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My personal beliefs about this chapter we are beginning amount to seven, the perfect biblical number.

1. This chapter won't be easy. 
I say this not because I have some secret knowledge of what will transpire here these next few days. I say it because this chapter is a part of life and life is not easy. As we know, in the Bible the primary image of life is a journey, and any journey is fraught with difficulties. It takes courage even to embark on a journey, because we must leave where we are, we must let go of the known. We cannot start on a journey and stay put at the same time. Once we have taken to the road, we must negotiate unexpected turns, steer clear of dangerous potholes, plan regular "pit stops," devise detours around roadblocks, interpret road signs, and check the fuel gauge regularly. (Recently I saw a cartoon of two men walking away from their car. They had run out of gas. One man says to the other, "I thought the E meant Enough!" It is one thing to see signs, another to interpret them correctly!) Journeying is hard work. Small wonder that we are often tempted to forsake the life journey by going back into the past (it is familiar and feels safe), by stopping altogether, or by taking a side road that is easier but leads to no place worth going.

At this chapter let us recommit ourselves to the hard work of daily living, to the hard work of our earthly journeying. And let us commit ourselves to the hard work of this particular chapter-four days of undeniable self-discipline, the discipline of sitting, listening, speaking, praying, discerning, waiting in line. Talk about modern asceticism!
 

2. This chapter will be fun. 
It will be fun because we are here --- and just look at us! What a unique group we are! Has God got a sense of humor or what? This chapter will be fun because where we are there is bound to be some joy and laughter. When we did the recent interviews for the Appreciative Inquiry, how many of us said that one reason we were drawn to the Sisters of Notre Dame in the first place was their joyfulness! This chapter will be fun also because the planning committee has thought up some fun activities for us to do. But, most of all, it will be fun because we know who is ultimately in charge of this chapter. Not me, not our facilitator, but God! Yes, at this chapter we will discuss some serious issues. Yes, we will make some serious decisions. Yes, there may even be a few tears as we try to express what is deepest in our hearts. But I hope we will do the work of this chapter with a lightness of heart that comes from our charism: that deep experience of God's goodness and provident care.

Jesus is at this chapter. Maybe we should have made a folder with his name on it. Jesus is here in word, in sacrament, in each other. It is in Jesus' name that we are gathered here, and, as Jesus promised, "Where two or three are gathered in my name, there I will be!" Jesus is with us. Emmanuel. That fact cannot help but bring smiles to our faces!


3. This chapter needs me. 
This chapter needs every sister regardless of her age, education, health, ministry, temperament, background, mood. It needs every sister regardless of her chosen level of participation. In the name of all of us, then, I welcome every sister to speak. And I welcome every sister to listen and to pray. Throughout these days we will have times of formal discussion. But we will also have times of informal sharing as we gather around the coffee urn, eat lunch together, meet in the hall, or ride back and forth in a car. The Spirit can use even these times to move hearts. Perhaps I may never say anything at the open mike, but I can still influence this chapter by something I say in my small group or even while standing in line for the restroom.


4. This chapter must be rooted in the real world. 
God is found only in the real world-not some fantasy world of our own making. No, in the real world. And what does the real world look like? First of all, it is a world of incomparable beauty-from stars to snowflakes, roses to mountains, sunsets to the Grand Canyon. So much beauty! It is a world filled with innumerable people of goodwill-in all lands, in all cultures-people who live their lives with faith and love. But the real world is also a world steeped in war and violence. Historians tell us the 20th century was the bloodiest century in human history. Ours is a world of the obscenely unfair distribution of the world's limited resources-where 1.2 billion people live on less than one dollar a day. The Jesuit Jon Sobrino calls this reality a "macro blasphemy." It is a world filled with hunger, poverty, greed, corruption, and wanton disregard for the sanctity of human life. I could go on.

But, the fact remains, this is the world into which Jesus was born over two thousand years ago, the world in which he still lives. And it is the world he calls us to serve today. This chapter, therefore, must acknowledge both the beauty and the ugliness of the real world. It must take into consideration both the light and the darkness in the world-the world not only out there, but the world in here, in our community and in our own hearts. We began our chapter with a reconciliation service. That was no accident. May forgiveness and reconciliation be an underlying theme of everything we do here these days-and beyond.


5. This chapter can't do everything, but it must do something. 
When we contemplate all the needs of the world, we can become overwhelmed. So many voices crying out for help! Yet our resources are so limited. At times the incessant cry of the poor can even paralyze us. We can find ourselves crying, "We can't do everything!" And that is true. We cannot. But, for God's sake, let us do something. I believe this chapter will do something. I do not know what, but it will. That something might be the passing of a proposal dear to my heart-or the defeat of one I cherish. Maybe this chapter will result in a single step in a new direction or an old one. Or maybe this chapter will begin to name the content of our next province plan, the focus of future province summer assemblies, or the agenda for the next provincial leadership team.

Whatever this chapter does, I hope and pray it will result in some definite corporate movement forward. But I also hope this chapter will challenge me on a deeply personal level. I hope it will make demands upon me, stretch my thinking, and cause me to question some of my daily choices-and cause me to alter them in perhaps subtle but very real ways.


6. This chapter will not be perfect. 
That is because we are not perfect. And imperfect people do not a perfect chapter make! Sometimes I hear sisters say, "I don't expect much from this chapter, because all we do is talk about the same stuff over and over again. I'm tired of it!" Well, I'm not! I am not tired of the fact that we often end up talking about the "same stuff"-like community, ministry, prayer, the vows, mission. I am not surprised or disappointed either, because that "stuff" lies at the very core of our identity as women religious. The way I see it, we will always be talking about these things-we should be! Why? Because we are on a journey, and, as we go forward, life will continuously challenge our understanding of who we are and what we should be about.

Could we ever exhaust the topic of prayer? No. Will we ever be "finished" with mission? No. Will we ever be able to say, "Well, we have no more problems with community living." Or, "Well, we've got poverty down pat now, so let's move on to something else. How about chastity?" No. In the novel The Secret Life of Bees, August, a middle-aged black woman, says to the little girl Lily, "There is nothing perfect. There is only life." We could say something similar: there is no perfect chapter. There is only this chapter. The feast of Christmas reminds us that Jesus came into our broken and messy world. He did not wait for the ideal time to come. Let us not let our hopes for the ideal chapter prevent us from doing something good with this real one.


7. This chapter must be about loving. 
Let there be no mistake: we are gathered here these four days for one purpose only: to become better lovers. That is the bottom line. This chapter must help us to love better the incredible God who seduced each one of us into making a lifelong commitment of "chastity, poverty, and obedience according to the spirit and content of the Constitutions of the Sisters of Notre Dame." God seduced us. I know of no better word to describe the experience we all underwent. As consecrated religious we have the duty to keep ourselves in this ardent, passionate, and dangerous state of loving.

May this chapter rekindle our wholehearted and reckless love for God, for Jesus. May it remind us that we are partners with Jesus in his mission-not because we have signed up for a cause, but because we have said a loving yes to a person. May this chapter rekindle our love for the church. Oh, the church! Our poor, poor church! The terrible scandals! The unspeakable crimes! The betrayal, the deceit! But may we remember that this church is still our church. It is still Christ's church. As Archbishop Sean O'Malley, of Boston, said at his installation ceremony, "though we are living through a sad chapter in the church's history, we must recall that it is a chapter, not the whole book!" And then he said these profound words: "We come here today to ask God to make our pain redemptive." What fitting words for us, as Sisters of Notre Dame who have a 153-year-old history of being marked by the cross and a 153-year-old tradition of loyalty to the church.

And, finally, may this chapter rekindle our love and devotion to one another. May it remind us that, by making our vows, we have bound ourselves to one another for the term of our whole lives. We have promised to live religious life not in the abstract, but within this particular, concrete congregation, the Sisters of Notre Dame. For most of us that means being embedded in the province of Christ the King of Chardon, Ohio. We live in a culture that deifies privacy, individualism, and control of one's destiny. Such a culture desperately needs our witness of community, the witness of diverse individuals living and working together-selflessly and joyfully-in Jesus' name to bring about the kingdom of God.

My final prayer is a simple one. May this chapter rekindle in us the hope-filled daring of St. Julie, of Sister Aloysia, and of those countless sisters who have gone before us. And may our hope-filled daring be an inspiration for those Sisters of Notre Dame who will come after us-in whatever country they may be. In his apostolic exhortation Vita consecrata (§110), Pope John Paul says these words to us: "You have not only a glorious history to remember and recount, but also a great history to be accomplished." May this chapter be one small step toward the accomplishment of that great history.
Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What are the personal beliefs I would list about an upcoming chapter in my congregation? 

2. What are some of the ways that we could bring a sense of joy and a sense of passion into the ordinary business of a chapter? 

3. Why might we begin our chapter with a reconciliation service? 

4. Have we ever thought of a chapter as having one purpose only: to become better lovers?
