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Do not ask me to abandon or forsake you 

For wherever you go, I will go

Wherever you live I will live

Your people will be my people

And your God will be my God too.

These are the quintessential lines from the Book of Ruth that the New American Bible calls a beautiful example of filial piety, and the divine reward for such piety. I would like to suggest that Ruth is much more, a model for us as women religious today--someone who lived on the edge and faced frontiers with courage and insight and self-awareness—someone whose choices resulted in circles of redemption for herself and others.

Through the story of Ruth I would like to explore the challenge of living religious life now and in the future. What frontiers await us?  How does the essence of religious life lead us to edges and frontiers and provide a compass for the new and the unknown?

You know the story. Because of famine, Eliminech and his wife Naomi leave their home, Bethlehem in Judah, and settle with their two sons on the Moabite plateau.  Once there, both Eliminech and the two sons die. Naomi and her two Moabite daughters-in-law then take center stage in the story. Naomi decides to return to the land of Judah and tells her daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth to return to their families as well. 
All three of these women face hardship and death. In a society where women are extraordinarily dependent on men, they are left without even one to protect and care for them. Each responds to the situation in a different way. After weeping and protesting Naomi’s command, Orpah relents, kisses her and leaves. She follows the tradition and custom of the time by returning to the security of her family and home. No one can fault her. She is a good person. She makes a good choice, she does the right thing—even Naomi blesses her. Yet, her return, her going back, seems to preclude the prophetic. We do not hear of her again. 

Naomi’s response is far more dramatic. Yet, I have to believe that outside of this crisis she had been a model of goodness and fidelity to her family and to her God and a source of grace for Ruth. She curses her age and her empty womb and is convinced that all her losses are a sign that Yahweh has pronounced an evil sentence on her. In fact, when she arrives home in Bethlehem and is greeted by the women, she insists on being called “Bitter one” because of her own bitterness and her bitter lot in life. 

Their choices make Ruth’s choice even more extraordinary. She does not make the ordinary or acceptable choice by returning to her family, but insists on accompanying Naomi, despite her protests. She clings to Naomi and utters words of fidelity that emphasize how radical her choice is--even more radical because Naomi has lost everything and has nothing to offer her—neither material goods nor the promise of another husband. Once in Bethlehem, Ruth is extraordinary in her care of Naomi.  She initiates the choice to glean in the fields—not an easy task for a foreigner and a single woman. She brings to Naomi grain from the field and leftovers from her own meal. She takes time to listen to Naomi and even to follows her advice. Knowing her position as foreigner she goes out of her way with Boaz, even before Naomi tells her who he is. She secures permission to work in his fields and expresses her gratitude for his kindness. 

As next of kin, Boaz assumes the role of what Edward Campbell 
 calls “redeemer,” the one who has both the right and the duty to care for those within the circle of the larger family who are poor, needy and dependent, a responsibility that Boaz responds to with extraordinary kindness and attentiveness. And he is a just man--before he will accept Ruth in marriage Boaz summons the elders to determine if he should give a closer relative the opportunity to claim Ruth.  Because ultimately Ruth does marry him, it could seem that this is just another Cinderella tale and that Boaz is the primary redeemer in this story. But clearly, Ruth is just as significant in the redemption of Naomi. She too cared for the poor, the needy and the dependent with extraordinary kindness and attentiveness, not merely from a sense of responsibility. 
Together Ruth and Boaz form a circle of redeemers first for, and then with Naomi as she is delivered from her bitterness to one who literally gives life as she becomes nurse to Ruth’s son--the child whose line will ultimately bring forth Jesus. All are willing to go to the edge—to beyond what is expected. In doing so they bring about redemption not only for themselves, but also for others. We can only imagine that this pattern, this circle of redeemers, will repeat itself again and again.

And what of us?  We too have experienced aging, diminishment and dying. There are times when we feel like strangers in a familiar land. 
We too have choices, not unlike the three women in this story. And which character are we?

Are we Orpah, the good daughter-in-law who is faithful, who offers and desires to go to the edge, but who in times of trial ultimately returns to things as they had been?  Are we Naomi, railing against our fate, turning bitter in our old age because life has not met our expectations, and things did not turn out the way we thought they would or should?   Or—are we Ruth, able to make choices to live and love radically, not only for ourselves but also for others?  I believe that we are all three. At times we have longed for a time of easier influence when numbers were high and we seemed to be flourishing. At times we have probably examined our lifestyle and questioned our lack of vocations. But just as surely, we have realized that this, our time, is a moment of grace calling us to the more.

There has been no dearth of those who would try to explain our current situation. Some who would tell us that consecrated life has run its course, and surely the number of lay movements that are flourishing give testimony to our demise. There are those who would say that we have become the victims of our own culture of individualism, feminism and materialism and have lost the true spirit of our founders. And finally, and regrettably, there are those who believe that we no longer live the essence of consecrated life, and who suggest that if we would just turn back…Well, you know the rest.

But there are other voices that tell us “that God’s call is written in the signs of our time, that our foremothers and founders stepped into the chaos and the unknown of their day and that we are called to embrace out time as holy.”   Sound familiar?  There are those like Sandra Schneiders 
 who suggest that “this time could be a dangerous and painful purifying passage from what is known and comfortable to a radically new expression of God.”  Or like Carole Shinnick
 who believes that “We stand now much more at the edges of our church…that we are significantly less visible, more vulnerable and more realistic about our limits—[maybe} exactly where we ought to be.” And if you were lucky enough to hear the voices of the Katrina panel at last year’s assembly you know that their story of the Dark Night taught us more about the meaning of Paschal Mystery than any theology text. 

And so, what are the frontiers and edges that call us to membership in this circle of redemption?  Before we can speculate on those frontiers we must ask ourselves why we face them. I believe that seeking frontiers, now or in the past is integral to religious life. We are not unlike Ruth who lived on a plateau, surrounded by edges or borders that she had to cross in order to go to the Promised Land. 
I would like to borrow a quote that Margaret Brennan used in her presentation at the 2005 LCWR Assembly to describe our service of leadership as we struggle to name and face frontiers. The quote is from John of the Cross.

The soul, in search of the beloved will not be deterred:

Seeking my love

I will head for the mountains and for watersides,

I will not gather flowers,

Nor fear wild beasts;

I will go beyond strong men and frontiers.

As consecrated religious we do not seek frontiers for their own sake. We go to and beyond frontiers because we are in search of the beloved who calls us where we need to go to further Christ’s mission in our world today. It is in our individual and collective DNA. That being said, what are some of the frontiers that we are called to face?  [the speakers before me]. I would like to focus on three, and they are not particularly new or trendy: global spirituality, dialogue and those who are poor. I believe that they are critical, and I believe that they are inextricably linked to one another 

Why Global Spirituality?  According to Patricia Mische
 “The new web of global interdependencies that binds us together, and the tremendous challenges and complex moral choices before us require a far deeper and a more far-reaching spirituality than at any time in previous history.”  Or this indictment: “Humanity is at a crossroads. Having read the signs of the times, we can either ignore the harm we see and witness further damage, or we can take up our responsibilities to the Creator and creation with renewed courage and commitment.” This a letter from our bishops in 1991.
 

We know the signs of our environmental crisis:  global warming—even our President has come around---ozone depleting gases, the extinction of plants and animals, the pollution of our soil, air and water; the depletion of our forests; the unnatural hoarding and selling of natural resources, the creation of economic and political systems that create poverty for many so that a few may live lives of plenty. Even more, we know firsthand the old beliefs and attitudes that have led to this crisis—that somehow we are the owners and masters of this planet Earth, whose resources are inexhaustible and exist simply to meet our needs. We know too the underlying values that sustain those beliefs—exclusion, exploitation, competition. In contrast, there is a wonderful ancient Jewish story in which 2 men are quarreling over ownership of a piece of land. They go to their rabbi who puts his ear to the ground and proclaims, “Let us ask the land.”  As the rabbi straightens up, he announces, “Gentlemen, the land says it belongs to neither of you, but that you belong to it.”

We know the prophets and pioneers who have called us to a new understanding and a new way of being. The Thomas Berrys and the Brian Swimmes who describe a new cosmology where God is not some external coercive power, but an internal cause and an empowering presence who reveals itself in an ongoing, dynamic fusion of chaos and creativity where everything is related…who call us to our responsibility for the future and who question our sense of the sacred if we allow the extinction of what should be passed on to next generations. And we know those who call us to new and evolving expressions of our vowed life-- creativity, cooperation and interdependence. 

So what are the implications for us as women religious--especially in leadership--in living at the edge of this frontier called Global Spirituality?  First, as Constance FitzGerald
 reminds us,  “Women religious need to continue to read and learn…today we need to look to science and religion, quantum physics, evolution, ecology and the implications of the new cosmology for theology and life.”   As leaders we have to create the climate that provides for, encourages and challenges our sisters to ongoing formation. And we have to model it ourselves. But we cannot rest there. Our knowledge and awareness must lead to action both individually and communally, not only because creativity, cooperation and interdependence are at the very heart of global spirituality, but because as vowed religious we are called to transformative action in and through community. Finally, we have to ask ourselves what are the old values, beliefs and systems that we cling to?  What is it that we must leave behind, as Ruth did in her spiritual journey?  And always, our knowledge and our action must be rooted in the ultimate quest of “seeking my love,” or we run the risk of being merely environmental activists instead of co-creators in God’s redemptive/evolving plan.   

The second frontier is dialogue. The book of Ruth offers several examples. There is dialogue between young and old; between man and woman; between citizen and foreigner, between one religion and another. Ruth herself possesses many of the qualities needed for genuine dialogue. She knows who she is. She listens, really listens, to Naomi’s ranting but does not waver in her decision to accompany her. She reverences the culture of her new land before negotiating her future.

Perhaps, as at no other time, we are called to dialogue with our own and with other religions and cultures. Clearly, our world is changing at a furious pace, and we as first world Catholics will find ourselves in a very different place. In the not too distant future, the Catholic population of the world will have shifted dramatically from the white bastions of Europe and North America to the continents of Africa and Latin America. John Allen
 tells us that Africa alone experienced a 7000% increase between 1900 and 2000 (from 1.9 million to 130 million). The majority of children born each year are in developing countries, many of whom are Muslim or non-Christian. At the same time, secularism continues to grow in Europe. And within our own church ideological differences have been exacerbated by what Allen calls a “politics of identity”—efforts to reinforce distinctively Roman Catholic language, practices and belief systems—and this for us in the face of newer members who know little of the ideological differences of Vatican II and who yearn for a deep spirituality and strong community life.

In a world where domination, expediency or quid pro quo compromises masquerade as dialogue, we must create and be other models. Paul VI
 said that dialogue is the ability to hear not just what other persons have to say, but what they have it in their hearts to say.  To do that takes powerful listening and letting go of our own agendas, particularly in our culture where listening is seen as weakness and is highly underrated. But listening does not mean that we give up who we are. Adnane Mokrani
 describes it as “a way of deepening our religious life—a continual discovery of the face of God in the cosmos and in man.”   If dialogue is discovering, then the process itself is just as important as the outcome and it must be rooted in values like respect and inclusion. Any dialogue that is exclusive is not true dialogue. 
Finally, we must search for areas of common interest and relevance. In the late “90s Mary Evelyn Tucker organized a series of conferences where scholars of the world’s religions (including Judaism, Christianity, Islam) joined environmentalists from around the world to discuss the potential for a sustainable future for our planet. Recently I had the privilege of attending an interreligious evening of prayer sponsored by Bread for the World. In the grandeur of National Cathedral, imams and rabbis, Episcopal and Catholic bishops, Baptists preachers and Catholic sisters gathered to sing, to pray and to give witness.  Events like these, which provide common ground for seeking justice and for ending hunger are significant steps toward dialogue. Interestingly, both Mary Evelyn and David Beckman, (director of Bread for the World) made it a point to say to me that the group that they see at the forefront of the move toward global responsibility and care for those who are poor are women religious!

As leaders, we can hardly talk about dialogue with the “global other” without practicing it closer to home. In response to Vatican II we women religious took seriously the call to return to our roots and to rediscover our charisms in response to the signs of the time.  Our ministries, our dress and our lifestyle came under close scrutiny. It is disheartening when years later we hear some of the same criticism from some within our church. Even more disheartening is the suggestion that our diminishing numbers or lack of vocations is the result of a lack of fidelity to the elements of consecrated life. In situations like these I invite us to reflect on the words of John of the Cross. [With a little editorial help!]  In search of the beloved [we] will not be deterred; [we] will go beyond strong men and frontiers while we strive to live faithfully. And—the same guidelines apply as we stay at whatever table we are invited to or can claim a place: we have to know who we are—we do not give that away; we have to listen, listen till it hurts; we have to try to find the face of God in this person or situation. And sometimes, after we have done all these things, we have to move on, but always with compassion and the possibility of beginning again. All that said, staying at the table is not for the faint of heart.

It goes without saying that some of the most painful dialogue is the dialogue that we are called to in our own communities. But how can we ever address the other if we cannot talk to our own sisters?  The realities of community living from the serious to the mundane have always provided more than enough raw material. Today, the ongoing tension between the individual and the common good is even sharper.  The potential for and the questions raised by reconfiguration and mergers test our ability to find common ground and to let go of our own securities for the good of the whole. Listening takes on a whole new dimension in these situations. Add the complexity of cultural differences in international groups, especially when third world countries are growing in numbers and influence, and dialogue can seem virtually impossible.

Commitment to dialogue is an asceticism that keeps us leaders on the edge. Balancing the many and unique groups and individuals that we deal with everyday, offering a listening heart, especially to those who are difficult/ marginalized and striving for the common good—all this we are called to do without losing ourselves. In each situation it is essential to remember that grace resides not only in the outcome, but in the process itself. Our model?  A triune God whose persons never stop loving and communicating that love. 
Those who are poor

Those who are poor may seem the most conventional frontier and it is precisely because they are not a new frontier that we risk losing sight of the place they should have. They are our best teachers. They always live on the edge—they have no choice. They are the frontier that will not go away. Today, we see their face in immigrants and misplaced persons, in the victims of human trafficking, in the illiterate and abused, in the oppressed and in those without a voice. We see them in our own country and around the world. And sadly, we see that most victims are women and children. The UN tells us that three quarters of the world’s starving are women and children and that 30,000 children die each day from malnutrition and lack of clean water. The difference between the quality of life in a first world country and a third world country is nothing less than obscene, yet, there is significant poverty in our own cities and rural areas. And although we are also told that we have the potential to end global poverty, we are held hostage by the very political, economic and social systems that perpetrate it.

A concern for the poor is inextricably connected to the other frontiers. The primary victims of a global society that misuses the environment for political or economic gain are the poor. When voices gather in international, national or local dialogues it is often the voice of the poor that is absent. Therefore, in understanding and embracing a global spirituality and in committing to dialogue that welcomes everyone without distinction, we are serving the poor in ways that are unique to this time and place. 
There is another, more compelling reason for this concern for the poor. And it is not new. If we want to be true followers of Jesus, the poor must be central to our identity and mission as women religious. The gospels are filled with references to and stories about the poor, the marginalized and the oppressed. We see where Jesus came from, which companions he chose and whose side he was on. We hear him challenge the unjust structures of his day and invite all to a place at the table. Jesus provides the model both for responding to the immediate needs of the poor and in addressing the forces that keep them poor. 
As religious leaders we have to ask ourselves who we stand with and who we stand for. In this particular time and place, with diminishment and aging we face a subtle temptation to turn inward, to focus on our own needs and self-preservation. Clearly, it is good and necessary to provide adequate care for our aging and retired members, (and I realize that it will not be that long before many of us will be in that category). But if our own survival, especially our institutional survival, takes precedence over our mission and ministry, we have already determined our future and we need no longer speak of frontiers.

So—how do we face these frontiers or any of the other frontiers that are signs of our time and our place?  If we return to the story of Ruth we see someone who like us experienced loss and diminishment. We see someone who knew herself, made courageous choices and pushed frontiers. We see someone who lived simply and shared the little she had. We see someone who entered into dialogue not only for herself but also for the redemption of others. In many ways we see a leader, we see a prophet. So what does Ruth have to say to us as women religious today,  especially those of us in leadership!

Ruth is not prophetic because she knows what the future holds—clearly she knows little of what awaits her. For me she is the embodiment of Bryan Massingale’s
 description of the prophet—the one who not only helps a group embrace a loss that it does not want to admit, but who proclaims a hope they cannot dare imagine. Like Ruth, we as leaders are called to help our communities embrace loss and diminishment and to articulate the hope they cannot dare imagine. It’s a scary place to be, but true leadership is always about going to the edge. When our prophetic voice is authentic, that is when it begins, ends and is centered in contemplation of  “the Beloved whom we seek”; it leads to nothing less than transformation for the prophet/leader and the group she serves. 

I’d like to end with a story by Jack Kornfield.
 (After the Ecstasy, the Laundry) 

“A woman falsely accused of a crime is put in prison. Her friend visits and leaves her a prayer rug. The prisoner went angrily back to her cell. She had hoped for a knife or saw or some other instrument that would help her escape. All she got was the rug. Eventually, she decided that she might as well use it. She started bowing on the rug to pray. Each day she became more and more familiar with the pattern woven into the rug and she started to see an interesting image there. It was the diagram of the lock that allowed her to open the cell and escape.

I am that woman. Perhaps you are too. Every time I am imprisoned by doubt, disappointment, anger or fear, every time I place the blame on another, I miss the gift that is hidden in plain sight. Every time I return to the One whom I seek, I know the gift as if for the first time. That gift is our vowed life--this unconditional/radical commitment to the person of Jesus and the world that he came to save, lived in community and expressed in ministry. Our vows provide the foundation for addressing each frontier; at the same time, each frontier (global spirituality, dialogue, the poor) calls us to re-examine and deepen our vows in light of its particular challenge. Sandra Schneiders
 says it this way--by profession of these vows, religious “create an alternate world which offers a prophetic witness in, to and sometimes against the world.”   Through our vows we have the potential to create this alternate world, and like Ruth, to create circles of redemption that continue the reign of God in ever widening circles. 

And if religious are called to be prophetic, to face frontiers and to live on the edge, our ministry of leadership bears an even greater responsibility. You must say the truth that others cannot hear; you must articulate the hope that cannot be imagined. My experience is that you are prophetic, you are courageous, you are faithful. It has been both blessing and privilege to walk with you these two years.

In Lona Fowler’s
 words:

…we in our middle times of wondering and waiting,

Hurrying and hesitating, regretting and revising

We who are becoming more…and less…

Have a stabilizing hint that we are not mistakes, that we are irreplaceable

That our being is of interest, and our doing is of purpose

That our being and our doing are surrounded by Amen.

Jesus Christ is the completer of unfinished people

Your being is of interest, and your doing is of purpose

YOU are irreplaceable.

Losses this past year:  those who passed all frontiers 

Mary Luke Tobin

Susan Keferl

Lorena Bolte

Anita deLuna

Trish Mirsberger

Andree Fries
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