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I.
INTRODUCTION


Good morning and welcome to a day reflecting about and with St. Angela Merici!

Directions for HANDOUTS: Music & Journal

The need for St. Angela’s spirit of contemplation has never been more urgent than it is today, both for our church and for our world. However, for both Ursuline associates and sisters, as well as for other members of our extended Ursuline family, Angela’s contemplative approach to life is absolutely essential if we’re to be the daughters and sisters she calls us to be. If possible, that essential need for contemplation is even more urgent in light of the increasingly rapid pace of modern life. Among all the various characteristics of the way of life Angela established, today we’re going to reflect and share about four: 
· We are called to live as consecrated women and men in the world, that is, we’re to be intentionally and noticeably Christian in the midst of our everyday lives.
· We are to make allowances for individual circumstances and respect personal uniqueness.

· The Ursuline family was not originally founded for a specific ministry or brought together to DO a certain thing, but to BE and to live a certain way.

· In order to live out these and other elements of Angela’s spirituality, we are directed to adapt and change as needed.


Living out any of these four elements of Angela’s charism in contemporary Ursuline life seems impossible without a contemplative spirit. If we recognize our call to embody ALL these elements of her way of life, then we know that God’s gift of a contemplative heart is absolutely vital to the quality of our lives, the authenticity of our vocation, and our ability to offer our 21st-century world a counter-cultural witness of serenity amidst the apparent chaos of change.


In that spirit, I’d like to begin our day with some time in contemplative prayer. I invite you to relax…get comfortable…place into God’s hands all the cares and worries you left at home today…all the things you have to do this evening and tomorrow. Entrust into God’s compassionate heart all your worries…all the difficulties of your community, family, and friends…all the pain and anguish of the world…God holds you…and all you offer…within a tender embrace of love….Breathe slowly and deeply as you gradually give yourself and all the people in your life into God’s care…Open your mind…your heart…your spirit to God’s grace…God’s loving presence. Surrender this day to God, who is eagerly waiting for you with wondrous gifts!  
PAUSE for at least 5 minutes…
II.
REFLECTIVE PRAYER

Opening Song:  “Only At the Feet of Jesus”    (copy)
Reflective Readings:  

[Begin playing Merlin’s Magic: HEALING HARMONY  CD]
1. We are called to live as consecrated women and men in the world…

(Sr. Marietta)

Sister Angela, unworthy servant of Jesus Christ, to her beloved daughters, sisters, and sons in]  the Company of Saint Ursula:


My honorable sisters [and brothers], God has granted you the grace of setting you apart from the darkness of this world and of uniting you together to serve the divine Majesty…


God has willed in eternal wisdom to call forth from the world this our Company, and… God has also given me grace…concerned with directing you and sustaining you in the life for which you have been chosen…

We are called to so glorious a life as to be spouses of the Son of God…


Set your hopes on high and not on earth…Have Jesus Christ for your only treasure, for there also will be love…

May the strength and true consolation of the Holy Spirit be in you all, so that you can sustain and carry out vigorously and faithfully the charge laid upon you…  





(Prologues to the Counsels, Rule, and the Testament; 5th Counsel)
PAUSE for reflection and writing…

Song:  Play WOMAN’S SONG OF GOD: “See, Here Is My Heart”
2.  We are to be attentive to individual circumstances  and

respect personal uniqueness.
(Sr. Marietta)


Go to your rooms and pray as, and as long as the Spirit and your conscience dictate…


Money or other goods in common…must be…prudently distributed, especially to help the sisters and according to each need which may arise…

You will achieve more with kindness and gentleness than with harshness and sharp rebukes, which should be reserved only for cases of necessity, and even then, at the right place and time, and according to the persons. But charity…indeed teaches such discretion, and moves the heart to be, according to place and time, now gentle and now severe, and little or much as there is need…

Have engraved on your mind and heart all your dear daughters…sisters… brothers…students…parishioners…husband...wife…children…one by one; not only their names, but also their condition, and character, and their every situation and state…


Have them wholly fixed in your hearts, all and each one separately, because this is how real love works…


Have them all depicted individually in your memory and in your heart…


Above all, be on your guard not to want to get anything done by force, because God has given free will to everyone, and wants to force no one, but only proposes, invites, and counsels… I do not say…that it will not be necessary occasionally to use reproaches and severity, at the time and place, according to the importance, condition, and need of the persons…




(2nd Precept, 2nd and 3rd Legacies)
PAUSE for reflection and writing…

Song:  Play ACT, MOVE, BELIEVE: “The Action of the Holy Spirit”
3. We were not originally founded for a specific ministry, that 

is, not to DO something specific but to BE in a specific way!
(Sr. Marietta)


How much must you pray God to enlighten you, and direct you, and teach you what you have to do for love of God…

Pray…that God deign to give you such knowledge and capacity that you may be able to do work worthy of praise in God’s sight and to put all your zeal and strength into carry​ing out your duty.


Wherever you are, you should give good example. And be to all a good odor of virtue…And seek to spread peace and concord where you are…


And let all your behavior, your actions, and your words be with charity, and…bear everything with patience…


With a lively and steadfast faith…, receive from God what you have to do for love of God…




(Prologues to the Counsels and the Testament; 5th Counsel)
PAUSE for reflection and writing…

Song:  Play TOUCHED BY AN ANGEL: “Testify To Love” 
4. We are directed to adapt and change as needed.

(Sr. Marietta)


If, according to times and circumstances, the need arises to make new rules or do something differently, do it prudently and with good advice. And always let your principal recourse be to gather at the feet of Jesus Christ, and there, all of you, to offer most fervent prayers. For in this way, without doubt, Jesus Christ will be in your midst, and…he will enlighten and teach you what you have to do…




(Last Legacy)
PAUSE for reflection and writing…

Song:  Sing:  “Ursuline Discernment Prayer”   (copy)
+ + + + + + + + + + +
STAND UP BREAK—COFFEE:
III.
1ST PRESENTATION

INTRODUCTION


God graced the church with the charism of St. Angela Merici. Through Ursuline Sisters and and Associates, that gift is offered to the 21st century world. As I’ve already indicated, one way to look at the essence of Angela’s enduringly relevant legacy is to explore the four points we’ve been meditating on—AND come to a deeper understanding that our ability to live out any of them is impossible without a contemplative heart and spirit. The first point, that we are called to live as consecrated women and men in the world, gives us an opportunity to explore the traditional vows or virtues of obedience, celibacy, and poverty. The second point, that we are to be attentive to individual circumstances and respect personal uniqueness, offers the chance to move beyond both American individualism and fundamentalistic totalitarianism to integrate healthy attention to individual persons within our divine call to community. The third point, that we were not originally founded for a specific ministry, allows us to reflect on the priority of BEING over DOING, and on the truth known by so many saints, that “what we do is not nearly as important as the love with which we do it.” Without this specific ministerial focus, then, discernment becomes an essential element of our way of life. The fourth and final point, that we are directed to adapt and change as needed, reminds us that, like Angela during much of her life, we are on pilgrimage, and that our experience is that of the author of the Book of Lamentations: “God is new every morning.” Adaptability expresses an inner attitude toward the future that allows change and growth, and that fosters creative responses to the unexpected and the new. As we will see, the challenge on this point is to balance the ability to adapt and change (something our Western culture has gotten extremely good at…and sometimes seems to do JUST for the sake of change!) with the need to remain rooted in the gospel of Jesus, the life-giving traditions of our church, and the legacy of our 16th-century founder, St. Angela Merici. As I hope you’ll see by the end of the day, these four points are interconnected and will overlap in spite of our efforts to pull them apart in order to understand them better. And none of them can be lived out adequately without a contemplative spirit!
1.
Living as Consecrated Women and Men in the World

Let’s listen to Angela’s own understanding of her way of life as expressed in her Rule: 


Everyone admitted to this Company must…have a firm intention to serve God…and must enter joyfully and freely.  (Rule 1)

Their clothes and manner of wearing them should be modest and simple.  (Rule 2)

They should avoid public dangers and various snares and traps.  (Rule 3)


Each should be willing to embrace bodily fasting.   (Rule 4)

Each should be diligent in prayer, mental as well as vocal.  (Rule 5)

Each should go to Mass every day…and go frequently to confession.  (Rule 6 and 7)

Each one should keep holy obedience.  (Rule 8)

Each one should also preserve sacred virginity.  (Rule 9)

Finally, each should embrace poverty.  (Rule 10)

How might we respond to Angela speaking these simple words to us here in our sophisticated 21st century?


Sr. Marietta:

Angela, you began describing your way of life by centering it in God. You understood that Ursuline identity is to be “spouses of Jesus Christ” and that spousal love means that CHRIST is the ultimate Center of my life, that my relationship with Jesus is my greatest passion. 


If the essence of your way of life is RELATIONSHIP, then loving communication — PRAYER — is its lifeblood. You taught us in Chapter V of your Rule that “by prayer one obtains from God the grace of a spiritual life” (l. 4). PRAYER helped birth your youthful vision of the ladder between heaven and earth holding a Company of young women, and prayer nurtured it to fruition. You wrestled with the vision’s meaning for many years in your prayer; and in prayer you found the patience to continue for almost 40 years to live in the present moment, even as the meaning of the vision gradually unfolded and developed. In prayer, you found the strength to trust God’s call AND your own visionary experience even in the face of an appeal by Pope Clement VII that you engage in a different ministry, and prayer imparted the courage finally to act on your unique insights when the time came. In your Rule’s chapter on prayer, you advise us to practice both vocal prayer (especially the liturgical Office) and mental prayer.

Your practice of and teaching about prayer lights our way today and offers us a map for the journey into our changing future. When our life-maps are redrawn, when life’s street signs disappear, when changes send us on unfamiliar detours, PRAYER is our old fashioned “North Star,” our contemporary “GPS,” guiding us home amid the changes. You direct us:

· Pray for God’s help in everything — that God enlighten us, direct, and teach us what we have to do for love of God — which, of course, means we have to be OPEN to this direction. We are to do our part as well, as we “cry out to [God] with all [our] heart.” (Counsels, Prologue, l. 7, Testament, Prologue, l. 23; Counsels, Prologue, ll. 16-17)
· Pray together! You direct your followers that, “when the need arises to make new rules or do something differently,” the entire community should “offer most fervent prayers. For in this way, without doubt, Jesus Christ will be in [our] midst, and…he will enlighten and teach [us] what [we] have to do” (Last Legacy, ll. 2, 4-5). (7th Counsel, ll. 27-28)
· Finally, pray for and to the Holy Spirit, that we may be enlightened and inspired. In fact, prayer opens us to the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. In both prayer and life, we are to listen to “the counsels and inspirations which the Holy Spirit unceasingly sends into our hearts.” (Rule VII, ll. 14-16; see also Rule IV, 15-16; 9th Legacy, l. 7). 


These three directives touch the CORE of your legacy to us about prayer: Authentic life in the Ursuline family can only be done within the context of contemplation. We recall that the word contemplation itself is derived from the verb, contemplari, meaning “to gaze attentively,” but even more basically, to be “with” or “in” (con) the “temple” (templum) of our hearts and/or God’s world. To be contemplative means to live and act out of a kind of double-vision that inwardly acknowledges the presence of God within us wherever we are and whatever we’re doing, even as we gaze attentively outward in our service and recognize others and the world itself as also being God’s temple. The contemplative vocation that is part of your legacy to us, Angela, using another metaphor, is a kind of bi-focal that allows this dual kind of seeing. Expanding the metaphor, our apostolic-contemplative vocation as your daughters and sons requires that our bi-focals be the no-line kind, enabling us to shift our gaze seamlessly, now within, now without, with such ease that we even forget we’re wearing two different lenses — it all becomes ONE VISION as we love God and neighbor. 


Anchored or rooted, then, in a spousal — or centered and passionate — relationship with God, you listed internal attitudes necessary to live out your lifestyle: a firm commitment to serve God, joyfulness, and interior freedom. Then for several chapters you moved back outward to externals: You wrote about clothing, reminding your daughters NOT to use what they wear to call attention to themselves but by their modesty to point always beyond themselves to our Beloved Jesus. You called attention to various behaviors, reminding us that our living should always be authentic…that is, we should show by our words and deeds where our hearts are…that they should point yet again beyond ourselves to our Beloved. You talked about fasting and participation in the sacraments as ways to nourish the life of the spirit. Only when the externals were in place did you return to the core of your way of life: obedience, virginity or celibacy, and poverty. 


A.
OBEDIENCE   Cheryl

As we begin to think about obedience, celibacy, and poverty, it’s important for us as members of an extended Ursuline family to remember that Angela’s first followers in the Company of St. Ursula did NOT profess these vows that we now understand to be essential to religious life. The three chapters in her Rule, then, that cover this topic can apply in a real way to ALL of us here — lay people both married and single, vowed religious, and clergy. Angela sought to get at the inner heart of the traditional vows, to get to their spirit, if you will. In traditional language, she’s advocating the virtues rather than the vows. Angela began with the Christian virtue of obedience. Her first sentence shows us why: Obedience is situated in the WILL, that seat of freedom essential to human personhood. However, though Angela understood the great dignity of the human will, her personal experience of our wounded human condition was often far from that ideal. Much more common than Jesus’ “I come to do your will, O God” was the experience she described as “self-will, which is in us like a dark hell.” Why “a dark hell”? If the definition of hell is the absence of God, then the hell of self-will means I’m so full of myself that there’s no room for the LIGHT that God is, the transforming power that can continually call me into the “MORE” of human existence being divinized. Choosing my own self-will limits and blinds me, leaving me with the littleness of SELF, shriveled and turned inward.


To counter that, Angela said that obedience is in us “like a great light which makes our every action good and acceptable.” But it’s clear from Angela’s writings that she’s not speaking of the vow of obedience as we now understand it. She directed her daughters to obey the various people in their world, from parents to pastors, from government officials to spiritual directors. That meant returning to the root meaning of the word “obedience” that has to do with hearing or listening. However, in the midst of so many cultural and religious changes over the last five centuries, is there any contemporary relevance in the ideal of obedience that Angela puts before us?

Let’s pause for a moment to look at some contemporary cultural difficulties with the virtue of obedience. All of us are aware of Western culture’s rampant individualism (with its exaltation of personal autonomy and an underlying attitude of “What’s in it for me?”). We’re also aware of the anti-authority bias that permeates both church and society. But perhaps we also need to reflect on the negative influence of two other elements of North American culture: Ours is an increasingly EMOTIVE society where television rating rise and fall by how crudely and loudly people hurl insults against one another, and people’s private feelings about deeply personal issues such as adultery and incest are displayed for voyeuristic viewers who watch these displays as entertainment. This breeds an attitude where people feel not only entitled to share negative feelings but also actually feel obligated to do so. Many people today believe that, to be true to themselves, they must share with others their negative feelings as the best way to “get over them and move on.” What makes this even more deadly spiritually is our cultural impatience — and the convenience of email! — that prevents people from waiting until tempers cool and perspective can be gained in order to speak respectfully. What might a contemplative spirit say to all this? Perhaps that there is greater need than ever in our world for silence, both externally and within our hearts? If contemplation is a “long, loving look at the REAL,” and if our pledge of obedience is a gift of our wills to God, I actively practice obedience when I refuse to vent negative feelings on people who hurt me, when I reject as false the premise that confrontation with those who’ve hurt me is the only way to psychological health and spiritual peace. Instead, mature contemplative obedience may call me to take such feelings to prayer in order to listen for God’s input when my emotions have quieted a bit; mature contemplative obedience may call me to take such feelings to a spiritual director or counselor if they’ve tapped into unresolved spiritual or psychological issues that are my responsibility to handle. 


The U.S. has embedded in its psyche a fourth cultural influence, the notion of fairness. Our courts are filled with images of blind Lady Justice, measuring out what people deserve. We buy into the myth that people should get what they deserve, and that SOMEONE should be keeping score so that everything is “fair.” It doesn’t seem to matter that this is far from the gospel’s picture of God (remember the parable of the workers in the vineyard, all receiving the same pay, whether they worked all day or just an hour!), nor does it matter that few of us – including me! – could really tolerate getting what we deserved! Isn’t that the very definition of grace! What might a contemplative spirit say to this judgmental spirit of “keeping score”? If I have my contemplative “bi-focals” on, what reality am I able to see? Perhaps such truths as “I have more physical or psychological health than Sister X — or Joanna Smith — does, so I should be grateful I’m able to do more.” Perhaps “If Johnny Jones — or Sister Y — doesn’t see this need and I do, then God is calling ME to meet it and not him or her.” Perhaps “When I stand before Jesus at the moment of death, the yardstick for judgment will not be how I did in comparison to Sister Z or Bobby or Susan, but how I did in relation to God’s call and grace given to me… in that moment outside time, Jesus will be interested ONLY in how I lived out MY vocation.” Contemplative vision, in other words, has been able to make peace with differences among human beings… differences in levels of ability, virtue, and holiness. Isn’t this in fact what Angela’s directives about respecting personal uniqueness and differences call us to? (More on that later!) Contemplative living measures my choices ONLY against God’s call and grace, not against my arbitrary expectations of others.


Perhaps Angela is calling us today to examine whether we’ve grown UNWILLING even to struggle with obedience. Though she wisely reminds us that we should never obey others if they ask us to do something contrary to God’s honor or our own integrity, do we believe that the events of daily life, the people with whom we come in contact, the needs of the contemporary world — all these can be God’s voice reaching out to us, evoking the response of “I come to do YOUR will, O God, not my own”? And in the midst of so many changes in modern life, amid the cacophony of voices today competing for our attention, how do we determine which is the authentic voice of God and which voices are contrary to God’s honor or our own personal integrity? Part of the answer, of course, is DISCERNMENT, which we’ll be looking at a bit later.

Sr. Marietta:

Angela, you imply that the answer to our question can be found only in contemplative prayer and contemplative living. I believe one reason that you urged us to obey practically everybody was to train our ears and minds to LISTEN for whispered messages from God and our wills to respond…If, as I travel through my days, a drop-in visitor needs something right when I’m trying to finish a report, or I receive an email from a friend who’s lonely because she hasn’t heard from me for awhile, or a news story about the need for volunteers at the local homeless shelter grabs my attention…contemplation listens to these requests to discern whether God’s Spirit is whispering alongside them: “This is MY will for you in this moment; listen to my voice!” On the other hand, if I travel through my days, listening only what I want to do, doing only what I choose to do on my own initiative, how can I train my heart and mind to hear God’s voice in prayer? How can I train my will to defer to God’s will if I save that kind of sacrifice for infrequent or even rare occasions?


You direct us, Angela, to obey the inspirations of the Holy Spirit, but you know better than we do how easy it is to rationalize self-will as the voice of the Spirit. For that reason, you gave us a measuring stick of sorts: You told us we can recognize the Spirit’s voice more clearly “as we have our conscience more purified and clean,” and you told us that the Holy Spirit teaches us truth. You seem to be saying that if we’re serious about discerning God’s authentic voice, we must accept the call to ongoing lifelong conversion, the process of spiritual growth that is NEVER content to coast but always seeking to approach closer to Truth itself. I love to cook, so this image comes to me. I picture my conscience as a baking dish with burned on food on the bottom and around the edges. That dish will never get cleaned on its own. It has to submit either to long soaks in water or to an abrasive scrubbing pad that will purify away the debris and restore the dish to its original cleanness. As one of your Ursuline daughters or sons, Angela, I have to submit my conscience regularly to the sometimes painful process of purification and cleansing. Without such cleansing, it will be difficult to identify the next food I prepare in the baking dish…it will be too mixed up with past foods for me to be able to taste the TRUTH of the new food. I think, Angela, that you invite us to find ways to give one other “permission” to help us deepen our conversion to your ideals. Does not each one of us need help to scrap off the crust of selfishness, emotional sensitivity, and resentment?


SO, Angela, I believe one of the greatest challenges for the 21st-century Ursuline family is to develop a spirituality of obedience that lives out YOUR ideal of women and men strong enough to “act and live in the world on their own authority.” In the midst of an increasingly fast-paced and chaotic world, only a spirituality of contemplative obedience can help us process the myriad “requests” of each day and determine where God is calling us to say YES in a sacrificial gift of self-will, and where God is calling us to say NO in order to preserve divine honor and/or our own personal integrity. Living into a spirituality of contemplative obedience, we will have ready ears for “the counsels and inspirations which the Holy Spirit UNCEASINGLY sends into our hearts.”


B.
VIRGINITY/Celibacy/Chastity    Cheryl  


Angela taught us in her Rule that virginity or celibacy or chastity is a matter of the heart. How did we miss that for so many generations and focus its meaning on physical virginity and abstention from sexual intercourse? More than the gift of our bodies, celibacy is the gift to God of the second of our most prized human possession, our hearts, and this relationship is open to the married as well as vowed religious, divorced as well as single people, young as well as old folks! It’s rooted in spousal love of Jesus, who is to be our only treasure! It’s about external behaviors (actions or gestures) that should both reflect well on our Spouse and teach and inspire others. But even more, Angela’s ideal of “sacred virginity” — and our practice of celibacy — is about internal attitudes! In Chapter IX of the Rule Angela affirmed that discord (meaning NOT of the heart) is as much an enemy of consecrated celibacy as lust would be. She urged us to a purity of heart that allows no room for “any shadow of envy and ill-will, of any DISCORD and evil suspicion.” We notice her use of the word “shadow” — we all know if we’re standing too close to something or someone outside, we risk being in its SHADOW. Angela seemed to warn us not only not to have such feelings within us but also not to even get close to them in others, lest their shadow block out the light of Jesus. I think she’s also saying that when I have those feelings, they don’t just affect me — they cast a shadow on those around me, and I become an obstacle to others being able to see the light of grace clearly.


More than anything else, words seem to be an indicator of internal attitudes for Angela. Cursing and swearing are a misuse of words in relation to God, so she tells us to avoid both. With each other, she counsels us not to answer haughtily (today, I think she’d have said, “Don’t answer sarcastically”), not to grumble, and not to pass on malicious gossip; she tells us not to do things grudgingly and not to stay angry. 


Angela, because she still sees us and cares for us, knows that our culture is a hedonistic one, with mottos like “If it feels good, do it!” We understand discipline as an enemy of freedom. Alcoholism and drug addiction are rampant. Pleasure and comfort have become modern gods. Western culture is so saturated with distorted sexuality that it’s not difficult to grasp why Islamic militants condemn it as decadent. 

What does Angela’s vision of what she calls “sacred virginity” have to say to any of this? I think part of an answer lies in her challenge: “Each one should be prepared to die rather than ever consent to stain and profane such a sacred jewel.” Throughout history, with sexism’s elevation of the importance of women’s intact hymen as the proof of physical virginity demanded by men, her reference to “a sacred jewel” might be read by some to mean just that. Such attitudes led people to believe that women should choose death rather than the loss of their virginity. However, nothing in the context of Mother Angela’s Rule points to this conclusion. Rather, I think she was talking about the jewel of the human heart, passionately given to love of God and others, but given precisely in and through the instrumentality of the human body. With her contemplative eye, she taught us that celibacy is about how we treat both our own bodies and those of others, but bodies in a very holistic sense: heart, affections, external behavior, internal attitudes, and words. To work grudgingly with the body/heart I’ve given to God is to misuse that gift and violate celibacy. To speak haughtily, or angrily, or maliciously to another body/heart is to violate celibacy. To willingly live in the SHADOW of envy and ill-will, of discord and suspicion is to violate celibacy. To refuse the duty of JOY is to violate celibacy. All of these behaviors and attitudes are unworthy of the body/heart that has been given in spousal love to Jesus Christ, and thus they violate “sacred virginity.” 


If this is what celibacy is NOT, what is its positive face? Angela tells us: 1) Do nothing unworthy of spouses of Jesus; 2) let every action be honest and moderate; and 3) let all your words, actions, and behavior be for the instruction and edification of others. For us today, these directives urge us to actions such as these, indeed worthy of Jesus’ beloved: to speak honestly, live simply, teach justice, include the marginalized, and cherish EARTH!
Sr. Marietta:
Angela, for you celibacy is about how we let our hearts dictate our words and our deeds. You ask us: How wide and open is your heart? How broad is your capacity to love? Ursuline discernment and ADAPTABILITY must attend to the inspirations of the Holy Spirit and the needs of our world as we face these questions. These are questions for contemplative prayer; our answers will become visible in contemplative living. How we answer these questions is the measure of our consecrated celibacy!

SO, Angela, I believe another great challenge for the 21st-century Ursuline family is to develop a spirituality of celibacy that lives out YOUR ideal of women and men strong enough to “act and live in the world on their own authority.” Only a spirituality of contemplative celibacy can help us cherish Jesus Christ as our only treasure while at the same time love our sisters and brothers with such determined zeal that we incarnate in the 21st century God’s passionate love for the world. Only a spirituality of contemplative celibacy enables us to mirror your centered heart and unify our love for God and for others into one of self-giving service. Living into a spirituality of contemplative celibacy, we will have ready and attentive hearts for “the Lover of us all.”

C.
POVERTY   Cheryl

I believe Angela treated poverty last because it includes both obedience and spiritual virginity/celibacy: She invited detachment not only from material things, but also from the choices of our wills and the desires of our hearts. If in obedience I give my will to God, and in celibacy I give my heart to God, then in poverty I give my entire self. 


Angela asks us to embrace poverty rather than endure it grudgingly. She’s also clear from the beginning that, though it includes things like food and clothing, poverty is a spiritual attitude above all else. What does poverty of spirit look like? At first glance, it appears that Angela is saying that it’s emptiness and nothingness. However, I don’t think she meant that poverty is to have nothing EXCEPT God. Contemplation shows us that the spiritually poor person — BECAUSE she recognizes that everything comes from God and is given to her as steward rather than owner — THAT person is able to RECEIVE everything from God. Angela’s advice — repeated twice within four sentences — that each one should “strip herself of everything” points to the interconnection of the three vows or virtues. Contemplative poverty reminds us of the call of obedience: to get ourselves out of the way so that we can hear and respond to the Holy Spirit within and among us. Contemplative poverty reminds us of the call of celibacy: to voluntarily make to God the sacrifice of our heart. Since God’s providence provides what we need, we are to see the “stuff” of life, whether food, relatives, friends, personal resources, or our own knowledge, as gifts that do not ultimately belong to us. Contemplative poverty focuses on the GIVER and never the gifts as deserving of all our “love and delight,” and enables us to be people of GRATITUDE.

Sr. Marietta:

Angela, you saw how all three virtues come together in your ideal of poverty. In telling us where NOT to place all our “wealth, and love, and delight,” you remind us that poverty is about centering NOT on any of the specifics you mention, but on God alone. Contemplative poverty is about PRIORITIES, but it’s also about TRUST. You claim that God knows, can, and WILL provide for us. But you promise even more! The God you know, the God you invite us to know, wants nothing for us “but only our good and our joy.”

In light of this, Angela, and in the face of the massive changes in our modern world, you might well ask questions such as the following to help us wrestle with poverty in our 21st-century lives: 

· Are you willing to simplify your lifestyle, resist accumulation, de-clutter your life? Are you willing to “make do”— willing to acknowledge the difference between need and want? Are you willing to share, depend on others, live with inconvenience? 

· Are you willing to stand naked before God and trust that you are loved even in your nothingness? Are you willing to stand with OPEN HANDS and receive life’s blessings as steward, to channel rather than hoard those gifts?

· Are you willing to honor a truth that takes us beyond any self-definition that depends upon family background, level of education, quality of friends, salary level, or physical appearance, the truth that who we are before God is who we are, that and no more, that and no less!


SO, Angela, I believe a third great challenge for the 21st-century Ursuline family is to develop a spirituality of poverty that lives out YOUR ideal of women and men strong enough to “act and live in the world on their own authority.” Only a spirituality of contemplative poverty can help us hold all that we possess lightly enough that we can remain serene in the face of its loss. Only a spirituality of contemplative poverty can strengthen us to withstand the pressures of our materialistic culture and continue as you did to seek God above all else. Only a spirituality of contemplative poverty can help us discern what is ENOUGH amid our culture’s fast-paced development of new technologies and gadgets that cries out to us: “Buy the newest!” “Buy the best!” “Be the first to have!” “Buy more and more and MORE!” Living into a spirituality of contemplative poverty, we will have ready hands for stewarding God’s many gifts to us, sharing what we have with those in need, and finding in God “all our wealth.”

Cheryl
The vows or virtues of obedience, celibacy, and poverty are part of the very DNA of Angela’s way of life both for associates and sisters. Radically for her time, Angela believed that even women (!) called by God to live these vows/virtues in the midst of the world could be trusted to do so without the protection of cloister walls and rigid rules. Though she didn’t use the gospel imagery of leaven, in effect that’s how she envisioned the life of her Company. It’s not an easy life to live in any age, either for women OR for men — but in our contemporary world it’s especially difficult…and so contemplative hearts are even more urgently needed.

Let’s take a SHORT break and come back together to reflect and share about how we might live this part of Ursuline family life with greater joy, greater integrity, and greater fruitfulness for the world and its people.

JOURNAL #1: “SHARE” ITEMS

SONG/REFLECTION:  Sarah McLachlan: ORDINARY MIRACLE

Quiet time….then sharing in groups of 3-4


Large group comments/sharing
IV.

2ND PRESENTATION

2.
Respect individual circumstances and personal uniqueness 


One of the extraordinary characteristics of Angela Merici was her ability to take people as she found them, and by doing so help them become better people. In today’s terms, she wasn’t a black-and-white, all-or-nothing, my-way-or-the-highway thinker. This characteristic wasn’t lost to Ursulines, even when they had to abandon her Rule for that of Augustine after becoming a religious order: Ursuline education through the centuries became famous for its attention to individuals and its recognition of and attention to each student’s gifts and needs. In her time, Angela’s Rule was unique, and it continues to be so even in ours for its LACK of detailed regulations…She seems to have instinctively understood that so much of life is gray, that no set of rules and regulations can adequately cover every human possibility, that life by its nature is process and adjustment and adaptation and attention to the present moment and the individual right in front of me. Angela’s vision of life, through which she imparts a spirit that guides rather than a set of rules, in many ways makes life harder, for it is often not immediately clear what one should do. Here you might begin to see how the different parts of today overlap, because determining HOW to apply guidelines to individual circumstances as Angela directs us is impossible without discernment, the subject of Part III today. It seems to me that this point also connects back to our previous reflection on living as consecrated Christians in the world: In an artificially constructed world behind cloister walls, it’s possible to eliminate most signs of individual uniqueness and create a world that’s both comforting and unbelievably challenging in its sameness or homogeneity [hoh-muh-juh-nee-i-tee] — same clothing, same lack of possessions, same schedule, same work, same prayers at the same time. However, as faithful daughters and sons of Angela, we’re called to the harder life of consecration in the world, with its implicit lack of ability to control circumstances and personal uniqueness. Negotiating the difficulties of this kind of life where change is the norm and variety can be almost endless seems impossible to me without Angela’s spirit of contemplative presence.

Let’s recall some of the ways Angela in her Rule practiced and encouraged the leaders and members of her Company to practice this respect for individual circumstances and personal uniqueness.

· When girls and women entered the Company, Angela directed them to continue to wear their own clothing until it wore out, provided it was modest, “as is convenient for each according to her possibilities” (Rule 2). The lady-governors were to reduce or diminish fasts as they saw that to be needed (Rule 4). Company members who didn’t know how to pray the Office were to be taught to do so, and lack of ability to read was not an impediment to joining the Company; instead, those sisters were given an alternative “office” of Our Fathers and Hail Marys. (Rule 5). Company members were to be allowed to pray in their rooms “as and as long as the Spirit and their conscience dictate” (Rule 6). Whatever money and goods belonged to the Company was to be “prudently distributed, especially to help the sisters and according to each need which may arise.” In addition, Angela directs her leaders to provide housing and care for Company members according to their particular circumstances (Rule 11).


While Angela’s Rule offers us examples of how to make allowances for individual circumstances in external behaviors and practices, her Counsels and Legacies move that spirit into attitudes and reveal that Angela isn’t simply advocating letting everyone do exactly as they please because their uniqueness and individual circumstances demand that. This kind of TOLERANCE is prevalent in contemporary culture — no one has a right to impose anything on another because individual uniqueness has become individualism. Such exaltation of individual circumstances and uniqueness to the exclusion of values other than self-development and promotion is as far from Angela’s vision as the thought that women had to be cloistered in order to be holy. No, Angela contextualized her directives to make allowances for individual circumstances and to respect personal uniqueness within the broader reality of responsibility for a WHOLE that was greater than the sum of its parts, a responsibility that integrated and respected BOTH personal needs AND the common good, that understood that in the life of the spirit, it is possible to give BOTH their due. 

How can we summarize this vision of Angela? As I read her writings on this point, it seems to me that Angela’s approach is simple: We are called to respect individual circumstances and personal uniqueness as an embodiment of patient, respectful, expectant love, and this LOVE is based on a deep and profound knowledge of each individual person…a knowledge that understands not only who each sister is at the moment but who she longs to become. Angela’s respect for individuals is no passive acquiescence to leave an individual sister in her less-than-desired mentality or practice. Rather, Angela’s directives to know and love each sister and thereby be able to attend to her individual circumstances flow from her presumption that each of us wants to become the best lover of God and servant of God’s people that we can be…and so respect for personal uniqueness is in service — not of encouraging people to “stay where they are” emotionally, psychologically, or spiritually — but of encouraging them to become ever more fully the person God created them to be…the person called by Jesus to be spouse, servant, friend, sister, brother.

Let’s listen now to Angela’s own words as she teaches us on this point:

You will achieve more with kindness and gentleness than with harshness and sharp rebukes, which should be reserved only for cases of necessity, and even then, at the right place and time, and according to the persons. But charity…indeed teaches such discretion, and moves the heart to be, according to place and time, now gentle and now severe, and little or much as there is need. If you see one faint-hearted and timid and inclined to despondency, comfort her, encourage her, promise [him] the blessing of the mercy of God, lift [his] heart with every consolation. And on the contrary, if you see another presumptuous, and who has a lax conscience and little fear of anything, into this one instill some fear; remind her [or him] of the rigor of the justice of God.  (2nd Precept)

Above all, be on your guard not to want to get anything done by force, because God has given free will to everyone, and wants to force no one, but only proposes, invites, and counsels…I do not say…that it will not be necessary occasionally to use reproaches and severity, at the time and place, according to the importance, condition, and need of the person… (3rd Legacy)

Be careful and vigilant to know and understand the behavior of your daughters [sisters/brothers/students/parishioner/clients/children/family members…], and to be aware of their spiritual and temporal needs.   (4th Counsel)

Have engraved on your mind and heart all your dear daughters [sisters/brothers/ students/ parishioners/clients/friends/children/family members], one by one; not only their names, but also their condition, and their character, and their every situation and state…Have them wholly fixed in your hearts, all and each one separately, because this is how real love works…Have them all depicted individually in your memory and in your heart.  (2nd Legacy)

Sr. Marietta:

Angela, in urging us to make room — in our plans, our rules, and our sense of control — for individual circumstances and personal uniqueness, you call us to great responsibility for one another. The respect you urge upon us is not that of allowing each person in our lives to remain self-enclosed in a life-bubble of isolated selfishness whose motto is “I gotta be ME!” Rather, you call us to recognize that each person we meet stands in her own particular space, has come from his own unique background of nature and nurture, has strengths and gifts, weaknesses and wounds that make her or him unique and precious. As we imbibe your spirit more deeply, we long to follow your example of respecting that uniqueness, of accommodating individual circumstances whenever that’s possible, and of appreciating differences as gifts to be treasured. You call us to love one another enough to respect each other…to love one another enough to “propose, invite, and counsel” growth and change rather than demand it by our self-righteous expectations. You show us how to love one another into growth, so that individual circumstances and personal uniqueness serve rather than ignore the community, the church, and the 21st-century world.
JOURNAL #2: “SHARE” ITEMS


SONG:  ALL IS ONE: “Sister and Brother to Me”  [All Is One CD]

Quiet time….then sharing in groups of 3-4

V.

3RD PRESENTATION

3.
Ursulines were not originally founded for a specific ministry

One of the most surprising things Ursulines and non-Ursulines alike have learned during the last 40 years about St. Angela and the original Company of St. Ursula is that we were not founded to be schoolteachers. In fact, as Mazzonis has helped us see in a dramatically new way, we weren’t founded for ANY specific ministry but rather to be a contemplative presence in the world. Members of the Ursuline family are at our core more about BEING than about DOING…and this reality strikes the heart of contemplation.
This is one major implication of her choice NOT to adopt the institutional structures of her day by having members of the Company make formal public vows or wear religious garb…What she was after was NOT so much the insertion of her daughters and sons into external structures but rather an inner transformation, a conversion of heart that spilled over into all external behaviors.


Paying adequate attention to this element of Angela’s original vision for the Company provides the setting for developing a spirituality of discernment, which is one expression of a contemplative spirit. If Angela left us no directions for specific ministries, how are we to choose what it is we as individual Ursuline sisters and associates or we as entire Ursuline community should do? Even an articulated direction — Freeing and nurturing women and children — brings no specific guidance applicable to every situation or person. Here we bring in a special way our third most prized human possession, our minds, and join its best efforts to those of heart and will in an effort to make the appropriate choice.

We know that the process of discernment involves three elements, all permeated with prayer:

i. Time (needed to make good decisions)
ii. Values 
iii. The tools of HEAD and HEART
1) Head = reflect on situation; gather information; weigh pros and cons; anticipate consequences; reach “objective” conclusion

2) Heart = screen with our heart what we discover with our head to insure that the “objective” decision is right for US — consulting our affectivity

3) Process of using and integrating both HEAD and HEART requires INNER FREEDOM:

· Ultimately, no one else can make my decision – I don’t let THE OPINIONS OF OTHERS cloud my personal freedom.
· I also need freedom from MY OWN SUBCONSCIOUS motivations, biases, and blindspots.
The INTELLECTUAL work of discernment: 


For Christians, a decision point requires starting with these VALUES: the goal is a choice leading to LIFE and to AGAPE. For Ursulines, this requires an additional choice leading to burning love of God and zeal for the salvation of others, a choice to be faithful in behavior and attitudes to our dignity as spouses of Jesus Christ, a choice to trust God’s loving Providence by claiming Jesus as our only treasure, a choice that preserves unity and harmony (Rule 9; 4th and 5th Counsels; 10th Legacy). It’s our contemplative spirit that keeps these values before us as we begin the intellectual work of discernment.

ANGELA gives good advice, based on her own example, for gathering data and analyzing alternatives: 

· Take ourselves where we are and not where we would like to be. This acceptance of ourselves demands both honesty and humility, and frequently requires others to verify our insights. Bias and sin often block our sight, even of ourselves, and we miss both some of our gifts and our blind spots. Discernment invites others to share their insights about us as a safety measure for our own perceptions.
· Acknowledge each one’s capacity to answer God’s call for Agape. Angela’s writings are FULL of assumptions that her followers can be set ablaze with fiery love. We have to presume that of ourselves and of one another as well. Toward that end, she affirmed that we live AGAPE in every action, even the smallest (it is always possible to take one more small step towards LIFE and LOVE)! Love or its lack is shown in the tiniest word or smallest gesture.

In Angela’s spirit, then, working with our intellect, we screen the possible solutions about ministry or community living, job change or family decision, filtered through our Christian and Ursuline values. We carefully examine each solution, overlooking none. Our GOAL: to find the best road toward AGAPE… and UNITY and HARMONY.

SONG:  Twila Paris – WHERE I STAND:  “I Will Listen”
Working with the HEART—AFFECTIVITY in Discernment:

NOTE: Reasoning is never purely intellectual…we can never get rid of our heart or our gut! GOAL: answer the question: What is the best possible solution, here and now, for me/for my community/for my family?  To answer THAT question, we move into affectivity.

When Angela treats of emotions especially in a negative way, she doesn’t mean the automatic superficial and passing responses to stimuli, nor to affectivity at its deepest level of our human identity. Rather, the heart’s discernment normally deals with the middle level in between — the “home” where fewer but more constant emotions like happiness, sadness, and chronic anger dwell. Accessing this level of emotion requires silence and solitude. ANGELA also seems aware of this level of affectivity:

1) In her chapter on prayer (5), when Angela asks God to “light up the darkness of my heart” because she sees in herself “so much ugliness and vileness,” she is most likely referring to this level of affectivity.

2) Angela also reminds her Company that “by fasting one mortifies the appetites of one’s flesh and one’s own feelings” (Rule 4).

3) Angela is also aware that feelings on this level can reveal important information and so need appropriate attention, as is seen in her directive to a sister having difficulty with a superior: “If you have something in your heart that disturbs you in them, you may rightly and without scruple talk about it in confidence with some person who is good and faithful in many respects and ways” (3rd Precept).

Angela offers us several keys to discernment in her spirit. First, in all our words and actions ANGELA repeatedly urges us to choose LOVE rooted in the central love of Jesus Christ:
a. “Let them have Jesus Christ for their only treasure, for there also will be love” (5th Counsel).

b. She teaches that “charity, which directs everything to the honor of God and the good of souls, charity indeed teaches…discretion, and moves the heart to be, according to place and time, now gentle and now severe” (2nd Precept).

c. She also advises us to “hold…all in [our] love and bear with them all equally,” for it is not up to us to judge.” (8th Counsel).

d. In the strongest possible terms she states her firm belief that “there will be no other sign that we are in the grace of the Lord than that we LOVE ONE ANOTHER and are united together…”

Secondly, discernment in the Ursuline spirit seeks to avoid decisions leading to Death:
a. As a realist, Angela knew that self-will “is in us like a dark hell” (Rule 8).

b. Avoiding the spiritual “death” that results from self-will run riot required vigilant attention and immediate response to its presence: “Let [each one] keep her conscience clear of ANY evil thought, of any SHADOW of envy and ill-will, of ANY discord and evil suspicion, and of ANY other wicked desire and purpose…Be vigilant…If you become aware of even the slightest SHADOW of the plague [of disharmony], remedy it at once” (Rule 9; 10th Legacy).

Third, Ursuline discernment seeks harmony within oneself, and within the community, the church, and the world. Harmony is Angela’s “last word,” something she urges all of us to seek and hold on to with all our strength. At the same time, a good discernment does not always lead to pleasant choices and consoling feelings. Angela certainly knew and taught her sisters to expect Paschal Mystery experiences involving “difficult” feelings but a “happy” ending: This dynamic is common to all human life lived in faith: “Although at times they will have troubles or anxieties, nevertheless this will soon pass away and be turned into gladness and joy. And then, the suffering of this world is nothing in comparison with the blessings which are in Paradise…They must not lose hope” (5th Counsel).


Fourth, Ursuline discernment is possible only with genuine freedom. This “holy indifference” or inner freedom must be sought in the mind: Angela teaches that bodily fasting is “the means and the way to true spiritual fasting, through which all the vices and errors are cut away from the MIND” (Rule 4). It must also overcome personal feelings and ambitions: “A true and PRUDENT servant of God…annihilates in herself her own feelings, and delight in her own reputation, because she hopes and expects from God another delight and truer glory and honor” (1st Counsel). And this freedom can only come from God: Only a passion can overcome another passion — only a passionate love for God and for others can free us from other passions! ANGELA knew the truth of this point well. In her Rule’s chapter on Prayer (5), she admits that “every adversity has been hard for me because of the littleness of my love for [God].” Speaking to “my only life and hope,” she went on: “I pray that you deign to receive this most vile and impure heart of mine, and to burn away its every affection and passion in the fiery furnace of your divine love”…to burn away or purify lesser loves with a greater love! Angela alludes to the image of the Balance when she prayed: “Strengthen my affections and senses so that they do not stray, neither to the right nor to the left” (Rule 5). Angela was well aware that inner freedom requires both TIME and God’s GRACE:

1) “Be wary and PRUDENT…because there is no kind of evil which will not try to stand in the way…, since as yet our flesh and sensuality are not dead” (Rule, Prologue).

2) PRAY ALWAYS: “One needs always to pray in spirit and mind, given the need one has of God’s help…” Because we’re sinners, and “have been so slow to serve [God’s] divine Majesty,” we are “compelled, day and night, moving, staying still, acting, thinking, to call out and to cry to heaven and to beg for mercy and TIME for penance” (Rule 5).

3) Listening and HEARING the Holy Spirit, whose “counsels and inspirations” are “unceasingly” sent into our hearts is not easy. Both time and divine grace can help us get better at that process, for we can hear the Spirit’s voice “all the more clearly as we have our conscience more purified and clean” (Rule 8).


Fifth and finally, Ursuline discernment leads us to become like Jesus even as Angela did. 

In facing a decision, then, when we have done all the “head work,” that is gathered the data, looked at all available options (including those we don’t like), and made the best objective decision we can; when we’ve then done the “heart work,” that is, let the decision settle into our spirit, turned it over in our hearts, and sought to both identify feelings of peace and “rightness” as well as churning or unsettled feelings of resistance; when we’ve placed our decision within the frame of Jesus’ and Angela’s spirit: 
· Does the decision help or hamper greater LOVE?

· Does the decision lead to LIFE rather than death?

· Does the decision promote greater HARMONY?

· Is the decision made from within authentic, genuine FREEDOM, both from external pressures and internal preferences, prejudices, blindspots?

· Does the decision help me think and act more LIKE JESUS?

These guides can help us navigate with serenity in the midst of our changing and confusing world…these guides enable us to use our contemplative spirit toward practical choices.


Sr. Marietta: 

  Angela, all this talk about discernment seems complicated… It would be wonderful if I could google my way to a new ministry, a new living situation, the right decision about my family. You teach us that finding the direction for our lives sometimes comes very slowly…after all, it took decades for you to unpack the meaning of your childhood visions. Across the centuries, I hear you ask us: “Are you willing to spend time in prayerful reflection and communal discernment, so that you can untangle the complicated knots of the greater good, community or family responsibilities, the whispers of the Spirit within you, as well as your personal selfishness? Are you willing to take me at my word when I say that “self-will…is in us like a dark hell”? Are you willing to invest the energy needed to balance that awareness with my directive to do nothing contrary to your own integrity?” It is only as we wear our contemplative bi-focals…looking now at Jesus and now at the needs of the world and now at my own limitations and gifts, stirrings and fears… that I can have hope of discerning God’s will for my life. I learn as I look at your life that God’s will is not some pre-ordained plan that I’m meant to find and then travel on until I reach the pre-plotted destination like a Mapquest set of directions. No, I find God’s will in my full human flourishing, a flourishing that is content, not with “the easier, softer way” of personal preference and comfort, but only in a lifelong journey of love responding to Love incarnate. You show us that, on this journey, the changeableness of life can become — NOT a reality to be feared and bemoaned — but rather an adventure, an opportunity where the God of Surprises is waiting to meet us, and where new life and greater love are always possible!
JOURNAL #3: “SHARE” ITEMS


SONG:  ALL IS ONE: “Because We Love God”

Quiet time….then sharing in groups of 3-4


Large group comments/sharing?

VI.

4TH PRESENTATION  (There is a PowerPoint slideshow to accompany this presentation.)
4.  “Adapt and change as needed!”
Quite remarkably, Angela built into the very fabric of her understanding of and teaching about OBEDIENCE that, as her daughters and sons, we are always ready to approach life from a new perspective, and to change according to the needs and circumstances of the time. From 1535 until July 10, 2010, the Company of St. Ursula, the Order of St. Ursula, and our various Ursuline Congregations have continued to change according to the needs and circumstances of various times and places. As we’ve reflected today on the deep soil of contemplation that nourishes Ursula laurus, we’ve looked at other characteristics of Ursuline family life in addition to this charge to adapt and change: the call to respect individual circumstances and uniqueness, and the call to discern our work and life choices in freedom according to Ursuline values, together with the framework that houses all the others: the call to live as consecrated women and men in the world. Adaptability and change, therefore, are at the heart of Ursuline life and spirituality, at the heart of what it means to be an Ursuline Sister or Associate of Mount St. Joseph. The ability to negotiate that change successfully from a spiritual point of view is determined by the authenticity of our contemplation, that art of gazing attentively at reality, of being WITH God in the temple of our hearts and/or God’s world, of comfort with a double-vision that sees God within and God without as ONE Vision of loving God and neighbor. 
A contemplative spirituality of celibacy keeps our hearts open to claim Jesus as our only treasure, and to love him with spousal love that is expressed both in external behaviors and internal attitudes of loving respect, joy, and faith/hope/love. These are the attitudes that enable me to respect the individual circumstances and personal uniqueness of others. Members of the Ursuline family — vowed, single, and married — have come in our time to a deeper appreciation that human love is holistic, embracing body, mind, and spirit. Angela’s inspiration in our time has also reminded us that inappropriate sexual relationships are not the only violations of celibate loving. Perhaps even more harmful to celibacy in the spirit of Angela Merici — which all walks of life can embrace — are mean-spirited and resentful feelings and attitudes that break or damage relationships.  Ursuline adaptability in changing times and circumstances has helped us recover the truth that celibate loving is not so much the negation of love but the positive outpouring of self in loving service to the world, especially to the neediest among us. Angela’s vision of consecrated celibacy calls us to constant adaptability as we seek relationships that bring life and peace.
A contemplative spirituality of poverty adapts and moves beyond the early 20th-century understanding of owning nothing…neither clothing nor food nor items in one’s cell. Angela reminds us that to be “poor in spirit” is to remember that “everything comes from God…I receive all as gift…I am a steward, not an owner of those gifts, destined to be returned to God and God’s people. Such a contemplative spirituality of poverty enables me to arrive at the inner freedom necessary for authentic discernment. Because the circumstances of my life and that of others around me constantly change, the willingness to adapt and change becomes an inescapable part of discernment. Contemplative poverty is about PRIORITIES, but it’s also about TRUST. Not only does Angela promise us that God will take care of our needs, but Angela’s God wants more for us…“only our good and our joy!”  Angela’s call to adapt our present understanding of consecrated poverty to today’s realities might include these questions:
· Are you willing to stand with OPEN HANDS and receive life’s blessings as steward, to channel rather than hoard those gifts?

· Are you willing to honor a truth that takes us beyond any self-definition that depends upon family background, level of education, quality of friends, salary level, or physical appearance, the truth that who we are before God is who we are, that and no more, that and no less!


A contemporary spirituality of obedience embodies Angela’s directive to adapt and change as needed. It recognizes in the events of daily life, the people with whom I come in contact, and the crying needs of our world today God’s call to respond with loving service.  If a neighbor needs a ride to the grocery, the bulletin announces that the local food pantry is almost bare, a sister at the Mount puts out a call for volunteers, an associate shares that he needs help sitting with a sick relative…contemplation listens to these requests to discern whether God’s Spirit is whispering alongside them: “This is MY will for you in this moment; listen to my voice!” 

Contemporary expressions of adaptability and change are powerful expressions of the vibrancy of life within the Ursuline family today:

· As “listening [obedient] women and men” we have expanded the circle of those to whom we listen to include the Earth itself, and so our efforts to “reduce, reuse, recycle” are genuine expressions of obedience. We now know in a way that was not yet evident to Angela Merici that God speaks directly to us within the natural laws and limitations of creation. To ignore God’s message that Earth’s goods are for all, not just the privileged few, and that earth’s resources are finite and so to be preserved and stewarded well for future generations is to violate obedience. Obedience, on the other hand, calls us to active cooperation with God, as together we create the new heavens and new earth. Furthermore, Angela’s call to live obedience within a contemplative spirit urges us always to remember the oldest meaning of contemplation: to live “in the temple.” Beginning at the dawn of creation and made irrevocable in the enfleshment of Jesus Christ, born out of the same stardust as our universe, Earth itself is the temple of God. To live in it contemplatively is to live in awareness of its sacred nature as God’s home, and to remember that what is done in this Earth-temple is either worship or sacrilege.  
· Another part of listening to and being obedient to Earth itself is listening to its inhabitants, both those across the globe who are today in desperate need, but also the people who will come after us – those countless human beings not yet born – who need the resources of Earth just as we do. If we’re living Angela’s spirit of obedience, where we listen and seek to obey all in our world, we have to be listening to these others present and future, born and unborn. Because of the communications revolution, we can no longer claim not to hear them.


A particularly difficult challenge for some in the Ursuline family, called to be women and men of the church, is how to listen to women and women’s experience as part of the marginalized of today’s world. We can’t ignore Angela’s directive to obey the church as well as our individual bishops and pastors. But neither can we ignore her own prophetic example: Angela resisted a request by the pope himself to serve in Rome. Her vision of obedience seems to call us to wrestle with the tension between fidelity to the institutional church and prophetic resistance to the injustice of sexism and women’s oppression, which we now understand to be contrary BOTH to God’s honor AND the personal integrity of women as well as men, and thus EXEMPT from Angela’s directives for obedience. Only within the framework of CONTEMPLATION can Ursuline ADAPTABILITY, faithful both to the church and to our own integrity, find authentic ways to negotiate that tension, and not simply dismiss input from the institutional church.

· Yet another kind of listening involves working harder to adapt the actual practice of religious obedience in our personal and communal lives. After Vatican II, we Ursulines rejected the structures and policies of obedience that kept us in perpetual childhood and deprived human freedom of real opportunities to develop. We also rejected an authoritarian and hierarchical view of obedience that recognized the voice of God only in the superior. However, in this age of self-glorification that defines freedom as the ability to do what I want, we still need more creative attention to developing a mature adult spirituality of obedience. Such a spirituality would need to address such issues as these:

· In a world that screams “Me, me, me!” how am I to develop within myself — 

and how is this community or my family to develop — a spirituality of obedience that moves beyond the therapeutic model of “You have to take care of yourself”? 

· In a culture that’s wrestling with millennia of women’s underdeveloped sense 

of self and of patriarchy’s abuse of women’s self-giving, how do I simultaneously affirm and encourage women’s dignity AND my call to turn away from self-will to God’s will? 

·  
In a church that has exalted Mary as the ideal woman primarily because of her humility and obedience, how do I integrate those virtues into a more holistic spirituality that also recognizes both Mary and Angela as women of adventurous independence and courageous risk? 

·  
In a worldview that asserts that I’m the best judge of what’s right for me, how can I develop an OPEN MIND that recognizes that I may have a piece of the wisdom, but that TRUTH is infinitely vast and I can never grasp more than small fragments? 

·  
In a culture that relativizes all values and makes what I think and want the ultimate criteria of truth and right, how do I develop spiritually so that I can “give in,” “submit,” “defer to others” in a way that doesn’t destroy my authentic self but actually enables me to flourish both personally and spiritually? 


SO, I believe one final challenge for the 21st-century Ursuline family is to adaptively create and foster in the world today a spirituality of obedience, celibacy, and poverty that lives out Angela’s ideal of women and men strong enough to “act and live in the world on their own authority.” For Angela — and for us — the need to adapt and change was a call to continuous CONVERSION so that, like Jesus, we can detect the counsels that the Holy Spirit unceasingly sends us, directing us to heaven and the Lover of us all. A spirituality of obedience enables us to open our ears to HEAR those whisperings of the Spirit, our hearts to love, and our hands to serve “the Lover of us all” in one another.
CONCLUSION: Enduring Relevance of a Contemplative Living of the Vows/Virtues

From the primeval tree of Angela’s Company of St. Ursula, can we in our time adapt and plant new shoots that are still vital and relevant? We know that her charism has thrived through its original form of secular institute, the imposition of monasticism, the gradual transition into apostolic religious life, and is now being integrated into what Sandra Schneiders calls ministerial religious life, as well as being reborn within new forms of Ursuline life today. Some of these will be canonical forms, while others will choose looser, non-canonical kinds of organization. However, transplanting her primeval Angela tree into the 21st century can never be a matter of repeating old forms, structures, and appearances of religious life from times past. Angela points us to the angel’s question to the women in the resurrection story of Luke’s gospel: “Why look among the dead for someone who is alive?” But where is the new Galilee, the new Brescia, the new Mount St. Joseph where we should seek Jesus and Angela today? I believe that land is a renewed contemplative living of the vowed/virtuous life within the heart of the world, under Angela’s inspiration and embodying her spirit and example of respecting individual circumstances and uniqueness, of contemplative discernment of ministries and other important part of our shared lives, and of Spirit-filled adaptation and change according to the needs and circumstances of our evolving world.

How can contemplative obedience be adapted for today? In a world that elevates independence, doing my own thing, and attention to my own needs and preferences; a world that avoids letting people take advantage and shuns submission; a world that defines freedom as the opportunity to do whatever I want, wherever and whenever, Angela’s ideal of obedience calls us to the public witness of renouncing self-will, deferring to others, hearing in other people not competitors or users but the very voice of God inviting us to turn over our will countless times every day. Angela’s ideal of obedience rejects venting, calls us to listen not to changing pop culture, to our innate selfishness, or to our volatile emotions, but instead to choose LIGHT instead of the darkness of self-will,  to listen above all to the inspirations of the Holy Spirit sent into our hearts.


How can contemplative celibacy be adapted for our time? In a world that elevates sexuality as a commodity; that says modesty and moderation are no longer desirable and that satisfying human lust for passing pleasure is always and everywhere acceptable, that we are what we feel, that we have a right to say whatever we want however we want and to whomever, that suspicion is healthy and realistic, that joy and optimism are naïve, that words are cheap; a world that ranks value to persons on the basis of how much gossip they can impart, that loudly proclaims that what any one of us does is no one else’s business — to that world Angela’s vision of spiritual virginity or celibacy asserts the priority of the human heart, not in its sentimental mushiness but in its courageous strength, a heart filled with joy, with faith, with hope, with love, with forgiveness, with respect, with such concern for others that one would never want to scandalize or hurt or offend them.  Angela’s ideal of celibacy is the jewel of the human heart so transformed in its devotion to God and others that it’s on fire with LOVE itself!


How can contemplative poverty be adapted for the 21st century? In a world that elevates consumption and greed as gods even when that path brings the global suffering we’ve been experiencing these past years, where value is defined by owning and growth by accumulating, where the earth and its resources are gobbled up by a tiny minority of the rich and powerful with no thought of tomorrow — or even of the majority of suffering people of today, while billions live short, disease-ridden lives in unimaginable degradation, where whatever goods in life that I enjoy I think I deserve, where GET and USE and HAVE are the most important verbs, Angela’s vision of poverty almost deafens us in its dissonance: Strip oneself instead of “get more”; empty oneself instead of fill; delight in God rather than in food or friends or one’s own resources and knowledge; let GOD provide instead of compulsively consume. Angela calls us to radical trust in God’s goodness, to moving away from the fear of “not enough” to rely on the God-who-will-provide, and not just for our necessities but also for our good and our joy!


Angela’s way of life, following the spirit of the great tradition of St. Ursula, calls us infinitely beyond minimalism, one of the greatest philosophical diseases of our age whose constant question is, “What’s the least I can do…?” Instead, she urges us toward her own level of passion and zeal:  “Strive with ALL your might to remain as you are called by God, and to seek and desire ALL the ways and means necessary to persevere and make progress to the very end…for our life and salvation are at stake.”  (Rule,Prologue)


Renewed contemplative living of the vows/virtues CAN BE the new Galilee, Brescia, and Mount St. Joseph where we can expect to find Angela. If that’s true, what’s the best way to get there? I suggest that there’s no safer vehicle than CONVERSION. If we are to be in truth women and men who follow Angela, herself a woman of adventure, of prophetic vision, and of gospel values, then we must travel into the future by means of a corporate, public witness to gospel Christianity and to the highest ideals of Catholicism. This witness must be characterized by tangible, visible respect and care for one another and for all God’s creation. It must embody Angela’s spirit of contemplation, that double-sided passion recorded in her Second Counsel and the Prologue: “to strive to act solely out of love of God and out of the sole zeal for souls,” directing “everything to the praise and glory of God’s Majesty and the good of souls” (Counsels 2:2, Prologue 18). This bizarre math in which one “only love” AND one “only love” equals ONE “only love” reveals how she herself lived contemplative action — turning instinctively to God in every circumstance, so that prayerful discernment and prayers of gratitude, petition, and adoration were woven into the very fabric of all she said and did. It’s not a 50-50 balance but one unified love directed simultaneously and perseveringly towards God AND neighbor. In the end, there’s only ONE grand love vast enough to encompass ourselves, our God, and all others given us by God. This is the spirit of Ursuline contemplation and what enlivens and sustains our consecrated life in the world in the midst of so much change and uncertainty.

I’d like to conclude by returning to the beginning, where Angela directed us: 

Pray…that you may be able to do work worthy of praise in God’s sight and to put all your zeal and strength into carry​ing out your duty.  (Prologues to the Counsels and the Testament)

I suggest that two fruits by which our 21st-century Angela tree will be judged to be an authentic development of that primeval tree are these: for Ursuline work to be worthy of praise in God’s sight today, it must continue to be about MISSION and not survival with its preoccupation with diminishment, and it must be done in JOY. Secondly, Angela invites us, challenges us, URGES us to “put all our zeal and strength into carrying out our duty to be women and men of HOPE. I leave you then with her parting words to encourage us in this sacred duty:


Sr. Marietta:
· In spite of [everything], my sisters [and brothers], you must not be frightened.

· I have this firm and unquestioning faith and HOPE in infinite divine goodness, that not only shall we easily overcome all dangers and adversities…

· …but also, to our great glory and jubilation, we shall defeat them.

· Our every sorrow and sadness will be turned to JOY and gladness.

· Be joyful and always full of charity, and faith, and HOPE in God.

· Do not trouble yourself about any of your temporal needs, because God, and God alone, knows, can, and will provide for them.

· God wants nothing for you but only your good and your joy.

· You must know this and hold it for certain: that God will never fail to provide for your needs, material as well as spiritual, so long as nothing is lacking on your part.

· Have HOPE and firm faith in God, who will help you in everything.

· Act, move, believe, strive, HOPE, cry out to God with all your heart…

· …for without doubt you will see marvelous things, if you direct everything to the praise and glory of God’s divine majesty and the good of souls.

· Let your sole refuge be Jesus Christ!

· You should place your HOPE and love in God alone.

· Troubles and anxieties…

· will soon pass away and be turned into gladness and JOY.

· Also, hold this as most certain: You will never be abandoned in your needs. God will provide for you wonderfully well.

· You must not lose HOPE!

· Set your HOPES on high and not on earth.

· Have Jesus Christ for your only treasure, for there also will be love.

· You will find no other recourse than to take refuge at the feet of Jesus Christ.

· After that, leave it to God, who will do marvelous things in God’s own time, and when it pleases God.

· Be consoled, and have a lively faith and HOPE.

· Jesus Christ will never abandon this Company as long as the world lasts.

· Every promise that I make to you will be fulfilled for you beyond measure.

· Now I am more alive than I was when you saw me in the flesh, and I can and want to help you more. I am continually among you with my Lover, or rather ours, the Lover of us all…

· …provided you believe and do not lose heart and HOPE.

JOURNAL #4: “SHARE” ITEMS


SONG:      “You Cannot Lose My Love”

Quiet time….then large group comments/sharing
Soli Deo gloria!

Cheryl Clemons, OSU

Maple Mount, KY
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