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. . ) anuaary, 2002
Dear Sisters, Associates and Friends of Mercy, J Y

This issue on the theme of suffering describes life-altering experiences. These include caring for
family members through terminal illness, acknowledging the violence of wartime rape after fifty years,
and survival from the acts of violence, rape and incest. Hopefully, confronting the reality of evil in spiri-
tual direction involves claiming for the self an image of healing and transformation that ennobles the suf-
ferer and recontextualizes the suffering.

One pervasive sulfering that deforms the spirit of women, because of its enormous demographic
sweep, is domestic violence. Tts universal effect as an assault on the dignity of all women was acknowl-
edged at the Beijing International Conference on Women in 1995. Even if a Mercy Sister or Associate did
not grow up in a houschold burdened by the dynamics of violence, every one of us knows someone who
has—a classmate, a coworker, a former student, a friend, a relative. 1.S. statistics offer sober estimates of
the relation between poverty and violence. A major cause of homelessness and poverty among women fol-
lows the breakup of the family unit and the tlight of the woman and her children because of domestic vio-
lence. A major factor leading minors to run away from home is sexual violence.

One of six children in the U.S. lives in poverty. The racial factor cannot be analyzed apart from the vi-
olence factor. Awell-to-do Caucasian woman, 2 manager in a Silicon Valley technology firm, gets verbally
and physically abused a few blocks away from the emotionally terrorized woman she has not met, a
less-educated immigrant newly arrived with her husband from India. On any given Sunday, as a priest
looks out over his congregation, the statisticians say that at least 20 percent of the women listening to his
homily have been or are being physically abused by their husbands. Fifteen to twenty percent of pregnant
women have been physically abused while pregnant.

A good number of Sisters of Mercy confront these realities first hand. They work with state and local
agencies, operating shelters for women who flee violent spouses, training these women for jobs, and facili-
tating their need to find housing for themselves and their children. 'These directors should have a sub-
stantive voice in addressing the agenda for the Institute Commission on Women in/of the Church. Their
work deserves greater visibility in the Institute.

Why? Domestic violence does not only affect women who are married. The violence syndrome, be-
cause it touches the lives of all women, has an insidious effect when it seeps into ecclesial structures,
toxilying the relations of men to women in the Church and women to cach other in community. Woren
who have survived a battering relationship in marriage typically say that the physical violence is second-
ary to the emotional reign of terror and the constant barrage of verbal humiliation which demeans a
woman, breaking down her confidence and self-respect. Human beings are traditionalists. We “hand on”
what we ourselves have received, what we have been taught about the status of women, and what we have
abhsorbed by osmosis from the culture of violence which degrades women.

Violence—in the home, in the Church, in an intimate relationship, in the community-—is a minyick-
ing of power relations observed in the family, a learned attimde toward women and “lesser” persons such
as children and the elderly, a learned way of expressing power or a position of authority. Violence takes
the form of internalization. Women depreciate themselves, accepting the “lesson” of their inferiority,
fearing candor lest they offend, fearing to act less they be disapproved, fearing to dissent lest they be in-
timidated into submission. A tradition of violence against women creates a cli-
mate of fear and uncertainty among women in relation to authority, even when
the authority is female. Such a climate extinguishes the means of imagining a
future for religious life because violence fosters a preoccupation with gaining
security now and preserving peace at all costs.

Women do not find a path through the forest of violence to the clearing of
self-respect without the assistance of other women. The charism of Mercy, ex-
pressed in Catherine McAuley’s determination to establish a house to protect
young women from sexual predation, inspires Mercy women to give special at-
tention to the forms of suffering borne by their own gender.

58, on forrenslrr, RS9,

Editor, The MAST Journal




Suffering

Maureen Crossen, R.S.M.

Author’s Note:

September 11, 2001, Feast of Our Lady of Sorrows.
Early in this article, I mention that the events of the twen-
tieth century changed the way of thinking about God and
the problem of evil and suffering. We can be sure that the
horrific evenis of September 11, 2001 and the consequent
responses to this tragedy will change our thinking once
again about God, evil, and suffering. Yet, however we
think this through, what will not change is “the Word
made Flesh.” Whether owr “silence-in-awe” 1s a response
to a “terrible beawiy” in suffering, or to the horrific, un-
tmaginable extent of suffeving caused by human beings
against human beings, faith i “the Word made Flesh”
will always challenge us to see Christ in the bodies of oth-
ers, even those who are our enemies. In our response,
“may we be made worthy of the promises of Chyist,” and
may God be with all people of the earth.

B ne of the things that I've learned in my stud-
}ies on suffering and through experience is

me# that I vacillate between considering whether
suffering is a problem or a mystery. I teach a course
entitled “The Problem of Suffering” but as soon as
we get into the phenomenon of suffering from a
theological perspective, I find myself referring to
the mystery of suffering. The philosopher Gabriel
Marcel offers a helpful distinction between a problem
and a mystery. A problem is something to be solved, a
mystery is something that we encounter, that we live,
that draws out of us a commitment.' This distinction
becomes clear when all efforts to alleviate a certain
kind of suffering as a problem fail. Then one at-
tempts to live the experience. The living of this mys-
tery occurs in many ways, as [ will try to point out in
the section below on Responses to Suffering. But let me
return to the course I teach.

One semester 1 had a particularly engaging
group of students who, with great depth, truly scruti-
nized the phenomenon of suffering, first as a theo-
logical problem, and then through personal experi-
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ences. After an unusually heavy dialogue that in-
cluded strong demands on God to justify suffering
and some very poignant, tragic stories of personal
suffering, a reflective pause came over the class. The
silence was broken by a student who said, “Sister, why
don’t you call this course “The Power of Suffering.””
She caught me off guard. She recognized that every
person who had told her or his story that evening
had somehow acquired a new kind of power. By
power, I mean, an ability, an energy—dare I say a
gift—that acts as an agent of the deepest change or
transformation in one’s life. In the stories she had
heard, this student recognized power in her fellow
students who had gained a new strength of charac-
ter, or wisdom, or insight, or even, for many, a close-
ness to God that never could have or would have
been achieved without the experience of suffering.

It is up to each of us to reflect upon whether
suffering is a problem, a mystery or a power in our
lives. Certainly in the tradition of the Hebrew
prophets, the Christian gospel and the legacy of
the Mercy tradition, we recognize the problems of
suffering and passionately address these through
the spiritual and corporal works of mercy. The mys-
tery and the power are the heart of contemplation,
prayer, and faith-sharing. Ultimately, however, real
experiences of suffering put us face-to-face with
God, or at least with whom or what we thought
about God.

Since the mid-twentieth century, the image of
God has undergone a radical change. Although the
God of love and mercy will always be a real problem of
suftering, the old classical theology of an invulnera-
ble, omnipotent God, as the unmoved mover has
been rendered a significant and tremendous blow.
The suffering of the twentieth century cries from
Auschwitz, Hiroshima, Bataan, Argentina, South Af-
rica, Northern Ireland, the Middle East, El Salvador,
and on and on, forced theologians and ministers to
look to a different understanding of God, a God more
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ancient in Christian theology than the unmoved in-
vulnerable God of philosophy. They heard the God
of Israel and Rachel. It was this God who heard the
cries of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt (Exodus 2:23--25)
and the cries of a mother’s inconsolable grieving over
her dead children (Jeremiah 31:15; Matthew 2:18).
The God of Israel and Rachel?® was not unmoved.
The God of Israel and Rachel responded to suffering
and was moved to action.

The image of the God of Israel and Rachel is
revealed as Emmanuel, God-with-us, According to
Abraham Heschel, unlike the unmoved God or the
capricious gods of other nations, Isracl had “no
idea of God. What they had was an understanding . . .
To the prophets {of Israel] God was overwhelm-
ingly real and shatteringly present.”® Israel had a
keen awareness of God'’s ability to suffer with them
(com-pathos, com-passion). No amount of security
or comfort could ease the tense memory that “we
were slaves in Egypt” and that our “children are no
more.” The awesome history of Israel’s relation-
ship with God is a story of knowing God through
their history of suffering. God’s presence was expe-
rienced through the shalom or the wholeness of the
community. If a member was in need or want, it was
the responsibility of the community to respond.
God’s presence even stretched the limits of the
community’s responsibility, for they were also “to
welcome the stranger.” The problem of suffering
called for the community to respond as the agents
of God’s justice and mercy.

Although this “understanding of God” does
not ease all of the tension involved in the problem
of suffering and God, it does reveal God’s essence
as love and compassion much more clearly than the
unmoved, unchangeable theology. Contemporary
theologies, although varied and many, tend to move
in Heschel's direction, that is, away from an idea
about God removed from the scene, to the question
of understanding who God is, or where God is in the
event of suffering.

With this very quick background to the change
in our understanding of God in the problem of suf-
fering, I would like to move to the more precise and
striking moment of the revelation of God in suffer-
ing by presenting the human responses to suffer-
ing. In the responses is the intimate, incarnate rev-
elation of God. As I mentioned in the example
from my class, many incredible things happened to

the students because of the sulfering they endured.
What began perhaps as a problem, soon drew them
into an encounter (mystery) with themselves, and/
or a loved one, and God that revealed a unique
power in them never before experienced. So 1
would like to present three response to suffering
that I have observed in the stories of others, or that
1 have experienced myself along the way. As my
theological luck would have it, each of these re-
sponses is evidenced and reflected in Scripture and
in Gatholic theology. This then will be a weaving to-
gether of those stories and the wisdom handed
down from those who have gone before us in faith.
Itis not conclusive. The experience of suffering by
the reader may not resonate with these responses.
The reader may have a fourth or fifth response.
Nevertheless, this is the little wisdom that 1 have
gained in my studies of the theology of suffering
and my participation in suffering with others.

From a theological point of view,
people tend to respond to
suffering in three ways:
lamentation, thanksgiving, and,
what can best be described as
silence-in-awe.

Responses to Suffering

From a theological point of view, people tend to
respond to suffering in three ways: lamentation,
thanksgiving, and, what can best be described as
silence-in-awe. Sometimes these three happen
singularly in an experience of suffering. Some-
times they occur simultaneously. And sometimes,
they spill over into one another. No one response
is better, more perfect, or more faith- filled than
the other. To suggest otherwise is dangerous in
that it can cause guilt for the sufferer and arro-
gance to the community through its judgement.
Nor are these responses based on a person’s emo-
tional or psychological response. Rather, they are
based on faith, that is, how one encounters God in
the event of suffering. For example, the emotional
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response of depression to serious illness or loss
may appear to be a lament, but that does not ex-
clude the potential for silence-in-awe. A part of
the mystery of the revelation of God is that only
deep within the suffer is their most authentic re-
sponse known. Each of the three responses is an
opportunity for encounter with God, as well as a
revelation of God to the one suffering and to her
or his community.

Lamentation

I once held a dear friend who had just found her
youngest brother dead from a dose of bad drugs.
Her parents had both died of cancer six and eight
months prior to her brother’s death. Holding her, I
could physically feel her world shattering. She
trembled with such grief, and screamed with such
fury, that I was certain that every living being
within miles must have been aware that Jimmy had
died. Like Rachel of old, Ruth was inconsolable.
There were no words to comfort her.

Lamentation, crying out, this inconsolable
mourning, is a raw response to suftering. In ancient
Israel, as in many cultures even today, the lament
was an ascribed role of women. Hence, it is Rachel
- moaning over her lost children that Jeremiah hears,
not father Jacob.

Lamentation, crying out, this
inconsolable mourning, is a raw
response to suffering. In ancient
Israel, as in many cultures even

today, the lament was an
ascribed role of women.

One of the few public roles allowed to women,
this crying out was an audacious challenge to God,
like the question: WHY? Though wordless, the la-
ment shricked out to God: Something is wrong
here! Dead wrong! Do something now!

In her landmark book, Suffering, Dorothee
Soelle presents three phases of suffering based on
language.® Phase one she calls mute or speechless. In

this situation, the suffering is so devastating that the
sufferer 1s numb, mute. An inability to articulate the
suffering enhances the isolation caused by suffering
and reveals a sense of powerlessness felt by the suf-
ferer. Phase two islamentation, By crying out, the suf-
fering is accepted and acknowledged, opening the
way for conquering it. Phase three is the language of
change. This is met through solidarity with others
who can help shape the situation. One of those others
who can help shape the situation is God.

Lamentation in Scripture is always addressed
to God. The most familiar lament of both Hebrew
and Christian Scripture is Psalm 22 (also Mark
15:34): “My God, My God, why have you forsaken
me?” As a testimony to the deep faith of the psalm-
ist and of Jesus, it is important to note to whom this
anguishing question is addressed: MY God. The
“my” is most significant. Itis a confession of faith. It
recognizes God and demands to understand how
God is to be revealed in this suffering.

In the lament, the one suffering experiences
the dreaded hiddenness of God. Yet the hiddenness
of God i1s as much a part of revelation as 1s God’s
presence. Forsaken by God, the sufferer remembers
with vivid hope the acts of deliverance that God has
done. Rather than give oneself over to the power-
lessness or nothingness of death, the sufferer cries
out: WHY? To maintain a confession of faith with the
proclamation “MY God,” did not deter the one who
was forsaken from exclaiming the strong protesta-
tion: Why have you forsaken me? Faith and protest
are the language of lament. Biblical scholar Andre
LaCocque uses the terms plea and praise here. “Plea
and praise mean living. Life is lived between the two
poles of lament and praise. This tension is brilliantly
expressed by bringing the two together in the same
psalm. Plea is accompanied by praise; praise by
plea. Plea without praise is despair, absence of hope;
praise without pleas is complacency, arrogance,”®
Praise however does not absolve God of God’s re-
sponsibility for suffering. Lament remains a chal-
lenge to God to be faithful. For instance, Jesus ap-
parently could tolerate the abandonment of his
disciples, his family, his religious leaders, but God?
God is the one to whom Jesus puts the cry of lament:
Why? Paradoxically lament recognizes that there is
no one else but God who can change the suffering of
the one who cries out.”
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In an essay entitled “Lamentation as Prayer,”
philosopher Paul Ricoeur suggests that today, lam-
entation provides an authentic experience of God.®
While it seems to have fallen to the wayside, lamen-
tation expresses a radicality of faith in God and de-
mands that God pay attention towhat is happening
in history. Lament protests that if God is i his
heaven all is not right with the world! While human
beings may be able to resolve much of the suffering
in the world caused by injustice and oppression:
can we? Will we? And why should we? Lamentation
reaches into the depths of love and demands that
God speak to us, act again in history by becoming
“shatteringly present,” to rupture the heavens and
change this situation!

The power of Jamentation as a response to sut-
fering is being cried out in the voices of so many in
the world today. As Soelle suggests, following lamen-
tation there is the opportunity for changing the situa-
tion of suffering. Through lamentation to God, hope
is revived. However, God responds to the cries in his-
tory through the body of God’s people. The church is
held accountable to respond as much as God does for
situations that causes suffering. The lament is a chal-
lenge to all those who hope in God. Nelly Ritchie, a
Methodist minister from Argentina, reflecting on the
widowed mother who mourns the death of her only
son in Luke 7:12-15 says that for women in Argentina
“when they take a child away from a woman, they also
take away her fear.”? Fear-less women who have lost a
child through death or disappearance cry out before
their oppressors with the demand for justice. Their
cries are to be heard by all those who join them in
wanting to overcome the mnjustice that causes suffer-
ing. Their plea offers no praise to the oppressors, or
even to those who support the women. Rather; their
plea cries out with praise to God, who can save their
children even in death (cf. Hebrews 5:7-10). Like Is-
rael, the church, all people of God, are challenged by
the cries of those who suffer to right the wrong, to
heal the wound.

Thanksgiving

One beautitul October afternoon in Fort Lauderdale
in 1998, my brother Terry and I were driving home
from a most devastating doctor’s appointment. He’d
been told that the cancer in his neck was incurable,
there was noway to judge how much time he had. We

could not speak to each other, only sob in each
other’s arms. In the car, T broke the sad silence: “Can
you tell me how you feel right now, Ter?” My brother,
a very private man answered immediately. “I feel
what I told you I felt when the lump first appeared in
May, I am so thankful for today and for every day.
There is a line from a poem or something that keeps
going through my head: I'm thankful for everything
and when I think of it all, I am filled with joy.” I burst
into tears and cried, “That’s Philippians 1:3.” “What?”
My agnostic brother nearly laughed. "I've never
quoted Scripture before, how would I know that!” I
don’t know how he knew it, but he did. T also don’t
know how he faced the agony of that diabolical illness
that left him unable to swallow, filled with anxiety,
deep in depression, and yet, he was able to give
thanks. In fact, the last words I heard him speak be-
fore he died were “Thank you.”

Thanksgiving or gratitude in the
face of suffering is a baffling
response.

Thanksgiving or gratitude in the face of suffer-
mg 1s a battling response. Thanksgiving is the fitting
response of one who has received a gift. In my
brother’s situation, in any situation of suffering, it 1s
impossible to consider suffering as a gift. But, as
Terry lived out, it was not the sickness that was the
gift. It was seeing life in the face of death. The gift
was an intense appreciation for life. Authentic grati-
tude is not superficial. It is a deep, uncomfortable,
even embarrassed response to a gift that comes as
true surprise, a gift that opens a new awareness to
lite and relationships. Often a gift turns the receiver
to focus on her or himselt. However, a gift that opens
a new awareness to life and relationships draws the
receiver more deeply into an encounter with the one
who gives the gift. The gift itself acts as the outward
sign, a sacrament, if you will, of the love between
giver and receiver. Writing on the experience of a
life-threatening disease Patrick Malone reflects on
gratitude. “The enduring lesson of gratitude—the
genuine kind that stirs our soul and humbles our ar-
rogance—comes at a great cost . . . It is an acknowl-
edgment that our lives will be forever unfinished,



Crossen: Suffering—No Answers, Only Response

unbalanced, uncertain, and untamed. It is waking
up to how much this would glitters with holiness.
And when we wake up, we wonder how we could
have missed what now seems so obvious.”1¢

Malone’s insights are lived out in these ac-
counts. A friend’s fiancé was stung by a bee. He
died in her arms within minutes. When I arrived at
Betsy’s that evening I was greeted with, “T am so
thankful. Larry said ‘I love you’ then he died in my
arms.” Etty Hillesum, a prisoner in a concentration
camp, surrounded by despair, suffering, death, and
raw evil, saw a rainbow one morning, and was so de-
lighted that it was apparent on her face. The other
prisoners thought she had heard news of libera-
tion. “I couldn’t fob them off with the rainbow,
could IP—even though that was my only reason for
cheerfulness.”!! Etty had decided early on in this
experience that she would make it a daily task not
only to look for beauty in this ugliness, but espe-
cially, she would search for the “spark of God” in
the soldiers who inflicted the suffering.

If lamentation is a response to
God’s hiddenness in suffering,
thanksgiving is a response to
God’s presence in suffering.
Thanksgiving . . . draws on the
deep joy that comes from love. It
stakes a claim on the hope that
(God makes all things new, in
spite of the uncertainty of how
newness will occur.

If lamentation is a response to God’s hiddenness
in suffering, thanksgiving is a response to God’s pres-
ence in suffering. Thanksgiving does not avoid the
sadness necessitated in a situation of suffering. There
is always grief in letting go or in an experience of
powerlessness. However, thanksgiving draws on the
deep joy that comes from love. Tt stakes a claim on the
hope that God makes all things new, in spite of the
uncertainty of how newness will occur. In The Prophetic

Imagination, Walter Brueggemann describes this re-
sponse to suffering in terms of “a language of
amazement.”1? Through a language of amazement,
those who suffer recognize that God is the one, the
only one, who can bring about newness in the experi-
ence of suffering. This hope in God is rooted, not
only in what God has done in the past (lamentation),
butin the signs of God’s presence now, which promise
a better future, such as the rainbow over the camp
that inspired Etty Hillesum. The hope generated
through amazement expressed in thanksgiving “re-
defines the situation”!? of the one who suffers, or for
those who suffer, if it is possible that such amazement
can occur in a whole community. Amazement is en-
riched by the ability of the sufferer to give thanks to
God for the gift of this awareness, in spite of suffering.

Silence-in-Awe

Somewhere before or within the awful suffering that
cries out in lamentation, somewhere after or within
an act of thanksgiving in suffering that makes one
aware of how precious life is, there is a response to
suffering best described as silence-in- awe. It is the aw-
ful, awe-filled recognition that one has come face to
face with God. In Lament for a Son Nicholas Wolter-
storff grieves the death of his twenty-five-year-old
son, Eric, who died in a mountaineering accident.
This father comes to see in his suffering how it is that
God suffers. He had thought that seeing God’s face
meant seeing God’s glory and that this iswhy no one
could behold God’s face. But his glance at God’s face
was God suffering. A friend sheds light on Wolter-
storff’s experience: perhaps God’s suffering is God’s
glory.'* The friend’s insight echoes the climax in
John’s Gospel where the Cross is the “hour of glory.”
However, this revelation leaves one speechless, si-
lent in the awe of the mysterious God who dares to
be revealed in suffering.

The example par excellence of this response to
suffering 1s the Suffering Servant from Isaiah 52:13 —
53:12. In the psalms of lamentation and thanks-
giving, the speaker confesses her or his sin or claims
of innocence. However, in this poem “others declare
the mnocence of the sufferer and confess their own
sins.”!® The servant never speaks, indeed, the poet
twice comments, “he opened not his mouth” (Isaiah
53:7). While this silence could be an admission of
guilt, it is not perceived as such. No one can make
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sense of the servant’s suffering. Kings and nations are
speechless (52:15) . They seemed so overwhelmed
that they are paralyzed, helpless to aid the servant.
The people of Israel, characterized as the first person
plural “we,” however, become engaged in a process of
conversion on seeing the Suffering Servant. “We”
know this fellow, but “we” never paid attention to
him. Surely he was being punished by God, or so “we”
thought. But then “we” make a confession: yet it was
our infirmities that he bore, he was crushed for our
sins (b3:4, 5). The servant is silent, defenseless, but he
is not powerless. His suffering effects change in the
community. His suffering calls the community to see
their sins and to accept responsibility for the alien-
ation of the suffering servant.

The silence of the servant is enhanced by two
more dynamics in the poem. First, the servant is
claimed by God from beginning to end in the
poem. He is called “my” servant (52:13 and 53:11,
12). God’s claim of “my” serves as a poetic embrace
around the servant. Although there is no explicit
mention that the servant feels the embrace, there is
indication that he is not hopeless in his suffering.
His silence suggests that he is in awe of God, in
spite of his suffering. The servant gives his life for
others, specifically for their sins (53:10) and he sees
his descendants in a long life, a sign of blessing. He
also sees the light in fullness of days (53:11). God
gives him his portion among the great (53:12). If
the servant’s distigured body was enough to render
kings and nations dumbstruck, his hope for the fu-
ture in the midst of his suffering, his assurance that
God was with him, was even more incredulous to
“us” because he is the one who is claimed by God.

Christians, of course, cannot help but see this
Suffering Servant as Jesus Christ, who offered his
life, suffering, and death, as sacrifices for our sins.
As Catholics, when we behold a arucifix, we see the
body of the Suftering Servant of God. This symbol
should not be overly glorified, but should render us
silent-in-awe of the God who historically and physi-
cally suffered for us and with us. The sight of the
body on the cross should not freeze a moment and
one person in history. Rather, the body on the cross
opens up history as a history of suffering and God’s
presence here and now in suttering bodies.

A Catholic understanding of the Eucharist re-
veals this presence of God in sutfering bodies based
on the sacrifice of the body of jesus Christ on the

cross. We say that it is “the body of Christ” that we
receive in the Eucharist. It is “the body of Christ”
that we, the Church, become. In Catholic theology
when we say “body” here we mean “body.” Not the
symbol of a body, not the memory of a body, but the
real body and blood of Jesus Christ. We say “amen”
to the broken crucified-risen body of Jesus Christ,
who maintains the marks of his suffering even in
his resurrected body. God has become flesh, not for
thirty-three odd years in the first century. God has
become flesh in all bodies, in all flesh. The awful,
awesome revelation of God in Jesus Christ is that
we are to seek God in the bodies of others, most es-
pecially in those who suffer. How can we say we love
God if we do not love our sisters and brothers who,
in their suffering, represent God to us ? “Who
would believe what we have heard? To whom has
the arm of the Lord been revealed?” (Isaiah 53:1).
If receiving the body and the blood of Jesus Christ in
the Eucharist still holds any awe or mystery at all, it
must point to the mystery of God’s suffering in the
body and blood of sufferers throughout the world.

When we experience suffering within ourselves
orwith those around uswhom we love and serve, we
are called to broaden our compassion for those who
suffer through out the world, It is possible to have
com-pathos, to sutfer with others, because a response
to the overwhelming suffering in the world as si-
lence-in-awe is a sigh of the revelation of God incat-
nate in all suffering. When direct response to suf-
fering alludes us and even when it consumes us
through our compassion and service, silence-in-
awe draws us to contemplate God in the prayer of
silence. Archbishop Desmond Tiztu, on a visit to the
United States in 1984, encouraged an American
congregation to be faithful to prayer, even when
you feel like “there is a dryness.” 16 If you are faith-
ful, even in silence, then your fidelity to prayer al-
lows for God’s grace to spill into the heart of a tor-
tured prisoner who may be tempted to turn to
bitterness and hatred for his torturers, Yet, for one
more day, he or she continues to see the enemy as
God’s children. Tutu asks, “How is that possible un-
less you have prayed him into that state of grace.”!7

Tutu’s insight on fidelity to prayer expresses well
what is meant by the mystical body of Christ. This sac-
ramental expression of the Fucharist comes about
when the body of Christ, which we receive, is recog-
nized as the awful, awesome presence of Christ in
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those who suffer throughout the world. The unity the
sacrament signifies'? is not detached from the reality
of the world. The mystical body of Christ “demands
that this body should be the fullness, the revelation of
Christ himself in and through the whole of human-
ity.” 19 Suffering is the one, true, universal—catholic if
you will—experience shared by human beings. Would
that the shared experience were love or beauty, but it
is not. Suffering should, at some time, fill us with si-
lence-in-awe because it is in suffering—our own, that
which we share with others, and that which seems so
remote to us—that God is revealed. Through the ex-
perience of the mystery of suffering, we enter into a
fullness with God through Jesus Christ. Any encoun-
ter with God leaves us in awe. It does not leave us in
powerless fear. Rather, it offers us a deep faith, filled
with awe that yearns to alleviate, or at least, to be pres-
ent to those who suffer.

@ B K

There are no answers to suffering in our lives,
nor to God’s will or reason for suftering, There 1s
only our response to suffering. Whether the re-
sponse is lamentation, thanksgiving, or silence-in-
awe, the power of these responses reveals the mys-
tery of God. The God of Israel, Rachel, and Jesus
Christ hears the cries of those who suffer and offers
hope and mercy through an amazement that makes
all things new. And deep, deep within the suffering,
God waits to show God’s true glory and compas-
sion. When you reflect on your response to the ex-
perience of suffering in your own life and in the
world, what power lies ready in you with the ques-
tion of praise, amazement and awe: Who would be-
lieve what we have seen? To whom has the arm of
the Lord been revealed? (Isaiah 53:1).

Editor’s Note: Sister Mawreen’s brother Vince was diag-
nosed with cancer two weeks afler she submitled this arti-
cle. He died one month later.
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Carol Rittner, R.S.M.

“You hear me speak. But do
you hear me feel?”

Gertrud Kolmar

“The Woman Poet”

d. Auschwitz, 1943

¥ nthe summer of 1991, I met
| a Korean theologian by the
dname of Dr. David Kwang
sun-Suh. At the time, he was
dean of the Graduate School of
Ewha Women’s University in Se-
oul, Korea, We were both fellows
at Episcopal Divinity School in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. Be-
cause of a book I had just edited
with John K. Roth from Clare-
mont McKenna College (Califor-
nia), David knew I had an interest
in the experience of women dur-
ing the Holocaust.! Shortly after
leaving Cambridge, he wrote and
asked me if Twould read some es-
says written by a group of young
Korean-American feminist schol-
ars about the experience of Ko-
rean women during World War
II. T almost said, “No, thank you!”
because 1 was already over-ex-
tended, and besides, what did 1
know about Koreans and Korea?

The Suffering of Korean Comfort Women

But, luckily for me, 1 did read
those papers, and what I discov-
ered opened my eyes to another
dimension of women’s suffering
during World War II and the
Holocaust.

Korean Women’s Suffering
During WW 1I Overlooked

What women during the Holo-
caust and women during the Pa-
cific War have in common is that
their suffering has been largely
overlooked by scholars. Perhaps
this is not surprising, given that
men and women alike have suf-
fered the ravages of war and the
horrors of the Holocaust. Men
and women alike had their lives
disrupted, their homes de-
stroyed, their loved ones trauma-
tized, maimed, and murdered.
Still, I agree with Myrna Golden-
berg when she writes that while
women suffered the same hell as
men, they often endured differ-
ent horrors.2 Many of those hor-
rors specifically tied to their biol-
ogy and gender, with rape one of

From time immemorial, women have been
raped during war as casually or frenetically
as a city, town, or village is looted or
destroyed.

the most horrific. Still, while it
seems almost callous to say this,
there is nothing unprecedented
about rape during war.

From time immemorial, wo-
men have been raped during
war as casually or freneticallyas a
city, town, or village is looted or
destroyed.® In 1937, for exam-
ple, two years before World War
IT broke out in Europe, the Im-
perial Japanese army invaded
and occupied Nanking, China.
It was accompanied with such
free-wheeling sexual violence it
became known as the “Rape of
Nanking.” In an effort to reinsti-
tute some discipline among their
soldiers, the Japanese Military
Command revived an idea tried
in Shanghai in 1932. They open-
ed a series of “military recreation
centers” 1n Japanese-occupied
China. Agents of the Imperial
Japanese Army were ordered to
recruit Japanese karayuki [travel-
ing prostitutes] for their troops in
China, but unable to recruit a suf-
ficient number of karayuki for the
army’s purposes, agents of the
army’s Special Service Branch,
normally in charge of under-
cover or subversive activities, were
assigned to recruit and entice
young women from Korea (occu-
pied by Japan since 1904) to work
for the army.

The vast majority of these
women were poor and illiterate,
so when they were promised high
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wages and benefits, many readily
accepted, assuming they would be
employed as cooks, maids, and
laundresses for the emperor’s sol-
diers, but they were mistaken. The
Japanese had no intention of us-
ing these Korean women for me-
nial household tasks. Their job
description was different. Women
and girls, some as young as twelve
and fourteen years of age, were
sent to the newly revived military
recreation centers in  China.
There these chaste “daughters of
Confucius” were forced to provide
“sexual services” to Japanese

No one knows for sure how
many women were forced into
sexual slavery by the Japanese,
but George Hicks, who wrote one
of the first books in English about
the “comfort women,” estimates
there were approximately 139,000
women and girls from all over
Japanese-occupied Asia— Korea,
Tamwan, Okinawa, China, the Phil-
ippines, and the Dutch East In-
dies, among other places— who
were forced into the comfort sys-
tem. About 116,000 survived the
war and about 50,000 may still be
alive today.”

Whatever name one gives to these

places—"“comfort stations,

1w’

military

recreation centers,” or “brothels”—the
system involved female slavery. No other
term more accurately describes it.

troops, officers and enlisted men
alike. 'Thus began what was to be-
come a vast network of military
brothels, or so-called “comfort
stations,” organized and man-
aged during World War 11 by the
Imperial Japanese Military Com-
mand.?

Whatever name one gives to
these places—“comfort sta-
tions,” “military recreation cen-
ters,” or “brothels”™—the system
involved female slavery. No
other term more accurately de-
scribes it. Women recruited or
forced into this system literally
were “owned” by the Japanese
military. They had no control
over their lives. Theirs was the
“job” of providing sexuval ser-
vices on demand to members of
the military, whatever their rank.

Report of Survivor Kim
Yoon-shim

In March 1997, at a conference I
organized at Magee College in
Derry, Northern Ireland, I met
two former “comfort women,”
Ms. Kim Yoon-shim and Mrs,
Jan Ruff-Oherne.

In 1937, Kim Yoon-shimwas
a fourteen-year-old girl kid-
napped from her remote Korcan
village and sent to a “comfort
station” in Harbin, China. Today
she is awoman in her mid-seven-
ties, living in Korea. Jan Ruff-
Oherne was a young Dutch
women living in the Dutch East
Indies when it was occupied by
the Japanese army. loday, she is
a widow, a mother, and grand-

mother in her mid-seventies, liv-
ing in Australia. The stories they
told left me speechless and
amazed. These two women
could have been—perhaps even
should have been—defeated by
forces in the human world that
threaten and seek to destroy
women, and yet not only were
they not destroyed, but they sur-
vived to bear witness to the hor-
rors we human beings are capa-
ble of inflicting on one another.

Kim Yoon-shim was so
young when she was kidnapped
that she “didn’t know anything,”
but she learned quickly:

I was so terrified. There were
countless times when T wasn’t
fast enough taking off my
clothes; then those sinister sol-
diers would tear my panties off
with their hands. I couldn’t re-
sist them, so I stopped wearing
underclothes at night and only
wore my dress. I got to the
point where I could not bear
any more, so I hid, but I was
caught, and beatings and star-
vation were my punishment.

Ome day when I couldn’t fight
off an overly harsh soldier, he
hurt me so much that I wasn't
able to walk, nor could I go to
the bathroom. I had to crawl
around and continued to do
my duties while crying. From
then on, I lived with a perma-
nently bent back, unable to
stand or walk straight.®

Kim Yoon-shim survived the war
and her sexual slavery. She
made her way back to Korea, but
she could never bear children
because of what she had been
forced to endure between 1937
and 1945. Her anger, justifiable
and palpable, and her determi-
nation to bear witness, to not let
the Japanese government evade
their responsibility to the wo-
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men who survived the military
brothel system, have helped her
endure her suffering for more
than fifty years:

My crumbling body and my
diseased uterus never allowed
me the joys of having a child.
My life has been hanging by a
thread since the end of the war.
This is what I want to say to the
Japanese government: You
must take responsibility for the
sins of yowr forefathers, and
the government must apolo-
gize for our situation. Those
responsible for the crimes of
war must be punished, and the
nation must pay an indemnity
for those critnes. Know this:
Our memories are vivid,. We
will not forget. You will never
be able to disclaim responsibil-
ity. We will not die. We will bear
witness forever!

Report of Jan Ruff-Oherne

The second woman, Jan Ruff-
Oherne, was a young, unmar-
ried nineteen-year-old Dutch
woman living with her family in
the Dutch East Indies. A devout
Roman Catholic, she had
wanted to be a nun, but the war
prevented her from entering a
convent. Instead, with thou-
sands of other women and chil-
dren, including her mother and
sisters, she was interned in a Jap-
anese prisoner of war (POW)
camp for three years (1942-
1945). In February 1944, she was
“selected” for “special duty” by
several Japanese officers stroll-
ing through the camp, singling
out pretty white women. Ten
women were selected, put on
trucks, and taken to a place
called Semarang. With six oth-
ers, she was ushered into a
house, where, she said:

We were made to understand
that we were here for the sexual
pleasure of the Japanese. We
were to obey at all times, and we
were not to leave the house. In
fact, the house was guarded and
trying to escape was entirely
useless, We were terrified. All of
us were virgins, and none of us
knew anything about sex. We
were so nnocent. We tried to
find out from each other what
to expect, what was going to
happen to us.

As T sat there waiting, fear com-
pletely overpowered my body.
Evenup to this day I cannot for-
get that fear, In a way it has

For three months, Jan Ruff was
forced to “sexually service” Japa-
nese soldiers. She no longer re-
members how many violated her,
but she did remember the day
she discovered she was pregnant:

I was absolutely terrified. How
could I give birth to and love a
child conceived in such horror?
Like pillars of strength the
[other] girls gave me their sup-
port. They advised me to tell
our Japanese female guard that
1 was pregnant. I approached
the woman, and, as an answer
to the problem, she produced a
bottle full of tablets [intended

For fifty years, 1 could not talk about my
wartime experiences. The shame was too
great. [ had no counseling. My healing
process began when [ was able to come face
to face with my perpetrators, the Japanese
people.

been with me all my life. As we
prayed, I could hear the arrival
of more and more military men
to the house. We could hear
their crude laughter and their
boots treading the floor. We
were ordered to go to our own
rooms. We refused. We stayed
close together, clinging to each
other for safety. My whole body
was burning with fear. It is a fear
I can’t possibly describe, a feel-
ing 1 shall never forget and
never lose. Even after more
than fifty years, I still experi-
ence this feeling of total fear
going through my body and
through all my limbs, burning
me up. It comes to me at the
oddest moments; 1 wake up
with it in nightmares and still
feel it just lying in bed at night.
Butworst of all, [after the war] 1
felt this fear every time my hus-
band made love to me.

to destroy the fetus]. I could not
kill a fetus, not even this one. It
would be a mortal sin if I did, so
I continued to refuse the tab-
lets. Eventually they were
forced down my throat. 1 mis-
carried shortly afterward.

Surviving by Telling the
Truth

How did Jan Ruff-Oherne sur-
vive such violence? How did she
endure her sufferingr How did
she manage to go on with life af-
ter the war, even as she contin-
ued to be haunted by her past?

For fifty years, I could not talk
about my wartime experiences.
The shame was too great. T had
no counseling. My healing pro-
cess began when I was able to
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come face to face with my per-
petrators, the Japanese people.
I am still haunted by the past.
The scars, the pain, the fear,
and the shame, did not stop at
the end of the war. I never felt
sorry for myself; rather [I fele]
that all that happened to me
was somechow God’s plan for
me. I am a survivor because of
my deep faith in God.

I came to realize that healing
comes through forgiveness
and reconciliation. We cannot
build a better future if our
hearts are filled with anger,
hate and revenge. Forgiveness
must come from the side of the
one who has suffered the vio-
lence. Over the years I longed
for the opportunity to be able
to show the Japanese people
that I had forgiven them. I
found the courage to speak out
and be a witness at an interna-
tional public hearing on Japa-
nese war crimes in December
1992, At that time, I told the
Japanese people that I had for-
given them for the atrocities
done to me, but that T could
never forget. To sappress the
memory would be to perpe-
trate the violence. Through
taking the initiative by forgiv-
ing the Japanese people, I also
gave them the opportunity to
say that they were sorry. A dia-
logue had started.

The energy for building a better
future comes through confront-
ing the cause of the suffering,
through telling the stories, through
being a witness, and through rec-
onciliation. 10

Rape is Still an Instrument
of War

I am not a psychiatrist, nor am I
a psychologist. I am a teacher,
but one thing I've learned these
past twenty-five years teaching
about the Holocaust is that

survivors want to tell their sto-
ries. They need to tell their sto-
ries. This is an essential part of
the healing process. Encourag-
ing survivors to speak is not
enough, however. Those who
speak also need us to listen, to
pay attention, to hear both their
words and their feelings. As the
epigram to this essay puts it,
“You hear me speak. But do you
hear me feel?”

Recently, I read Ann
Llewellyn Barstow’s book, War’s
Dirty Secret: Rape, Prostitution, and
Other  Crimes Against  Women.
Reading her book made me
think again about Kim Yoon-
shim and Jan Ruff-Oherne, be-
cause Barstow reminds the
reader that the best-kept secret is
the one we all know, but rarely
talk about: the widespread use of
rape as a weapon of war. (One
only needs to recall, for example,
the genocides in former Yugosla-
via and Rwanda during the 1990s
to remember how men on all
sides of those conflicts used wo-
men’s bodies as battlefields.) I
also thought about them because
of the questions posed by Aida
Dizdarivic, a woman from Sara-
jevo, who also participated in the
Derry conference. Barstow con-
cludes her book with her ques-
tions. Aida wondered if at the
close of World War II, former
comfort women could have told
the world about what had hap-
pened to them—and been
heard—whether the Serbs would
have dared to build rape camps
in 1993? She wondered as well
whether if the Allies had prose-
cuted crimes against women at
the original Tokyo war crimes tri-
als, would men have used rape
and rape camps as weapons of

war and genocide since the end
of World War Il and the Holo-
caust?!! T wonder as well.
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Deadly Sins and Spiritual Direction

A Feminist Reflection

Rev. Susan I. Fowler

Intreduction

The way we understand sin (in both its personal
and corporate aspects) is formed and informed by
culture, tradition, and revelation. It profoundly af-
fects our understanding of others, our world, and
ourselves.

This paper will look at traditional concepts of
sin and how these have been used by our culture to
oppress women’s ways of knowing and being in the
world. It will then present an understanding of sin
from the perspective of feminist theology, which
posits sloth aswomen’s “deadltest sin” and show how
sloth, the dissipation of self and agency and loss of
power-in-relationship, is a function of women’s lived
experience in the culture of patriarchy, a system of
dominance entrenched in social systems and institu-
tions which profoundly distorts and diminishes wo-
men’s ways of knowing and being in relationship
with self, God, and others.

We will relate these understandings to women’s
spiritual journeys, suggesting clues for discerning
patriarchy’s influence in women directees’ lives,
and presenting some correctives that can be uti-
lized by spiritual directors to empower women to
move more fully into their lives and the life of God.

Traditional Understandings of Sin.

The basic view of sin in the Old Testament empha-
sizes the breakdown of the covenant relationship
between God and humans caused by their rebellion
and disobedience. Hebrew words frequently trans-
lated as sin include: missing the mark, rebellion,
transgression, violating the covenant, and disobe-
dience.! In the New Testament, sin continues to be
understood as a denial of covenant through actions
of injustice. In Paul’s letters, particularly, the em-
phasis is on sin as lack of faith. Missing the mark
means refusal to have a relationship of trust with

13

God. Both traditions emphasize the social aspect of
sin, and its context in covenantal and community
relationships.?

In classical Christian tradition, the doctrine of
original sin as developed by Augustine in the fourth
century also emphasized the radical nature of hu-
man separation from God. Augustine, who posited
that everything has a place in the divine hierarchy of
goodness, defined sin as a disorientation of desire,
L.e., rejecting the inviolable (hierarchical) order cre-
ated by God and substituting one’s own perverse
will. This radical tendency to disobey God Augus-
tine defined as original sin.?

The doctrine further teaches that because of
and since the original disobedience of Adam and
Eve, all human beings have the mmnate propensity
(transmitted biologically) to disobey God. This pro-
pensity is embodied in the capital sin of pride, in
which one puts oneself in God’s place (idolatry), re-
fuses to acknowledge the relattonship between Cre-
ator and creature, and lives a self-referential life, cut
off from God, self and others.*

In later church traditions, however, sin takes
on a quantitative aspect, shifting from an under-
standing of sin as a condition to sin as individual
acts which can be overcome through participation
in the Church.”

The basic view of sin in the Old
Testament emphasizes the
breakdown of the covenant

relationship between God and
humans caused by their
rebellion and disobedience.
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While both understandings of sin and redemp-
tion are positive in that they help us acknowledge
our dependence on God’s grace in order to restore
us to right relationship with God, the focus on the
privatization of sins prevents us from seeing the so-
cial dimension of sin (oppression) and fails to re-
flect the concern for social justice emphasized in
both Hebrew and Christian Scripture.

Feminist theology proposes a radical way to re-
claim both the religious dimension of sin {(rebellion
against God), and its moral and social dimensions
(oppression and injustice} by recapturing the bibli-
cal understanding of mutuality-in-relationship as
the essential norm for human relating.

Feminist theology proposes a
radical way to reclaim both the
religious dimension of sin
(rebellion against God), and its
moral and social dimensions
(oppression and injustice) by
recapturing the biblical
understanding of
mutuality-in-relationship as the
essential norm for human
relating.

Feminist Understandings of Sin

Patriarchy as the Locus of Sin

Most modern-day theologians understand original
sin not as our biological patrimony, but as a situa-
tion of personal and social alienation that all hu-
man beings experience.

Feminist and liberation theologians situate that
alienation in the cultural condition of patriarchy.
Reinforced by Augustine’s notion of hierarchy and
nature (which places women at a lower rung on the
hierarchical ladder owing to biology, intelligence,
and culture), patriarchy is a system that declares that
certain inherently inferior people will always be at

the bottom or on the margins of society. As such, it
distorts the nature of relationships by legitimizing
and normalizing oppression of women and other
non-dominant groups and maintains a dominance
of power over them through control of culture and
access to resources. In this system, women’s reality is
defined by the race, class, property, etc. of the men
to whom they belong. They are derivative, that is,
defined by the status of men.%

Pairiarchy and Women’'s Sin

Contrary to Church tradition, pride may not be the
deadliest sin, at least not for women. In the context
of patriarchal culture, feminist theologians name
sloth, and not pride, as “women’s” sin. Sloth, classi-
cally understood as indolence, is the failure to do
whatis right when one has the autonomous freedom
to do otherwise.” In the context of feminist theol-
ogy, however, sloth is loss of power-in-relationship,
i.e., a dissipation and disorientation of autonomy
and sense of self that results directly from the expe-
rience of oppression in a patriarchal system.?

Every woman has been the unknowing partici-
pantin that sin “that constricts and restricts human
beings from the abundance of being-in-relation
which is proper to them . . . which dissipates,
blocks, disorients or counters the dynamics of gen-
uine and full mutuality.””

And every woman has been its unwilling recipi-
ent; it is reinforced in the ways we are taught to sce
our roles (as seltless caretakers), in the ways we are
inhibited from validating our experiences and ex-
pressing ourselves (silence in order to protect oth-
ers), in the ways in which our contributions to the
world go unrecognized and unvalued by those who
control and therefore define culture.

Complicity in Qur Own Oppression
Placing women’s sin in its cultural context is very im-
portant. It helps us understand why, even though
women have the inherent capacity for freedom and
autonomy which is central to personhood (regard-
less of gender), we still comply in our own oppres-
sion simply by virtue of our participation in the
dominant culture.

For women, the experience of oppression re-
sults in an internalization of patriarchal notions
that equate different-ness with less worth, and re-
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sults not only in feelings of shame and inferiority,
but in the disorientation and dissipation of the
power characteristic of that sin. Cut off from one’s
feelings and agency through external cultural op-
pression and internal denial, dissociation, or sup-
pression of feelings, women are denied full partici-
pation in the normative divine-human pattern of
being-in-relationship which forms and informs our
sense of selves as relational beings.

I worked with a female directee who was trying
to sort out her feelings about an out-of-wedlock
pregnancy that happened when she was eighteen.
She happened to ask me one day what I was working
on, and when I described my work on feminist views
of sin, she began to cry and related that she could
never see her pregnancy as sinful, because it was the
natural outcome of her love for her partner. Her sin,
she decided, was that she lacked the courage to
stand up to the authorities in her life (parents,
church, ete.) who pressured her to give up her child
and tell them she intended to keep the child and
marry its father. This realization led to an outpour-
ing of grief and anger, the beginning of selt-forgive-
ness and healing, and reconciliation with her now-
grown daughter.

The Task for Women

Given the feminist understanding of sin as distor-
tion and loss of power-in-relationship, are women
doomed to be held forever captive to the sins of op-
pression, sexism, and injustice embedded in patri-

Feminist theology suggests . . .
that salvation (the complete
affirmation of one’s true nature)
rests both on the ability to break
free of the cultural constraints of
patriarchy and the personal sins
of sloth and pride, and to move
beyond them toward others in
relationships of mutuality and

justice.

archal systems and structures? Are we (o resign our-
selves to accepting our assigned cultural roles as
caretakers? Must we settle for being less than who
we might become?

Feminist theology suggests a different possibil-
ity: that salvation (the complete atfirmation of one’s
true nature) rests both on the ability to break free of
the cultural constraints of patriarchy and the per-
sonal sins of sloth and pride, and to move beyond
them toward others in relationships of mutuality
and justice. The blueprint for this transformation is
given in scriptural notions of creation, covenant,
and saving history,°

Radical Discernment
A Different Way to Read the Signs

Situating the Locus of Divine Activity

Every spiritual director knows that one cannot lo-
cate the spirttual journey outside the context of cul-
ture and lived experience. If, as an incarnational
theology suggests, the world is the locus of divine
creative activity, then we can look to the history of
God’s creative and saving action on behalf of hu-
mankind for clues about how to companionwomen
directees in ways that counteract the negative ef-
fects of patriarchy and point toward life-giving
ways of being-in-relationship.

Radical Signs of Love

It pride is a refusal to acknowledge who one is be-
fore God, sloth is a refusal to claim one's selfhood,
freedom and autonomy. Both reflect a distortion of
the divine-human relationship seen in the Hebrew
stories of creation and liberation,

The Genesis creation myths stress the essen-
tially relational character of humans to God and to
each other. Even while detailing humankind’s dis-
obedience against God, the stories still acknowl-
edge the intrinsic goodness of persons because we
are created by the source of goodness, and in God’s
image. As such, we possess an inherent dignity and
worth and are to be seen not as objects or means for
others’ own pleasure or advantage, but rather as
ends in ourselves,

The Exodus stories embody this divine-human
relationship in the notion of covenant love and jus-
tice. Even as God liberated the Israelites from slavery
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to freedom, we also, as persons called to enter into
the life of God, are inwvited to live in right relationship
with God and with each other, recognizing a partner-
ship of equals and a manner of relating marked by
the mutuality of knowing and loving which. creates
collaboration rather than competition, shared power
rather than domination or submission.

If the divine-human relationship is to be nor-
mative for Christians, relationships will look very
different from the model of domination-subordina-
tion normative in patriarchy. How do spiritual direc-
tors help directees identify and embody them?

If the divine-human relationship
is to be normative for Christians,
relationships will look very
different from the model of
domination-subordination
normative in patriarchy.

Relating to God

The issues of the self’s relationship with God and how
that relationship has been affected by patriarchal cul-
ture deserves mention here. Theologians such as
Karl Rahner and Elizabeth Johnson have connected
the development of self with the development of the
experience of God and loss of self-identity with the
loss of the experience of God.!! One cause of such
self-loss is attributed to the power of the dominant
culture to devalue or silence women’s ways of know-
ing and being in relationship. As Elisabeth Schiissler
Fiorenza points out, patriarchal ideology produces
language and meaning for the sake of dominating
and excluding women from defining the world and
the meaning of human life and society.!?

For spiritual directors and women directees,
naming and reclaiming reality includes exploring the
directee’s relationship with God and her words and
images for God. Does she use words like punitive, dom-
inating, and judging to describe God? Is God the One
with power-over who controls her life and the rela-
tionship? Does she feel like she has to be “nice” or

“good” in order to gain love and approval? All these
words and images suggest that a directee has inter-
nalized the patriarchal model of relationship.

One simple way to open the directee to other
ways of thinking about God is for the director to
suggest that the directee look to other, more conge-
nial signs of God’s love by asking, “who orwhat is or
has been love for you in your life?” and moving
from there to an understanding of God as God-
with-us in our human relationships of love.

A Caution Here

Patriarchal society defines love in a way which is es-
sential self-referential to those in positions of dom-
inance. As defined for women by patriarchy, love is
care taking and nurturing at the expense of one’s
own freedom and growth. A feminist understand-
ing of love is quite different.

Building on the feminist understanding of sal-
vation as a movement from oppression to freedom
in relationship, Carter Heyward points out that if
the Divine Creative is that which brings us into real-
ization of ourselves as relational beings and em-
powers us to move into right relation with each
other, it is the radical love of Jesus that informs and
defines those relationships.'? So in the same way
that the Creation and Incarnation are radical signs
of God’s love for humankind, we are also to be radi-
cal signs of divine creativity and love.

Mutuality-in-Relationship

Many women I companion on the spiritual journey
often begin a session by complaining how ex-
hausted or uncentered they feel. In my experience,
it usually signals a situation of being cut off from
herself and the important relationships in her life
(including God). As we explore this more deeply,
the directee realizes she is really feeling guilt, an-
ger, unfreedom, and powerlessness from trying to
live up to society’s expectation that she “take care
of” all the people and situations in her life. Thisis a
red flag for exploring whether and how her desola-
tion might be a sign of internalization of cultural
oppression effected in the sin of sloth.

One way to do this is for the director to ask the
directee to retlect on the Creation and Exodus sto-
ries: do I feel worthy and deserving of dignity as
God’s beloved? How am I partnering with God to
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mend the creation? Are my ways of relating consis-
tent with the divine creative impulse, i.e., Do the
people around me grow stronger and more em-
powered as a result of my love, or weaker and more
dependent? Do I feel freer and more empowered,
or depleted and depressed? Does my love result in
new life, growth in intimacy, and acts of justice and
love, or isolation and desolation?

One directee, an ordained minister, frequently
needed to reschedule our appointments because of
illness resulting from overwork. She apologized,
saying that in her family of origin, being sick was
the only time it was all right to rest. As we explored
that situation, it became clear that God was inviting
her to a place of stillness and quiet, but she couldn’t
allow herself to hear that message because of the
voices in her history that equated being with
achieving. Her sense of self-loss and self-trust was
so profound that her body had to break down in or-
der to restore itself.

Whenwe put her situation in the context of femi-
nist ideas of sin and salvation, she was able to see that
her frenzied activity was a way of running away from
God and herself, and was, in fact diminishing rather
than enriching her life and relationships. She dis-
cerned that her sin was in refusing to trust that God
loves her simply because of who she is and not be-
cause of what she does, and in not treating herself
with the dignity her personhood demanded. For this
woman, repentance meant taking time every day to
be with God in prayer and discover herself as beloved
child. Eventually, it meant feeling free enough to say
no to many of the demands being made on her time.
In time, she noticed a distinct difference in the quality
of her relationships, and a deeper feeling of connec-
tion to others.

Sin, Patriarchy and the Spiritual Director
The best gift a woman director can give to a woman
directee, is to be a reflection of the divine-human
model of mutuality-in-relationship. If mutual rela-
tionships are those that stress equality of partnership
and power-in-refation, then director and directee are
invited to use their collective power to move toward
mutual freedom and growth and an experience (al-
though often different) of God’s presence and love.
This means that the director must be willing to
examine her own internalization of patriarchal op-

pression and confront the ways she participates in
the sin of sloth: does she keep silent instead of
speaking the truth in love because she doesn’t trust
her instincts? Does she collude with the directee in
keeping hidden areas that need to be explored be-
cause she wants to protect her or is herself uncom-
tortable with confrontation? Is she so involved in
taking care of a directee that she leaves no room for
the directee to struggle with the hard questions and
reach herown answers by listening to God’svoice?

Placing women'’s experience in
the context of God'’s saving
history revealed in Scripture is a
powerful way to negate
patriarchal notions of sin.
Recapturing the power to act as
a free and autonomous
person-in-relation can be a
powerful and radical experience
of hope, healing, and salvation.

Life Signs

Placing women’s experience in the context of God’s
saving history revealed in Scripture is a powerful
way to negate patriarchal notions of sin. Recap-
turing the power to act as a free and autonomous
person-in-relation can be a powerful and radical ex-
perience of hope, healing, and salvation,

If freedom involves having and using the power
to retain self-direction and not being overpowered
by external forces or internal impulses,!* then wo-
men must explore our own saving story, asking what
it means to be called to community and new life by
the God who stands with those on the margins, no-
ticing where and how God is moving us from slavery
(self-loss) to freedom (self-in-relation), even in the
midst of oppression and suffering.

In the context of covenant faithfulness, re-
membering and honoring who one is before God
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can be an act of great personal faithtulness. In the
context of God’s reign of justice, confronting per-
sonal sloth and corporate sexism can signal deep-
ening mtimacy with Christ, whose empowering
love enables us to mend the Creation by working
for systemic change. In the context of Jesus’ love
ethic, engaging in relationships of mutuality and
participating in the community of faith can yield
fruitful experiences of God’s love.

The Already and Not-Yet

While we live in the new creation of the Risen
Christ, we must yet continue to struggle to bring
about its hallmarks of peace, justice and love. As
Salvation history shows, we do not do this alone,
but in the faith community of persons who love us
and who affirm women’s ways of knowing, support
her ways of being, challenge her understandings
of'sin, and help her maintain her identity as a per-
son of worth and value.

For every person of faith, the healing and pro-
phetic/justice dimensions of the new creation invite
us to live in vight relationship with all persons. If, in
the context of relationships of mutuality, women
can know themselves as persons created in the di-
vine image and held there in love, we will have par-
ticipated with God in healing the person, the cul-
ture, and the cosmos.
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Surviving Incest
A Public Testlmony

RegmaPa,stula

T B efore Ibegin, Iwould like
p, (0 express my gratitude

2 to God for this moment
and for this day. To God be all
the honor and glory. I want to
thank my husband, Joe, for his
quiet strength. He has supported
me through all these years and
has sacrificed much for me. 1
need to say thank you also to my
daughter, Tiffany, who in the last
tew months has inspired me and
shown me what it means to have
courage. I love you both. And 1
thank my therapist. I don’t have
to say why, for she knows all the
reasons.

I have walked your walk . . .

I have felt your pain . . .

I have cried your tears . . .
You are not alone . . . You are
not alone.

My journey of abuse began when
I was three years old. It contin-
ued until I was nineteen.

My awareness of healing first
began when I was twenty-eight.
After recovering from my third
suicide attempt, I spoke my truth
about the abuse and someone fi-
nally listened and believed me.
My healing is an ongoing daily
process. There have been many
roadblocks that T have had to tace
and am still overcoming. There
were and still are many thoughts
about myself and questions I deal
with concerning my abuse. As |
heal, I am learning that abuse is
not who I am, but rather some-

thing that happened to me. With
this realization, I am no longer
victim, but survivor.

In preparing to speak about
our experience, my friend Jean
and I looked for major themes
concerning our abuse. Those
themes center around the abuse
itself, the effect of the abuse and
then finally the healing. Each
person travels this journey in her
own time and in her own way.

that they may realize that they are
not alone.

The Abuse Itself

The most horrific years of the
abuse in my life were between
the ages of thirteen and nine-
teen at the hands of my father’s
best friend, a man forty years
older than myself. It is not im-
portant for me to tell all the de-

My awareness of healing first began when |
was twenty-eight. After recovering from my
third suicide attempt, | spoke my truth about
the abuse and someone finally listened and
believed me

Many times I have said that I
could not believe that God would
allow me to go throughwhat I did
unless He was going to let me use
it to help another sufferer. I share
my experience so that perception
will change into reality. I speak
my truth for aJl those who believe
they have no voice, so that their
truth may be heard. My hope and
my prayer is that listeners will
draw strength from my words and

19

tails of my vears of abuse. Fach
victim and survivor have their
own story. What is important is
to recognize that it did happen,
it was not my fault, and there
was no one there to stop it or to
help me. Did Iask for help? Yes,
and my requests were unan-
swered. Did I say, “Help me! I
am being abused!”? No, as a
thirteen-year-old I could not
express in words what was hap-
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pening to me nor could I convey
the confusion I felt in knowing
that someone [ loved and
trusted was doing something so
wrong to me.

As the abuse continued, I re-
mained silent. [ was afraid to tell
because 1 was sure that no one
would believe me and that people
would think it was my fault. I
turned to my church and tried to
confess what was happening. ['was
reprimanded and told to go and
sin no more. There were physical
signs of the abuse. Scars still exist
today, including the bruises and
cuts on my body from the beatings
I received. These bruises and cuts
were explained away as accidents
in the tobacco barn when I was
climbing aladder or falling off the
back of the pickup truck in the
corn field. These explanations
were more easily believed because
they were coming from an adult
and a friend.

reality I lived in. I closed down my
emotions. I would not allow my-
self to feel anything in myself or
toward anyone. 1 didn’t and
wouldn’t let anyone in, and I cer-
tainly did not reach out to anyone.,
I'became a puppet not only for my
abusers, but for all people who
came into my life. I learned very
early that in order to be liked or
loved, I only had to do what peo-
ple wanted me to do. T became so
many different people that the
real Regina became more and
more lost in the shuftle.

It is hard for me to separate
the effects that the abuse had on
me and that of my healing. It has
been through my healing pro-
cess during these years that I rec-
ognized just how much sixteen
years of abuse had had on my
life. My healing continues each
and every day. I have had well in-
tentioned friends who have
asked me, “Why don’t you just

The abuse was not only a violation against
my body, but against my self worth, my soul,
my spirit, and my total being. Emotionally |
withdrew, not only to run away from the
abuse, but also from the world.

Effect of the Abuse

"The abuse was not only a violation
against my body, but against my
self worth, my soul, my spirit, and
my total being. Emotionally I
withdrew, not only to run away
from the abuse, but also from the
world. T sought refuge in books
which helped me escape to an-
other world rather than facing the

deal with and get over it and
move on with your life?” I asked
myself the same questions. Why
couldn’t I just get over it and
move on? I wish it was just that
easy. I have come to realize that
healing is not just about the
healing of my body, but it is also
about the healing of my mind
and spirit.

Each time I was raped, mo-
lested, or beaten, I received the

message thatTwasno good, thati
was worthless, that this was all 1
was good for, that I was ugly and
dirty, and this was the only way
that anyone would ever love me.
These experiences left me feel-
ing guilty and full of shame. Twas
told endlessly that I was getting
what I deserved and that I asked
for it. Each time I did not “per-
form” correctly, I was beaten, im-
printing in my mind the need to
be perfect in order to be loved.

I grieved for what was taken
from me, my virginity, my self re-
spect, my trust, my ability to love,
my childhood, my very identity.
These messages permeated into
every aspect of my life, in my rela-
tionships with others, my rela-
tionship with my self, and in my
relationship with my God.

I tried to reach out in my
own way for help. Every time 1
cried out for help, wanting to
break my silence, but no one
heard or helped me. The mes-
sages that I received from my
abuser were only affirmed and
became more indelibly im-
printed in my mind and soul.
The more messages 1 received,
the more 1 hated myself and the
more I wanted to escape in what-
everway I could from all the pain
I was fecling. I felt alone and
abandoned. Through the pro-
cess of my healing, I now believe
that all those messages were lies.
More than anything, I felt be-
trayed and I know that, other
than God, there was no one else,

Process of Healing

I cannot speak of my healing with-
out speaking of my relationship
with God and the role that He has
had i my life. I am sure you are



Pastula: Surviving Incest—A Public Testimony

21

wondering where God fits In the
picture. I wondered about that
also. T laid awake at night ques-
tioning God’s existence and IHis
love for me. Questions plagued
me for years. I continually asked
God, “Where were you for me all
those years?” and more impor-
tant, “What did I ever do that was
so bad that Iwould deserve being
punished in this way?”

inviting me to grow each day
closer to Him.

Allowing myself to feel is a
new experience. I shut down all
my emotions many years ago be-
lieving that if' T allowed others to
see them, they may think of me as
weak. I have always felt fear and
guilt. But I shut down all the oth-
ers, especially the good ones like
happiness and peace. I am learn-

[ am learning to love myself and to accept
the good things about myself. | am learning
to deal with my anger and rage . . . My
realization is that I need to experience all my
feelings around the abuse before forgiveness
can happen.

Have 1 received answers to
all my questions? Not com-
pletely, but the answers continue
to unfold as I heal. Can I give
you your answers? No, you can
only find them for yourself in
your time and in your own way. I
can not tell you how [ was able to
achieve it, but T know that with-
out coming to peace with God
and knowing that He loves me, I
could not have done my healing.
I know that my awareness of His
presence breaking through the
darkness was slow and gentle
and He moved in me only when I
was ready and invited Him in. T
encountered these moments not
only in the quiet times of my
prayer, but also during many of
my therapy sessions. My image
of God has changed from “ the
one who punishes,” to an image
of a loving God who gently ca-
resses me in His arms, loving me
and forgiving me, as I am and

ing to love myselt and to accept
the good things about myself. T
am learning to deal with my an-
ger and rage. Forgiveness . . . I've
done some work in learning how
to forgive. My realization is that I
need to experience all my feel-
ings around the abuse before for-
giveness can happen.

Will 1 ever forget? No, but 1
am learning that I can choose to
use the past to help me to become
stronger. I am reaching out in
trust and allowing others to be a
part of my life. I find great com-
fort in being with others who are
journeying in this healing pro-
cess also. It helps me to know that
there are others out there who
have experienced what I have
and understand. Knowing there
are others gives me courage to
stand in my truth, to reach out
and nvite others, like myself, to
stand in their truth and being or
continue their healing,

I hear God saying to me:

I have walked your walk . . .
I have felt your pain . . .

I have cried your tears . . .
You are not alone . . .

You were never alone . . .
And I love you!

My healing continues. There are
still areas with which I struggle.
The biggest obstacle is trust. My
trust was violated by my abuser
and others. God has brought
many wonderful people into my
life who, unknown to them, are
helping me each day to break
down the barriers. I share stand-
ing in my truth and I trust.

a
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“Lonely Resident”
by Maura Barga, R.S.M.



Sabbath Suffering

Sandra Jean Sherman, 0.S.U.

f( n my first year as my community’s vocation
minister, [ was asked by the diocese to give a
4= presentation on the vows. L used it as a prayer-
ful preparation for the celebration of my own silver
jubilee one year later. In twenty-five years, it was
my fourth extensive reflection on the vows and in
writing it, I used what was still my truth from the
other three. It was the third reflection that had the
greatest impact and I introduced it by saying that it
was written out of the incarnational reality that my
vow of chastity didn’t make me any better or any
safer than any other woman. Remembering a line
from a poem entitled “The Solitary Path,” I re-
ferred to it as “the hour when nothing rhymes.”" I
wondered how many in the room who knew me re-
ally remembered that hour and how many others
were able to uncover the meaning I had carefully
disguised. I also wondered how much more impact,
positive or negative, it would have caused had 1
simply added, “the hour when Iwas raped.” Butbe-
ing simply honest about such truths within commu-
nity is far from simple.

Present Revives the Past

One Sister-survivor was recently informed that her
trusted gynecologist is moving away from the group
practice that carries the diocesan insurance to which
she 1s bound. That means that in a few months, she
will have to choose a new doctor. That is never easy,
because more important to her than financial insur-
ance is the emotional assurance that she will feel safe
with her choice.

Another woman religious survivor recently went
to the dentist and spent the rest of the day with the
image of someone forcing things into her mouth.
Even with her permission, any invasion of a natural
opening in her body is still traumatic. Still another
woman shares that she just had her annual eye ap-
pointment, which again brought up in her the mem-

ory of the rapist on top of her, staring at her,
eye-to-eye. It was difficult for her to look her sisters
in the eye and smile the rest of the day.

Keeping herself calm and focused at prayers is
difficult for another Sister because of the flash-
backs, which the male-inundated language brings
up in her. And with the holidays approaching, an-
other Sister wonders what excuse she can use this
time for not going home to visit her family.

Most would ask, “Aren’t these just ordinary, ev-
eryday activities?” But what they fail to grasp is that
itis often the most ordinary of activities that are the
most difficult for women who are survivors of sex-
ual abuse, and that being women religious does not
exempt us from these difficulties.

Women religious survivors are the first to agree
that we should be in solidarity with women. The
good news is that we are already there. The sad
news is that it is so very often not known. We also
know that while we definitely support, identify
with, and feel with our sister survivors in the world,
that we need not all go to a third world country or
even to our city streets to meet these women, be-
cause they are in our midst—we live with them—
they are our sisters in community.

It is often the most ordinary of
activities that are the most
difficult for women who are

survivors of sexual abuse . . .
being women religious does not
exempt us from these
difficulties.



24

Sherman: Sabbath Suffering—Surviving Rape

Releasing a Woman from Bondage

Now he was teaching on one of the synagogues on
the Sabbath. And just then there appeared a
woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eigh-
teen years. She was bent over and was quite unable
to stand up straight. When Jesus saw her, he called
her over and said, “Woman, you are set free from
your ailment.” When he laid his hands on her, im-
mediately she stood up straight and began praising
God. But the leader of the synagogue, indignant
because Jesus had cured on the Sabbath, kept say-
ing to the crowd, “There are six days on which work
ought to be done; come on those days and be cured,
and not on the Sabbath day.” But the Lord an-
swered him and said, “You hypocrites! Does not
each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his don-
key from the manger, and lead it away to give it wa-
ter? And ought not this woman, a daughter of
Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long
years, be set free from this bondage on the Sabbath
day?” When he had said this, all his opponents were
put to shame; and the entire crowd was rejoicing at
all the wonderful things that he was doing, (Luke
13: 10-17)
I have never before considered the number “18” to
signify anything other than an American sense of
the coming of age. It was at this year’s women reli-
gious survivors’ retreat that I heard that part of the
passage for the first time and found in the number
“18” my own sense of the coming of age for my
healing. As the deadline for this article ap-
proached, so does the eighteenth anniversary of
the night I was raped. While the celebration of my
silver jubilee a year ago was indeed a celebration,
the truth remains that I spent a goodly portion of
eighteen of my twenty-six years in community in
bondage, not only from the act itself, but from the
silence of others and of myself.

Release from Humiliation

Just what was it that made Jesus notice the woman
that day in the synagogue? Was it that she tried to
hide or that she was simply tired of hiding and fi-
nally bared herself to rather than barred herself
from public awareness? Might it have been the
comments of others, whispering their misunder-
stood concept of her “bent-overness?” Regardless
of the answer, even more amazing and central to
my reflection here is that the woman allowed her-
self to be noticed.

Women who have been sexually abused often
do not feel worthy of notice, even if it is negative
notice. Often times this comes from feeling that
they are falsely living under the vow of chastity or
that it has been stolen from them. Having been
raped just before my final vows, I wasn’t really sure
that I legally took the vow of chastity until many
years later. Every time I attended a seminar or read
an article or participated in a group that addressed
the issue, L felt guilty and unworthy, And yet in what
should be our most healing act, the Eucharist, one
little line pulled from Scripture makes healing dif-
ficult for many women, “O, Lord, I am not worthy.”

Women who have been sexually
abused often do not feel worthy
of notice, even if it is negative
notice. Often times this comes
from feeling that they are falsely
living under the vow of chastity
or that it has been stolen from
them.

For years I haven’t said it under my breath and fre-
quently now, when I celebrate Eucharist, I nearly
hear myself not saying it aloud, but saying rather,
“O Lord, 1 am worthy!” For awhile, I considered
saying, “I am ‘now’ worthy,” as a way of disguising
it. But to say that would mean that once I was not
worthy and disguised truth has no real voice.

I believe that the spirit of the voice that speaks
this undisguised truth from deep within me is the
same spirit of movement that responded to Jesus
from deep within the woman in the Scripture. His
touch did not make her worthy—it affirmed that she
was, in fact, already worthy. And worth has a way of
making us stand tallin our truth, in spite of the pain.

By standing up straight, the woman chose to
face whatever it was that kept her bent over and
chose to survive by meeting life on its own terms.? I
am still recovering from a four-month old back
sprain, which for the first two weeks made it impos-
sible for me to do much more than sit or lie. Stand-
ing for any length of time made me feel like I was
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going to break in two. When I began to stand, I had
to do it in gradually increasing time periods. I can-
not imagine the physical pain of standing straight
after eighteen years.

Screaming the Truth

reason.” The truth, however, is that suffering has no
reason. “It is not so much the suffering as it is the
senselessness of it,” said Neitzche, a senselessness not
necessarily redeemed by the Cross.?

This is Her Body

But I am no stranger to the emotional pain of
standing tall in my truth.

This truth has been speaking from within me
for a long time. 1 gradually began to believe its
whispers, only after I heard it scream. I remember
well the moment. While praying alone within the
safety of a parish convent’s walls, I thought I heard
a woman screaming. Recognizing the horror be-
hind the scream I ran outside and looked up and
down the street which was as safe outside as Iwas in-
side. It was then that I realized that the scream had
come from within me. It was also then that I real-
ized that I was not alone in my suffering,.

Another time when traveling, |
found myself, on Sunday, in the
presence of a presider whom |
suddenly recognized to be the
perpetrator of another woman
who had shared her story with
me.

25 -35 percent of adult women in American
culture have been abused. The statistics remain the
same both in and out of religious life.? Typically,
the lack of response of the church as well as ot a reli-
gious community tends to deny, renounce, and
minimize the suffering rendered by sexual abuse.*

The woman in the gospel was used to the stares
that deemed her unworthy, stares which grew into
whispers. By staying bent over she didn’t have to look
at them, but most certainly she felt them. I remember
such stares turned to whispers. “She was raped. Why
was she in that place at that time? She’s in therapy.
Why isn’t she working?” I also remember words di-
rected to me, meant as advice. “It happened, now for-
get it.” “At least you're alive.” “This happened for a

Believe me when I say that I mean no disrespect
when I say that the only emotion that a nearly na-
ked male body hanging on a cross triggers in many
women survivors is fear. Reflecting on this, Ann
Thurston suggests that the need is not so much for
a feminization of the symbol or even for a new sym-
bol as for an expansion the symbol through the rec-
ognition “that every raped and beaten female body
is the body of Christ.”® I have used this image my-
self more than once. The first time was in sending
Reiki as healing prayer to a friend who called long
distance in panic during a flashback when I could
not be physically present to her. Another time
when traveling, I found myself, on Sunday, in the
presence of a presider whom I suddenly recog-
nized to be the perpetrator of another woman who
had shared her story with me. Not able to gra-
ciously leave the church and looking at the crucifix,
Iimagined her body nailed to it and said in the si-
lence of my heart, “This is Her body.” It was the
only way Eucharist was possible for me at that mo-
ment. Reflecting on this later, I realized that my so-
lution to the problem was only temporary as long as
my thoughts remained silent, In the words of a
brave survivor who has broken the silence, “We
must listen to the whispers so that we don’t have to
hear the screams.” Then why is it the screams that
we tend to canonize?

My best friend in community has Maria Goretti
for her patron. While she hasn’t used the last name
for years, I always tell her when we celebrate her
feast, that we are celebrating who she is as “Maria”
and not some imagined victory over a sin which an
innocent child could not have committed had she
chosen to give in and live. In an earlier article for
Women’s Spirituality Network, I shared my experi-
ence of being at a Fucharistic celebration with a
Jarge group at a conference on that same feast.
When the presider, out of ignorance, extolled the
example of integrity that poor child was to all
women, I physically reacted. My limbs became
numb, my eyes blinded and I trembled all over.
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Again, there was no way to gracefully exit. It was
then that the momentwhen nothing rhymed found
its rhythm. That inner truth which began as a whis-
per, found its voice, not in screaming but in procla-
mation, when during the prayers of the faithful, 1
heard myself praying aloud for the integrity of all
the women who have been raped and lived. An-
other woman glanced at me with eyes that said,
“Thank you,” and I knew that my words had not
fallen on deaf ears,

Acknowledging Heroism of Survivors

However, within community, many survivors feel
that theirwords do fall on deaf ears and many more
cannot bring their voices to say them in the first
place. I am reminded of this season’s premier of
NBC’s “West Wing,” rewritten to parallel the Sep-
tember 11 tragedy. In one brief scene toward the
end, the president tells the high school students
kept in the White House during a terrorist threat
that while both martyrs and heroes are willing to
die for their beliefs, heroes would much rather live
for them.” “We don’t need martyrs right now, we
need heroes,” he says.®

I think of the stories of two Sister-missionaries
recently. Both were hideously raped, but while one
died a martyy, the other, who lives as a victim-survi-
vor, and continues to fight for justice is truly a hero.
Heroic as survivors, “their suffering in effect, a tes-
tament to their authenticity,” they are inspired by a
“commitment and desire to be whole,” and so they
become prophetic.? Prophets do not tell the future,
but rather, beckon to it out of their experience of
the present. This is not easy because a vocal survi-
vor forces others to look at their own secrets, !¢

If we think that entire communities of women
are composed of individuals who have no secrets,
perhaps it is because we are confusing our secrets
with our sins.

Resistance of the Congregation and Leaders

'The woman in the Scripture story was, most proba-
bly, not the only one in the temple who was bent
over. Her unbending made the others hurt just to
look at her. No one wants to deal with painful feel-
ings, especially on a day like the Sabbath. The

inner “work” she needed to do in order to call the
miracle forth was not something the leader wanted
to expend time or effort on. Neither did he wish to
be awitness. The leader prevented the congregants
from participating in her effort. He would rather
that she returned on a work day when the congre-
gation would all be back to wrapping themselves up
in their daily-ness so that they would not be forced
into the painful unwrapping which she bravely
risked. And so she was treated as aleper rather than
as a prophet.

Women religious who have been sexually abused
know how it feels to be on the receiving end of this
survivor-phobia.’! While most of them are profes-
sional women, they often feel that it is best to be seen
and not heard when it comes to this part of their story,
a part without which they would not be the compas-
sionate ministers they are usually proven to be. A re-
cent Lifetime television drama, Within These Walls,
tells the true story of one such woman religious who

She looked at me and said,
“Before that happened, you were
so innocent.” Without flinching, I

looked back at her and said,

“Before it happened, | was not
compassionate.”

pilots a program which instructs women in prison
how to train assist dogs for the disabled. As the story,
on the screen unfolds, the Sister’s story moves in the
opposite direction, interweaving itself with the stories
of the women. As a sexual abuse survivor herself, who
bears the physical marks of self-mutilation and the
emotional pain of giving up a child conceived during
arape when she was a teenager, she finds that she and
the women share a mutual ministry of compassion to-
ward one another.?

Sister Survivor Support Services

Once, during a conversation with someone who

judged me to be more liberal than her image of God

allowed, the story of my being raped came up. L have
come (o trust that when this happens, it is usually
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because my image of God is calling it forth. She
looked at me and said, “Before that happened, you
were so innocent.” Without flinching, I looked back
at her and said, “Before it happened, I was not com-
passionate,” It has never come up between us again,

Compassion means literally, “to churn from
the bowels.”!? Sexual abuse survivors move from
victim to survivor to thriver when others who recog-
nize their own story in theirs, feel compelled to
stand with them cum (with) passion. It was that feel-
ing I recognized in the eyes of the woman who
glanced at me in gratitude for my prayer. And it is
the feeling 1 share with the women with whom I
gather every other week.

Sexual abuse survivors move
from victim to survivor to thriver
when others who recognize their

own story in theirs, feel
compelled to stand with them
cum (with) passion.

Shortly after the identification of the scream, I
found out about a program called Sister Survivor
Support Services (SSSS). While, in spite of the sta-
tistics, I knew of no one in my own community with
whom I could share on this level, 1 felt strongly that
if women religious could first share their stories
among themselves, they would find in that the po-
tential for ministry among other women. After a
few years and not a little prayer, it came to pass.

Each year I received a notice of an SSSS train-
ing and each year I told myself it wasn’t time Like
the woman who probably came and hid on the out-
skirts of the synagogue each Sabbath, I waited on
the outskirts of community. Then one day, waiting
was no longer comfortable.

While up to this point, I had begun to gradually
unbend only in the presence of selected company,
namely, my therapist, spiritual director, and closest
friends, it was time to risk it in the presence of'a larger
company. The same voice that earlier screamed for
my attention, whispered to my now attentive heart. I
somehow knew that it was then or never. After a great
deal of prayer, I approached the local vicar for reli-

gious, not knowing that my standing up in her pres-
ence was an answer to a lifting up of other local
women religious’ prayers. With her blessing and ulti-
mately, that of my own religious superior, I took part
in what was one of the last SSSS trainings made avail-
able on a national level. Our local group is now in its
fifth year. Beginning with two of us, we have wel-
comed an average of one woman per year. Our an-
nual retreat, begun three years ago, has reached an
additional half dozen women.

Each time we welcome someone new, each of
us risks the retelling of her own story. We know that
this means bending back down to look into the
feartul, often tearful eyes of still another woman
who has chosen to come out of hiding and unbend-
ing all over again with her, however painfully slow
that may be. However, as our circle widens and the
chains binding us become connections uniting us,
we find that our combined strength helps us to bear
up under the pain.

Unbending of One Woman Empowers Others

Traditionally, the Sabbath rules set limits on work,
preventing labor that would make people lose their
focus on their relationship to God.'* Those who
objected to Jesus healing the woman were not ob-
jecting to her healing as much as the fact that Jesus
touched her and engaged in “work.” As a male who
dared to do this, he, too, was criticized for under-
taking labor that was not usually done in the syna-
gogue on a day of worship.

Jesus boldly reminded the leader who objected
that the congregation’s relationship to this woman,
this “sister,” is part and parcel of their relationship
to God. He challenges the onlookers for their liter-
alism about rules concerning the Sabbath that has
settled in over the years. Instead, he invites them to
a Sabbath that entitles everyone to rest from the
burdens that bend them. He empowers the woman
not only to stand up straight, bringing her immedi-
ate relief, but makes it permissible for others to do
the same. :

I wonder how many others stood up straight,
perhaps not on that particular Sabbath day, but in
the days to follow—not because Jesus touched them,
but because the woman, herself, empowered them
to do so?
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In reflecting on the same gospel, Iran Ferder
refers to Jesus’ care of the woman as the kind of care
that enables others to stand upright. It means bend-
ing down and relating to them face-to-face, eye-to-
eye, as equals. Such care touches them with truth
and fills “them with a sense of worth that spills over
into other relationships.” Such caring means stand-
ing aside and letting “them have their glory.”1?

“Immediately she stood up straight and began
praising God” (Luke 13:13).

Would it not be wonderful if we could end the
story with “And all the people raised their hands and
answered, ‘Amen! Amen!”” (Nehemiah 8:6)? I am
sure that many did in the silence of their hearts and
that some few timid souls responded likewise in a
whisper. Perhaps, one or two did shout aloud with her.

Let Survivors Speak Openly

It is time that we welcome such witness back into
our chapels, churches, and sacred places. On Octo-
ber 27, 2001, such a witness of unbending took
place in Ursuline Convent Chapelin Toledo, Ohio.
Where one year ago, I stood alone, proclaiming my
vowedness, I stood with the other members of SSS§
and together we reclaimed our brokenness and our
chastity for the first time in the public presence of
our leadership and sisters in community. Entitled,
“Sister, Why Are You Weeping?” the program was
sponsored by Mary Sue Kennedy, O.P., Toledo Di-
ocesan vicar for religious and facilitated by Connie
Schoen, O.P., of Chicago, who has journeyed with
us on our annual retreats.

After the main presentation by Connie, four of
us sat on a panel and shared the reality of prayer and
language, embodiment, relationships, boundaries,
and forgiveness in the lives of women religious survi-
vors. Bending low so many times with one another,
we did it again, meeting our sisters eye-to-eye and
inviting them to accompanying us in the unbending
empowerment of others to do the same.

Many of the Sisters there said, “Amen” aloud.
Some whispered it to us individually. Hopefully,
many more said it in the silence of their hearts and
in the unbending of their spirits. One Sister who

approached me said that the room was filled with
such silent reverence that she felt she had just at-
tended Mass.

The words of a person who tried to help me

eighteen years ago by saying, “Ithappened for a rea-
son,” while not the right words at the moment, have,
in the course of my unbending, been prophetic. In
the words of the psalmist, translated by Eugene H.
Peterson, I pray, . . . younever fail to stand me tall in
your presence so I can look you in the eye” (Psalm
142).16 Healing within community is possible; I
know, because on October 27, Sabbath Suffering be-
gan its unbending into Sabbath Healing.

&
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by Mary Daly, R.S.M.

You!
You come to me
in darkness and in light!

You!
Creative beyond my tmagining!

You!
Life-giving beyond all deaths!

You
are the One who gives me to myself,

Who reveals in my darkness
your unyielding sparks of light.

Can I trust you?
Can I trust these sparks?
Are you enough
when you are so small?

Must I always need to climb a mountain
to find you?
And miss you in the darkness that surrounds me?

Lead me by darkness and by light,
Lead me in clouds and tiny sparks.
Show me that each small glimmer
15 enough
because you are there—
creating, living,

/ : . §
N touching me to life, d
\; Q, fo creatiuily. \9 \’
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Suffering, Compassion, and the Beautiful
Bodhisattva

Barbara Moran, R.S.M.

s a docent at the Asian Art
Museum in San Francisco,
. < my life is truly enriched
thl ough contact with centuries-
old art pieces from the Orient,
most especially Buddhist art
work. But, as the museum makes
ready to close for a transition
year and its move to a new loca-
tion, I pay special attention to
my favorites, soon to be packed,
stored away, and made ready for
transit. In the words of Rand
Castile, former museum direc-
or, “Asian arts arise from per-
spectives magnificently different
from those of Western concepts
~and attitudes of expression.”!
Yet similar Buddhist and Chris-
tian ideas also give rise to com-
mon values and life choices. 1
find that one piece in particular,
Seated Guanyin, seems to speak of
an approach to life that is both
meaningful and awe inspiring.

Guanyin as Chinese Version
of Bodhisattva

Guanyin is portrayed as the Chi-
nese version of the bodhisattva,
Avalokiteshvara, a most beloved
figure carefully crafted in wood
with traces of pigment. This four
foot statue dates from the twelfth-
century Song dynasty in China
and is depicted as an Indian
prince in a long carved robe with
sashes, scarves, and jewels, and

seated in a position of royal ease,
with right hand resting on the
knee and left hand in the gift-giv-
ing gesture. The massive figure is
visually arresting and beautifully
sculpted, but what does it mean to
the Western viewer?

As a bodhisattva, the figure is
not the historical Buddha with
the wvsual cranial protuberance,
tuft of hair between the eyes, and
simple monk’s robe, but one who
has chosen to forego nirvana to
remain in the real world of suffer-

representations of the bodhisatt-
va Avalokiteshvara.

Postponing Nirvana,
Remaining on Earth

The Buddha had supposedly ex-
perienced a final death which he
preached would free him from
the cycles of rebirth and the suf-
ferings of this world, but a bo-
dhisattva is a follower who post-
pones attaining buddhahood in
favor of remaining on earth.

The figure is not the historical Buddha . . .
but one who has chosen to forgo nirvana to
remain in the real world of suffering to offer
help and assistance to all sentient beings
seeking enlightenment.

ing to offer help and assistance to
all sentient beings seeking en-
lightenment. Most probably the
iconography alludes to Guanyin
as described in chapter 25 of the
Lotus Sutra of the Buddhist
canon. By the Song era, when this
piece was carved, popular depic-
tions included feminine as well as
more masculine forms, and even
in this work, the absence of facial
hair and the narrow waist show
how portrayals of princely figures
tended . toward more feminine

30

There are a number of different
bodhisattvas, but the Chinese
Guanyin is known as Sound Ob-
server, and in thirty-three forms
rescues believers from difficult
situations as the bodhisattva is
transformed from male to fe-
male and old to young manifes-
tations. So nirvana is refused in
the name of those who need help
in this life. Guanyin chooses the
sufferings of human existence
because of compassionate con-
cern for others.
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Moving away from the spec-
tacular wooden figure, the viewer
then notices a series of small gilt
bronze pieces dating from the
seventh- to tenth-century lang
dynasty. These are also Guanyin
figures portrayed in a variety of
poses. Franz-Karl Ehrhard finds
that Guanym “manifests himself
in any conceivable form wherever
a being needs his help, especially
when someone is menaced by wa-
ter, demons, fire, or sword.”% This
bodhisattva 1s also the one to
whom childless women turn to
for assistance.

The Feminine Manifestation

The feminine aspect of Guanyin is
especially evident in Tantric Bud-
dhism where every bodhisattva is
connected to a female compan-
ion; so it is that Avalokiteshvara is
companioned by White Tara, the
manifestation of the Chinese wife
of a Tibetan king. The Asian Art
Museum’s Himalayan gallery in-
cludes a beautiful White Tara fig-

ure crafted in Nepal in the fif-

teenth to sixteenth century of gilt
bronze repoussé inlaid with pre-
cious stones. She is invoked for
deliverance from eight great per-
ils: shipWreCk, fire, mad elephant,
brigands, pouncing lion, serpent,
prison, and demons. White Tara
is depicted as totally female, com-
ing from the tears Avalokite-
shvara shed for suffering beings,
and is widely worshipped as a
compassionate goddess.?

This piece clearly depicts a
third eye on her forehead and
all-seeing eyes portrayed on both
her hands and the soles of her
feet. The goddess is a young wo-
man sitting with both feet in the
meditation posture and hands in

the positions of teaching and the
gesture of blessing, and holding
lotus stalks. She comes from Kat-
mandu where the artists of the
Newar Valley are among the most
proficient in Asia because of their
repoussé and bronze casting abili-
ties. Here the statue is formed in
several pieces, welded together,
gilded with metal dissolved in
mercury, and finally heated, with
the mercury volatilized to leave
the gold adhering to the surface,
at least on the front of the piece,
supposedly because this pre-
cious metal was hard to come by
in Nepal.*

But what may be of even
greater significance for the West-
ern devotee of this bodhisattva is
the fact that, from the sixteenth

century onwards, a variety of
Guanyin images in several me-
dia appear in domestic settings.
Here the bodhisattva as sender
of children takes on a motherly
appearance as a stately woman
holding a small child.

It has recently been convinc-
ingly argued that the very great
popularity of this deity in the
late sixteenth and seventeenth
century owes something to the
appropriation by  Chinese
weavers, embroiderers and
craftsmen in a number of ma-
terials, of the Christian image
of the Virgin Mary.”

Such images are possibly derived
from European missionary stat-
ues and pictures brought to China
from Spain and Portugal, espe-
cially by the Jesuits.
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Figure of Compassion

But even in the eighteenth cen-
tury, when China had isolated
herself from most of the Western
world, Guanyin was still depicted
as a compassionate figure, The
Asian Art Museum’s Qing dynasty
hanging scroll, with silk embroi-
dery on silk background, dates
from the Qianlong period be-
tween 1736 and 1795. This Sipi
figure, a four-armed Guanyin, is
shown seated in a Jotus position
on a lotus throne. The throne is
pictured on top of a beautiful lu-
minescent flower rising from a
fungus with a lotus bud on either

of the dowager empress and her
son, the Qianlong emperor.”

The question remains, how-
ever, what should the contempo-
rary viewer take away from this
hanging or any of the other bo-
dhisattva pieces seen? Each of the
pieces is a truly beautiful and
valuable work of art: the iconog-
raphy, style, materials, and pur-
pose for which each is intended
call for the greatest appreciation.
Yet, this is religious art, and for
the Westerner as well as the Asian
devotee, there is meaning and
significance which makes the
viewing experience both lasting
and memorable.

Surely there is suffering in today’s world, and
as | attain the status of senior citizen, | feel a
call to forgo the escape into a “nirvana” of
doing my own thing, now that some of the
pressures of full-time professional work are
lessened.

side. The lower two hands of the
multi-armed figure are in a ges-
ture of oftermg from the heart,
while the upper hands hold ro-
sary and lotus. At the bottom of
the scroll is written in Tibetan
script, “Fortunate days, fortunate
nights, days and nights foreverl
Rely on the Three Jewels for good
fortune.”®

Such prayer embodies the
wish for harmony and the contin-
uous birth of children and grand-
children, as well as purity and
longevity, values prized by the
ruling Manchu dynasty of the
time. Again, the emphasis is on
the wisdom and compassion
needed for life in the real world

Bodhisattva Virtues as
Spiritual Model

Mahayana Buddhism teaches that
bodhisattvahood is attained by
one who practices virtues but re-
nounces entry mnto nirvana until
all sentient beings are ready to en-
ter into this state.

Compassion supported by
both wisdom and insight is a nec-
essary factor for the bodhisattva,
who provides active assistance
and is ready to suffer for others to
transfer his or her own merit to
others.® What might this choice
mean for non-Buddhists?

While each museum visitor is
more or less open to the religious
experience provided by the Chi-
nese Buddhist gallery, it seems
safe to say that all viewers come
away with some measure of awe.
While we may not believe in the
Buddhist concept of nirvana, the
notion of the “golden rule,”
Christian charity, and/or uncon-
ditional love is one that many
Westerners at least aspire to prac-
tice. So it is that we may see the
beauty in giving up some form of
escape in order to assist others.

I do see my docent work,
both giving tours in the Asian
Art Museum and doing the req-
uisite study and preparation, asa
form of ministry, so I have been
giving some thought to my own
endeavors to become a bodhi-
sattva. Surely there is suffering
in today’s world, and as I attain
the status of senior citizen, I feel
a call to forgo the escape mnto a
“pirvana” of doing my own
thing, now that some of the pres-
sures of full-time professional
work are lessened.

Asviewers who look carefully
at the Guanyin figures in the mu-
seum, it is tempting for us to re-
gard the Chinese culture which
produced them as luxurious and
the epitome of artistic and reli-
gious creativity. Most of the trea-
sures of the tomb, temple, court,
and even the marketplace are im-
pressive. But this level of devel-
opment is far removed from the
life and sufferings of the com-
mon people, even today, and
much more so in bygone centu-
ries. Most Westerners have some
familiarity with the Chinese peas-
ant and the turmoil in China dur-
ing most of the twentieth century.
Yet, the peasant of past times was
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subject to flood, famine, and dis-
ease to an even greater degree.
Chinese history is one of contin-
ual warfare, both from compet-
ing rulers within China itself, and
from foreign invaders, particu-
larly the Mongol Yuan dynasty of
the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries and the Manchus, who
ruled from the seventeenth io the
early twentieth centuries. Note-
worthy, too, is the British con-
quest of Hong Kong i the
mid-nineteenth century Opium
Wars, and the European conces-
sions in Shanghai, which pro-
vided economic gain to all but
the Chinese workers In early
modern times.

Throughout the centuries,
ordinary Chinese often adopted
Buddhism and donated moneys
and gifts in order to achieve
merit. Several sixth-century
stone votive stele pieces contain
incised registers of prominent
donors as well as portraits of
these individuals. Nevertheless,
they are most probably middle-
class men of considerable means.
How the peasant fared, and more
especially, peasant woman, is not
clearly recorded.

The life of Chinese peasant
women has never been easy, and
even in the twentieth century
women’s feet were bound, not
only as a mark of beauty, but also
as a mark of subservience to hus-
bands and fathers. Maxine Hong
Kingston provides a moving ac-
count of traditional Chinese fam-
ily life in several of her books,?
and Wu Tsao speaks of the miser-
able life of the seventeenth cen-
tury Chinese bride.'® What tran-
spired in the lives of countless
generations of wives, daughters,
and daughters-in-law can only be

imagined, as few women appear
in Chinese historical accounts,
and those that do appear were
usually empresses or other
women of noble rank. The life of
the average Chinese female
seems to have been one of in-
tense suffering. For these women
Guanyin would have had great
appeal from the time Buddhism
appeared in China, in the first or
second century of our era.
Desire, on the part of patrons
for Buddhist images which
aided, by using realistic modes
of representation, visualization
of deities of many kinds, ap-
pears widespread . . . Such de-
sire was directed In particular

at the tigure of the bodhisattva
Guanyin, il

Coming to China from India
over the Silk Road, Buddhistico-
nography is basically Indian, but
the style is always Chinese, de-
spite changes over the centuries
and variations in different geo-
graphical areas of China. In all
cases, however, the compassion
of Guanyin for all sentient be-
Ings remains preeminent,

Cmﬁpassion Needed Today

This compassion was surely ap-
preciated by Chinese of former
eras, but it might be even more
needed today, in China and
throughout the modern world.
Perhaps if any one characteristic
oflife at the beginning of the third
millennium is predominant, it is
violence. All over the earth, in
first-world as well as third-world
countries, and most especially in
the United States, violent words
and violent actions seem to pro-
ceed from violent thoughts of the
many who are so caught up in

survival, to say nothing of success,
in today’s economy.

Describing this so-called “rat
race,” Diarmuid O’Murchu sees
violence in twentieth century wars,
starvation, malnutrition, torture,
incarceration, and rampant disre-
gard for the earth itself, as well as
for all who inhabit a world satu-
vated with suffering, 12

The situation faced by wo-
men in this society seems espe-
cially detrimental to success or
even survival. Poverty, domestic
violence, the “glass ceiling,” and
oppression by Church as well as
secular society, are only a few of
the problems faced by millen-
nium women. For many, non-vi-
olence is the only way to live
without fear and to reach our po-
tential in both church and soci-
ety. Compassionate figures are
essential as guides, role models,
and salvific figures; Guanyin has
a place in today’s world either as
a Buddhist “saint” or an embodi-
ment of loving service—one who
stands as a beacon to women of
all religious backgrounds .

While docents have many
opportunities to consider the
role of the bodhisattva, it seems
that all viewers who tour the Chi-
nese galleries are cogmzant of
her power as they contemplate
her beauty, ponder didactic ma-

terials on the museum labels ac-

companying each work of art,
and dialogue with docents, as to
the significance of these pieces.
Therefore, 1 feel 1 am doing
something worthwhile by refus-
ing a “nirvana” of escapism into
retirement addictions of shop-
ping, television, complaining, or
whatever other non-vital activi-
ties could take up my time as a se-
nior sister. Still, T wonder if I am
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called to a broader ministry of
bodhisattvahood?

The very poor do notusually
frequent the museum, although
we do have a “free” day once a
month. They are the homeless,
those suffering from physical or
psychological problems, women
struggling to care for their chil-
dren, the street people, “bag” la-
dies, and those who have more or
less given up on life. But some do
sit in the garden in front of our

itors, the exchange usually seems
very fruitful. Sometimes, we also
encourage friends to visit the ex-
hibits and arrange to discuss what
we have experienced on an ongo-
ing basis.

One special group that has
accepted this invitation consists of
eight Catholic women who have
met in a book discussion club for
many years. We feel that contact
with Asian culture enriches us
spiritually as well as artistically, as

The bodhisattva provides a symbol of
compassionate service especially meaningful
to women who have reached the age of
wisdom at a time when society, the Church,
and our Mercy Institute are in a time of
transition.

building and enjoy the beauty of
Golden Gate Park, where we are
presently located. Yet those of us
who come inside, whatever our
economic situation, have much
to learn. I feel that my years of
training are well spent when I can
assist viewers in seeing and ap-
preciating the beauty of Asian
art, and learning about a culture
where religion permeates every
aspect of life.

Most often, museum visitors
come expecting to see the art and
culture of Asia, with her long his-
tory of religious practice, and,
whether their background is pre-
dominantly Asian or Furopean,
most secem to find enrichment
and intercultural understanding
from their experience. Although
we, as docents, have only an hour
or so with the majority of these vis-

women who have long been in the
forefront of the struggle for social
justice, for the poor, minority
groups, women suffering from
domestic violence, and those
who find the post-Vatican 11
Church not yet having achieved
its potential. For us, the bodhi-
sattva ideal helps us to remain
in the fray rather than escape
into the purely personal way of
life open to grandmothers and
other women of similar age. So
we find support for parish min-
istry, even when some clergy
and parishioners favor tradi-
tional ways of work and worship
more than breaking into the
new forms of outreach to the
needy beyond parochial bound-
aries: the homeless, single
mothers, the separated, or di-
vorced, gay or leshian partners,

and interfaith or secular groups
who support values based on
the needs of the whole earth
and all of her inhabitants.

While no one can become in-
volved in every form of direct ser-
vice, adult education is a ministry
I try to maintain, and I still con-
tinue to support others who en-
gage in a variety of forms of min-
istry, many of whomwork directly
with the poor and suffering. For
most of my museum friends, sys-
temic change is also essential,
and we know that only through
the slow process of conversion of
hearts can real transformation of
society be achieved. This kind of
compassionate service 1s often a
form of suffering in itself, al-
though patient waiting and slow
success seems less life threaten-
ing than many of the problems
facing other women and men to-
day. For many of us, as senior citi-
zens, the aging process provides
its own diminishments and is still
another form of suffering, which
must be faced on a daily basis. So
the bodhisattva role is not with-
out rewards, but is also demand-
ing of both dedication and an ac-
ceptance of reality.

Bodhisattva and Mercy

For those of us committed to the
Mercy way of life, there is much
to coordinate with our charism
and traditional dedication to the
lives of both Mary and Martha.
Whether sisters, associates, or
friends of Mercy, the bodhisattva
provides a symbol of compas-
sionate service especially mean-
ingful to women who have
reached the age of wisdom at a
time when society, the Church,
and our Mercy Institute are in a
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time of transition. This is a time
when some are tempted to hang
on to past securities, while others
rush headlong into future possi-
bilities, each group experiencing
a special kind of suffering, each
choosing to remain in the fray of
contemporary Mercy life.

The Vietnamese Buddhist
monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, sug-
gests that walking meditation
helps the practitioner see pain,
anguish, and suffering. He finds
that “every path, every street—
from the back alleys of Beirut to
the roads of Vietnam where
mines still explode and take the
lives of children and farmers—
every path in the world 1s your
walking meditation path.”13 This
is a path of suffering because of
the kinship felt with all beings
when one walks with the compas-
sion of an awakened heart.

In contemporary Japan,
Guanyin appears as Kannon, the
goddess of Compassion, kind and
loving, but capable of ruthlessness
and “tough love” as necessary. She
is sometimes portrayed with a
sword, and she is admired as a
compassionate, not a merely ag-
gressive figure. Feminists will rec-
ognize this anti-patriarchal stance,
in which women see themselves,
as well as others, as free from the
obligation of always being nice
and unconditionally giving in to
others in codependent forms of
behavior, 14

The bodhisattva is not a
weak person, but a strong indi-
vidual who freely chooses to re-
main present to the sufferings of

humanity. This is a role which
holds appeal for contemporary
Christians as well as Buddhist
women and men of long ago, and
of today; this is a role which helps
all of humanity to make sense of
the sufferings of everyday life in
all societies, and one that draws
cach person to reach out to the
neighbor with a compassionate
heart and loving hands.

While each art piece and
each written explanation pro-
vides food for thought, what may
be most valuable for Mercy read-
ersis another look at some of our
own documents and Mercy Insti-
tute spirituality. Our 1997 Con-
stitutions Study Guide contains the
following prayer:

Compassionate One,

You who have called us to

walk among your people

as sign of your

tenderness

and mercy to all peoples.

Be with us today.

Soften our hearts that we

might feel the suffering

of all our sisters and brothers.

Enlarge our hearts

to make a home for all those

who ask for your mercy.

This we ask in the Name of

Jesus.

Such is my bodhisattva prayer for
myself and all who follow the
path of Mercy. Especially as we
move toward the Age of Wisdom
with accompanying diminish-
ments and suffering because of
sickness, loss, and concern for
our own health, as well as for the
state of the millennium world
and Church, Guanyin provides
animage of compassion. Perhaps

Mercy women will find in this fig-
ure a comforting role model to be
with us as we suffer to form our-
selves and our Institute in the life
of compassionate service for the
twenty-first century.
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Above: Comtemplative bodhisattva, Northern
Wei, first half 6th century A.D.

Right: Standing bodhisattva, last quarter, 6th
century A.D.
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