CHEZ NOUS III
Sister Ann Gray, Provincial leader of the US Province of the Daughters of Wisdom, delivered these remarks at the Chez Nous weekend, October 12-14, 2007.  Chez Nous, which means “At Our Home”, is a gathering of present and former Daughters of Wisdom, held every few years for the purpose of remembering and re-connecting.  Over 100 persons attended Chez Nous III this year at Wisdom House Retreat and Conference Center in Litchfield, Connecticut.
It is with great delight that I say these words: Welcome, Chez Nous III. Welcome Home!  For you are always a part of our Wisdom family. How good it is to be together – to see and to hear the ways that Wisdom continues to thrive in our lives…and in that seeing and in that hearing to encourage one another on the journey.
So what’s the family been up to since our last Chez-Nous? Well, if I start with myself, I am serving the US Province as the 10th Provincial, now living out my mandate for 11 months and 6 days. But who’s counting? Believe me, there are days when it still feels brand-new.  I am ever aware that I follow a long line of Daughters of Wisdom who spent a great part of their ministerial lives either teaching the young or ministering to the sick in our hospitals or caring for abandoned children, and all of you who are here were, at some point, a part of all that as well.  

But let us stay with the power of now, where grace sufficient resides--sustaining us each day.  And in this present moment, we DW’s find ourselves to be a small band of aging women. But instead of lamenting about this, we are learning to live--live creatively with this reality; learning to carry out the life and mission of the congregation with engagement and collaboration among us.  Indeed, many of our sisters now retired volunteer in works such as hospice care, or contribute their services--reading to the blind, advocating for children; some as chaplains at our 2 founding hospitals here on Long Island and beyond.  And while you know about our corporate ministries it gives me great pride to say they are alive and thriving still--one of them located right here on holy ground in this marvelous retreat center runs under the stellar direction of Sister Rosemarie Greco;  and our Drop-in Center for Women in Lewiston, Maine, staffed by Sisters Irene Arsenault, Maureen Hurley, and Mona Guerrette.  They regret being unable to join you, but send their love; and then there is our sponsored ministry, In-the- Making in Waterbury, Connecticut, a place of job training for women who must sustain themselves and their children under the administration of the ever capable, the unsinkable Sister Rosemary McKenna and Sister Marie Burke, SSND. You will want to know the most up-to-date developments from each of them.
But back to the question of what the family’s been up to since our last Chez-Nous. I would like to signal three areas where Wisdom is present among us as Province and that are causes for rejoicing.  These three sources of rejoicing are in the areas of Formation, Justice, and Wisdom Spirituality. It is through these three areas that we look to a future full of hope.  

From our International Gathering in Rome 2006 comes this declaration: “If ever there were a time when we as a congregation must live an alternative vision in light of the gospel--it is now!”  My sisters and sisters of Chez-Nous, the future is now or never. In a common movement forward toward re-shaping our life and mission for the 21st century, we are in full collaboration with a newly formed formation team, the coordinator of which is our former superior general, Sister Barbara O’Dea, (now that’s as good as it gets).  She is presently giving sessions on leadership in Rome to newly formed international leadership teams, or she would be right here with us this morning.  But with us this morning is Sister Lucy Clynes, former Diocesan Director of Christian Formation, in Jacksonville, Florida who has returned to New York where she will serve as Vocation Director, a task to which she will bring her great energy and creativity. 
But I am saving the best news for last. We have five women who, after a series of vocation discernment weekends, have expressed interest in the Daughters of Wisdom: one is at the inquirer’s stage, three are at the next stage--affiliates, one has formally been accepted into the candidacy program, and another who is serious about doing the same.  As we invite these two women to be on the journey toward joining us in community, we ask your prayers for our vocation program. In that way, you who are a part of the family will be part of the family’s dream as we make vocation promotion become everyone’s priority.
In the second area, the area of Justice, I reference our US Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation commission newly formed under the direction of Sister Margaret McCabe. This group will, in the creation of its strategic plan, invite each member of the province to look at her own situation, expand horizons and make conscious connections to integrate the living of the Justice of Wisdom into today’s reality, to seek a link with vocation promotion, and to develop partnerships with the Associates of Wisdom and other organizations.  Our starting point with regard to Justice is not simply about reordering the economy and international policy, but it is about reordering hearts.  Of the essence of Wisdom Spirituality, Justice changes the way we understand other persons, the world and environment in which we live. Wisdom, whose primary mode of being is relational, creates connectedness, teaches inclusiveness, the solidarity of human beings with one another and with Creation, crossing over the boundaries of cultures, of nations, of races. It is in this spirit of connection and connectedness and through the effort of our Development Office under the direction of Ms. Ellen Francois that we have collaborated on the issue of water and its growing endangerment as a basic right of all, on our work on the Haiti Water project, the food canteen for the school children of Mare Rouge, the construction of a retaining wall as a safeguard against the flood waters in a largely deforested landscape. 
Just last month I had the privilege of visiting these projects in Haiti, of seeing how our Haitian sisters live and work in the poorest country of the Western Hemisphere, of seeing how from nothing they create places of hope through their schools and clinics--hope for a desperately suffering people.  As I stood beside our sisters, most particularly of that mountainous area of Mare Rouge, I began to realize, perhaps for the first time in my life, the real meaning of solidarity, of standing with and beside my sisters, and of the necessity of continuing to support our sisters in their work of education in a place where only 35% of Haitian children ever get to go to school. 
You will be hearing more about this through our development office appeals. You may have noticed that our current development appeal focuses on Asha Deep, a shelter and school for street girls, a work of our Daughters of Wisdom of India. They are in dire need of expanding this space to accommodate the growing numbers of abandoned children in a place called Bangalore, India; and of course our involvement in the Salvadoran enterprises for women and their chicken farm project with its promise of sustainability for their families. And again in the hope of connectedness we have begun research toward establishing an International Office of Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation as a way of learning what is happening throughout our 22 entities world-wide, enabling us to better respond to the call of Justice throughout our Congregation. Sister Marilyn Soeder could tell you more about this, since she represented us in Rome. 

Finally in the area of Wisdom Spirituality I would like to mention a newly begun pilot project consisting of a 4-part series on one of the great themes of Wisdom Spirituality: “Wisdom Sets Her Table”, at St. Mary Gate of Heaven, Ozone Park, on the Tuesdays throughout this October.  We have named this project, Fire in Our Hearts, because this ministry of sharing spirituality stirs us deeply, fills us with hope though we know it will demand evaluation, more creativity, training of others to take the program to where they are, and then in turn train others to do the same. This is a hope in the process of being realized.
And in this context, I would like to mention the continuing growth of our Associate program under the direction of Sister Peggy Kelliher, now over 32 members and growing. This Fall, three new members from the South will be joining the program.  The idea of an Associate program honors the vocational call of lay women and men, openly inviting them to share in our Wisdom Spirituality.
Well, even after presenting these three areas, I am not sure we have entirely caught up from the last Chez Nous.  My wonderful leadership team is here this morning: Sister Ann Casagrande, who serves as my Vicar, Sister Diane Capozzi, and Sister Joan Kobe, who serves in a parish in full time ministry in South Carolina and cannot be with us this morning.  As a Leadership Team, we are about wanting to know the human face and daily reality of prospective candidates, to engage community members in getting to know prospective candidates in a variety of activities, events, retreats, volunteer opportunities.  We want to engage community members in the task and struggle of naming and claiming anew our identity in the 21st century.  I know we can do this best through team work, through the efforts of the Formation Team, and in the collaboration of our Communications Director, Sister Chris Koellhoffer, IHM, whose talent as a communicator keeps before us the clarity of our Mission to our publics. 
And now I would like to salute those members of the province who have answered the call to participate in the internationality of our Congregation: First of all, Sister Barbara O’Dea, who for 12 years served as the superior general of the entire Congregation; Sister Dorothy Reilly, who made numberless trips across the ocean to participate in financial committee meetings; Sister Marilyn Soeder, who gave two years of service in Peru; Sister Ann Nielsen, who currently works on an international team developing the great themes of Wisdom Spirituality to be presented to formation personnel through out the congregation; Sister Mary Stuart, who is a member of the General Council in Rome; Sister Claire Sullivan, who assists in the details of managing the Generalate House in Rome; Sister Diane Capozzi, who served for seven years in the formation program for young professed religious of our developing countries. This program, known as the Wisdom Year, now has a new director, our own Sister Evelyn Eckhardt, who will be leaving for Rome for the next 3 years at the end of this month. 
And so, to you our sisters of Chez Nous, gathered here this morning:  it has been a pleasure to greet you again, to see your dear familiar faces and to know that we support one another in the re-committing of ourselves to the compassionate mission of Jesus. All of us can expect that, “Wisdom, who began this work in each one of us, will bring it to completion.”
Who among us could ask for more?

