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the spirit moving

MY FRIEND MARIA CIMPERMAN, OSU had
a couple days after she finished

up her retreat at the St. Joseph Retreat
Center in Cohasset, MA so she stopped
at my community in Somerville, MA.
We spent hours organizing and plan-
ning for upcoming Giving Voice events,
going through boxes of back issues
and sorting resources. To reward our-
selves for our hard work, we headed to
the Charles River for an hour of kayak-
ing. As we paddled into the amazing
beauty of a New England summer day,
gentle breezes played across the water
and through the trees. What a gift it
was to be still enough to feel these
breezes on my face and to have the
time to listen to the rustle of the leaves. It was truly a sacred space. A window of under-
standing was opened for me to the image of Spirit as wind. Although unseen itself, the
breeze was so present, and it was in the stillness and openness that it was encountered.
Denise Levertov’s words in her poem “Avowal” capture part of the insight of this expe-
rience: “knowing no effort earns that all-surrounding grace.”

As I look back over the ten years of publication of the Giving Voice newsletter, I can
point to the gentle breezes of the Spirit and the hundreds of women religious who
have opened spaces for the Spirit to be encountered. There have been sisters who have
so generously shared their gifts of writing and reflection with us. Others have support-
ed us through sharing their financial resources. Still others have poured hours and
hours into the production of the newsletter, organizing conferences, and developing
the website. We welcome to our Giving Voice core team Joanne Koehl, a Sister of
Charity of Cincinnati. She will be working on the production of the newsletter. Her pas-
sion for religious life and its future will enrich our team and all we strive to do. She
brings with her organizational, intellectual, and professional skills that will enable
Giving Voice to grow and become even more.

This coming year will open even more spaces for the Spirit to move and refresh Giving
Voice. These past ten years of Giving Voice have seen the action of the Spirit in so many
ways despite the fact that every core team member over these past ten years has had a
full-time ministry. At the request of the Giving Voice core team, my province leadership
has generously agreed to fund me for six months to work with Giving Voice to build
structures that will allow it to become more established and effective for years to come.
I will be working with Sr. Kit Collins, RSCJ from the Center for Educational Design and
Communication as well as Sr. Maryann Barnhorn, SNDdeN from the Sisters of Notre Dame

continued on page 5
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AN OIL LAMP CAN THEORETICALLY burn continuously
as long as the oil is replenished. Oil lamps
give off significant amounts of light
and more heat than a candle. They
are used in many rituals and
steeped with great symbolism, in
and throughout our biblical and
living history.

As I claim this oil lamp as my
image for our annual gather-
ing of Women Religious
under 40, not only am I
reminded of my own contin-
ued call to love as a woman
religious, but also the impor-
tance of being on this journey
with other women, committed to
the same call. We come together,
sharing the same profound love and
expressing it in many different ways.

Like oil lamps, we also can burn and burn con-
tinuously, as long as our oil is replenished from time to
time. The “oil”, the substance which sustains us, also
varies and changes. Sometimes it is our ministry, commu-
nity life, and continuing journeys with our congregations,
all of which aid in our growth and deepest our call to reli-
gious life. I advocate that through deepening our rela-
tionships with our peers, learning about our different
congregations, and creating this strong support system
for one another, we walk together to create a common
living history. This is what keeps our flames burning—
fueling our commitment and fidelity to our individual
journeys and knowing that we walk with our Sisters on
theirs.

Our gathering provided a wonderful space for us to give
voice and share deeply our experiences of religious life.
Some of the questions which sparked conversation were:
Where are we on this journey? Where do we see the jour-
ney taking us? What needs to be refueled as we go into
the future?

As our sharing and insights emerged, it became clear how
connected we are and need to be. In one part of our
sharing, we talked about the differences between some
of our Sisters’ perceptions of the “future” and the next
generation of religious life. We acknowledged that these
perceptions are not always congruent with our percep-
tions of the future, direction and movement of religious
life. We talked about history – the history of our congre-
gations, of religious life, the past realities that are not

technically our histories. However, we also
acknowledged the importance of being

imbued with the spirit of our congre-
gational histories,listen to the sto-

ries; live into what has rooted
the journeys of those who have

gone before us, know that
these histories become our
history – connected through
our commitment to this life.

Out of these discussions
something emerged for
me. As I listen to the stories
of our Wisdom Sisters, learn

the history, and try to identi-
fy with some of the chal-

lenges my Sisters have as we
look toward the future, I real-

ized that we, the next generation
of religious life, are walking with

those who created this history. The
future direction of religious life is presently

being described by religious who speak directly to
the experiences of our Sisters having lived the same histo-
ry. Our discussions in Florida led us to the realization that
perhaps our Sister’s vision for the future is not always con-
gruent with our vision for the future.

The gift in this for our generation of religious life is that
we have walked with our Wisdom Sisters, learned from
them, and understood the foundation in which our
charisms have emerged. This spirit and history is our his-
tory of our love and commitment; however, we are also
experiential Sisters, living in different moments of reli-
gious life. I believe we will carry forward the spirit from
our Wisdom Sisters, although it may look different-
ly…and how blessed we have been to live into this histo-
ry with our Wisdom Sisters.

This image of an oil lamp came to me after my first Giving
Voice experience in 2007 and this image continues to be
present and vivid for me as I reflect on our 2008 gather-
ing in Lantana, Florida. Sustaining that fire, passion, and
profound love we all come to religious life with is impor-
tant as we continue to live our histories and create a path
toward the future. Most importantly, knowing that we
are creating this living history, this movement into the
future together, building these connections and relation-
ships, we are fueling our living history as we keep our
flames burning into the future. �

Fueling our living history: Flames for the future…
By Katy LaFond, SSSF
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Giving Voice is a newsletter in which the articles are written
by women religious under 50. The primary purpose of Giving
Voice is to promote networking, dialogue and support among
this generation of sisters. The secondary purpose is to promote
intergenerational dialogue. We welcome subscriptions and com-
ments from sisters over 50 who wish to support and
dialogue with their younger members.

Publication Information
Giving Voice: The Voices of Younger Women Religious is nor-
mally published two times per year. Our publication schedule
extends from January 1 to December 31. Back issues of Giving
Voice from the current subscription year will be mailed to
individuals who subscribe after the first issue has been mailed.

Subscriptions
The price of a yearly subscription is $20.00 in the United States
and $25.00 (U.S. dollars) for international residents, there are
special rates available to congregations wanting multiple sub-
scriptions. Please check our website for details. Checks should be
made out to Giving Voice and sent to:

Giving Voice
548 W Third St.
Mesa, AZ 85201-6422

Database Changes
We don’t want to lose you! Please submit your address and
other database changes to Kristin Matthes at the above address.

Editorial Policies
Items for publication can be submitted via mail or email. The
author’s name, congregational initials, birth year, and city/
state/country of residence must also be included. Include an
email address if available. Please also indicate whether it is per-
missible to publish your email in Giving Voice so our readers can
network with you if they wish to do so. The Editorial Team
reserves the right to edit letters and articles for length and
appropriateness. Some items may not be published due to space
limitations. Whenever possible, these articles will be posted on
the Giving Voice web site, www.giving-voice.org. If the author
wishes to have her work returned, the letter or article must be
submitted with a stamped, self-addressed envelope. Items for
publication must be received by the deadline to be included in a
particular issue of Giving Voice. Submit items for publication to:

Giving Voice
548 W Third St.
Mesa, AZ 85201-6422

Giving Voice Core Team
Maria Cimperman, OSU Katherine Feely, SND
Joanne Koehl, SC Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN
Mary Stanco, HM Lisa Buscher, RSCJ

Layout and Design
Beth Ponticello, Center for Educational Design and
Communication, www.cedc.org
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this i believe …
Reflections on Religious
Life from a New Member

By Susan Francois, CSJP

ON THE MORNING OF THE Feast of the Epiphany this past
January, I woke up to the voice of Sister Helen Prejean on
National Public Radio. She was sharing her story as part of
NPR's "This I Believe" series, where ordinary and not so
ordinary folks sum up their belief system in three minutes
or less. "I watch what I do to see what I really believe,"
she said. "I changed from being a nun who only prayed
for the suffering world to a nun with my sleeves rolled up,
living my prayer."

I was struck by this woman religious, whose story was
already made known to the world by the movie Dead Man
Walking, sharing what she believes on national radio. It
made me think … just what is it that I believe?

Two weeks later I found myself at the Cenacle Retreat
Center in Lantana, Florida at the Under 40's Giving Voice
gathering. This was my first Giving Voice experience, and
I found it re-energizing and grounding, like a much need-
ed shot in the arm. In the faces of those gathered, I found
hope for the future.

I believe that religious life isn't going anywhere. It may
look different in the years to come, but it is here to stay.
While diminishment is a reality, so too is life, energy, love
and service. My questions are not about numbers, effec-
tiveness, organizational structures, or vision statements.
Rather, they are about how we go about dreaming God's
dreams together today, across the miles, across congrega-
tions and from a multiplicity of perspectives and back-
grounds. My belief in religious life is grounded in hope
for a faith-filled, if unknown, future – a future we are liv-
ing into now. I am reminded of the words of singer-song-
writer Tracy Chapman in the song "If Not Now:"

If not now what then
We all must live our lives
Always feeling
Always thinking
The moment has arrived

At the Florida gathering I found love for life, love for reli-
gious life, reflected in the eyes of those gathered. I found
women looking to follow Jesus and live this life with their
whole hearts, come what may. I found my belief that reli-
gious life is here to stay affirmed and confirmed by those
who are helping to co-create that future. We bring who
we are, as we create who we will become. I believe the
moment has arrived. �
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BE – essence of our existence
IN & OUT – not – UP & DOWN

disconnect in our experience
with one another

from those
who have gone

before us
history MAKERS and LIVING history

believe in GOD’S time let-it-go
i want to make my piece – shape will be mine

not what isn’t me
standing on thread….TRUSTING BALANCE….a cloud
within a cloud/

a cloud of possibility
too much control of the future

understand like water
we cannot control the flow

our
TRADITIONS should inform us

they should not be stumbling blocks
which prevent us from taking BOLD STEPS

CENTER is GOD
that is what religious life is about

hear GOD’S heartbeat in the wind
BE GOD’S heartbeat in the world

transitions of religious life
from: think i should

want to
a mandate for living this life

GOD the CENTER that draws us in and RADIATES us out
we bring who we are to become

losing sense of future in congregation
risk takers
intentionality
community

constant INWARD and OUTWARD movement
does religious life suffer from: PARALYSIS of ANALYSIS
a mosaic of broken glass allows the light to shine through

SCREAMING for the need of vocations
we don’t know who we are anymore

what are we inviting people to
what is CHARISM when strangers to each other

we are not seeking a sorority
we are not sitting around singing kumbaya

how do we help communities see this: social aspects
only a piece

SOLAR ECLIPSE what we seek the light blocks out during
the day

pieces of light only seen when covered in darkness
journey was rage against the machine...now i am the machine
begin in margins

sucked to the core
back to the margins

i can live in margins
present to the world not threatened
by core or margins

reflection – time, need time/ministry is not what it is all about
two things i invite

BEING and RELATIONSHIPS
religious life is about BEING
not just DOING

BE – essence of our existence
IN & OUT – not – UP & DOWN

disconnect in our experience
with one another

from those
who have gone

before us
history MAKERS and LIVING history

abstractions of an intimate sharing:
Visioning in the Shadows

By Vicki Wuolle, CSA
February 2008

THE GIVING VOICE JANUARY JUBILETTE brought 14 women, from 12 different congregations (throughout the U.S. and Jamaica),
together at the Cenacle Retreat Center in Lantana, Florida for prayer, conversation, relaxation and fun. The following is
an abstract of a discussion held among these women concerning our thoughts, feelings, beliefs, fears, joys and wonder-
ment about the many dimensions of religious life. We joined together in what became a chorus of similarities. We joined
together in desire and need. We expressed our most intimate longings and share with you what may appear as fragments.
However, these are our lives as we come together to discern divine mystery:
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Top left: Sisters enjoy some quiet
reflection on the Intercoastal
Waterway.

Top middle: Sisters joined together
at the Cenacle Retreat Center in
Lantana, Florida for relaxation and
rejuvenation.

Top right: Sister Stella De Venuta,
OSF, facilitator for the Giving Voice
January Gathering, looks on as Sister
Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN participates
in the blessing of prayer beads.

Middle left: Sisters Vicki Wuolle, CSA
and Ashley Gonzalez, OP show off
the prayer beads that they made as a
part of the January Jubilette.

Middle right: Sister Judith Edwards,
RSM enjoys the Florida sun and some
quiet time in a hammock at the
Cenacle Retreat Center.

Bottom left: Sister Vicki Wuolle, CSA

Bottom right: Sisters at the January
Jubilette in Florida singing the song
they wrote as a part of an icebreaker.

de Namur’s Ohio Province Office of Development. These
amazing women will be mentors as we seek to continue
to connect younger women religious from around the
country and the world and live into the future of reli-
gious life. Because of the belief my leadership team has
in the future of religious life and the contribution Giving
Voice might be able to make to that future, I will be free
to put time and energy into attending to the purpose of
Giving Voice, opening spaces for younger women reli-
gious to tend to religious life.

In keeping with this theme of the Spirit ‘moving,’
Giving Voice is also moving…its address. This coming
year I am privileged to be part of a formation commu-

nity for one of our newer members in Arizona. I will
be moving to Mesa, Arizona in late August, so Giving
Voice will be moving with me. For the coming year
the address for Giving Voice will be:

Giving Voice
548 W. Third St.
Mesa, AZ 85201-6422

Thank you for your continued support of Giving
Voice. May we, together, continue to open spaces for
the Spirit’s life, passion, and freedom to flourish!

Con cariño,
Kristin Matthes, SNDdeN

The Spirit Moving, continued from page 1
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WHAT DOES THE FUTURE of religious life look like? As I envi-
sion it, it looks like open arms.

I have been reflecting lately on the future of reli-
gious life. My reflections come out of the con-
text of one who is getting ready to apply for the
renewal of vows, so they are framed by the
question: What am I recommitting myself to?
As I think about the future, I realize that we
have two options: hold on tight or give away.

Many congregations are in “hold on tight”
mode. It seems easier, because it is less
threatening. It does not require risk. Our
sisters have worked hard to build up what
we have and we do not want to risk los-
ing it. Our society tells us that we must
hold on tight to what we have. In a
world of terrorism, rising oil prices,
and volatile world markets, we
spend no more than we need to,
because we do not know how
much our portfolio will be worth
tomorrow or how much it will take
to fill our cars with gas. Holding on
tight is the response of the world.

Holding on can be seen as akin to mainte-
nance. Maintenance can be good, and it serves
an important purpose in our lives as individuals
and as congregations. But the question remains,
for what purpose are we maintaining? For what
purpose do we hold on tight to what we have? The
risk of holding on to what we have is putting our heads
in the ground and pretending that the future does not
exist. That is extreme and very few of us actually think that
the future will not come if we ignore it, but if we are afraid
of the future and afraid of the risk that the future requires,
it will come and go and we will be left with nothing despite
our every attempt to hold on to what we have.

On the other hand, the gospel call is a call to give away all
that we have and to place our trust entirely in an abundant
God. The widow who contributed out of her necessity to
the Temple treasury in Mark’s Gospel did not hold back for
fear of what the future might bring. Rather, she gave all
that she had trusting her future, which would have been
very uncertain anyway in the ancient world, to her God.
Giving away is approaching the future with open arms and
trusting that it is truly in giving that we receive.

As Gospel women, women religious need to approach the
future as an act of giving away all that we have: all that
holds us back, all that makes us complacent, all that keeps

us from living fully our call to be Gospel
women. This does not mean that we

become financially destitute, though
some may find that this is truly their call,
but it means that we do not hold onto
anything simply out of fear. Holding
on means that our hands are not
available to welcome others. When
we hold on, we cannot reach out to
others because that would mean

dropping something and we fear
to lose anything when we are

in that stance. Giving away
means that we are ready

and able to welcome
others in, because not
only are our hands
free, but they are
already extended
from the very act of
giving itself.

Giving away leaves us
vulnerable, though.

The ultimate example
of what it means to give

all one has, Jesus’ death
on the cross, also shows

the epitome of the cost as
well. Anytime we have

open arms we are vulnerable,
and it is that vulnerability

which we most fear. Fear leads us
to believe the words of society rather

than the words of the Gospel. Fear leads
us to hold on tight to what we have. The Gospel, howev-
er, requires us to let go and to live with open arms,
despite the risk. As a potter I sometimes sculpt my prayer.
Figures with open arms are the hardest to sculpt, because
the arms are so fragile. They are broken very easily. It is a
risk that we take when we live with open arms, to be bro-
ken, just as Jesus was broken.

The future is a funny thing. It cannot be controlled. It must
be lived into. Our congregations have already done a lot of
living into the future. Now it is time to do it again: to be
dreamers and risk takers. We must be women who loving-
ly hold the past in our hearts as we move into the future of
religious life with open arms.

What does the future of religious life look like? It looks like
open arms. �

With Open Arms
By Joanne Koehl, SC
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10 Years of Giving Voice
Sisters (138) who have written for Giving Voice (1999-2007)
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Questions for Reflection
and Discussion
1. What is the oil that fuels your lamp at this point in

your life? What is your vision of the future? What
needs to fuel your lamp as you (individually or con-
gregationally) journey into the future?

2. Who are your “Wisdom Sisters”? What is the wis-
dom that you have gained from them? How have
they helped to fuel your oil lamp?

3. Reflecting on S. Helen Prejean’s words, "I watch
what I do to see what I really believe," in what ways
do our actions show our beliefs? What are our
beliefs about religious life and how do our actions
express these beliefs?

4. What keeps us holding on tight to what we have?
What shifts need to happen within us, both individ-
ually and congregationally, that would allow us to
feel freer to move into the future with a spirit of
giving away?

5. When have you given all, like the woman at the
Temple? What was that experience like? What was
the result?

If you are interested in contributing an article for the
next issue please contact jkoehlsc@yahoo.com

save the date
join us for the

Fourth Giving Voice
National Conference!

June 11-14, 2009
Alverno College | Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Watch www.giving-voice.org for more information.


