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As women religious, we have taken to heart the urgent invitation to become 

Anti-racist. We have recognized that the definition of “neighbor” extends beyond 

our borders, and so we welcome the immigrant and exiled. And we strive to heed 

the clarion call of Laudato Si’ to care for our common home. While we look out, 

we sometimes forget to look within. Something is awakening in us, beckoning us 

toward a new horizon. 

A principle of emergence theory is that what emerges is qualitatively related 

to what proceeded it. In other words, the future of religious life draws from the 

present of religious life. And our religious congregations are more and more 

reflecting the diversity of our church and world. A first and important step toward 

the emerging future of religious life is recognizing and respecting the generational, 

theological, racial, and cultural differences found in our membership. Only by 

embracing the diversity in our present can we hope to move toward a unity in our 

future.  

In this presentation, we’ll begin by distinguishing among age cohorts within 

religious life today. We’ll then ponder the formative experiences of church for 

each generation. And finally, we’ll propose how a new catholicity that embraces 

interculturality creates a way forward..  

I’d like to begin with a riff on the Book of Ruth and introduce you to the 

characters as representatives of three generations in religious life. 

Naomi: Reflections of a Golden Jubilarian 
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“Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with 

me?” (Ruth 1:11).  

I set off on a grand adventure with Confidence as my husband, Youth and 

Naiveté as my offspring. Shrouded in a mantle of Catholic cultural piety, I had no 

idea the storm of change brewing at Vatican II. But with Confidence, Youth, and 

Naiveté, I met the challenges head on. The Grand Silence, fear of particular 

friends, the dreaded mangle—none of it dampened my enthusiasm. Hard is good. 

Difficult breeds spiritual maturity. Salvation was at hand.  

 I bounded out of the novitiate and into a classroom with little or no 

preparation. I packed my trunk every June and wondered if I would return, mindful 

that itinerancy was the lot of our beloved Lord and Savior who had nowhere to lay 

his head (Luke 9:58).  

 But a funny thing happened on the way to Salvation…the 60s! The war in 

Vietnam, the spread of communism, the Civil Rights Movement, and close behind, 

the Women’s Movement. The documents of Vatican II were slowly trickling down, 

and I began to see my life as a Religious differently. The Holy Eucharist as 

Sacrifice was also the Bread of Communion. The people in the pew were the 

People of God, called, baptized, sent. The world, from which I had carefully 

guarded myself, had suddenly been redeemed.  

As Gaudium et Spes intoned, “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the 

anxieties of the men of this age (I’m sure they meant women, too), especially those 

who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and 

anxieties of the followers of Christ.”1  

 I left the classroom for the soup kitchen. Now I saw myself not so much as a 

holy bride of Christ but as a companion of Jesus, treading among the poor as he 

 
1 Gaudium et Spes  ¶1. 
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had done. I stepped out of the habit and into polyester. We who embraced change 

left the institutional convents for intentional communities, where we intended to 

live more simply, pray more spontaneously, and work ever more constantly. And 

despite the difficulties and the innumerable skills we had to learn to really live 

together in peace, we had fun! The Church was changing, the world was changing, 

and I had absolute Confidence that the reign of God was dawning. 

 After a time of intentional community, my ministry needs and my personal 

needs called me to live singly. For the first time in my life, I didn’t share a 

bathroom! My Youth and Naiveté had grown into Middle Age and Clarity. I saw 

myself, my congregation, my Church, and the world more realistically. My 

spirituality, once nurtured by the Sacraments, now blossomed in alterative 

liturgies. Jesus who had been Christ of God, then Word of God, was now Wisdom 

of God. But just as I had settled into this new stage of Religious Life, someone 

knocked at the door.  

Ruth: Reflections of a Silver Jubilarian 

"Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where 

you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my 

people, and your God my God. 17 Where you die, I will die-- there will I be 

buried. May the LORD do thus and so to me, and more as well, if even death 

parts me from you!" (Ruth 1:16-17) 

Okay, so I was a bit overly zealous. I heard the bells tolling the death of religious 

life. I saw the greying of the community. A month before I entered, I attended a 

congregational gathering at which a general council member happily announced 

that we had accepted our one hundredth associate. As she explained, “Since no one 

is entering these days, the congregation’s future is in the capable hands of the 

Associates.” Great applause. Then the vocation director got up and reported that 
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two women were entering. “That’s nice, but only two? It’s a good thing we have 

the Associates.”  

 If Naomi arrived at her religious vocation with Confidence, Youth, and 

Naivete as companions, I brought Spiritual Longing, Life Experience, and 

Faithfulness. But the Bethlehem to which Naomi returned and I first arrived had 

changed. I had fled from a spiritual famine, only to meet a community where many 

were overly-focused on ministry, little enthused about the sacraments, and 

radically embracing feminism. Don’t get me wrong. I agree that all—women and 

men—should have equal access to opportunities. That gender shouldn’t define 

your access to church leadership. At nineteen, I was a card-carrying member of the 

Women’s Ordination Conference. It’s just that I didn’t need to show my card to 

prove my membership. What I needed was to be catechized. To understand more 

fully the doctrines, history, and Scripture upon which this community had been 

built. I needed something beyond myself to commit to, some noble task worth the 

gift of my life. 

 But by the time I came along, the sponsored institutions were under lay 

leadership. The parish convents were being closed because “sister doesn’t teach 

here anymore.” And a request for some identifying symbol was met with “people 

already know who we are.” Naomi may have returned to a familiar place, but I 

hadn’t. No one knew me. I had no shared history, common culture, or similar 

religious memory. I was left to glean the field after the harvest had ended. 

Obed: Reflections of a Temporary Professed 

Then the women said to Naomi, "Blessed be the LORD, who has not left 

you this day without next-of-kin; and may his name be renowned in Israel! 15 

He shall be to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your old age; for your 

daughter-in-law who loves you, who is more to you than seven sons, has 

borne him." 16 Then Naomi took the child and laid him in her bosom, and 
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became his nurse. 17 The women of the neighborhood gave him a name, 

saying, "A son has been born to Naomi." They named him Obed; he became 

the father of Jesse, the father of David. (Ruth 4:14-17) 

I am the surprise arrival! The offspring of tradition and invention, and if the 

story continues, the progenitor of a future. I didn’t join because I wanted to be in 

ministry. I already am. I’m not looking for like-thinking compatriots. I like 

diversity. I can sit with the traditionalists and the feminists alike. If I have an 

agenda, it is to live with them all. To be in community. To step outside my digital 

virtual reality and walk among ordinary, committed folk so to eat, pray, and love 

God together. And most importantly to search together. What does it mean to be 

Catholic? How is diversity embraced? How far is too far? These are important 

questions to me. And here’s why. 

I was born afterwards. After the glory days. After experimentation. After 

trial and disappointment. I was in college when the Boston Globe made the dirty 

little secret of clergy abuse more public. I had just graduated when Benedict 

became pope. And I began my vocation search inspired by Pope Francis’ call “to 

wake up the world.” I have only known the church in crisis. 

Perhaps that’s why I’m keen to retrieve parts of the past. I like daily 

Eucharist and Adoration. Quite frankly, it’s the only time in my day when there is 

quiet. And I really like the sense of mystery. The something beyond myself.  

I guess I’m a team player, but I’m no benchwarmer. I want to wear the team 

colors. I want the comradery. I want to commit. It’s just sometimes unclear to me 

to what I am committing.  

Finding your Place in the Story 

 The Book of Ruth provides a narrative of the trials of an older woman whose 

comfortable life suddenly changes, and she must set out on a new journey in a 

different direction. And while she presumes that she is destined to go alone, her 
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stubbornly faithful daughter-in-law tags along. Freed from her original covenant 

(her marriage to her husband and subsequent care of children), Naomi attempts to 

free Ruth of her own obligation.  

But Ruth insists and never avers from her commitment. She is a foreigner, a 

widow, and a worshipper of another god. The odds are stacked against her. But 

only Ruth can save them. And only by working together do Naomi and Ruth secure 

a future. Obed becomes the personification of Naomi’s former confidence and 

Ruth’s faithfulness. But Obed has his own role in the narrative. As the women of 

Bethlehem announced, “He shall be to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your 

old age” (Ruth 4:15).  

 Let’s take a moment and ponder the characters I have presented: Sister 

Naomi, the Golden Jubilarian, Sister Ruth, the Silver Jubilarian, and Sister Obed, 

the temporary professed. With which one do you identify and why? What do you 

think accounts for their different viewpoints? 

 I am guessing here, but I would think you identify with the sister closest to 

your experience. And as I have presented the story, the chief difference is that of 

the generation to which each belong. In my research, I have noticed that the 

generation to which a sister belongs may also impact her sense of church, her 

theology and spirituality, her sense of vocation. And while generational differences 

should seem obvious to us, in my experience we don’t often acknowledge their 

import. Case in point: 

 One evening, I was sitting in the community room with a sister two and a 

half decades my senior. We were watching something on television when she 

exclaimed, “We wouldn’t do that.” “Who’s ‘we’?” I asked. “Our generation, you 

and me.”  

 

Naming our Diversity: Exploring Generational Differences 
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Another story: As a child, my mom was hurrying home one December 

Sunday. As she retold it, the whole way she kept looking over her shoulder, 

convinced that the Japanese were going to bomb Cincinnati next.  

• What about you? Do you remember where you were on December 7, 1941.  

• Or perhaps this was a bit before you time. Do you remember where you 

were when John F. Kennedy was shot on November 22, 1963?  

• Still before you time? How ‘bout this: Do you remember where you were 

when the Challenger Spaceship exploded on live TV on January 28, 1986? I 

do. 

• And lastly, where were you when you heard about the attacks on 9/11? 

  According to social theorists, these dramatic moments serve as generational 

markers. Events that create a “peer personality,” which can “distinguish a 

generation as a cohesive cohort-group with its own unique biography.”2 So writes, 

William Strauss and Neil Howe in their book, Generations: The History of 

America’s Future. 

Two types of social moments—secular crises and spiritual awakenings—

have demonstrative effects on generation members who “are socialized (during 

youth and, perhaps, rising adulthood) and begin to recognize the impact of historic 

events on their social environment.”3  

Secular crises occur “when society focuses on reordering the outer world of 

institutions and public behavior; and Spiritual awakenings [occur], when society 

focuses on changing the inner world of values and private behavior.”4  

The most recent social moments of secular crises would be the Depression-

World War II Crisis (1932-1945) and the Financial Crisis-War on Terror (2001-

 
2 William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584 to 2069 (Ann Arbor: Morrow, 
1991), 64. 
3 William Strauss and Neil Howe, 71. 
4 William Strauss and Neil Howe, 71. 
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2008). The most recent spiritual awakening occurred in 1960s-1970s and was 

known by various titles including the “Counter-cultural,” or “Consciousness 

Revolution.” This spiritual awakening led Americans to experience “a reshuffling 

of national life, an amalgam of radical changes in attitudes toward family, 

language, dress, duty, community, sex, and art.”5  

A 2016 Pew Research Center study, titled, “Americans Name the 10 Most 

Significant Historic Events in Their Lifetimes,” seems to confirm this.  

The survey finds that Americans are primarily bound together by their 

generation and the major events that occurred during their formative years. For the 

oldest Americans, the Silent and Greatest generations, that unifying event is World 

War II. For Baby Boomers, the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the Vietnam 

War are defining moments. For Millennials and Gen Xers, the 9/11 terror attacks 

and the Obama election leads the list by a greater margin than for other 

generations.6 

Six generations can be plotted on American society in 20th-21st century:  

• the Greatest Generation (those born between 1901-1924 or 1901-1927)7,  

• the Silent Generation/Lucky Few (those born 1925-1942 or 1928-1945),  

• the Baby Boomer Generation (1943-1960 or 1946-1964),  

• Generation X (1961-1981 or 1965-1980),  

• Millennials (1982-2004 or 1981-1996),  

• Generation Z (born since 2005 or 1997).  

In 2018, of more than 44,000 women religious in the United States,  

60 percent were from the Silent Generation 

 
5 William Strauss and Neil Howe, 72. 
6 Claudia Deane, Maeve Duggan, and Rich Morin, “Americans Name the 10 Most Significant Historic Events in 

Their Lifetimes: 9/11, Obama election and the tech revolution among those with greatest impact on the country,” 

Pew Research Center (December, 2016), 3. 
7 The two date ranges reflect different modes of analysis. The first set of dates is taken from Strauss and Howe, 

while the second is from the Pew Research Center. 
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31 percent were Baby Boomers 

5 percent were Gen X  

And 4 percent were Millennials.  

In the context of our Religious Life, what these generational differences do is 

remind us that, while we may all be members of our congregations, we do not all 

come from the same experience, speak a familiar life vocabulary, or hold as self-

evident the same truths. This is especially the case when we speak about our 

visions and hopes for the Church to which I now turn. 

Orientating Ecclesiologies 

A Biblical Introduction 

Allow me to a biblical digression….We read about Moses in Exod 3:1-4 . 

Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he 

led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of 

God. 2 There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; 

he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. 3 Then Moses said, 

“I must turn aside and look at this great sight and see why the bush is not burned 

up.” 4 When Adonai saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of 

the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said, “Here I am.” 

In1 Sam 3:1,3-7 we are introduced to Samuel 

Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord under Eli. The word of 

the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread. 

Samuel was lying down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was. 4 Then 

the Lord called, “Samuel! Samuel!” and he said, “Here I am!” 5 and ran to Eli, 

and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call; lie down 

again.” So he went and lay down. 6 The Lord called again, “Samuel!” Samuel got 

up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did 
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not call, my son; lie down again.” 7 Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the 

word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.  

And in Isa 6:1-8, we meet the Prophet Isaiah. 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and 

lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. 2 Seraphs were in attendance above 

him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two they 

covered their feet, and with two they flew. 3 And one called to another and said: 

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; 

the whole earth is full of his glory.” 

And I said: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among 

a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” 6 Then 

one of the seraphim flew to me, holding an ember which he had taken with tongs 

from the altar. 7 He touched my mouth with it. 

8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send? Who will go for 

us?” “Here I am,” I said; “send me!” 

Each of these prophets encountered the Divine in different ways and in very 

different settings. And at different times in Israel’s history. 

Moses while wandering the mountains with his flock. Samuel was a boy 

attending to the aged priest Eli in the Tent of Meeting. Isaiah envisions a heavenly 

encounter at the very throne of God. And each responded, “Here I am.” 

While each had an important role in biblical history, we wouldn’t discount 

Samuel’s experience because his encounter with God didn’t look like Moses’. Or 

uphold Isaiah’s as superior because it occurred in a more heavenly setting. Each 

experienced God according to their historical, religious, and cultural context.  

Today, we might make an analogy with Ecclesiologies. As I presented, each 

generation is marked by significant moments at formative stages in their lives. 
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Similarly, each generation experiences the church, questions of Catholic identity, 

and what it means to be faithful according to their ecclesial context.  

And different ecclesiologies are at work today.  

• For some Vatican II sisters, the growing obstinacy of the Church 

hierarchy when it comes to any issues dealing with women and their 

voice and power in the Church and the actual experience of abuse and 

oppression by pastors have left the once hopeful, committed Vatican II 

religious alienated and angry. The Church that for a bright moment was 

“people of God” has been entrenched and fortified into a renewed bastion 

of patriarchy.  

• But for most professed in the last thirty years, the Church has been our 

only access to spiritual growth. We never experienced a Catholic cultural 

as it existed prior to Vatican II. We didn’t have practices such as 

Adoration, first Fridays, and novenas. The prayers, practices, obligations, 

and celebrations experienced by the vast majority of our older sisters are 

unknown to most of us professed in the last few decades. 

As historian William D’Antonio writes, in American Catholics Today: 

Variations in Catholics’ identification with the faith and their commitment to 

the Church are rooted in a number of conditions. Chief among these is the 

generation (or birth cohort) to which a Catholic belongs…Catholics who are 

born at different points in history learn to approach the faith and the Church 

in different ways.8  

 Given the results of my research, my analysis distinguished three groupings 

based on date of profession: Vatican II Sisters, Post-Vatican II Sisters, and for lack 

of a better term, Sisters professed in a Church in Crisis. 

 
8 William v. D’Antonio et al., American Catholics Today: New Realities of Their Faith and Their Church, 11. 
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Vatican II Sisters 

These sisters who make up the majority cohort today “experienced religious 

life before the Second Vatican Council,” and “their worldviews, theological 

perspectives, and spiritualities evolved over time in tandem, particularly their 

shared response to the spirit of Vatican II and from expanded educational and 

ministerial experiences.”9 

To be honest I have only recently recognized how formative, and some 

would say destabilizing, Vatican II and its aftermath were for the majority of 

sisters. Renewal was offered, hope abounded, experimentation encouraged. Until, 

it wasn’t. As Historian Kenneth Briggs wrote, 

While the nuns were central to the story of American Catholicism and were 

key in showing the nation’s women the possibilities of assuming leadership 

positions in society, they have been largely overlooked or ignored by 

historians and journalists. In part, this neglect has been the result of the 

nuns’ exclusion from positions of power within the Church. Their 

subjugation to a male clerical order, I believe, not only kept them out of the 

public eye but also ultimately crushed their efforts to refashion themselves 

boldly and creatively. Much of the demise of religious orders at the dawn of 

the twenty-first century can be traced to the hierarchy’s refusal to make good 

on the promise of renewal made by the Vatican forty years before.10  

Post Vatican II Sisters 

The documents of Vatican II had ushered in a new era for the Church. The 

Baltimore Catechism was out, but nothing had yet replaced it. An entire generation 

of young Catholics only knew guitar Masses, home-made communion bread, and 

 
9 Susan Rose Francois, C.S.J.P., “Religious Life in a Time of Fog,” in In Our Own Words: Religious Life in a Changing 
World, ed. Juliet Mousseau and Sarah Kohles (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2018), 194. 
10 K. Briggs, Double Crossed: Uncovering the Catholic Church’s Betrayal of American Nuns (New York: 

Doubleday, 2006), xii. 
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felt banners. Lots of felt banners. The formally familiar Catholic identity rooted in 

symbols, rituals, habits, and horaria was gone. What it meant to be Catholic was up 

for grabs. Church historian Chester Gillis described the setting: 

Catholics protested against the Catholic “ghetto” of the 1940s and ‘50s and 

longed to be assimilated into the larger American culture. Since the 1960s 

they have been assimilated—to the point that many are now virtually 

indistinguishable from others in the society. A simultaneous consequence of 

this successful assimilation is the loss of group identity, lack of a common 

vision, detachment from specific marks of identification, and appropriation 

of practices and values esteemed by the common culture, whether or not 

they adhere to Catholic principles.11 

Those who entered after the dust had settled following Vatican II grew up in 

a radically different church than their parents. The spirit of change had swept away 

the statues, opened the lectern to the laity, and re-envisioned the Church as the 

People of God.  

Outside, the Catholic subculture began to fade as the once ghettoed 

Catholics now moved firmly into the upper Middle Class. Late Baby Boomers and 

early Generation X Catholics stood on the shifting sands of what once had been a 

mighty foundation. Some found the clarion call of Pope John Paul II a welcomed 

beacon in the fog, while others reacted to what seemed a heavy-handed return to 

the “good old days.” As Mary Jo Weaver commented: 

How did American Catholics get to the point where they needed adjectives 

to describe themselves? Why is it no longer enough, as it was in 1955, for 

someone to say that he or she is Catholic? Why do we now…meet Catholics 

 
11 Chester Gillis, 278. 
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who are “recovering,” “communal,” “cradle,” “practicing,” “Tridentine,” 

“conciliar,” “American,” “disgruntled,” “liberal,” or “conservative”?12 

The sisters in this middle cohort represent the diversity of a church between poles 

and a Catholicism of many names. 

Sisters in a Church in Crisis 

A most amazing thing happened on March 13, 2013. Jorge Mario Bergoglio, 

the archbishop of Buenos Aires, became Pope Francis. According to America 

Magazine, Cardinal Bergoglio accepted his election to the papacy with the words: 

“I am a sinner, but I trust in the infinite mercy and patience of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.”13 Not surprisingly, two years later, Francis declared an extraordinary 

Jubilee Year of Mercy. After the shattering news of the widespread clergy abuse, 

and what many named as Pope Benedict’s and others failure to respond quickly 

and adequately, the Church was, indeed, in need of mercy. 

 Just when we thought the crisis had abated…In 2018, the Pennsylvania 

attorney general released the grand jury report documenting the abuse of more than 

1,000 victims by more than 300 priests in its six dioceses. The reports of coverups, 

transfers of pedophile priests, and payouts stretching over decades further eroded 

confidence in the church’s leadership and tarnished the Church’s moral credibility. 

For those entering religious congregations recently, the crisis has a decidedly 

chilling effect. In the 2020 CARA report on recent vocations, superiors reported of 

their newer members that “they are very idealistic and fervent, so the clergy sexual 

abuse scandal is difficult for them.”14  

 
12 Mary Jo Weaver, “Who Are Conversative Catholics?,” in Being Right: Conversative Catholics in America, ed. Mary 
Jo Weaver and R. Scott Appleby (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995), xi. 
13 Stephen Bullivant, “‘I Am a Sinner’: The deep humility of Pope Francis,” America  (September 25, 2013). 

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2013/09/25/i-am-sinner-deep-humility-pope-francis. Accessed May 27, 

2020. 
14 Mary L. Gautier and Thu T. Do, “Recent Vocations to Religious Life: A Report for the National Religious Vocation 
Conference” (Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, March 2020), 49. 

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2013/09/25/i-am-sinner-deep-humility-pope-francis
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While fewer millennials overall practice or identify with their Catholic faith, 

sociologist Christian Smith did identity two hopeful categories: engaged Catholics 

and devout Catholics. “Engaged emerging adult Catholics enjoy their faith and are 

more or less engaged with and in the Church. They view their Catholic identity as 

important.”15 They may or may not regularly attend Mass and may or may not 

ascribe to all Church teachings and doctrines. 

And then there are young adult devout Catholics. A somewhat surprising—

and some Vatican II sisters would say disturbing—development among the 

category of devout Catholics is their return to pious practices like Adoration. As 

Professor of Religion Katherine Dugan explains, 

These young adults are not opposed to contemporary American culture, nor 

do they reject the changes of the Second Vatican Council. Instead, they 

stitch together a traditional interpretation of Catholic practices with 

millennial-American cultural norms and a search for authenticity, in order to 

enact a contemporary Catholic identity.16 

Since they are the offspring of Vatican II grandparents and Post Vatican II parents, 

they “have had little or no experience of traditional Catholic practices and 

catechesis that had formed the previous generations” writes Johnson, Wittberg, and 

Gautier in their book, New Generations of Catholic Sisters: The Challenge of 

Diversity. They continue, “Although they are more trusting of the Church than 

either the post-Vatican II or the Vatican II generations, they are also the least 

knowledgeable about Catholicism.”17  

 
15 Christian Smith et al., Young Catholic America: Emerging Adults In, Out Of, and Gone from the Church (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 110. 
16 Katherine Dugan, "#Adoration: Holy Hour Devotions and Millennial' Twenty-First Century Catholic Identity," U.S. 
Catholic Historian 36 (2018): 104–5. 
17 Mary Johnson, S.N.D.de N., Patricia Wittberg, S.C., and Mary L. Gautier, New Generations of Catholic Sisters: The 
Challenge of Diversity, 64. 
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The authors affirm that this generation’s retrieval of past rituals is not a 

wistful nostalgia for the more traditional practices, especially since they never 

experienced them. Rather, it is an attempt to recreate for a new generation an 

identity that is expressly Catholic. 

Our social identity may have been formed by our generational cohort’s 

formative experiences, but our religious and spiritual identity—in part—reflects 

the Church in which we were raised and later made profession.  

Case in point: 

In response to some papal announcement, a sister said to me once, “You 

should be angry about this.” Perhaps I would be if I shared the same context or the 

same enemy. As Sociologist Karl Mannheim noted, 

Any two generations following one another always fight different 

opponents, both within and without. While the older people may still be 

fighting one battle, in such a fashion that all their feelings and efforts and 

even their concepts and categories of thought are determined by that 

adversary, for the younger people, this adversary may be simply non-

existent: their primary orientation is an entirely different one.18 

And that I think is one of the chief dilemmas for newer members. Older professed 

sisters presume a shared context, whether historical, social, cultural, or even 

spiritual, as they do.  

Perhaps if we recognize that our orienting ecclesiology—like every other 

aspect of our lives—is contextual and that our personal views of religious life, 

spirituality, and what it means to be a faithful Catholic are rooted in a particular 

place and time then we might better be able to respect our differences, to be open 

 
18 Karl Mannheim, “The Problem of Generations,” in Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1952), 298-299. 
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to new ways of theologizing, and to be more appreciative of the gift of our 

diversity. 

 Embracing Diversity: A Way forward 

 As I have framed the conversation thus far, we have focused on generational 

differences. But let me add a caveat. Much of the research that I have cited is from 

an American context, and mostly a white American context. Sisters of color and 

sisters of different cultures likely experience generations differently. To broaden 

our understanding of diversity beyond generations, I’d like to turn to a different 

concept: that of the new catholicity and interculturality. 

 Recently, systematic theologians have discussed the concept of catholicity in 

new ways. Robert Schreiter, C.P.P.S. described a “new catholicity” that possesses 

three dimensions: the universal extension of the church, the fullness of faith, and 

new patterns of communication that respond to the genuine diversity of 

communities and cultures. 

While such worldwide extension is even more true today, in the twenty-first 

century, than it was through much of the Church’s history, that “seeking of 

the whole” of the Church today will have to include aspects that have been 

discussed here as part of the second modernity: a cosmopolitan, rather than 

an ethnocentric view of humanity and human cultures; ways of including a 

sense of the “both-and” view of reality rather than the more familiar “either-

or” attitude that has shaped much of our history; and ways to extend our 

sense of communio to include a convivência of peoples, where difference is 

not only recognized, but engaged.19 

While Schreiter’s new catholicity is chiefly ecclesial in its orientation, it 

nonetheless recognizes the evolutionary aspect of culture and the value of 

 
19 Robert J. Schreiter, C.PP.S., “A New Modernity: Living and Believing in an Unstable World,” Melintas: An 
International Journal of Philosophy and Religion 21 (2005): 182. 
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intercultural communication. It upholds the genuine diversity in the church and 

world and advocates for interculturality, solidarity, and convivência.  

 Through a biblical lens, interculturality, solidarity, and convivência is 

exactly the goal of the Apostle Paul when he reminds the Corinthians  

4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are varieties 

of services, but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is 

the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 7 To each is given the 

manifestation of the Spirit for the common good (1 Cor 12:4-7). 

Another understanding of catholicity is cosmic in orientation. As Ilia Delio writes, 

“The word catholicity was coined to describe a consciousness of the whole 

cosmos, the whole physical order of things to which the human was connected but 

distinct from; cosmos was the source for guiding human action.”20 It seems that 

deep in our religious roots we have always held the potential for a larger reality, a 

universality that counters parochialism and anthropocentricism.  

 This concept of catholicity begins in a shared origin that confirms a deep 

unity connecting all of creation. It integrates cosmology and anthropology and is 

deeply evolutionary and emergent. 

 Drawing from the work of Schreiter and Delio, we find three elements of an 

integrated anthropological and cosmological understanding of catholicity: the role 

of interculturality, the shared origin of all creation and its unitive nature, and the 

evolutionary trajectory toward Omega/God.  

For the purposes of this presentation and our time limits, I’d like to focus on 

interculturality, which offers a way forward that not only respects but celebrates 

our diversity, for it acknowledges the multiplicity of “places” that form our 

individual and corporate social location.  

 
20 Delio, Making All Things New: Catholicity, Cosmology, Consciousness, 8. 
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As Pope Francis writes in Fratelli Tutti 

The solution is not an openness that spurns its own richness. Just as there 

can be no dialogue with “others” without a sense of our own identity, so 

there can be no openness between peoples except on the basis of love for 

one’s own land, one’s own people, one’s own cultural roots. I cannot truly 

encounter another unless I stand on firm foundations, for it is on the basis of 

these that I can accept the gift the other brings and in turn offer an authentic 

gift of my own. (Fratelli Tutti,143). 

Interculturality enables “the subjects of any cultural universe to utilize the 

‘reserves’ of their tradition of origin as a point of support for their own personal 

identity, without discriminatory consequences.”21  

Recognizing and embracing interculturality is thus an act first of personal 

acceptance and then of hospitality and genuine respect.  

It’s important here to distinguish between multicultural and intercultural. As 

Toni Gittins explains, 

Where different cultural groups coexist in the same region, we have a 

multicultural society and living conditions. But this is often as far as it goes. 

In general, people do not commit themselves— or seek— to build a new, 

integrated community. They may live in peaceful coexistence, with tolerance 

or mutual respect and even some degree of good-neighborliness… In fact, 

they remain “at home” while their neighbors of different cultures likewise 

remain “at home.” So we describe this kind of multiculturality as many 

people who are all equally at home but separately rather than together.22 

 
21 Anthony J. Gittins, C.S.Sp., Living Mission Interculturally: Faith, Culture, and the Renewal of Praxis, 23. 
22 Anthony J. Gittins, C.S.Sp., Living Mission Interculturally: Faith, Culture, and the Renewal of Praxis (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2015), 34–35. 
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The term, multicultural, admits of differences but does not cross boundaries to 

create a new synthesis. But with interculturality, “each is able to become a 

participating outsider and to bring his or her particular culture to the emerging 

reality.”23 

Far from being a stumbling block, our diversity in community is truly an 

embarrassment of riches, an opportunity to counter the polarity we see in our 

country and our world. Father Timothy Scott, CSB, offers three implications of 

embracing interculturality in our communities:24 

1. Contact with the other. For the many communities who engaged in 

ministry in the developing world, the contact occurred there in the 

place of mission. In contrast, for the next few years, the intercultural 

contact will occur here.  

Reflect for a moment: How have you experienced the intercultural 

context in your own community? Has that changed in the last decade 

or so? 

2. Our communities as safe places to encounter the other. Who is at 

home? Who is a guest? The place of encounter must be a place of 

welcome for all. The space cannot be “owned” by any one person or 

group. No person or group can be privileged in the encounter.  

Reflect for a moment: How do you welcome a sister from a different 

generation or culture or race into your local community? How might 

your prayer and meals change because of this? 

 
23 Anthony J. Gittins, Living Mission Interculturally: Faith, Culture, and the Renewal of Praxis (Collegeville, MN: 

Liturgical Press, 2015), 23. 
24 Timothy Scott, CSB, “The Challenge of Interculturality in Today’s Context,” CRC Bulletin 14 (Spring 2017): 2.  



 21 

3. Our faith as a key to experiencing the other. We have the 

experience of Jesus as he reached out to those on the social and ethnic 

periphery. We have the experience of the apostles and Paul as they 

guided Christianity out of a purely Jewish matrix and allowed for its 

inculturation in the Greek-speaking Roman Empire. …The challenge 

for our religious communities and for the Church is a new 

inculturation in the context of an intercultural encounter, or as Pope 

John Paul put it, “a dialogue of cultures.”  

Reflect for a moment: How do you cross the divide of difference 

when it comes to spirituality and theology? How do we create 

intercultural spaces in which to encounter God? 

What would our congregations look like if we endeavored to create genuine 

intercultural communities where differences in generations, theologies, cultures, 

and races were embraced? Your 2016 Chapter enactments recognize that “racism, 

violence, and intolerance of diversity fuel marginalization,” but you have chosen to 

embrace and nurture your “rich diversity, commit[ing] [y]ourselves to deepening 

relationships with one another.”  

Teresa Maya provides an apt image of this movement toward 

interculturality. 

We draw bridges, we create bridges because we love. That is our mission. 

Our particular kind of bridge building requires collaboration and dialogue to 

kindle, nourish, build, encourage, foster, unify. As Christians, and even more 

so as religious, we are required to engage in the art of bridge building 

because we know that we are called to mission… 

Collaboration and dialogue create a community that humanizes our 

coexistence. Collaboration and dialogue create the possibility for 
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transformation, where we discover that diversity is the intimate friend of 

unity.25 

Imagine what our congregations will look like if we believe that diversity is the 

intimate friend of unity. Imagine the impact our witness would have on our co-

workers, ministries, mission were we truly able to welcome the other among us. 

Imagine the “awakening” that can occur when we see ourselves as part of this 

grand diversity within in the on-going evolutionary story. Imagine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 Jung Eun Sophia Park, SNJM with Tere Maya, CCVI, Conversations at the Well: Emerging Religious Life in the 

21st Century Global World: Collaboration, Networking, and Intercultural Living (Eugene, Or: Wipf & Stock, 2019) 


