I am going to look after my flock myself.
(Ez. 34:11)

18 June 2004

Ref.: 04/109

Very dear Sisters,

I want to tell you at the beginning of this letter that, unlike the letters of previous
years, this one has had a “hard birthing”. I feel a responsibility to share some thoughts that
will unite us across the Society on our Feast, but, given the world’s suffering of the last
months I have felt at a loss to formulate a helpful, consoling word that will both unite us and
challenge us. At one moment during the UISG Plenary Assembly in May we were asked to
share at our tables the answer to the question “How do you believe God sees the world
today?”” My spontaneous response was: “Through tears...”

I am so conscious that the world is in a much worse state than a year ago, that the fear
I spoke of last year has increased, that many of you are either trying to face desperate
situations with courage and hope or, if not personally affected by violence or natural disaster,
are living in solidarity and anguish with those who are. Whether it is the humiliation and
torture of an Iraqi prisoner, or a Sudanese fleeing into Chad, leaving her burning village and
few possessions behind, or a Haitian experiencing not only the terrifying collapse of his
government but also the horror of seeing his family and dwelling swept away in a muddy
torrent of water, each day brings its news of human pain and despair which breaks our own
hearts because we are part of the human family. And these are only recent events. Often
missing from the news is the ongoing violence in countries like Uganda, Congo, Colombia,
India, Indonesia...

No one of us is free of the reality of oppression. We live in countries that are
oppressing, being oppressed or both simultaneously. The powerlessness that we feel can be
overwhelming, and I struggle with it as much as you do. We are experiencing humanity’s
failure to love. [ am reminded of the simple words of the young Jewish woman, Etty
Hillesum, written in 1942 as she awaited her fate in a concentration camp: “I believe,
perhaps naively but also with conviction, that if this world becomes a more liveable place it
will only be through love,; the love which the Jew Paul speaks about to the Corinthians in
Chapter 13 of his first letter...”



Given this panorama of a world that seems to be headed for destruction, it may seem
strange that in Korea we had the intuition that this present moment in the life of the Society is
a “time of grace”! Drawing on our faith that every moment is a moment of grace, (as the
liturgy reminds us on Ash Wednesday: “I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the
day of salvation!” 2 Cor. 6:2), we were thinking particularly of the positive side of our
diminishment. Now, nine months later, I think we could also say that the present desperate
situation of our world IS a time of grace for us: an invitation to believe as never before —
and act upon the belief — that love is stronger than hatred, that it casts out fear, that it has
been planted in our hearts, and in the hearts of millions of others of every race and religion,
by the Holy Spirit who dwells within us and within the heart of the universe.

As we approach the celebration of the Feast of the Sacred Heart, the Pierced Heart of
Jesus, I ask myself: What can we really do to have an effect on our world? What is the call of
this moment that is within our grasp, to which each one of us can respond? My response is
ever so simple and at the same time not easy. Going back to the words of Etty Hillesum, I
think it is the call to deepen our love. It is the call of every Christian, the one thing Jesus
asked of his disciples with urgency just hours before his death, and now, 2000 years later, his
prayer “that all may be one” seems an impossible dream. But we cannot give in to despair!
We must continue to believe that another world is possible and that we, by our vocation, have
a part to play in its transformation.

As Religious of the Sacred Heart whose mission is to discover and reveal the love of
his Heart, love has fashioned our identity; it is our desire and our delight. It is also our
constant challenge, and our failures to love make us suffer and sometimes feel ashamed
because we should be experts in loving. In Korea, the provincials and district and area
superiors representing forty-four countries said with urgency and a certain exasperation: “We
need to love one another more!” and we commented that there is no more precious
“visibility” than that of our love for one another. At that moment I imagined a time when
others, looking upon us, would say in the words of those observing the early Christians “See
how these RSCJs love one another!” Sophie certainly experienced the same desire many
times during her life. The realization of our failures to love is not new, and that is part of our
human frailty. We can see so clearly with our heads how we are called to love! What is the
matter with our hearts that we fall short in trying to live what is most basic to our vocation?

I am well aware that where there are difficulties in loving there is need for some kind
of reconciliation. Robert Schreiter, C.PP.S, who has written books and articles on
Reconciliation, points out that in reconciliation the initiative to offer pardon or ask for
forgiveness comes from God.' We do not transform our own hearts simply by willing to do
so. I am reminded of an experience in Zaragoza, a few days after the terrorist attacks in
Madrid. Outside the cathedral, on the pavement before a shrine of Mary, amid the burning
candles and other memorials of the dead, was a poignant prayer: “Father, forgive them,
because I cannot...”

If the initiative comes from God, then what is asked of us is to have a contemplative
attitude: to listen, to wait, to hope and to trust, ever attentive to the stirrings of the Spirit in
our hearts. I often pray with the words of Pedro Arrupe, S.J., which were spoken to the
General Congregation (Chapter) in the context of his resignation as superior general:
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Now more than ever, I find myself in the hands of God.
This is what I have wanted all my life, from my youth.
And this is still what I want.

But now there is a difference:
the initiative is entirely with God.

It is indeed a profound spiritual experience
to know and feel myself
so totally in the hands of this God
who has taken hold of me.

I would like to believe that we do not have to wait until we are old and infirm to allow
God to take the initiative in our lives, to become women of contemplation, open to
receiving the gift of pardon and the gift of offering forgiveness, wherever healing is
needed in our lives and in the lives around us. “Now is the time of God’s favor, now is the
day of salvation!” Let us pray to be open and attentive to the grace to be reconciled with
ourselves: our limitations, our mistakes, our health, our age... Let us pray to be open and
attentive to the grace to be reconciled with family members, with members of our community
or province, with colleagues, with the Society, our country, our culture, with the Church, with
the earth, perhaps with God. If we are aware of being “blocked” or “stuck”, with feelings of
bitterness or animosity, let us ask for the grace to be open to asking for and receiving help.
Sometimes we may be called upon to offer a “safe space” that others may need for their own
reconciliation.

Each time we experience or witness reconciliation within ourselves or with another
we know that it is truly a moment of grace. Perhaps Sophie’s wish “If I had my life to live
over again I would live it wholly attentive to the Holy Spirit” can be understood in this
context. Looking back on her life, did she regret moments when she was not open to
reconciliation? When she could have facilitated the “union of minds and hearts” and did not?
When she could have offered forgiveness before pardon was asked for? We will never know.
But certainly her conviction that attentiveness to the Spirit must be a way of life is a call to
us.

One of the insights shared by those with a heightened ecological awareness and those
of Asian religious traditions such as Buddhism is that all the elements of our planet — and
even of the universe — are interconnected. In this respect, it is not a question of being
reconciled ourselves and then bearing reconciliation to our world. Rather, every act or
gesture of reconciliation is in itself contributing to the healing of our world, is one more
strand in the network of peace. And our love, the world’s love has deepened.

Any efforts to heal the wounds of injustice, small as they may seem, are significant,
whether it be the signing of a petition against the external debt, or calling a government
official to account, or participating in a march for human rights, or teaching little children
how to settle their conflicts peacefully. The Spirit, in whom all are ONE, dwells in our hearts
and will inspire our action. Let us be open and attentive and courageous.

Now let us turn to the liturgy we will celebrate on June 18™. The Feast of the Sacred
Heart is one of those feasts with three sets of readings. Over a three-year cycle the Church
offers us the richness of looking at the mystery of Jesus’ inexhaustible love from various
perspectives. And listening to the Word of God, “alive and active” as Paul describes it, can



lead us deeper and deeper into the mystery we ponder. This year, the theme of the readings is
the good shepherd (Ez. 34:11-16 and Luke 15:3-7). As I prayed these texts during my retreat
I realized in a new way that they are at once a beautiful expression of how God, Father and
Mother, promises to take the initiative with us, and a lesson in how to love with a reconciling
heart.

In the Ezekiel text, which we share with our Jewish brothers and sisters, God says: “I
myself will look after my flock... keep all of my sheep in view... rescue them from the mist
and darkness... bring them out... gather them together... bring them back home... pasture
them... feed them... show them where to rest... look for the lost one... bring back the
stray... bandage the wounded... made the weak strong... watch over the fat and the
healthy...be a true shepherd to them.” God could well have said “I shall be a true mother to
them; in loving them I shall teach them how to love.” For this is the description of a mother’s
love, the most self-giving love we know.

In Luke’s gospel, Jesus assumes that anyone who loses a sheep will leave the ninety-
nine to look for the lost one until it is found! Again, a mother’s love. Perhaps that is the
quality of love we need, a love that does not see a “problem child” but rather the
woundedness within, longing to be healed. And when the healing comes there is great joy.
This is the kind of heart to which we long to be united and conformed.

The verses from the second reading, Paul’s letter to the Romans (5:5b-11) follow
upon the words “We can boast about our sufferings. These sufferings bring patience, as we
know, and patience brings perseverance, and perseverance brings hope, and this hope is not
deceptive, because the love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which
has been given us...” In patience, in perseverance and in hope, let us rejoice in this gift of
love. May we, women of compassion, reconciliation and communion, continue to discover
the depths of this love, be ever open to receive the grace to pardon and to ask for forgiveness,
and, committed to Christ’s ongoing work of reconciliation, remain steadfast in the belief that
every moment is a moment of grace.

This year in Rome we celebrate a triduum of feasts on three successive days: the
Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Immaculate Heart of Mary and the Profession of nine young
professed. May we be gathered in spirit across the world in gratitude and joy, COR UNUM
ET ANIMA UNA IN CORDE JESU!

With very much love to each one,

Clare Pratt, rscj
Superior General



