I am mindful of a quality of beauty


honored among the Japanese that grew from a simple reality of life. Forced to


live in dark rooms, an older generation who did not know the power of electricity


came to discover beauty in shadows and ultimately to guide shadows toward 


beauty’s ends. 


It has been twenty-five years since religious congregations, including our own, have begun to recover from the departure of beloved members. I have deliberately used the word recover because the loss of members was and is a source of great sadness to us who remain. As in all loss, we grieved and finally moved to a place of acceptance. At first we commented about the gifts, talents, goodness, and potential that you took with you, as if you robbed us of such treasured assets. And then we began to realize that what you left behind, the memories and friendships, your prayers and support, your witness to the unconditional love of God to your families and colleagues are gifts that bring the face of IHM and the mission of Jesus to the world. All of these experiences – personal, historic, cultural, ecclesial - cause us to step back and to look with a wider lens at the panorama of religious life during the four generational groups that are represented in this room today. And when we see where we were as persons, all connected by the spirit of Theresa Maxis, then we will be able to imagine and lean into the future. Then we will be able to guide the shadows toward beauty’s ends.


During the next few minutes I would like to “catch you up” on where the journey has taken the Congregation of the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary during these last twenty-five years. Perhaps from the outside looking in (and I use that word reservedly), the foundation appeared to be cracking. I can assure you that on the inside there were some moments of wondering where it was all going. After all, and using again an analogy of our friend, Margaret Brennan, the early 1960s seemed to be the “high noon” of religious life. There were 180,000 religious women in the United States. We were the backbone of Catholic healthcare and Catholic education. We were a strong, visible and youthful presence in parishes and on the campuses of Catholic colleges and universities. We thought that for us, for Catholics, and for the Church, it was the best of times. And then our neat, scheduled, and routine world changed with the world around us. But change is never easy, and because so many of us enjoyed and became accustomed to our successes, we said: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”  Catholics who wanted to hold on to a known entity and who needed a sign of stability reinforced that sentiment, one that unfortunately still exits as I receive far too many letters chiding us for not returning to our habits and classrooms. If only it were so simple!


Gradually during the last two decades, as a result of prayer, study and personal reflection, input from great thinkers and theologians, and the daring of our Sisters, we face a new day with new challenges and renewed passion. The reasons for this fresh outlook on religious life in the 21st century are interesting and worth noting. Some of them I have paraphrased from an article by Mercy Sister Doris Gottemoeller in America magazine and some I have witnessed from our own experiences.


The first reason I offer is an attitudinal one. Perhaps in retrospect we were “knocked off our pins” when we realized that the heyday of religious life is over. But believing that religious life is a gift of the Holy Spirit to the people of God, we were unwilling collectively to give up the gift. The realities of diminishment and aging that face us called forth in us a renewed humility that had taken a back seat while we rested on our laurels. And grateful for the vocation that is ours, we began to find creative ways to reach out to persons who are poor and marginalized in our world.


From that attitudinal change came initiatives to further the mission of Jesus. The possibilities of collaboration offered a second reason for enthusiastic renewal. When unable to succeed alone, we strengthened our potential for success by joining forces with others. Examples such as Collaborative Ministry among congregations locally, and the African Sisters Education Collaborative designed to educate Sisters, women and children in five African nations were born of the sobering but enlivening reality that we can do so much more together.


A third reason for revitalization came with the desire to shore up or even save our sponsored ministries. Religious congregations who founded and operated hospitals and other healthcare facilities took the lead in establishing co-sponsored systems designed to safeguard the Catholic identity of their institutions. A secondary benefit was the strengthening of assets and the preservation of a cherished ministry. For these reasons and others, in 2004, Maxis Health System (an entity which includes the former St. Joseph’s Hospital in Carbondale) became a part of the larger Catholic health system known as Catholic Health East.


For me one of the most noteworthy reasons for the revitalization of religious life, and the fourth and last one I will cite here, is the fact that young women are willing and eager to join us. They come with firm convictions, with a “smart” sense of the world, with gifts needed for these times, and most of all, with outrageous hope. The poet, human rights activist, and former president of the Czech Republic, Václav Havel wrote this about hope: “I understand [hope] as a state of mind, not a state of the world. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons.” The young women who join us are not sullied by the past; they are not bogged down by the baggage; they bring us hope that is anchored somewhere beyond our horizons. Such hope is their gift to our times. They don’t come in droves, in bands of 15 or 20. They come one by one, and that’s okay. They make a difference.   


For these reasons and others that you too may be sensing, religious life appears to be in a good and viable place in history. And as always, we can’t find a comfortable place in the Church. 

After many years of struggling with that uncomfortability, I have come to the conclusion that to be comfortable with the institutional church, especially in its present mode of retrenchment, would preclude our ability to be prophetic, to live out of the outrageous hope that is anchored somewhere beyond our horizons. Even as I was thinking these thoughts, the crawl across the bottom of the TV announced Pope Benedict’s approval for certain parishes worldwide to celebrate the Tridentine Mass with more frequency. We will be faithful daughters of the Church, remembering that fidelity is neither conformity nor blind faith. We will always be on the edges of the system and Sandra Schneiders reminds us “that from the edges of the system, there is a view to what the system does to those who are excluded, to those who are made means to other person’s ends.” We go on, guiding the shadows to beauty’s ends.

Where we have been and what we have been doing



It’s difficult to sum up in a few paragraphs where we have been as a congregation and what we have been doing during the last twenty-five years. Although there are vestiges of the life we lived two decades ago, the landscape of our lives has changed considerably. The image of convents adjacent to the school, neatly landscaped and filled with Sisters, praying at 6:20 AM, eating dinner at 5:15 PM, and doing household chores on Saturday morning is not entirely gone but has become the exception rather than the rule. Our members live in residential homes in communities of two, three, and four sisters, in apartments, or in a few rooms close to their ministry sites. We gather, not so much in local communities, but in mission groups to discuss what we care about and how we choose together to witness to the redeeming love of Jesus in the world. The majority of our Sisters still teach but the percentage of those who minister in pastoral settings and social services is growing every year. Our work with persons who are underserved takes us to far-flung places like Santa Rosa, New Mexico and Cieneguilla, Peru. All our works are works for justice and peace and many of our initiatives are grounded in that reality.

Our sponsored ministries, Marywood University, St. Joseph’s Center, Our Lady of Grace Montessori School and Center, and Friends of the Poor, are each a strong presence to the communities they serve. We have linked ourselves with nine other religious congregations to sponsor Catholic Health East in order to insure the continuation of the transforming, healing presence of Jesus to the people of the greater Carbondale area. We have pooled resources with five other religious congregations to found Mother Seton Academy, a school in Baltimore for at-risk junior high school students who would otherwise have no path to higher education and professional success and little or no exposure to Catholic Christian values. We have joined hands with three other religious congregations of women and their sponsored college or universities to bring the tools for education to five African countries. We maintain three missions in Peru, where the dedication and sacrifices of our Sisters have contributed to the evangelization of many of our Peruvian sisters and brothers and have resulted in the significantly improved quality of life of many persons with whom and for whom they minister. 


Closer to home we have engaged our “well elders” in the tutoring of young students at the Education Enrichment Institute while others, who make their home here at the IHM Center, spend their days contributing wherever they are needed. In 2006, we moved, as you know, from the Marian Convent to Our Lady of Peace Residence, after making a community-wide decision to build a new home for our infirm and elderly Sisters.  


Throughout these years we have been enriched by our reconnecting with the Sisters of St. Casimir and the Sisters of St. Cyril and Methodius, two communities that were founded with the help and encouragement of our IHM Mother Cyril Conway in the early 1900s. We continue to delight in our relationships and the good works we share with the IHM Sisters from Monroe and West Chester as well as the Oblate Sisters of Providence, the community in which Theresa Maxis was originally a founding member.


The entire congregation is supported by a network of offices that keeps us connected to you and to a wider world. The directors for development, communications, associate relationship, vocations and incorporation, and the office for justice and peace all contribute to the on-going health of the congregation. Internally, we struggle still with living the vows more meaningfully in a post modern world. Accordingly, we have entered into a theological reflection process to help us grapple with what it means to live a profound commitment to religious life. This is perhaps the hardest and most elusive work we will ever have to do. To steal the title of a poem by Elaine Prevalet, The Dance Goes On!

What can we do together?


As we spend these hours together this weekend, I wish to place before you a thought from the writings of Teresa if Avila: 

In this house, 
all must be friends, 

all must be loved, 

all must be held dear, 

all must be helped.

When the time comes for you to leave us, we hope that your memory of coming back to this house of IHM will include the assurance that you are friend, loved, held dear, and helped in any way that you may have needed to be helped. But please don’t stay away so long. As your friends, we believe that you have within you the spirit to partner with us in so many ways. In fact, we think the road ahead is exciting and filled with possibility. We count on good people like you to call the congregation to be its best self.  How can you partner with us? I will offer three possible ways and leave the rest up to you.

· Several years ago, the Congregation began a formal program of associate relationship. Our first three IHM Associates were commissioned in November of 2005 and this afternoon, immediately preceding our Eucharistic celebration, eight women who have been studying and praying in “circles of grace” with our Sisters and who share our values will also be commissioned as IHM Associates. Our soon to be eleven Associates are welcome to attend our prayer and community gatherings. We honor what is important in their lives and they rejoice in the values we share and the work we can do together. They bring the spirit of Alphonsus and Theresa to their family lives and their work; we trust that we share a mutual concern for persons in need and for all of God’s people.  

·  We have always taken great pride in our sponsored works, and in recent years we have taken many steps to preserve the founding spirit of each of these ministries. We look for persons who understand the core values that are impetus for what we do and how we care for the lives of God’s people in the name of the congregation. We encourage you to stay in touch with a ministry that has particular significance for you. We welcome your support in prayer, your work as a volunteer and perhaps even service as a trustee. In spite of our diminishing numbers in these venues, the breath of IHM is alive and strong because of people who have caught it and believe in it. 

· You have many talents and we rejoice in them. We invite to do what you do best in partnership with us. If you write well, respond to the occasional invitation to submit a reflection for our Advent and Lenten prayers journals or an article for our periodic publication Journey. If you are a musician, join us for our evenings of prayer or other events as we praise God in our uniquely IHM fashion. If you are a seamstress or an artist, you may want to contribute some of your handiwork to Heartworks, our IHM gift shop at Our Lady of Peace Residence. And you, I’m sure could add many more examples to this list. 

The end of the beginning
 
In some ways this weekend is a new beginning for us. As I draw these words this morning to a conclusion, I share with you a tale that hopefully will speak to you hearts.


The story is told of ranch hands stringing fence along the prairies of the west. The workers separated into pairs and set about their long and time-consuming task. As they worked in relative silence, one of the newcomers realized his partner was mumbling under his breath, a barely audible string of words that the new man could not decipher. After several hours, curiosity got the better of the worker, and he asked his partner what in the world he was saying. Was it a chant? An ancient Native American prayer? The man smiled, and replied with ease. "I am reciting the names of all the places I've ever lived, over and over again."  While this explained the litany, it did not help the new worker to understand why, so he asked further, "I know I’m new and have no right to pry, but could you tell me what good that does? It's hot out here, we have little water, and surely you must get thirsty singing that song all day long." Again, the Native American smiled and answered, " The chant of towns and cities and places I've been gives life to my soul. By chanting their names, I am giving them time to catch up to me, to let the beauty of each place find my heart, to let each place unfold its gifts within me, to let it become home in me. Once it is home, it is forever mine." And the chant began again; the men returned to their work, the places of the world moved across the prairie, becoming home for a single heart.

We have chants of our own and we’ll hear them again this weekend. Remember the time when…? Our wish for you is that the IHM times and places and stories that are part of your individual histories have found a home in your heart. We welcome you into our hearts and into the collective heart of IHM. 


There is only one river. There is only one sea.
And it flows through you, and it flows through me.
There is only one people. We are one and the same.
We are all one spirit. We are all one name.
We are the father, mother, daughter and son.
From the dawn of creation, we are one.
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