Reflection—Jubilee

      We are here today to celebrate the Jubilee of six Sisters of Divine Providence and one guest Daughter of St. Therese who are celebrating 75, 60, 50, or 25 years of religious life.  

     An anniversary is always a special time, and the word we use as Sisters to describe our anniversaries is quite informative—Jubilee—a time of great jubilation or joy.  We are happy to be here, happy to have reached another goalpost in our lives.  

     At times people lament the decline of vocations today to the religious life, but when we read today’s Gospel, we are reminded of Jesus beginning his ministry by calling twelve (only twelve) apostles together—twelve people that are all too human, who will in the future fail to understand him time and time again, quibble over who is most important, deny they know him when he needs them most, and one of whom will even betray him, selling his location to the authorities who will put him to death.  Yet, from this inauspicious beginning of a small group of questionable choices, came the beginnings of a Church that has educated, built hospitals, gone to far-flung regions of the planet to teach the love of God, and sacrificed in many ways.  The Church today still has many flaws, just as its original leaders did, but continues to do good things, to give to many without cost.
     As Sisters of Divine Providence, we are both part of this Church tradition created 2000 years ago, and yet we take a prophetic stance to our Church as well as our world.  Like St. Paul, we believe that laws and rules do not free us.  Only Christ frees us.  The grace of God continues to be active in our lives.  

     For those of us who are Sisters--when we came to the convent, whether it was 75, 60, 50, or 25 years ago, each one of us had a dream or vision of making the world a better place because of the works that we would do in union with our Sisters and others.  Over the years, that vision changed.  We moved from working only in the schools to staffing hospitals, parishes, and other places.   Some abandoned habits that they had long worn as part of their identity as a Sister—for some, those habits were changed many times over the years.  We went through times of wondering who we were, not just individually, but collectively—yet, through it all, we found strength in the words of our founder, Father John Martin Moye, who taught us to live simply, poorly, charitably, and in a spirit of abandonment to divine providence.  And we found ourselves looking at our history in the United States in a new way and claiming the voice of our first U.S. Sister, Mother St. Andrew Feltin, who struggled to build a new community in Texas, just after the Civil War, when her home in France must have seemed a million miles away.
     We know that both Moye and Feltin found their strength in God, just as we do today.  We hear the words of that ancient book of Exodus reminding us of how God has borne us up also “on eagle wings,” protecting us when we needed protection, knowing that we are a special possession, though all the earth is God’s.  We have found ourselves happy to be, as in the words of the Psalm, God’s people, the sheep of the flock.  We are not “abandoned by” God as the people Jesus faced seemed to be, like sheep without a shepherd, but we choose to abandon ourselves to God, to divine providence, assured of God’s provident care.
     Yes, like the apostles, we have been human.  We have each failed in our own way to be our best at times.  Yet, we are here today, celebrating the fact that we are still listening, still discerning the call of God in our hearts.  Where will God lead us next as individuals or as a community?  There is no crystal ball, no way of peering into the future.  But, we continue to follow a path, ever ancient, ever new.  We have received so much from our God, and we continue to give what we can in return.  Whether we minister through working in parishes, through study, through prayer and presence, or community ministry, we do what we can in the name of the Lord.  

     We do not answer to the names of Simon, Andrew, or James, but rather to the names of Ann Linda, Elise, Margeta, Barbara, Bernadette, Mary, and Seraphine.  But answering to those names means answering to the mission of Jesus, thus reading the signs of the times and responding appropriately.  In Jesus’ time, that meant curing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing lepers, and driving out demons.  In Father Moye’s time, in the mid—1700’s, it meant teaching poor girls in rural areas.  In Mother St. Andrew’s time, 100 years later, it meant establishing schools and large convents, including Moye in Castroville.  75 years ago, when some of our Sisters entered, it meant teaching in schools in Louisiana, Texas, and Oklahoma.  Today, it means responding in a variety of ways to the needs of the people of our times.  
     But, we always receive more than we give.  As the Gospel says, “Without cost you have received; without cost you are to give.”  And we do that gladly, because we know God provides for us.  Sometimes people ask us, “How can you give up so much—a spouse, children, a home?  I couldn’t do it.”  But for those of us who are called to this way of life, we know that we have so much more than anything we have given up.  In fact, we realize that we have a vow of poverty, but look at how much we have that the poor in the world do not.  I may not own a house, but look at this home that is provided for me.  We have a vow of celibacy or chastity, and we do not have a spouse or children, but we have Sisters, friends, people we love and who love us.  We have a vow of obedience, yet we live in freedom, because like Paul tells the Galatians, “I died to the law, that I might live for God.”
     Not everyone is called to this life, but for those of us who are called, it is a life of joy, and we thank you today for sharing our joy, our Jubilee, with us this day.  Whether you are a member of religious life, a married person, a Single person, or a priest--we hope that your lives, too, contain a bounty full of jubilation, as you respond to whatever call God has extended to you.  God’s Providence is not just for us as a community bearing that name, but for all of God’s people as well.  Listen as our Savior calls your name.  

