II.  Emmaus : journeying with « the Stranger »                                          
The risk inherent to our present situation is that we become wrapped up in ourselves. Like the couple from Emmaus, their hopes dashed, we could be tempted to pack our bags and return home, back to our village, back to our habits, no longer seeing or sensing the events unfolding  around us. We risk closing our hearts to the discernment each setback implies.
I.A blinding frustration
Nonetheless, ever since the Council, Religious life has always been in the forefront of a reformist adventure: option for the poor; humanisation of our relationships and our structures, of formation and of our pastoral and missionary commitments, etc. etc. But we must, of course, recognize that this great generosity full of risks and wagers has not really given (apparently) the human results we expected from it. We are not doing any better than we did in the years immediately following the Council.
On the contrary, the Council’s presently aging generation casts a perplexing gaze on the new postmodern generation, so distant from its utopias and its convictions. As a matter of fact, this new generation seems plagued by self-doubt (few vocations and many departures), and seeks for meaning in the dilemma between competitive and individualistic mirages of its own culture, and the prophetic challenges of the Gospel and the Church.
A depressing phase 
Like the couple on their way back from Jerusalem on Easter evening, we cannot deny that there is a certain depressive atmosphere in Religious Life today. It is almost as if we had lost the conciliar illusion and are limiting ourselves to managing our immediate problems in a pragmatic manner. Simply put, the atmosphere is that of “the end of a reign.” 
Quite a few general governments appear powerless in reviving hope in the face of increasing personal questions (moral, affective etc.) or before the growing crisis in community relationships.

In this rather adverse context, many of our institutions seek refuge in projects of structural reform (regrouping provinces, changing the dynamics of governance, rationalizing areas of mission, etc.). We increasingly choose strategic withdrawals, not always guided by the most gospel-inspired choices.
Such logic of avoiding human, spiritual and ethical dimensions so as to seek purely institutional alternatives, often at a high cost (specialists treating these organisational questions charge very high fees) seems suicidal to me in the very short term. Indeed, this whole approach would seem to confirm the surrounding pessimism.
A disastrous sociological obsession

We are obsessed by numbers. And evidently, these are not optimistic. We continuously rehash our frustrations and our disillusionments, as if the curtains on our windows formerly open on the world, remain permanently closed, and our exit doors towards hope are boarded up from the inside by boredom and sadness.
It is really not at all unusual to recognize in our members a kind of unrestrained escape into the virtual or the media. As if there were no other space, especially no spiritual and pastoral community space, capable of making us dream.
While we consecrate an immeasurable amount of time to the networks and to their permanent actualisation, desperately seeking « friends » and virtual partners, the whispering, the impatience and the self-justification of our withdrawals are the order of the day. 
This is how we are moving, dragging our feet, towards the village of our demoralization!
The surprise of the uninvited guest
While the couple broods over their disappointment, a stranger joins them. At first, it is questionable whether they are delighted by this or not. They stop, of course, they even turn around – in distress, specifies the text in Saint Luke. But, more profoundly, this traveler, who does not even know what has happened in Jerusalem these past days, disturbs them in their distress.
Like them, we also are frequently frustrated by being disturbed in our “legitimate distress”, wisely cultivated, when someone from the outside (the world as it is) divinely ignorant of our little internal problems, confronts us anew with an essential question (like the one Mary was asked at the tomb) Why are you so sad, what are you discussing on the way?
The naïveté of the traveler annoys us for it subtly casts doubt on the soundness of our endemic “depression”. It upsets our interpretation of the facts, dislodges us, and basically silently judges us: how long are you going to keep savouring your blinding frustration, while there are so many urgent challenges out there?
Who is this stranger who doesn’t know what is making us weep?

This is the question urging us on. Salvation and healing of our symptoms of depression will come to us from the outside. Jesus, today like yesterday, comes from elsewhere, not from our categories, nor from our home base. Therefore it is urgent to go out to meet him in the activities of the world.
In the logic of the Gospel, the stranger is first of all and always the pauper, the outcast, the one who has no voice in the chapter. But, you will tell me, we took a preferential option for them ages ago; we have been at their service forever.  Do they not have a voice in OUR chapter?
Well, maybe not! It is true that we love them and serve them generously. They even make up the vast majority of our communities. But do we really listen to them reread Scripture to us and invite us to conversion? I’m not at all sure! For while opting for the poor, we continue thinking in bourgeois and neoliberal categories. The poor remains a stranger we prudently keep on the verge of an authentic conversion on our part. 
Another “stranger” to whom we must listen urgently comes from the world of science and the new paradigm. It rereads Scripture to us beyond our magical, mythical and premodern language. It obliges us to completely revise all our positions. We will speak of this again later.
We can also listen to the stranger in new grievances and new consciousness: a new understanding of sexuality, of inculturation and of uncolonial pluralism, the voice of “others!

We can also hear the stranger in all that threatens the values of our democratic society, and what needs to be .denounced without delay: the selfish and     identity-based racism that turns in on itself (particularly the terrible crisis of migrants and refugees), religious fanaticism compounded by exclusion; a return to fundamentalism first of all by our Western societies. There is an urgency screaming at our doors, driving us to come out at last from our provincial sadness.
II.A time of rereading
There are different ways of looking, of understanding, of reading or rereading facts and events. Our capacity to welcome the signs of the times and the power of the Spirit’s challenges they hold for our future depends on the way we look at reality.
A journalistic vision

The couple discussing on the road takes a certain objective distance from what has happened. They share and comment on an isolated incident in which they are inconveniently involved and which they urgently seek to flee. They still do not have the key to inner understanding. 
Like Martha in front of Lazarus’ tomb, among them they invoke the three days elapsed since the death on the cross. In biblical language, three days means there is no coming back, no possible hope. “Surely there will be a stench” says Martha, and the pilgrims from Emmaus think no differently.
They refer, of course, to the adventure of the « women » at the tomb. But, for a police investigation, this type of witnessing, especially in the patriarchal Jewish context, is unlikely to be taken seriously. On the contrary, their story only increases the sentiment of pathetic ridicule at the conclusion of Jesus’ case.
Do we too not risk simply leaving things as they are, like pitiful journalists faced with a news item? Our apparent objectivity looks more like superficiality. We have lost the inner capacity to carry out an authentic “Lectio Divina” of our history.
 “Did he not have to undergo all this?”
Coming from elsewhere, the stranger allows us to resituate the event in a broader context, in a living momentum and not only like a « flash » focussed on a picture of death.
As St John indicates several times in his Gospel, we can understand what is happening to us only if we refer to what is foretold and to « what the prophets announced ». The stranger carries out this rereading for us by resituating us in the totality of Salvation History and its messianic logic.
Between the retrospective and the prospective

Who will help us do both a retrospective and a prospective Lectio Divina? For this to happen, we must be attentive to what the analysts, the thinkers, the scientists, believers or non-believers, the theologians, the mystics and the prophets, Christian or otherwise, say.
Their interpretation, we must admit, is most often catastrophic. But many also see, in this catastrophic scenario, an incredible opportunity which must not be by-passed, an opportunity for rebirth and the recreation of the world. The condition for being relevant actors and actresses of hope is that we come out of our intellectual and spiritual sloth and avidly scrutinize, listen, read, and seek to understand beyond the easy clichés we never stop repeating.
In Latin America, we have been systematically rereading the successive situations from the point of view of the great biblical icons for a long time. For example, the 70’s and 80’s were interpreted through the liberating categories of Exodus, and later, the crisis of the 80’s and 90’s, as a time of Exile.
For some time now, I personally tend to reread our situation through apocalyptic categories: everything is presenting itself as if the past models were radically powerless in dealing with the crisis we are now experiencing. We need to allow ourselves to be recreated from on high, by God, from top to bottom.
If this re-reading is correct, then we have entered into a zone of intense turmoil, of resistance through faith, counter-current in nature, and of hope beyond all hope. It is a time of martyrdom but also of tenacious trust in this God who each day creates history anew.
Such a vision implies a new messianism. We are in a state of vigilance. “Awaiting, with the whole of creation through the pains of childbirth the revelation of the sons and daughters of God” as St Paul tells us in Chapter 8 of the letter to the Romans. There is a need to develop in our hearts and in our communities what I would call “the state of Parousia”.
A slow, silent conversion to the Word
Without a doubt, this is a moment of radical conversion. We are returning from so very far (the moral and spiritual decay of the Church and Religious Life) that this metanoia will take us some time. Patience with our woundedness and our community infirmities!
It is urgent to return to the Word, to the great Tradition, to reposition ourselves in the conviction that what is happening to us is a life-saving therapy, and that, together, our God and the world around us, are trustworthy therapists.
The day will come, I hope, where we will understand that all that has happened was necessary, that our suffering and our humiliation, like that of Christ, was truly indispensable so as to rise again. But “when he returns, will the Son of Man find faith?”
The risk of nocturnal hospitality
Will we have the audacity to invite the stranger to come in and sit at our supper table? If “our” stranger is everything we have just said, welcoming him in the night is no small feat. Daring to invite him constitutes a risk.
Like the final document of the Aparecida conference suggests, it is up to us to practice hospitality towards this world that is no longer Christian and that in so many ways seems to be a threat to our convictions and our habits.
Let us dare invite him to spend the night (our night of faith) for whether our hearts are able once again to burn within us depends on this invitation.
III. Coming back to the Eucharist

The core of Christianity is not the cult. Jesus did not institute any rituals. He simply (!) transfigured the Jewish pascal ritual1 by incarnating within it His own body and his own blood, his own history at the core of Humanity.

What characterizes the Christian community is the universal table companionship, that is to say, the meal shared among brothers and sisters, sinners of all kinds, with Jesus presiding at the banquet.
1Certain biblical scholars even doubt that the Eucharist was instituted in the framework of the Jewish Pascal ritual

We need urgent healing 

And it is precisely this experience of table companionship that we have lost in our communities. With more or less conviction, we participate in a multitude of formal rituals most often emptied of their substance. But we have abandoned what is essential – fellowship around the table. 
Under the pretext of our over-extended and totally scattered agendas, it has often become impossible for us to eat together, to pray together, to share what is essential. And when, after difficult negotiations between individual priorities and community priorities, we finally end up sitting at the same table, it is to consult Facebook or WhatsApp with one eye, television with the other eye, and, even with “a third eye” our watch, where another urgent meeting awaits us.
At this rate, we will soon have stopped being Christian. For Christianity is forged around the table. We are asked to come back to an authentic “Eucharistic” experience of religious community.
Rediscovering the inner vision
Even around the able, the “pilgrim” couple still does not recognize the Risen One, so closed in are they on their preoccupations. It is only in the breaking of the bread that their eyes are finally opened. But the Stranger has disappeared.
Our communities, especially feminine communities, experience what I would call a Eucharistic crisis. Not only, as I have just indicated, is it more and more difficult for us to gather around the table of companionship, but our sacramental life, whether it be the Eucharistic celebration per se or the sacrament of reconciliation, is on the verge of spiritual bankruptcy. 

As for the Eucharist, the present clerical style of an autocratic priesthood – rule-making, patriarchal and theologically mediocre – makes participation in the celebration a real nightmare and a counter-witness. For feminine communities especially, marked by a legitimate feminist advocacy, this question establishes the limits of a real internal schism.
But the clericalism of men’s communities worries me no less. “Mass” has been transformed into an economic or ideological auction market. Most often it is reduced to a simple obligation and has completely lost its authentic Eucharistic spirit. Should we continue to participate in and celebrate contradictory actions which have nothing to do with our most sacred convictions and our most venerable Christian tradition?
However, how can we still be Church without this fundamental Eucharistic experience with others, which binds us to what is universal? 

The burning heart

It is only when Jesus disappears from sight that the pilgrims finally leave their reciprocal soliloquy and begin to really share what has touched them deeply. They finally ask the right questions, those which emerge from the heart, and no longer share the external anecdotes which occupied them until then.
The Christian table companionship, which we lack so deeply, is precisely that which comes from a burning heart. We need to learn once again to share our “vocation”, that is, that part of us wounded and enflamed from within by Jesus Christ. Will we have the courage to turn off the television, the cell phone, to remove the headphones from our ears and throw our watches far away so as to profoundly revisit the art of sharing with burning hearts?
Back on the road in the dark of night

True conversion is not connected to what is evident but to an experience of the Spirit at the very heart of the “dark night” of faith. The change of perspective of the two pilgrims is due to the mystical tremor of a Eucharistic experience relived from within. But the object of this change disappeared without giving any answer. He was satisfied with a gesture enlightening his rereading of the events. The questions remain as they were and the night retains its intensity. And yet, the couple immediately decides to get back on the road, in the night, towards that cursed place from which they were still running away….

The courage to advance deeply once again into the night of our questions and our pain, suffering and doubts, depends solely on our returning to the Eucharistic and mystical source of our encounter with Jesus. It is from this source we believed had run dry, that we can anew dare and even risk community.
They hurry towards Jerusalem at the risk of a raid by the police, who could identify them – not without reason – with the crucified one. They are no longer afraid. They have found once more the secret of Eucharistic sharing that urges them forward toward their brothers and sisters. And what a surprise! There also, the Stranger has opened the doors and the windows.
Let us get back on the road in the dark of night, boosted by the Eucharistic fire which has been rediscovered! Let us return to an enthusiastic confidence in this community we had deserted, disappointed by the humiliation of its mediocre fear, of its betrayal and its denial. Will we be able to speak anew on behalf of these brothers and sisters from whom we had slowly become disengaged? 
IV. New paradigms, mental decolonization and interculturality
However, let us return to our initial question: who is the stranger for us today? No doubt we need to look for him in the spaces I will call “other”, in new cultures and new generations. Whether we like it or not, it is in these regions that our Pascal good news is hiding.
New cosmovisions, new paradigms
Our civilization is characterized by two parallel and in some way contradictory movements: on one hand, the evolution of scientific knowledge and mentalities leads us rapidly towards a new global cosmovision very different from the one which inspires most of our religious positions, at best based on a premodern vision of the world, and often downright archaic 
Science is henceforth the loci for interpreting reality, and not the myth and its autocratic dogmatic interpretations.  These new paradigms also involve accepting new societal awareness, notably at the level of womens’ claims and those of minorities of all kinds.
The “decolonial” thought

Moreover, globalization is also the platform of another grievance as radical and as important for developing peoples. It has to do with what we increasingly refer to as the “decolonial” thought.
While having adopted without any problem the new paradigms of which we have just spoken and which are the ultimate expression of the West, the peripheral cultures, emerging from their marginalization, work at decolonizing the global positions and especially mentalities unconsciously “colonized” by Western categories and prejudices at the heart of their people.
The stranger on the road to Emmaus is thus also and above all for us, the post-modern Jesus who urges us to reread our faith and to bear witness to it within this new complexity. That is where the internationality of your congregation is a major asset in listening to the Risen One.
Interculturality, a new name for mission

Lastly, as we conclude, I also hope to see the stranger from the standpoint of the demands of interculturality. In his exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis warns us against all temptations of proselytism. 
Indeed, we have changed the methods of our pastoral, catechetical and missionary approaches, for example, by adopting new means of communication or in giving a “face lift” to inculturation. But proselytism remains intact. What does this mean? We remain convinced that we have the absolute truth and that we have to convince our most skeptical counterparts of that.  
Beyond superficial enculturation, inculturality questions the very content of our position. It is a matter of permanent interaction where each one of the counterparts contributes to the development of the message out of his/her own experience of God and of his/her own sensibility.
Mission and ecumenism embrace one another in a very broad sense where it is no longer a question of convincing but of building together in the polyphony of the Spirit. Today, therefore, it is more important to recognize the stranger than to convert him or her. S/he also, like the Risen One in the inn, could disappear at the moment when we break bread together.     
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