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Some acknowledgements are in order as we begin today’s session.  When the planning committee decided that it would be helpful to read Catholic Social Teaching through the CSSJ charism, we invited Sister Eleanor Dooley from Springfield to come and share with us today.  Eleanor was one of the researchers who delved into our roots after the Vatican Council.  Unfortunately, before she and I even had a chance to start planning, she had to withdraw because of family illness. So, here I am!  I’m very aware of two truths as I begin. First, almost anyone here could do this presentation.  All of you are immersed in CSSJ mission, if not the history, and after Sharon’s wonderful presentation yesterday, I know we have all made the connection.  

Second, it really does take a village.   What I’m offering today is a quilt of sorts, based on the work of many: the research teams from the 70’s, writings and presentations by Marcia Allen, CSJ (Concordia), Kathleen McCluskey CSJ (Boston), Janet Mock CSJ (Baden), Jane Morrisey, CSJ (Springfield), and advice and resources provided by Roberta Archibald SSJ and Nancy Roche SSJ (Philadelphia).  The other part of the village is the great company of saints.  I hesitate to begin any work without invoking their intercession.  This morning, I want to invite our CSSJ ancestors into this space.  Let’s welcome them, Sisters and associates and ask them to “conspire” with us, since as Sharon reminded us yesterday, we are literally breathing them in and out.

Kathleen McCluskey CSJ (Boston) spoke to this ACSSJ group in 1998 and to all the administrators of the sponsored works of the Philadelphia SSJ’s in 2001.  She observes:

Permeating the particular mission of each ministry or office (of our sponsored works) is a deep and underlying understanding that we all come from God, that we are each and all beloved, and that we are moving together toward unity in God. It’s our mission to help bring about this unity, to witness to it, to help others experience it, and to help create the systems and world order that reflect it.

How did we arrive at an understanding of this mission and where do we go from here? First, let’s consider how our first sisters and associates in the 1600’s might have understood some of the principles we’ve discussed here. What did they know about a Catholic understanding of social justice without benefit of encyclical or pastoral letter?  How did they understand the challenge of our theme this week: “If not us, who?”  We’ll consider some of the early writings of our Jesuit founder, Father Medaille and the lives and activities of our first sister founders.  Then, we’ll move to our time and consider how the end to which our forebears in 1650 envisioned the Congregation and the means to that end might apply in our day.  Finally, I’ll invite all of us to reflect on this, for you to add your experience, expertise and insight.

We know that a charism of unity and reconciliation is desperately needed in our day.  What about 1650 France? Remember the story?  After the Thirty years war,  widows, orphans, maimed veterans, poverty, famine, plague were everywhere. We know that the small groups of women springing up in France that would become the Congregation of St. Joseph were part of a larger phenomenon. Pious associations of men and women were forming to address the needs of the time.  What distinguished our first sisters was not their pursuit of the works of mercy; they shared that purpose with the other groups.  They were characterized by a leaning to intentional relationship.  In Marcia Allen’s words:

They … wanted to work for meaningful relationships among themselves, with the neighbor, of the neighbor with others and themselves and all with God.  Their actual mission was to be an agent of unioning love in their world – the chaotic 17th century.

We can get to know this little group through the writings of Father Medaille.   He wrote two collections of Maxims. The Maxims of Perfection were for a general audience (Queen Anne, the mother of Louis XIV among them – she kept a copy on her night stand).  The Maxims of the Little Institute are one hundred Maxims written and compiled for the Sisters of St. Joseph.  There is a lot of overlap between the two collections.  Another important text is one that we call the Eucharistic Letter.  In that letter, Father Medaille explains:

Here, our dear Sister is the purpose of our selfless Congregation: it tends to achieve this total double union


-of ourselves and the dear neighbor with God.


-and of ourselves and all others, whoever they may be,

 - of all others among themselves and with us, but totally in Jesus and in God (His Father).
 
Think of the person you love most, and who loves you most.  When we love another and are in union with that person, we know how he or she sees things, what his or her desires are, what matters to him or her.  As our union deepens, so our hopes, dreams, priorities, goals, etc. unite.  We are one.  Union with God makes God’s vision ours, and God’s dream for Creation our dream.  

In all of the early texts, Fr. Medaille longs for the Sisters and Associates to become the “Congregation of the Great Love of God.” He describes love in the Maxims of perfection. For Father Medaille, the love to which we are called is:

Expansive – “all that love is capable of and all that a heart can love in God and for God; “

Exalted  - it is full of “purpose and ardor, profound, heartfelt, it cannot be uprooted by any created power;”

Unifying – love unites us “completely and totally to God through our thoughts, our affections, our words and works.” It unifies our thoughts to our affections, and these to our words and works.  It is integrated and tends toward integrity. 

Unselfish  - “it seeks the interests of God’s glory alone.”  Whenever I hear that phrase “God’s glory,” I am reminded of St. Iraneus’ definition of the glory of God as ”the human person fully alive.”

Communicative – love obliges us “to give ourselves unreservedly;”

Active –“ it keeps loving and urges our hearts to keep working for God and for the advancement of God’s glory.”

What did that love look like? In the Primitive Constitutions, we read more about the ways the Sisters and associates understood their calling.  The Congregation is named for Joseph, to remind the Sisters and associates  
to assist and serve their dear neighbor with the same care, diligence, charity and cordiality with which Joseph served Mary and Joseph.

Along with their three vows, they made a protestation of practicing 
in all things and everywhere the deepest humility, the most heartfelt charity, and mercy towards people of all classes. They will also promise never to neglect visiting the sick, nor to permit among themselves any kind of disunion.

So, in addition to the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, the Sisters make another promise, almost a fourth vow, to practice humility and the most cordial charity.  We in Philadelphia still do this.  Other Congregations?

The literary critic in me urges you to pay attention to two semantic fields present in that last quote, and throughout Father Medaille’s writings.  First, the superlative language, articulating the degree and the extent of their call and zeal: “all, everywhere, deepest, most, never, etc.”  This is the magis of St. Ignatius, the “more” of which the Sisters of St. Joseph speak.  Do you remember this little rhyme from school days? “Good, better, best…never let it rest…’til the good is better and the better best.”  I’m not going to delve into the effect of such sayings on little minds, I’ll leave that to the psychologists among us!  

The other semantic field, the other thread of meaning that we find throughout the early writing, refers to the importance of affect in all this – the description of love, the cordiality that should mark their charity, the warmth of relationships among the Sisters and associates themselves.  This is our Salesian heritage, the effect of our birth in 17th century France where everyone was reading St. Francis De Sales’ Introduction to the Devout Life.  These folks were meant to be lovers!

Their mission was “to practice all the spiritual and corporal works of mercy of which woman is capable and which will most benefit the souls of our dear neighbor.” 
  Their priority – indeed, Father Medaille calls this the single purpose for which the Congregation could have been founded – was service to the sick poor.  The other works of “which women were capable” included visiting prisoners, care of the sick of any class, the care of orphans, the instruction of young women, especially the displaced, those who had no where to go and no one to look out for them, and the shelter and rehabilitation of “fallen women.”
They realized this mission in practical ways: they lived where they worked (hospital or orphanage) keeping a space for meeting women and girls for spiritual instruction, they kept bedrooms available for associates, orphan girls, or fallen women in need of help. They kept a room furnished with supplies for tending the poor and sick.
  This outreach, in varied practical ways to needs as they arose, continued in the Congregation.  For example, when I entered the Congregation thirty years ago, if you had asked us what our mission was, most of us would have said, “education” instead of unioning love!  But even though our “apostolate” was almost 100% education, it would be typical, for example, for the superior to say at supper, “Go down to the Smiths’ after supper, the mother is ill, see what they need.”  We could all tell stories of that kind of outreach, helping families, sending food or clothing home with children, etc.  This addressing of multiple needs sort of “leaked through” whatever work we were doing.

Throughout the documents and early history, there is a consistent emphasis on ministry and presence to the displaced.  We read in these same documents and in our histories the “MO” of these early sisters -- 

They will divide the city into various sections and will try to learn the disorders that exist in each one, either during their visits to the sick, or by the intermediary of the associates.

They would try to remedy these problems themselves, if they could; otherwise, they would seek the help of others.  An important practice in the Congregation from early on is sharing the state of the heart and of the house, praying and reflecting together.  Weekly, the sisters share their discernment, from our Ignatian heritage – an examen of what God is doing in their personal prayer and lives. On a regular basis, we review the life of our local communities, how we’re doing in our common life.  We might also discuss the challenges and activities of our ministries.  This practice, for me, resonates with the “observe, judge, act” dynamic proposed in Catholic social teaching that Sharon reviewed with us.  In his “A Call to Action” in 1971, Pope Paul VI called for three steps or stages:
1. Evaluation and analysis of the contemporary situation. [The Sisters would “divide the city” and “learn the disorders.”]

2. Prayer, discernment and reflection, bringing the light of the Gospel and the teachings of the Church to bear on the situation. [The Sisters shared the state of their hearts and the state of the house.]

3. Pastoral action that fights injustices and works for the transformation of society, thus laboring to make the reign of God a reality. [They would feed the hungry, provide housing, and educate to break cycles and make change possible.] 
Throughout the early history and in the years since Vatican II called us to return to our roots, we see an emphasis on the needs of women, with the goal of improving their situation and the quality of family life.  We read:
They will also undertake the works of mercy; namely hospital work and care of the sick, regardless of rank; the visiting of prisoners; the care of orphan girls and other similar works.  In this manner they will lead their neighbor to salvation and perfection, as best they can.

The Sisters were to be especially 

watchful in providing for young girls who are in danger of losing their virtue because they have no one to help or direct them, or because they are in need of money.  The Sisters will try to find a home and work for these girls.

They provided the same for fallen women.  Not only did they tend the needy; they undertook the training of young ladies “about to enter society and to associate with men.”
  They taught virtues, mostly through conversations they held with young women as they taught them lace making, needlework and “other worthwhile pursuits.” The needlework provided an entry into relationship with these young women and a context in which to establish confidence; in many cases, it also provided them with a livelihood.  We’ve seen Patti’s beautiful lace making and learned of the time and skill needed to produce very small amounts of lace.  Lace was currency at that time.  Dowries could consist of lace.  Being able to make lace meant that a woman could provide for herself and her family.

The Sisters were called to direct the: 
lives and spiritual conduct of women in various walks of life.. . .Thus the Sisters will try to maintain good order in families, and gently lead people of every class to the holy fear and love of God, to the very intimate and cordial charity, humility, simplicity and tranquility, which in many places seem to have been banished from Christianity.

It strikes me that today in our world, those values of “very intimate and cordial charity, humility, simplicity and tranquility” are needed desperately.  We have a saying that the future of society depends on the education of women.  Certainly, our first sisters understood that. The “Call to Family, Community, Participation” that is one of the principles of Catholic Social Teaching guided their ministry.

Extending their efforts, the Sisters established Congregations of Mercy – lay people who worked with the sisters, 
capable of rendering great service to the Church of God, if they are maintained in fervor and the exact observance of their laudable works.

These groups met monthly under the direction of the sisters, discussed their problems, and their projects….”the means for advancing the glory of God in their families and neighborhoods.”

There’s no question that the first Sisters and associates engaged the works of mercy.  What about systemic change?  At the local level, they went about empowering individuals through education and opportunities for work.  Through the Congregations of Mercy and their relationships with their associates, the Sisters organized and empowered the more fortunate to expand this work as a “great service to the Church of God.”

As we continue to reflect on this heritage and our relationship to these CSSJ ancestors, and as we prepare to reflect on our reality today, let’s pause to listen to a few Maxims and allow their words to speak to our minds and hearts:

“In a word, let your charity be filled with the justice of the Gospel and let it fulfill all the demands of the Savior’s beautiful maxim: Do unto others what you would have others do unto you and whatever you would not want done unto you, do not do unto others” (MP VIII:3).

“Do whatever you have to for the benefit of the neighbor with the same feeling of devotion and charity as though you were serving Christ Jesus himself or his holy Mother” (MP VIII:7).

“Love your brothers and sisters with a pure and constant love, a burning love which if needs be spends itself for them as Jesus Christ spent himself for us and for his Church” MP VIII: 2).
In the manifestation of zeal characteristic of your very humble vocation, imitate the fervor of the most zealous and embrace in desire the salvation and perfection of a whole world in a spirit replete with a true humility and a generous courage.  This will bring you to wish to do everything, to suffer everything and to undertake everything for the advancement of the glory of God and the salvation of the dear neighbor” (MLI:7).
What strikes you in these Maxims? To what were the first Sisters being called? To what are we being called?

According to Marcia Allen: “The original purpose has endured to this day.  The mission of the contemporary St. Joseph community is to be an agent, an active force, for bringing hearts together.  We work that others might experience personal integrity, communion with one another and with God in the mystery of life.”
  And I ask, “If not us, then who?”  Monica Hartnett, from Annecy asks: How do we make our life choices so that this Maxim can be true for everyone: “In living your life, have only one desire: to be and to become the person God desires in nature, grace and glory in time and for eternity?” (MLI: 72)
  We’re talking about equal access to natural resources that will make growth in nature and grace possible for everyone.  As Carol Pate reminded us yesterday, we have art and literature, Sistine Chapels and encyclicals and pastoral letters because the people who produced them were fed and housed and healthy.   They could be creative because those basic survival needs from the bottom of Maslow’s pryramid were met.  We’re talking about an end to the distinction between those who are flourishing and those who can’t survive. “If not us, then who?
 
Janet Mock suggests one way that leans on the cordial charity we profess toward our neighbor.  Janet proposes:

. . . a world view that enables us to approach our planet and all its inhabitants out of affection for it, rather than suspicion of it.  It helps us to approach the world and our ministry in it from a position of strength rooted in faith and hope and love, rather than weakness and fear and self-doubt.  Instead of focusing on the enemy out there, an expansive love would recognize that we are a multicultural global community.

Do you notice any reference here to an axis of evil?   If not us, then who?” 

What might be a practical example of this expansive, inclusive love at work? We have seen that from the get-go, the Congregation of Saint Joseph, Sisters and Associates understood their special presence to the displaced.  Today we might see that focus in our ministries to the immigrant.  I love the stories of our sisters in Philadelphia during the early 20th century going down to the docks when the ships were coming in so that single girls getting off the ships would head for the nuns and not fall prey to the pimps waiting for them.  The Sisters had families or jobs waiting for these immigrants.  Today, we can all name ministries to immigrants in our various congregations.  What about our role as colleges and universities in the ministry to immigrants?  Is it enough for me that one of our Sisters teaches ESL down town, or that we’ve opened a Welcome Center for the recently arrived?  What is my role?  Where is the “more” in this area for us? I quote Janet Mock again:

What is taken for granted because you carry the CSSJ mission in all your documents if not yet in your hearts is that how you do what you do is oriented toward loving the stranger, not fearing him or her; not only loving the stranger, but doing what you can to be unified with the stranger, being unselfish, giving what you have to give, communicating with the stranger, and being actively engaged in forming relationship with the stranger. Who in our ministries is the stranger?  Who is alienated? Who does not have equal access?  Who would never have access to the ministry we provide? Who exceeds our boundaries?  Is there someone (at our boundaries) who needs what we have to give?” 
This sounds very beautiful and lofty, but if we start to ask these questions honestly, especially in light of our commitment to mission, we’re in for a lot of soul work and for significant change.  Works of mercy are works of compassion; real compassion always gives birth to justice.  When we meet someone in need and move toward that person, we address the need and then are moved to question and make right the root of the need.  Jane Morrisey SSJ of Springfield quotes Dom Helder Camara, “When I feed the hungry, I am praised as a saint. When I ask why they are hungry, I am denounced as a Communist,” and Martin Luther King, Jr,:

We are called to play the Good Samaritan on life’s roadside, but that will be only an initial act.  One day the whole Jericho road must be transformed so that men and women will not be beaten and robbed as they make their journey through life.

Justice is right relationship.  Observe, judge, act, transform.     True relationships are reciprocal; just as the relationships we are only recently discovering throughout the universe are incredibly reciprocal, neither person is in a power position.  Are we willing to be learners as well as teachers in our relationships, receivers who need something as well as benevolent providers?  “Dear neighbor, here is what you need…” becomes …”Dear neighbor, what do you need? ….becomes …”Dear neighbor, what do I need?”

I think another key question for us as educators is, “ Who is the dear neighbor?”  Yesterday as he helped me get set up and we viewed that slide, Mike Stratton asked a wonderful new question – “Who isn’t the dear neighbor?” How can we introduce our young people to others and instill in them a cordial charity towards the dear neighbor?  Today in our fast and faster society, with the access to travel and internet and media that is ours, we know the situation of persons all over our world at a rate and in a way that those first sisters and associates could  not.  When we have first hand personal experience of a person, a situation, a culture, it’s easier – or harder – to acknowledge these as dear neighbor.  When we are in the presence of someone in need, we respond.  You forgot your lunch?  We each give you something from ours.  John Gerace offered me his coat last night as I shivered on the riverboat.  How do we put ourselves, our students, our institutions in a place where these dear neighbors can find us?

A phrase from our Consensus statement (a distillation of SSJ identity) always challenges me.  It says that a Sister of Saint Joseph serves the dear neighbor “from whom she does not distinguish herself.”  My personal encounters with dear neighbors in other countries have stretched and haunted me.  A dripping faucet is a nuisance.  I run water until it gets hot for dishes or a shower.  My dear neighbor in Villa El Salvador, Peru lives on 25 gallons of water a week or ten days – poured into a barrel by the government for use by an entire family – drinking, cooking, washing, baths, dishes, clothes, watering animals.  Small wonder that the villagers buried two people alive when they were caught stealing water from those barrels a half-cup at a time.  A garbage dump is where things I’ve used once get thrown.  The garbage dump in Chimalhuacán, Mexico – the largest in North America – is where my dear neighbor was born, literally, born on the garbage dump, lives in a little shack, spends her childhood.  I remember standing there with our Sisters who minister there and their urging me to focus on the hills of trash until I could see people moving on them and make out the small shelters they had built there.  “Children come into the world here,” they told me.  I am certainly distinct from these and many dear neighbors.  I would never drink from my super sized water bottle when you’re standing beside me thirsty.  We wouldn’t ever do that.  Nor would our students.  

We all meet dear neighbors on our campuses from whom we are distinguished by virtue of our privilege, education, health, etc.  I’m not advocating that we leave our dear neighbors who need us on our campuses and head off to Chimalhuacán.  In fact, the Sisters there told me they didn’t want me!  As we shared the state of our hearts that night at supper, and I shared my angst and desire to “do something,” they insisted that even were I to come to Chimalhuacán, I’d only be able to help some people.  In contrast, they reminded me, “you are teaching the only people in the world who can change this.”  So, there are no simplistic answers.  I believe that asking these questions and then standing in the tension of not answering them quickly or easily is the real work of unity.  How can we and our students stand more often beside the dear neighbor?  What are the implications for my personal choices, my actions, my lifestyle?  How do we bring our institutions into some kind of communion with these realities? “If not us, then who?”

Sometimes it’s easier to think of my neighbors in Villa El Salvador whose picture sits on my desk then it is to engage dear neighbors at closer range!  I shudder to think that my administrative assistant knows who in my ministry is always welcome in my office, who always gets a welcome and a smile, and who are the folks greeted with less enthusiasm?  Who is the alien on our campus?  Who stands at the margins of my cordiality?

Then, there’s our dear neighbor Earth, who is certainly among the displaced, discounted, marginalized.  We know so much more than our early sisters about how every choice we make affects the earth and her ability to provide for all her children.  I’d recommend to everyone a powerful piece of work done by Monica Hartnett, CSJ, a British Sister of St Joseph of the Annecy Congregation: “The Earth Charter as seen through the lens of Medaillan Spirituality.”  In this 21st century, we understand that Union with God is union with the Divine Source of life energy in all of creation. That total double union is now expanded to include all of creation, actively regarding Earth as a dear neighbor.  

It seems to me that the emptiness of self and total dependence on God that pervade Fr. Medaille’s writing is meant to facilitate the mutual exchange and reciprocity which is the heart of the Trinity’s union, and of our union with God and with the dear neighbor.  Remember the “more,” the magis?  Sharon asked me on Thursday as we drove here how I understood the “more.”  I think that for us today, with all that we understand about the universe, our evolving sense of interdependence, our new understandings of creation and God’s ongoing creative activity, the “more” is about our relationship with God.  God is infinite, abundant, generous, loving possibility.  Do we believe that?  Do we know our identity as heirs of this God?  Are we dependent enough on God so as to risk a world order in which everyone has equal access to the goods of our Earth?  Just as the first sisters’ zeal and desire for union extended beyond their communities into the Congregations of Mercy, so today, in Marcia Allen’s words: 

We are invited to refuse to cling to what we think the world should be, how we think others should act.  Rather we join them in the struggle for a better world.  This is the work of servant, the work of partnering.  It is the act of moving toward another in hospitality and openness, generously inviting them to join with us so that, together, we might work for something better.
 

Marcia calls the Congregation today, found on every continent, “little pockets of purpose.”  

Transforming the world so that all people, all creation are “in nature, grace and glory” what God wills is a daunting task.  To close, let’s remember this Maxim: 

Just as you ought to be courageous in undertaking all that God desires of you for his glory and for the good of others, so also you ought to remain constant in your undertakings, never giving them up whatever opposition you may encounter unless you are completely unable to do anything more about them, and according to this maxim: Calmly yet energetically continue to the end what you have determined and prudently judged to be in accordance with the greater glory of God” (MP XI: 5,6).

We can continue calmly, because we know that it all depends on God – on Infinitely Generous and Creative Love.  We must continue energetically, because we know that it all depends on us.  “If not us, then who?”
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