AMOR XVI

Jesus encounters the Syro-Phoenician Woman/Canaanite Woman: Women Religious of Asia-Oceania called to move beyond…  (Mt 15:21-28, Mk 7:24-30)

Good morning and welcome to AMOR XVI. Looking around this wonderful gathering today, it gives hope for the future.

I invite you during this whole AMOR XVI to join me in LISTENING… listening to the Word of God which never returns empty and listening to one another as though it is the first time you are hearing what they have to say. When our minds and hearts are open, we allow the Spirit to work in and through us. Today, it is allowing the spirit of God to work not just in us as individuals but as a community of women of Asia-Oceania standing in solidarity with their sisters and brothers at the margins of society.

Let us pause to listen to the Word of God from the Letter to the Hebrews  4:12-13

“12”…the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account.” 

	Mathew 15: 21-28
	Mark 7:24-30

	Jesus was walking along the borders of Tyre and Sidon Behold a Canaanite woman, living in those borders, coming forward, crying out, “Lord, Son of David have mercy on me. My daughter is terribly troubled by a demon.”  He gave her no word of response. His disciples entreated him, “Get rid of her. She keeps shouting after us.” Jesus replied, “My mission is only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” She came forward and did him homage, saying "Help me, Lord." "It is not right," said Jesus, "to take the food that is meant for the children and throw it to the dogs." "Yes, Lord," she replied, "but even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the master's table." "O woman," said Jesus, "great is your faith. Be it done for you as you desire." That very moment her daughter got better
	Then Jesus left that place and went to the vicinity of Tyre. He entered a house and did not want anyone to know it; yet he could not keep his presence secret. In fact, as soon as she heard about him, a woman whose little daughter was possessed by an evil spirit came and fell at his feet. The woman was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. She begged Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter.  "First let the children eat all they want," he told her, "for it is not right to take the children's bread and toss it to their dogs."  "Yes, Lord," she replied, "but even the dogs under the table eat the children's crumbs." Then he told her, "For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter."  She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.



	Background

Matthew tailors his record for the Jews. This is apparent from the references he makes from the Old Testament scriptures knowing that those he is writing for accept the Old Testament Scriptures as authoritative. Accordingly, with reference to this woman who lived in the seacoast region in northwestern Palestine, he calls her a “Canaanite” lady. The pagan inhabitants of the land which Israel conquered under Joshua were known as Canaanites, being descended from Canaan, the grandson of Noah (Gen. 9:18). Many of the Canaanites had been pushed northward into Phoenicia when the Hebrews invaded the territory. This dear woman was designated as a Canaanite because her ancestry was of these despised political enemies of Israel.
	Background

Mark, on the other hand, is writing for the benefit of the Romans, who controlled the Mediterranean world of the first century. His Roman interest is seen, for instance, in the Latin forms which he employs to render Greek equivalents (cf. 3:17; 5:41; 7:11,34; 14:36; 15:22,34). This woman lived in Phoenicia (which, politically speaking, belonged to the province of Syria). Hence, she is designated a Syrophoenician. She is further denominated as a “Greek” because she had absorbed the Greek culture, obviously speaking that language. In the New Testament, the term Hellen (“Greek”) frequently is used in the generic sense of simply a “Gentile” (Jn. 7:35; Acts 9:29; Rom. 1:16,) 

Ref: F.W. Danker, Greek-English Lexicon, Chicago: University of Chicago, 2000, p. 318).


Today, we are invited to experience an encounter between the Canaanite woman and Jesus that brings about transformation and change in the persons involved. Jesus in paying attention to the woman and responding to her in the dialogue challenged the conventions of his Jewish background. In the cultural milieu that Jesus lived in, in the first Century Palestine, women were treated as inferior and second-class citizens. Women were excluded from political, public and religious life and the dominant cultural attitude towards women was negative. They sat apart from men in the synagogue and were not counted as part of the quorum of ten needed for prayer meetings and women in general did not study or teach the Torah   ‘Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hast not made me a woman’ was a prayer recited at every service in the synagogue by men. Young women were secluded until marriage and had to be veiled in public.  They were forbidden from talking to men outside their families and any respectable Jewish male would not talk much with a woman and would definitely not touch any woman to whom he was not related. When we begin to grasp this background we can see why Jesus’ behaviour and attitudes caused such a stir. In Jesus’ choice to respond to the woman, Jesus not only had a dialogue with the woman but also allowed her to challenge him to go beyond, to be transformed in the way he looked at his identity and mission and from seeing the woman initially as an outsider to including her as an insider.

In this encounter with Jesus, the best in the Canaanite woman came out.  She was able to move beyond the religious traditions, customs and beliefs of her background and defend her identity and her worth. Her knowledge and intuition and her love for her child gave her the daring courage to approach Jesus and challenge him to widen his mission to embrace not only the Jews but the Gentles too. She was indeed a prophet in her own right, praised by Jesus. 

Let us go to the beginning of the story and unpack it and see its implications for us.

  
Jesus was walking along the borders of Tyre and Sidon

Borders are places where people either come together or split apart, join or divide. The significant borders are ethnicity, domination, and gender and on these borders, splitting often occurs. Jesus is a border walker but for him, there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither free nor slave, there is neither male nor female and as Paul says, you are all one in Jesus Christ. So when we have eyes to see and ears to hear, these dividing places can become meeting places. Communion can replace separation. 

What are some of the borders we are presently walking on? Are they places of meeting or division?

Behold a Canaanite woman, living in those borders, coming forward, crying out, “Lord, Son of David have mercy on me. My daughter is terribly troubled by a demon.”  He gave her no word of response.

We are told to behold the Canaanite woman for she is the catalyst of the event about to happen. Like Jesus, she too, is a border walker but take note; she is the one who initiates this encounter. Although she is noisy and assertive, she is insightful. She knows who Jesus is, Son of David, coming from a definite people with a particular heritage and Jesus, the Lord who is meant for all people. In our relation to God, we too find a universal quality in us and we are also particular in having our own unique personality and being a member of a specific ethnic group.

The Canaanite woman is walking another border, that of the sick and the well. She who knows who Jesus is, is also aware of what he has to give. She asks for mercy for her daughter who is in agony with a demon and assumes that if Jesus has mercy on her, it will flow through her to her daughter. She is in such solidarity with her daughter that any kindness shown to her will immediately enter her daughter. The Canaanite woman not only participates in life but she is the flow of life into another. 

Are we too challenged to be in solidarity with all those in need especially those at the margins of society?  

He gave her no word of response. His disciples entreated him, “Get rid of her. She keeps shouting after us.” Jesus replied, “My mission is only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”

Jesus has construed his identity and mission not on the border but within the boundaries. He sees himself as belonging to Israel and gathering in of those who have strayed. Jesus is being challenged to see that his ministry is boundless and not restricted to the Jews. It is the mind that turns the differences into separations.  We often think that the major problems are outside us. It is other people with their noisy demands that disturb our world. 

Have we ever thought about ourselves as central to our failure to respond?

 
She came forward and did him homage, saying "Help me, Lord."
She is among some Gentiles who know who Jesus was but she comes to him in pure vulnerability. Notice in her plea,  "Help me, Lord”, there is a very important omission of not stressing his particularity by calling him “Lord, Son of David” but instead she shifts to his universality. She wants him to consider her an insider. Women with troubled children are remarkably resourceful. 

When have we been reminded of our deeper identity? Has it ever happened when our narrower identity has been blocking the possibility of a creative response?

"It is not right," said Jesus, "to take the food that is meant for the children and throw it to the dogs.” Yes, Lord," she replied, "but even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the master's table."

Dogs were not allowed in a Jewish house. In order to feed dogs with the "bread of the children," a Jew would have to take the bread off the table, walk to the door, open it, and throw it outside. The dogs were always outside the house. But in Gentile houses the dogs were allowed inside. If they wanted to feed the dogs with the "bread of the children," Gentiles did not have to go outside the house. All they had to do was reach down with the leftovers. The dogs were avidly waiting. Jesus told the woman that in order to feed her he had to take the bread that was inside the house and throw it outside the house. She was an outsider and what he has belongs to the insiders. She says, "Yes, Lord." She agrees that the food belongs to the children but she continues her emphasis on Jesus' universal outreach by calling him "Lord," the one meant for everyone. When Jesus lives within that identity, she is not outside the house. She is inside the house — perhaps not as a child at the table but as one who is eager for any food that Jesus has to offer. "I am already in the house, Lord," she effectively says, "just notice me." 

In your experience how have outsiders become insiders? When has your identity expanded so that you were able to feed people who from an earlier and more constricted perspective were not part of your house?

"O woman," said Jesus, "great is your faith. Be it done for you as you desire."
The title "woman" that Jesus uses is not simply a description of her gender. It means the one who gives life. And the one she gave life to is the one who calls her woman. She becomes the bearer of a deeper truth. This is her great faith. Through persistence and cleverness she reminded Jesus of his true identity. He is a Jew, but he is also Lord.  As a consequence of this powerful exercise of faith on her part, Jesus says something quite remarkable to her. Jesus is not usually swayed by the wishes of other people, either Pharisees or disciples. He is driven only by the will of his Father. That is his food and drink. In John's gospel he continually stresses that he does not do anything on his own. He says and does only what he hears from his Father. Therefore, it is remarkable to hear him say he will do the will of this woman. Could it be that in this woman's words he hears the voice of his Father? His Father's voice may come from the sky, but it also speaks from the earth, through the people who search for mercy in a demon-ridden world. Whenever and wherever Jesus hears his Father's voice, he is alert, ready, in touch, flowing. And that is what happened. When have we heard words that stirred God's voice in us and challenged us into action to those not normally within our circle of contacts?

 
That very moment her daughter got better.
Once the block is removed, mercy flows freely. The flow of mercy was momentarily dammed by too narrow an identification. Once identity expands, mercy flows. So it is with us. Once we know our particularity is loved and cherished in the context of a wider universality and we shift the center of gravity from "I am this and not that" to "I am meant for all," mercy will not be a forced agenda but the simple expression of the deepest truth about us. Compassion stirs before we can think about it. There has been a spontaneous movement to include someone else. We have not pondered and argued and fussed. We have simply moved. But we also know the opposite experience. We have "stood and watched." We are numb and indifferent to the plight of another human. Our feelings seem frozen. Our minds are manufacturing reasons for our numbness at such great speed. "It's not your concern. What can you do? People truly in touch with God and grace would never utter it. 

We have known the rushing river of compassion but also we are not strangers to the intricate workings of evasion. What makes the difference? How is mercy released in us and how is mercy blocked? When is mercy a natural spontaneous act?  The story of Jesus and the Canaanite woman suggests a spiritual dynamic that releases the power of compassion and the reaching out spontaneously to the other in need. 

We have reflected on the story of the encounter of Jesus and the Canaanite woman and the response of Jesus to this encounter. We, too, as religious of Asia-Oceania are faced with a challenge to move beyond our identity and mission in the context of our times. 

What is the Challenge to Religious of Asia-Oceania in the context of our times? What are we called to move beyond…

Our context 

To begin with, let us take a quick survey of the social landscape in the world we live in today. We see the impact of the economic crisis, the greed of a few that led to the financial crunch, the ecological crisis, the concern for the depletion of the earth’s resources, natural disasters: earthquakes, typhoons, volcanic eruptions and tsunamis that take its toll on the people and increase their suffering, political instability, ease of travel and the accessibility of the internet, communication tools that can link people from all over the world, the potential and the danger of using internet social network for building social capacity, migration and workers in foreign land, the trafficking of children and  women, terrorism,  epidemic of HIV/AIDS, pandemics from SARS to HINI, poverty, a growing gap between the rich and the poor, aging population, growing religiosity and the spread of religious fundamentalism and the call to create common space for the people who have different beliefs, the pain of betrayal by those entrusted with moral authority,  the drop in the numbers going to Church and a search for meaning amongst the young, a disastrous drop in the birth rate,  the diminishment of vocations to religious life in its present form, the conflict of perspectives of the Church hierarchy and religious…

This is also a time of challenge and change. 

As traditional boundaries and limitations break down, and as some new ones arise, we can react in two ways as individuals and as institutes: Go into denial, clinging to the old certainties (the popular approach), or acknowledge and appreciate each shift, seeking benefits from it as individuals and creating valuable solutions based on it as institutes (the pioneering approach).  Although change has been both constant and accelerating for several hundred years, the pace, scale, and scope of change are intersecting to produce a growing number of historically rare shifts, or boundary breakdowns. We are at a decisive moment in history - are we willing to take the risk of listening to the movement of the Spirit, of allowing the living water of God's Spirit to "spring up in our encounters and flow over and around any obstacles in its way".  We can choose to be bearers of light or of shadow; hope or despair, confidence or insecurity, wholeness or fragmentation.

Let us look at the challenges for us, religious of Asia-Oceania as we move into the future. I propose we look at the following important areas in religious life that we are challenged to move beyond… either in changing our perspectives and transcending our way of viewing and living religious life

1)  Grounded on a solid Spirituality

To begin with, it is important for us to remember that our life is a relationship of love with the God who created, loved and called us into being and into religious life. The mystery of the Incarnation is at the heart of our faith and our relationships. Contemplation of the Word made Flesh transforms our way of looking at the realities of today. Contemplating the Incarnate God we are called to integrate body, spirit, soul and mind, the personal and the communal, the feminine and the masculine, the day to day and the transcendent.

God is always drawing each of us to Himself in a unique and intimate way. “No one can come to me unless he is drawn by the Father who sent me.“ Jn 6:44.  Our challenge is to change our perspective on prayer. Prayer is a growing and loving relationship with Jesus to be deepened and not a duty to  “finish saying my office or my meditation”.

If we have this anchor in our life, then in the midst of the wonder and brokenness of our world, we recognise the mystery of God’s revelation in human history and in the energy, beauty and harmony of the cosmos. Each day, we are called to centre ourselves in God, who is constantly creating and recreating all that lives. 

2) Religious Life 

Today we are invited again to look at the form and way religious life is lived. The mystique of religious life may have diminished as it has become more open, perhaps, but the mystery of God’s love continues to evoke a wholehearted response and commitment from many. The constant challenge for all of us is to be open, to listen deeply and to pray for the freedom and courage to know that we will find Jesus ahead of us in Galilee... ‘just as he told us’. Religious are called to be both prophets and mystics today. As we look into the future, the challenge is to awaken the mystic and to alert the prophet.  Authentic religious experience motivates the religious to work for justice and peace, economic well-being  and ecological integration. Hence concern for the marginalized, compassion towards the poor, caring for the sick and aged as well as preserving the integrity of nature become decisive commitments in inter-congregational and inter-religious collaboration. 

No longer is it possible for a congregation, a community to be  sufficient unto itself, no longer is  religious life caught up in doing and in activity alone, no longer is religious life composed of communities and individuals that fulfill the routine of life, identify themselves unconsciously with the values of consumerism and materialism. 

Formation … going beyond intra-congregational formation to inter-congregational formation to inter-religious formation – greater effort in collaboration. As the candidates are older and more mature, formation will take a different and new form. It will be a journey where the candidate takes responsibility for her formation. Joint formation courses can be an asset for both building of social networks and enrichment derived from resources shared.

3) Life-giving Communities

We are challenged to rethink the value of community and what we mean by community for apostolic religious today.

Today the call of mission as expressed in response to a variety of ministries, often in locations where a number of members of the community cannot congregate, and living a variety of lifestyles that often are incompatible with the kind of community living many religious grew up with may be the cause of tension within the community. But a return to the total institution or a monastic or semi-monastic form of community life, even in modified form, is probably not the solution

Structures are for people, not vice-versa. Community life has to be life giving and liberating. It helps if we think of the Congregation as our community. Then, unless we decide to leave the Congregation, we are never really ‘outside’. However, belonging involves responsibility and commitment, as members of a group. ‘Reaching out’ and ‘inclusivity’ apply to ourselves as well as to the wider community. Future possibility could include in communities formed  with lay partners, associates who share the same mission.

While seeing the value of allowing freedom for individual needs, it is true that we have a different witness when we live a gospel life together. In a world of many different kinds of marginalisation and discrimination our community life gives hope and witnesses to the value of communion.  It is both the joy and pain of community that speaks of the Kingdom. The challenge to us is to witness to the kingdom that we live with people who are unlike us, who have different theologies, who like different food and speak different languages and dialects. The temptation of our society is to search for like-minded people who share our views, our prejudices and our way of looking at reality. People tend to choose those who are like-minded like them. Our prophetic role is to reach out in friendship beyond the divisions and to endure difference. Community needs conversation that is life giving and conducive to growth. There is a need to come together to celebrate life and the gift of each other some time

4) Living our vows

The vows express a free and conscious commitment to God, a total self-giving, lived in a spirit of love. Taking the vows in religious life has always fascinated, confused and perplexed the human imagination. Today, the vows seem to be in direct contradiction with what is being valued in society. The religious vocation of dedicating one’s life to God, places the mystery of human and divine love at the core of the inner life and of the community. The mystery of God has been described in Christian tradition as ‘a tremendous and fascinating mystery’. The awareness of a person being called, having a vocation to live this connection to the mystery, is generally seen as strange and intriguing. Since the vows of the religious are public, people also wonder about the religious sense of sacrifice and service, or the capacity of commitment to community. 

The  challenge to go beyond is for us  to re-examine the meaning of our vows in the context of today

The vow of chastity is not the renunciation of having your own  family but it symbolizes a love for others, “love one another as I have loved you”. It expresses itself in genuine relationships, both human and divine, in every aspect of our life and ministry. This love makes us strong and courageous, instils fire and enthusiasm and enables us to act with courage and freedom so that God may be present in the human heart.

The vow of obedience is not conformity but a profound openness to God to listen with the ear of the eye and the heart to the challenges that lie ahead each day. In a spirit of: ‘not my will but yours be done’, we seek to live in an attitude of listening to the movement of the Spirit of God in the world of today. Listening deeply, which implies detachment from our own agendas, gives us a sense of purpose and direction. Discernment then becomes a way of life so that we are constantly alert to the action of God in the realities in which we find ourselves.

The vow of poverty is not having prestige, power and status because one has the means but rather a recognition that all I have is gift and nothing I have I own or possess. The challenge is to live simply as living in simplicity frees us to understand the situations in which people live and to become sensitive to their aspirations and sufferings. It makes us question our life style, our choices, where and how we live, the way we share what we have and who we are. It frees us to go towards those in greatest need.

Our culture is saturated with goods. The economically stable individuals and households who make up the majority of our population have more stuff than they actually need. While they might be persuaded to buy some more the present thrust of consumerism is towards selling a culture as well as things such as music, entertainment and even moral purpose. Are  we having more than we really need?

We are called to commit ourselves to authentic love and to consecrated celibacy which,  when freely chosen in answer to God’s call, sets us free to love universally with warmth and compassion. The spirit of poverty frees us to be alongside others, while encouraging initiative and responsibility. The spirit of obedience calls for deep listening, participation, involvement, consultation, dialogue, co-responsibility and subsidiarity. We listen to the people to whom we are sent and those with whom we collaborate, believing that together we can enter more fully into God’s desires for all. We make an option for the collective possession of goods and pooling of resources, as a way of contributing to the common good in a world of consumerism and poverty..

A life lived in the spirit of these values witnesses to a desire for the Beyond that  carries us into the future. 

5) Mission and Ministries

The mission is the mission of God revealed in Jesus. Mission is fulfilling the father’s will whatever the type of ministry. 

We are called to go beyond familiar territories… new forms of religious life, new partnership, new expressions of mission, new calls, go beyond our shores, reframe, new paradigms…

In the area of ministry, in the past, each congregation had its own institutional apostolate and religious were deployed with no consultation or discernment to that ministry. The common ministry gave the religious a sense of identity and security. Today, congregations are responding to various and diverse ministries  according to the discerned needs of the time, the charism of the congregation and the gifts and skills of the individual concerned. This has become a challenge to congregations in finding a corporate mission amidst the diverse ministries that is the shared identity owned by all. 

In the past, many religious congregations have in their response to ministries and large numbers joining religious life acquired big institutions. Today, the question that begs our attention is: do these structures hold religious back from reaching out to the people and staying in the heartlands where the people are? Have religious living in such big institutions become institutions in themselves having lost touch with the reality of life of the people especially people at the margins.

In the past, each congregation has been identified with a defined ministry but today we are called to go beyond and collaborate with other congregations. We are called to transcend the boundary of our individual congregation and go beyond to be involved in ministries not necessarily initiated by ourselves, but to work in ministries started by others, lay associates/partners and people of good will. We are called to collaboration with others and this can be expressed in a number of ways: communion, inclusivity, solidarity, interconnectedness, conversation and so forth. Can we walk the road less travelled by making a commitment to enter into collaboration, in some form, and thus offer an alternative to the fragmentation of today?
Interconnectedness and shared ministries can energise and focus our commitment to work for a more just world.
Communion that speaks of the richness of coming together can be a statement that it is possible to work together for the common good.
Inclusivity offers a path to peace when we talk to those on the "other side", promoting conversation across all that threatens to divide and hold us separated from one another

We are called to journey with lay partners to walk humbly with others in the search for creative and concrete responses that promote the dignity of all people (Micah 6:8); to allow ourselves to be challenged by others and welcome with humility the richness we encounter. This will call for reconciliation and may lead us to places where we would rather not go (John 21:18);  to be pilgrims on the journey, always ready to go forward and allow the new to emerge. In terms of ministries, the call beyond is a call to work not only at the micro level of charity but also at the macro level of advocacy, justice and social change.  
6) Leadership

If we look to the gospels, the model that Jesus offers is of service. Our role as leaders is to nurture the unity within our communities and the unity betwen our communities,  the Universal Church and the larger world. Leadership means refusing to be cramped by any definition of role. It is a call to let go of power and control so that those we serve may be empowered to take on leadership at their level. We are there to do whatever is necessary for the happening of grace and keeping alive God’s perception of people. 

The essential role of leadership is to discern the way in which God is leading the community. Collaborative Leadership is shared leadership where the gifts and talents of each is drawn out for the gift of all.

Each sister is called by community and sent by community.  In the pre-Conciliar times, superiors may have wounded sisters when they tended to be authoritarian and had transferred sisters and gave them assignments without consultation and discernment. Today, there is a concern that leadership hesitates to send someone to mission and allows the sister to choose and do what she likes. 
7) A Spirituality of Communion and Dialogue with people of other faiths and cultures

Going beyond. We need to go beyond geography, nationality and ethnicity. No land is to be made absolute, no nationality, no ethnic group, no culture, and no language. The Spirit’s ways are unpredictable (cf. Jn 3:8). The Church has to always remain attentive to the dynamic movement of the Spirit for uniting people by new bonds. It is distinctively a movement for co-pilgrimage with the "others", those who are different from us. In this sense, to be religious would also mean for us that we should seek the path of an inter-religious approach to life and service. This demands willingness to know, learn from and relate with others and embrace the other with respect

We live in a new epoch of the spiritual evolution of humanity and in the midst of a shared cultural universe and shared religious horizons.  We are called to widen the space of our tents (Is. 54:2) in order to embrace all of God’s creation;  to discover the different faces of God in people of all faiths and cultures and to recognise how God is at work in their lives; As we move into the future, we seek to respond in fresh and dynamic ways and to promote harmonious relationships at all levels 

To dialogue, one needs to know her own identity and belief. It is then we can be open to the other. We are called to go beyond in encountering our sisters and brothers through dialogue:   The Church proposes four types of dialogue
Dialogue of Life  where  believers from different religions living as neighbours, sharing each other's joys and sorrows

Dialogue of Deeds  where believers from different religions cooperating for the common good in accord with shared values

Dialogue of Spiritual Experience where believers from different religions share their spiritual riches, the fruits of their contemplation and prayer. Our encounter with the mystical traditions has brought to its  awareness that a religion without mystical depth  is not religion at all for it fails to bind the believers with God at an experiential level.  Karl Rahner seemed to have understood the challenge, when he said, “The Christian of the future will be a mystic, or else no Christian at all.’   As we open ourselves to one another we open ourselves to God.  

Dialogue of theologians where believers discuss the truth and tenets of their religion

Dialogue with the poor

When we speak of dialogue it is important to examine our own attitudes, our presuppositions, our preconceived ideas and our notions of other religions. Do we really know their religious beliefs, their spirituality. We respect the  sacredness of the other person and embrace the other with respect. 

A good approach to dialogue is:  Seek to be informed, allow ourselves to be formed and be transformed by our contact  with others

There are three types of response to other religions and cultures

Exclusivist position: This applies both to mainstream religions and to various religious movements both within and without Christianity. Here the attitude is: ‘There is only one true revelation, there is only one path to peace, one way to holiness, we have the truth, all other views are false’. There is an element of this in all of us, consciously or unconsciously.

Pluralist position: Here the attitude is: ‘there is no single one culture that can claim to have all the truth. All are equally true. All are equally valid. None is better than the other. One religion/culture is as good as another.’ Pluralism is limited and can result in cynical indifference: we recognize all and do not identify with any one position. It is impossible to just run along on parallel lines. There are always mutual influences. 

Inclusivist position: With this position we find truth in all cultures and all religions. In the field of religion we hold that all religions and movements have an element of the truth. We are all incomplete, in different ways. We opt to have our own belief and to integrate into it all that we find attractive and relevant in the others. Yet, the criteria for selection are our beliefs, our values, and our goals. We take the dominant position and we choose what to integrate. Basically, this attitude is not far removed from pluralism. It can be arrogant and eclectic.

However, none of these can be an option for us. It is of vital importance for us as and for our mission that we clarify our position in relation to other religions and cultures. Although inclusivism seems attractive, it has its limitations as well. We need to find an alternative stance. It is important that we are clear about our own identity and that others too are clear. In the field of movements, for example, 

We can keep in mind what Kahlil Gibran (The Prophet, 1926) said about the image of the pillars of the temple. If they stand apart they can hold up the roof. Think of the strings of the lute: they stand-alone though they quiver with the same music. Fill each other’s cup but drink not from the same cup. Give one another bread but eat not from the same loaf.

We need to be able to keep our autonomy and our independence in cooperation with other religions and religious movements.. What we want is deeper, fuller and richer experiences. Dialogue means "not only discussion, but also includes all positive and constructive inter-religious relations with individuals and communities of other faiths which are directed at mutual understanding and enrichment." Inter-religious dialogue is a meeting of people of differing religions, in an atmosphere of freedom and openness, in order to listen to the other, to try to understand that person's religion, and hopefully to seek possibilities of collaboration. 

9) Cosmic awareness

Our insight into the cosmos is growing and expanding. This has a profound effect on our consciousness, faith, spirituality and mission. It helps us to recognise the wonder, interdependence and inter-relatedness of all that is. Today we are aware that the earth’s resources are limited and that we have a growing responsibility to care for our environment. This awakens in us a sense of justice that leads to simplicity of lifestyle and respect for the integrity of creation.

Going beyond…

We recognise that as women, we have a role to play in society and in the Church. We bring to our places of ministry our God-given feminine qualities. Let us look to our models in scripture and in history and particularly to Mary who knew how to listen and ponder in her heart all that she saw and heard. Mary knew what it was to say ‘yes’ without understanding and go ‘across the hill country’ to visit someone in need. We develop in ourselves sensitivity to events and an attentive listening to reality. This prepares us to respond as women of compassion and inclusiveness, as apostolic and prophetic women, who empower and enable others.

Let us go beyond ourselves:

· to be WOMEN OF HOPE and inner freedom, who radiate peace in a violent and fragmented world; 

· to be women of courage and creativity, enabling new forms of commitment to evolve in response to God’s call to each one;  

· to be women who encourage each other and all women to play a life-giving role in the Church and in the world of the future. 

Let us leave here this morning as people of renewed hope, with our eyes wide open and with our hearts full of love and gratitude.  Let us listen with openness and walk with confidence into the future, knowing that we will meet the Risen Jesus in Galilee and in the people we encounter daily.

Keynote Address by: 

Sr. Maria IJS

14 October 2009

PS I wish to thank the people who have inspired me through their writings and conversations we have had. Some of the ideas came from the interaction I had with these people.
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