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August 6, 2008
Leaders of Catholic Orders are Urged to Address Global Challenges
[Denver, CO]  Leaders of US orders of Catholic sisters met in Denver, Colorado from August 1 to 4 to explore key questions facing religious life today. Meeting in assembly, approximately 700 members of the Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR) spent the days engaging with speakers and in conversation with one another on issues of theology, spirituality and the future of religious life. The meeting also included some joint sessions with approximately 120 members of the Conference of Major Superiors of Men (CMSM).
Both conferences heard theologian and professor Sister Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ who explored the wisdom contained in the Nicene Creed through the light of contemporary theology. She noted that the creed reveals that “the indescribable mystery of the living God is unimaginably near, offering merciful love in the midst of our darkness, injustice, sin, and death.” In saying “We believe,” she noted, “we are reaching out to this Love with our whole being, risking a relationship that has the power to transform our lives. And we are doing so together, as a community.”
Johnson noted the new insights about creation that are coming through contemporary scientific discovery: that the “world was not made once for all in a static way, but has evolved through a dazzling array of forms to the state we inhabit today.” This knowledge shows that “the Maker of heaven and earth is still in business” and “far from being created merely as an instrument to serve human needs, the natural world enjoys its own intrinsic value before God.” She also stated that the creed affirms that “the Maker of heaven and earth did not rest content with simply creating, but at a given point in time also became personally a child of Earth.” The gospel story of Jesus provides two major insights: that “the following of Jesus raises up a terrific countercultural challenge” and that Jesus “did not come to die but to live and help others live in the joy of divine love. Jesus’ suffering, she said, is “the way the gracious God has chosen to enter into solidarity with all those who suffer and are lost in this violent world, thereby opening up the promise of new life.” This belief, Johnson said, “impels Christians to enter the list of those who struggle against injustice for the well-being of those who suffer.”
Rev. Richard Rohr, OFM also addressed the two conferences on the call for religious to see the world through non-dualistic or third-eye thinking that goes beyond the rational mind of the post-modern world. The gift of religious to the world, he stated, is their capacity to understand the depths of objective truth and to live with an alternative consciousness that goes beyond all or nothing thinking. 

LCWR president Sister Mary Whited, CPPS used the image of midwifery in her address to the assembly of women religious leaders on the challenges of bringing to birth the future of religious life. Encouraging the members to approach leadership from a communal, reconciling, contemplative and hopeful perspective, she identified several issues that are facing US religious today. “What will it take to bring a reconciling perspective to a painfully divided church?” she asked. Noting that hope lies in the willingness of religious to persist in conversation with the church leadership, she stated, “Such efforts do not ignore past or present hurts. We remember, but we remember differently.” She added that this perspective urges women religious “to engage in the difficult and honest conversations, to imagine alternatives that can bridge the gaps, to acknowledge our part in perpetuating the divisions, to cultivate unity even as we speak the truth, and perhaps most importantly, to know when to push and when to simply breathe.”
Whited also challenged women religious not to become numb to the pain and anguish of peoples in all parts of the world. “Are we up to the challenge of piercing the numbness?” she asked. “Are we up to the challenge of delivering new life on behalf of those who feel hopeless?” She noted that women religious have networks with many other groups that enable them, collectively and consciously, to address global challenges in very strategic ways.

During the assembly, LCWR and CMSM issued a joint resolution calling for action on climate change. Recognizing that the increase in temperature on the earth will likely have widespread consequences from mass extinctions to devastating impacts on the lives and livelihoods of the poorest and most vulnerable human beings, the leaders called their members to concrete actions to protect the environment. (A separate press release has been issued by LCWR and CMSM on this resolution.)
In other business, LCWR members elected Sister Marlene Weisenbeck, president of the Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration in La Crosse, Wisconsin as the conference president, and elected Sister Ellen Dauwer, SC, a member of the leadership team of the Sisters of Charity of St. Elizabeth, Convent Station, New Jersey, as the conference secretary. Sister Jane Burke, SSND assumed the role of LCWR executive director, replacing Sister Carole Shinnick, SSND. The LCWR national board also appointed Sister Pam Chiesa, president of the Sisters of the Presentation of the BVM in San Francisco , as its treasurer.
LCWR has approximately 1500 members who are elected leaders of their religious orders, representing approximately 67,000 Catholic sisters. The conference develops leadership, promotes collaboration within church and society, and serves as a voice for systemic change. 

The addresses of Sister Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ and Sister Mary Whited, CPPS  are available at www.lcwr.org/lcwrannualassembly/2008assembly.htm. 
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