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Dear Sisters and Brothers, today is a day of great celebration. We come here joyfully to ordain two women – Donna Burke and Erma Durkin - as priests so that they might serve God’s people as sacramental ministers and leaders; that they might serve as models of the kind of leadership that Jesus himself espoused in his own ministry. Erma and Donna come forward today to place their lives at the service of the church, to be sure, but also at the service of the whole of God’s creation. The role of priest is a role of leadership – the kind of nurturing leadership that draws people together and that empowers them to share their gifts and to empower one another.

The readings which these ordinands have chosen speak to their deep understanding of the nature of their call. They are called first and foremost to empty themselves - to be open to being filled by the Spirit – standing firm and depending on God for their support as they proclaim and practice justice, treating everyone with respect, and opening wide the doors to all who are seekers. They understand that their modeling of leadership is a critical piece of their responsibility to empower others. Jesus’ message of love, inclusion and empowerment will only be heard if the preaching of the message is aligned with the practice of the preachers!

The message for all believers - all disciples is clear. Because we are born of the Spirit, our call is the same as Christ’s call – the call to witness to the truth, and to serve all of God’s people. Erma and Donna know that it is important to realize that there are risks involved in servant leadership, the same sorts of risks that Jesus encountered. Jesus declared that servant-love is the reality at the heart of all ministry – and quite the antithesis of any political, economic or social pattern based on domination or exclusion. So, it follows that to agree with Jesus, and to minister as he did can conceivably make his disciples unacceptable to the powers that be – unacceptable perhaps even within the church itself! Disciples need to be aware that they are being sent into a complex and dangerous world – a world which involves us in systems which can be oppressive and can deny the truth. Disciples are being called to challenge the world and its systems from within – to be incarnational much the same way that Jesus was incarnational in his time and place. Our challenge is to call the world – and yes, the church – to its true nature – to a profound sense of interconnectedness and to interdependence with all of creation.  In other words, to wholeness! This work can be carried out only in and through the Holy Spirit.

Erma and Donna are being called forward today to be servant leaders in the tradition of Roman Catholic Womenpriests – a movement within the Roman Catholic church whose mission it is to empower other disciples in communities in which we serve to take up their baptismal calls to do this prophetic work of bringing wholeness – the ordained and the non-ordained working together. Together, as communities of equals, we are on a journey of ongoing transformation, seeking to live into our role as co-creators of the Reign of God. 


Many of you are already very familiar with the work of Roman Catholic Womenpriests. You know that our mission is to prepare and ordain qualified women and men as priests who exemplify a new model of priesthood in the Catholic church – a model which respects and celebrates the Divine presence in all people, and empowers all to develop their own ministry and their own role in service to the people of God. As Roman Catholic Womenpriests, we seek to

call forth the gifts of the community to do the work of justice, peace and integrity of life. As for the communities we serve, they are diverse; nonetheless they are all characterized by a new spirit of collaboration. 
· They are imbued with a spirit of discernment, and they give voice to all community members 

· They have a variety of persons functioning in a variety of ministries according to their preparation, their gifts, and their call by the community

· There are ordained and non-ordained persons serving on teams together collaboratively

· There is mutual respect and openness to the views of others.
· Our communities practice contemplative listening, focusing on what God is saying to us through our own experience and that of others;
· There is collaboration and connection with other RCWP-led (and other progressive) Catholic communities

· There is meaningful ecumenical and interfaith outreach.

· There is an unbroken liturgical and theological link with Roman Catholic tradition

· There are active social justice ministries

· The model of service or diakonia is foundational for all who minister in these community

· There is a deeply eucharistic (i.e. a thankful) spirituality, with mindfulness of God’s indwelling presence in and through the life of the community;
· And there is a deeply catholic (with a small “c”) spirit that is ever aware of being part of a much greater whole in terms of church.
We in RCWP rejoice in the richness of the Catholic ministry tradition which is our heritage –while at the same time, we remember that throughout the church’s history, the ministry has, at the end of the day, always been shaped by the needs of the people.

At this point in our church’s history, a great debate is going on regarding the future of the priestly ministry. Pope Francis himself has made numerous statements decrying what he sees as careerism , exclusivism and clericalism on the part of the clergy. By contrast, he has defined the authentic priest’s role as a pastoral  role, and has spoken consistently about what pastoral ministry requires – namely, openness to persons as individuals with consciences, a listening attitude and an accompanying spirit – a walking with folks – to the point of “smelling like the sheep!” Nevertheless, in my view, the pope only touches around the edges of what needs to be changed; he stops short of untying the knot that lies at the heart of the problem of clericalism – the knot of fear of disorder, fear of the unknown; fear of sharing decision-making power. 

Many have entered the debate recently. Here in the United States, two rather interesting voices have been heard in a dialogue published by Commonweal magazine. John Shea, who is adjunct professor of Religious Studies at the College of the Holy Cross,  has written this about the imperative to end clericalism: “There should be no distinction between the clergy and the laity, except in functions assigned to some Christians for some time.”  Shea believes that there is no essential difference between clergy and lay Christians, and that ministers should be called forth from and accepted by the community to perform a specific service (e.g. presiding at the Eucharistic table). He also believes that all special accoutrements of sacred office should be abandoned (e.g. costly vestments denoting rank). Shea finds that Christian discipleship has nothing to do with the concept of Christianity as a culture or an immutable way of interpreting life. All clergy, he believes,  should be subject to the same laws as all other citizens; and, note this: Shea calls for the universal church to be governed and legislated for by regional and international synods which include representatives of all Christian communities, including lay persons having speaking and voting rights.

Another voice, that of David Cloutier, associate professor of theology at the Catholic University of America, recognizes the need to re-vision the priesthood, but he sees the problem differently. Cloutier believes that Shea’s ideas represent  an overly politicized model of church which, for him, amounts to a desacramentalization of the church – a moving away from encounter with the Divine. Cloutier also believes that simply eliminating the current clerical caste would not necessarily solve the problem of authoritarianism, which could arise in another form. And, at the same time, he finds that a move to declericalize the church would undercut the aim of Vatican Council II to make the entire life of the church a sacramental sign for the world. Cloutier recognizes that this lofty vision of church as “the sign and instrument of eschatological realization of the unity of God and humanity, and also the unity of humanity itself,” does not resolve the inevitable conflicts of institutional realities that remain. He simply does not deal with the problem that remains because, in fact,  his lofty vision does not address the lived reality of the church which is in fact, that the church is actually a quasi-political entity. Cloutier has no answer for the fact that, without dealing with the inequities inherent in a clergy-dominated authority structure, the vision does not match the practice. In other words, the ministers do not measure up to what they preach! Cloutier’s vision seems to equate encounter with the Divine or sacramentality solely with the ministry of priests, and not with the Divine presence already in all of creation. Regrettably, in such an idealized view of church life, in which unequal political realities are ignored, there is no accountability in the practical decisions of the necessary governance structures, which remain totally clerical. 
So, what is the way forward? Shea’s view is concerned with equality and accountability; Cloutier’s , with sacramentality that speaks of oneness and harmony. How do we retain what Cloutier refers to as the Vatican II super-sacramental vision without retaining the clericalist lock on decision-making power, and the continuation of a cult of ordination as a rank in the church based on an alleged ontological change? Whether or not the elimination of special vestments would serve to “equalize” all in the community is certainly debatable. What I think we might all be able to agree on is the need to prayerfully consider the nature of real sacramental leadership on the ground -  in the church. What is its core? I believe that it is demonstrable from the gospels that Jesus broke down boundaries between sacred and profane.  I believe that his call was to all who would listen. But from those who were called and chosen and who responded to the call, a genuine witness of leadership was demanded. The key I believe is to look honestly at the nature of that leadership as Jesus practiced it. And I believe that the nature of it is a leadership of service which of necessity embodies inclusion and empowerment. ………………. accountability and openness to change.
We as Roman Catholic Womenpriests aim to be a powerful voice and witness to the need for change in the way those in ordained ministry see their priestly role in the community - as servant leaders and not as superiors – as animators of communities, not people set apart from them. The call to ordination is a specific call to a specific kind of leadership – but most importantly, it is a call from God from within the community of faith and for service to all of God’s people.

Our great hope as RCWP is to be leaders of communities that do justice – within and without. This has always been the role of Catholic pastors, but it has not been much in evidence for many years! We have work to do. In the words of Mahatma Gandhi, we need to open ourselves consciously to the fact that we must “Be the change we wish to see.”
May it be so.
