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Accompanying to the very end
Together let us now consider the variety of verbs with whose threads you wish to weave your future, a dynamic challenge for your Congregation. Saint Luke in particular, highlights accompanying the community as the role of feminine disciples. It is not a fleeting accompaniment. The Gospel insists on the fact that they accompanied Jesus and the community “to the very end” and “from Galilee”, that is, from beginning to end – and beyond. In the Acts of the Apostles, these are the two conditions taken into consideration when came the time to reconstruct the apostolic college after Judas’ desertion, and to choose Matthias. 
The women’s unwavering fidelity is manifested once again on the material level, first of all by donating their goods to sustain the group; but also on the spiritual level: “being with” along the pathways, in the Cenacle and even at Golgotha within the prescribed distance, (scene meanwhile deserted by the men). Finally and above all, they were still there at the tomb, the desolate time of loneliness. They were present from birth until death, accompanying the cradle (Mary and Elizabeth), the table, the mission, the crises, the frustrations and even the failure of the Gospel adventure. [They accompanied] everything, absolutely everything!
The women were never absent from any moment nor episode of Jesus’ life, whereas the men on a number of occasions, stopped accompanying him and fled. Were they present at Gethsemane? This we are not told. But we must suspect they were well aware of Jesus’ whereabouts and those of the twelve. They were well informed. 
Let us now explore this fidelity from beginning to end, fidelity that makes them authentic apostles.
I  Step by step, their gaze turned towards the horizon 

Men always run the risk of being unrealistic. Their enthusiasm is often abstract and ideological. When their dream crashes, when it is proven wrong; when what they imagined is thwarted by stark reality, their courage and their convictions go up in smoke. Such was the case with the harsh post-conciliar awakening of the Church, or with the retractions of the preferential option for the poor. 
This masculine demobilization already appears several times in the Old Testament, in the book of Judges, for example, when Barak, Israel’s general, asks the prophetess Deborah to accompany him. Only on that condition will he leave for battle. (Judges 4:4-10). Or when in desperation the leaders of Bethulia ask Judith to take over the conquest of general Holofernes. Thus the apostles’ attitude is really neither surprising nor unprecedented.

As it was for Deborah or Judith, the Christian victory over Jesus’ death will be the privilege of the women disciples who refuse to be discouraged by the facts; they will continue wanting to give Jesus’ body the honor it is due, no matter the cost. In that sense, Jesus’ resurrection is a feminine experience, not only because the women were the first to experience it, but most of all because their fidelity which risked to the very end, made it possible. Today this affirmation retains all its significance when it is time to evaluate the respective legitimacy of access to the priesthood for men and for women, for example.
What made the holy women artisans of Christ’s resurrection is neither militant fanaticism nor theological dogmatism. It is their permanent articulation between daily life and utopia. Without losing sight of the possibility of an unforeseeable turn of events, they are concerned at first with immediate pragmatic and ethical duties: the perfume poured out at Bethany as a tribute, the farewell meal at the Last Supper, the spices the day after Easter, etc… Fidelity to the duties of attentiveness, of sacred and abundant hospitality (Mary of Bethany), of welcoming the Other up to and after his death, makes possible the unimaginable future; draws it forth, so to speak.
What a typically feminine paradox this absurd question the women ask one another: who will roll back the stone? It pertains to something impossible which, far from holding back their enthusiasm, encourages them, on the contrary, to trust foolishly, to gamble on faith. This confidence, this prelude of faith conjugated in the feminine mode, opens the tomb. The “question” is the condition for the “answer”: He is risen!
I am convinced that for the Church, and particularly for Religious Life, today’s women are still the ones who will bring the risen One into the world, while patriarchal clericalism is bogged down in questions relating to doctrine and power, without any prospects for life in the future.
II  The resurrection’s feminine sense of risk

A woman knows how to wait. She waits for the return of her unfaithful or alcoholic spouse, but not passively. Painstakingly, yet without complaint, she waits for the prodigal son, for the doctor to visit her sick child, for the paycheck to do the shopping, for spring to plant vegetables, and for the start of the school year. She is wired for waiting at each conception and at each birth. This art of waiting is the royal road to hope. “In the meantime” she imagines her son’s or husband’s conversion, her child’s healing and the destiny of the one she carries in her womb. 
But a woman’s dream is neither passive nor romantic. She builds her dream within her struggles and her transgression of the rules. For she knows that in our world and in our Church, still macho and patriarchal, she can exist in genuine freedom only by constantly transgressing the rules imposed by men. In her continuous revolutionary secrecy she already experiences redeeming mercy, the saving act, the attitude which will overcome the political, religious and social stalemates of the masculine world (see Judith, Esther, Ruth). 
This alternative fidelity, creator of audacious and confrontational acts of devotion and tenderness, is the silent and fertile soil for the totally new freedom which we call resurrection. It is from the side of a stubborn refusal of evidence (death) that she initiates the new project of life to the full.
But for all believers, resurrection is a conversion, a shift in how to perceive reality. This conversion is acted out in John’s gospel, chapter 20, when he describes the threefold movement of Mary’s paschal faith at the tomb. Focused on the absence of the dead body, she initially despairs of being able to pay Jesus the tribute of human devotion. It is this anger which first makes her turn to the one she mistakes for the gardener. She demands justice from him, that he grant her her due. This is no small matter in a culture where women could not approach a dead body, let alone speak one-to-one with a man in a walled garden. Her disobedient love broadens her outlook beyond the norms of propriety.
But it is in letting herself be called by her name, like Eve on the first day, like the beloved in the Canticle of Canticles, that her gaze becomes a messenger for the resurrected One. However, she will have to let go of the intimacy restored by her gentle name (do not cling to me) so as to accept the “resuscitating gaze” that will become the task and the mission of the Church: “Go to my brothers and tell them”.
For us, as for her and for the whole Church, experiencing the resurrected One involves this threefold change and broadening of our gaze, so that we in turn might become “resuscitating” witnesses.
Let us not expect unlikely miracles; let us rather become converted in order to change how we see our tragic reality. It is up to us to become “resuscitating” agents in the world. Where do we need to transgress what is forbidden, taboo or very simply our habits, so that our words and our actions might catch up with the deadly situations inside and outside our communities? How might we, in so doing, adhere to reality to the point of eliciting the radically unprecedented? What wistfulness linked to our routines do we need to bury resolutely so as to explore the new areas where wounded humanity awaits us?
III  The Women in the Cenacle
What happened in the Cenacle between Holy Thursday and Pentecost? The Acts of the Apostles give us some important information. The first essentially relates to the presence of women. We are told also that the women, the college of the apostles and other disciples symbolically formed a people recomposed of 120 persons. 
Unlike the apostles, the women in the gospel are never alone. They are always accompanied, whether simply by their children or friends, or like Mary, the mother of Jesus, by cousins or neighbors as well. One never imagines women “alone” in the community. Their words and their actions always reach a motley crowd in the midst of which they walk and flourish.
In the closed and private context of the Cenacle, I imagine the women regained the floor. They became doctors of the future. While cooking or changing their little ones’ diapers, this is where they encouraged their men to review the facts. They, who had held these events so long in their hearts, taught the men to meditate, taught them silent prayer, patient rumination which allows faith to mature and become attuned to the Spirit.
I imagine these 40 days in the Cenacle to be like a time and space for teaching animated by the women. Are not our times similar to these 40 days of bewilderment conducive to feminine pedagogy? 
Feminine religious life, teach us to reread Francis’s Amoris Laetitia through your eyes, beyond the scribes’ petty fears. Open yourselves and open us to the secrets of Evangelii Gaudium so as to allow the Spirit “to come” to expand our understanding and our hearts to the new dimensions of the human world and its cries. 
Together let us incarnate the beautiful cosmic challenge of Laudato Si’ by letting ourselves bathe in the entire Cosmos’ purifying waters of mercy and reconciling joy. Let us prepare ourselves for the pragmatic ecumenism whose secret you carry in your neighborhoods, your schools and your families, so as to go beyond the impossible conditions of a narrow and dogmatic Catholicism.
You who know how to welcome your children, saints and sinners, neighbors and passers-by, to the same table without discrimination, help us to understand Francis’ open arms to the Lutherans, the orthodoxies and the other religions. 
Without you, all the good things the Church proposes through Francis’ words will not be able to mature in us. Without you, we will not be able to go beyond the absurd fear which prefers the death [proposed by] the status quo and secular exclusion, to the Spirit’s risk for life. Yes, our times are those of the Cenacle where, thanks to you, we are experiencing the patient gestation of the Spirit.
It seems to me that all the words and actions of our prophetic pope are the nutrients preparing this Pentecost which we will be able to incarnate together. But we need to prepare it in the re-invented silence of prayer and inner dialogue. If we carry it together, the Spirit will soon gush forth in a marvelous and chaotic diversity of cultures, beliefs and religions.
You, who know what pregnancy means, open us up to that secret of the Spirit. Then the new Pentecost promised by the Council, since then indefinitely put off until later, may be created from within (prayer, meditation, dialogue) and explode from without as Good News, which although expected, like all births is totally beyond us.
Please disturb Church; dare make us angry; question us from the point of view of your faith in the feminine mode. But also relinquish your fears, your submission, your convenient and ambiguous clericalism, in order to embrace the prophecy of a Pentecost beyond boundaries. The future of the Church and therefore of the Reign essentially depends on you first of all. The other conversation, that of the clergy, has long been dead. It has no more lifeblood for its rebirth unless you plant the withered fig tree of law in the fertile soil of the Gospel.
However, I also perceive risks in the fertile future of this contemporary Cenacle. The first would be to remain ignorant regarding the complexity and challenges the world offers us. An uneducated Religious Life, lacking theological formation, spiritually superficial and infantile, risks falling into the most disastrous of all errors.
I wish to particularly point out two risks which endanger us. The first is situated on the side of New Age and its magical fundamentalism. This temptation is very present in feminine religious life. It consists of an easy and sentimental seduction which exempts us from considering the present with intellectual rigor. This is a dead-end against which we owe it to ourselves to speak out. 
But there is also the opposite temptation: to go back to ancient conversations and old conservative symbolism. Signs and conversations of a pseudo-tradition are re-conquering the Church and are already deeply affecting some among us in Religious Life. Here as well, the remedy is on the side of a solid theological formation and a solid spiritual rootedness in genuine mysticism, rather than indulging in inane fundamentalism, born from the “national-catholic” complacency of the last century.
IV  A new Pentecost for Religious Life

Within the privacy of pregnancy, a purifying fire is maturing. The burning love for Jesus Christ, for his Church and for his Reign is the only real power capable of eradicating our fear and the infolding of our hesitancy.
Like little Thérèse, after so many doubts and so much anguish, we need to re-read Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 13. At the core of the Church, we are dealing with Religious Life as nothing more, but nothing less, than love. We will not magically erase the doubts or the perplexities of our times. We will have to live with them more and more honestly. But only love will be capable of leading us beyond our paralysis.
A choice for love alone encourages us to review our commitments, our presence and our pastoral involvement in light of this exclusive choice. But it is our communities first of all that need to be purified and recreated, resurrected by a vigorous:“ Love alone!”
It is this charismatic love which allows us to touch the other in his/her difference, enigma and mystery. Love is the gift of tongues at Pentecost! What a challenge it is for your Chapter and your future to evaluate your actions and relationships according to the measuring stick of the Hymn of Charity, and to reject, even if it makes a lot of noise, what is only “a clanging cymbal”.
In this perspective, our only mission is to teach and to learn to love:[to establish] schools of peace, of forgiveness and mercy, of dialogue and listening. Here is where the Spirit awaits us. During these last years of crisis, we have had time to evaluate all we believed to be eternal and absolute but which moves on relentlessly: the expressions of our faith, of our prophecy, etc. etc. Only the advent of love has any chance of persisting and bearing fruit wherever we are rooted or engaged.
Simon Pierre Arnold, o.s.b.
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