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DLC - October 17, 2008
Thank you, Ray, for this thoughtful and challenging presentation. I’m grateful for the opportunity to offer a few of my own reflections on its meaning and application.
Ray drew to our attention the addictive culture in which we North American religious live and serve. Living our mission within this context presents leaders and members with special challenges. The theme of this conference is Leading for Mission. It’s not “leading for the sake of leading”, or “leading for individual actualization”, or “leading for community security”, or even “leading for a Goldman Sachs size bonus.” It is leading for mission. I’m going to focus on just a few things that seem to me, with my lenses and experience, to offer a way forward in our presence in mission. They may just stir the pot a bit, as well.

A note – in my remarks I intend the word “community” to include both congregation and province. 
Choice
In a preparatory article Ray provided, he wrote: “Addiction is a way of life characterized by a lack of freedom to make choices that lead to health, well-being, self-awareness, and love. In the grip of addiction, a person is so powerless to make these life-giving choices that he or she is unable to see that there are choices to be made.” (emphasis added) It strikes me that this is an apt description of the circumstances in which we as representatives of religious life find ourselves today. It seems to me that many communities, or at least many members, fear/feel that they inhabit a world of religious life that no longer sees choices to be made. Our options are shrinking. Perhaps our hope is as well. For some, the lone remaining choice appears to be whether we will be courageous enough to turn out our own lights, or whether we’ll just let the flame fade away without our choosing at all. 
Ray put it this way “An addictive culture is an entire culture that has lost its ability to see or imagine the possibility of choosing life and love and holiness and so remains trapped on an endless and unrelenting treadmill toward its own destruction.” Surely not everyone in leadership of religious life today feels this way. But some do, as do some members. Many younger members – many elders, too - speak of the critical decision that is made when we choose not to make decisions – when we fail to act and so let the future simply happen to us. So, what’s a leader to do?
In short, and quoting from Ray’s article titled “Leading Through a Time of Change” in LCWR’s Winter 2008 Occasional Papers: “If we are going to move forward, we have to name the reality of our ambivalence and challenge it….We can challenge ambivalence in ourselves and others by raising rather than lowering expectations.” Ray goes on to say in that article that we leaders can start by “telling the truth as fully as possible about what is really happening and not try to protect members from the financial realities, personnel realities and other pragmatic realities. And then [leaders] could call each member to be responsible for this truth.” The truth is we are BLESSED with choices to be made. Let’s not accept “not choosing” as a real alternative.
Freedom

Ray, again: “An addictive culture is one that has lost its freedom, perhaps even as it celebrates its freedom to function in a self-destructive way.” Might it be that our culture of religious life has imbibed a little too long in a facsimile of freedom which has deteriorated into communal self-destruction?
I entered religious life in an era of what most religious would describe as relative freedom. Maybe some would say absolute freedom! And yet, we had an initial formation program with definite expectations (and my peers and I can grumble with the best of them about how today’s formation programs are easier and softer and have fewer expectations!). 
Freedom for Mission: Many younger members today express a desire to “be missioned” – sent by a community that knows their gifts and sees the needs – rather than having to read the want ads for a “job” around which is cultivated a sense of mission. Which option – being sent or “freely” choosing - exhibits a truer sense of freedom? 

Freedom for Common Life: We have a large number of sisters in our motherhouse community, of course, and also at our health center. Beyond that our largest houses (two of them) have four sisters each, while we have five houses of three sisters each. Our other houses are twos or ones. And, no, common life is not all about living together, and yes, some of those who live singly are among the most community minded. I truly believe both of those things. Still, a common topic of discussion among members these days is whether it is time to return to a day of more community-minded decision making around housing choices (and ministry). Perhaps, just maybe, some say, we live in a time of “too much” freedom, when we fail to see that our choices have implications for community life – that our freedom may even function in a self-destructive way toward both individual members and community.  
Might we as leaders be called to challenge members (including ourselves) to a sense of mission and common life that actually increases freedom even while increasing responsibilities toward each other and those whom and with whom we serve? Maybe finding the way back to true freedom to make choices – as opposed to the demand of endless freedom of choice - will return us to a deeply anchored sense of common life and mission. 
Retirement?
Ray said that persons trapped in the grip of addiction experience an insatiable emptiness such that they never have enough of what they crave. I want to ask if this would ring true for persons trapped in the grip of a religious life that is no longer focused on mission and ministry, but has rather been co-opted by the values of the culture around us; for one example, a leisurely (and lengthy) “retirement.” Plus, we experience the phenomenon of “younger members” who cannot find appropriate employment, and perhaps due partly to shame (which Ray discussed earlier) give up on ministry and seem to “retire” early.

Ray noted that people may experience a sense of dissatisfaction when they perceive that they are not known and loved for who they are personally, but are valued only to the extent that they are useful and productive. When the percentage of members in our communities who are retired from active ministry climbs to 80% or more, will our members reflect this characteristic of addicted persons? Will even the leisure of retirement not be enough? Of course it will not – it is not now! So – how will our members retain an identity as persons on mission? What is the role of leadership in heightening that identity, other than through an edict that “there will be compensated ministry through the age of ‘X’ (fill in the blank)”? 
It may be that we leaders need to articulate the ways in which “the mission” may change. Or rather the ways in which the modality of mission may change. It may just be that we need to speak more of mission and less of aging and diminishment and retirement. Or more likely: that we need to speak of aging and diminishment … and faithfulness … as one way of mission for our times. 

Silent Raves
Ray told the story of “silent raves.” A silent rave is a dance party in which each dancer dances to the particular music coming through her own iPod. The image of hundreds of people dancing “together alone” seems to capture essential qualities of an addictive culture – viz., loneliness and isolation. Too often this image also describes our community rooms, does it not? Which of us can deny the prevalence of community rooms made up of chairs grouped around a TV set? We are terrified of being alone and yet we are unwilling to relinquish our own individuality for the sake of community. As Ray stated, while each of us experiences isolation, its real power comes in its ability to convince us that we are really the only one who is lonely, making the isolation and alienation all the worse and so the cycle continues…as we all dance to the music of our own iPods unaware of how much we share with the other dancers in the rave.

The response of leaders to the silent raves – and the raving silent ones among our members – is to call members to join with others in real human community. This may mean clinical intervention to address issues of mental, emotional or physical health, and when it does, leaders should see to it that assistance is available. The level of hurt in religious community – hurt of many kinds – is far greater than I had imagined prior to serving in elected leadership. Leading for mission calls each of us to acknowledge our loneliness and vulnerability even while we continue to be missioned to a purpose greater than ourselves. Ray made a very challenging comment in this regard in the LCWR article I referenced earlier: “When leaders take their eye off the ball and start assuming that their job is to respond to the individual needs of members, then they won’t be doing their real job which is to call forth members into mission.” 

Cass shared a similar idea in the Joan Chittister quote she used in her opening remarks, to the effect that leaders should not be busy about that which doesn’t need leaders; rather, we need to be busy about that which does need leaders. Other tasks and forms of presence need to be shared with those who can best fill those roles.
We can begin to provide leadership for mission only when we as leaders are so aware of the culture in which our communities are immersed that we can articulate the values that are pulling us away from ourselves – and pulling us away from mission. Ray: “Once we notice ourselves participating in the addictive culture, then and only then are we in a position to begin to exercise real freedom to choose to behave in other ways.” We leaders must go from mere awareness to confidence in the encounter with the challenges we face. We must keep our world larger than our own little village. We must call our members to be the beloved daughters and sons (of God) they are. And “we must trust that we DO have the capability to make choices for freedom and health.” And, I would add, for mission.
