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February 24, 2022

This input is submitted by the Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community (LWICC), an intentional eucharistic community  offering services in four locations throughout Maryland. We are a congregation of about 75. We have worshiped together since 2008, and we are  co-pastored by the two Roman Catholic Womenpriests instrumental in our founding.

To participate in the Synod, Living Water sponsored six one-hour listening/discussion sessions in January and February 2022, attended by 25 persons. Our questions arose from those suggested by the Archdiocese of Baltimore on its Synod website. A summary of these discussions forms the pages that follow.  

We’re grateful for the opportunity to be part of the synodal process, both within the Archdiocese of Baltimore and within the universal Church.  We continue to pray that this synodal process will reawaken the spirit of Vatican II within the Church. May our Church move toward ever-greater openness to the voice of the Spirit as She may be heard in the voices of all the people of God.

Your Sisters in Christ,

Bp. Andrea Johnson, RCWP
Rev. Gloria Carpeneto, RCWP

livingwatercommunity@comcast.net 
www.thelivingwatercommunity.org 

Topic One: Re-imagining Theology, Doctrine and Dogma in the Church: How the Church of the Future Can Guide the Religious Beliefs of Its Members

We believe that, moving forward into the future, our church would do well to avoid emphasizing a required set of dogmatic beliefs, but rather should concentrate on what we believe draws people to true community and a closer relationship with God. The church’s role is to help us to grow in our relationship with God who calls us to love justice and mercy. We believe that this has very little to do with enforcing rules. God, and not the church, chooses us as God’s own. We choose to be part of the community of the church, and to answer God’s call to grow together in faith. We are on a spiritual journey together, and that implies a process of growth in our beliefs that bears fruit in our actions. The invitation is to a journey, not to a set of objectified beliefs. 
We believe that people who are members of the same church can and do have different understandings theologically which proceed from their life experience.  These understandings are about beliefs, about spirituality, about the Divine. Our Church in the future must acknowledge the reality that the community brings different strands of wisdom to one another. The Holy Spirit indeed indwells all and speaks through various people’s experience of God and of the scriptures. Our Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community delights in sharing insights around the weekly homilies at Sunday liturgy. Uniformity of lense does not serve us well as we seek to bring the Word alive in the real world.

We believe that recognized leadership in the church community has a responsibility to guide members in learning about different theologies and ways of walking spiritual paths. This includes both ordained leaders and other leaders who are prepared and recognized by the community. Our Living Water Community celebrates three Community Discernment Days each year to pray and to reflect on what we have been doing to further the mission of the church. Any interested member of the community is welcome to participate in the sharing, the analysis and the decision-making. We find this a good model for the future. The people of God are not called to be spectators, but rather participants in the life, work and prayer of the community. The church of the future must move away from clericalism (and quasi-clericalism) into inviting broader participation.

The church of the future must be known for being grounded in love and mutual respect, not for a set of beliefs, but for being always in process of coming to belief; open to growth in relationship with God and one another. We believe these should be the criteria for one’s identity as a Catholic and a Christian. Inclusion of all in the ministry of the church according to one’s gifts is essential for the authenticity of the church of the future’s mission. That means that all persons (women as well as men) can be called to all ministries in the church. It is essential to unpack what Vatican Council II called the priesthood of all believers.

Topic Two: How Can Authority Best Be Exercised in the Future Church?

 Our Living Water Community began by asking ourselves how we thought Jesus viewed authority in his community of believers. We thought that his purpose for establishing authority was to bring the believers together in order to proclaim the good news as widely as possible, in other words to do the mission he had given them. Our questions became: Who should have a voice in the governance of the church? And how can those voices best be heard? We agreed that the buck has to stop somewhere. Any organized group must have some sort of governance order in order to do its work. We noted that the early church had an organizing principle, but a much flatter form of authority to carry out the mission. For example, the communities evangelized by St. Paul each had their unique manner of organizing. They seemed to use “best practices” for the sake of effectiveness. Eventually over time, numbers grew, and unwieldiness led to more hierarchy or specialization of functions. Numbers led to over-emphasis on uniformity and ultimately, to more top-down decision-making. 
We believe that even down to this day, the church suffers from a paucity of creative ways to include the voices of the many in the decision-making of the church. This has a very negative impact when it comes to bringing new ideas and new people into the conversation, and the planning for greater outreach with a focus on inclusivity in the church. We find that the model we are developing in our Living Water Community – inviting people to the Discernment Table several times a year – goes a long way toward opening up possibilities for change. Our pastors and leaders exercise a facilitating role – guiding the agenda, but not defining it; making sure that we are accountable to what we have said we would do and allowing for review and revision. In  a very real sense, the authority to make decisions ultimately comes from the people because all are discerning together. This builds the community as a body, and it honors the presence of the Holy Spirit in all of the members. 

Important questions for the future church are: How can a variety of voices be heard in important decisions concerning the life of the church? How can people have avenues for being heard other than and in addition to the diocesan governance structures? How does the church’s teaching on freedom of conscience impact the church’s focus as we go forward? Sometimes the authority of conscience requires us to speak out in disagreement with an understanding that seems to contradict gospel imperatives. We believe that this is our responsibility as followers of Christ. The church of the future must work toward an authority structure that is more open to unity in diversity. We believe it is the charism of small faith communities such as ours to model such accountability, transparency, inclusivity and commitment to unity while rejoicing in and welcoming diversity. In fact, small faith communities can actually serve as alternative ways to speak in the church. Synodality can offer us a way of living as church by recognizing the integrity of small groups to live the faith, in their own culture, and honoring their authority to do that. 
Topic Three: Reflecting on Liturgical Ministries in the Church

We discussed liturgical ministries -- what they are, and who should be empowered to lead them.

We understand liturgy to be the work Jesus left us to do on earth. Liturgy is work that preaches the good news of God’s universal and unconditional love (whether we preach with or without words) and carries that good news into the world. And this work we are called to do happens in community, because we are created in the image of a God who exists as the relational Trinity. 

In the Eucharist, we work to nourish our call with a communal meal. In the sacraments, we work to celebrate that call in prayer, praise and song as we celebrate and consecrate  nodal events in our lives. And in our everyday lives, when we gather to remember God’s love, liturgy is whatever work we do, whether ritualized or not. We do not discount the beauty or value of individual, personal devotion. But we believe Jesus calls our community to the work of communal liturgy.

In our Church, so many words and concepts have become institutionalized over the centuries that we want to encourage a return to at least two basic essentials.

· Size of our communities – how can a community be fully relational in large groups? We believe that the church of the future could repurpose existing large parish structures and expensive facilities. Restructure to support a return to the intimacy of small groups where liturgy can be fully participatory. 

· Role of leadership – it is in the nature of groups to seek a leader. Small, intimate groups will recognize and call forth as leaders those whose gifts, talents, and experience are respected and needed at any time. Leadership – including liturgical leadership --  arises as a call from the community, and not necessarily an  individual’s call to ordained priesthood. In small communities, each person  can be empowered to facilitate / lead / preside, according to the needs of the community. 

Ultimately, liturgy ought to be celebratory and not merely receptive. It ought to reflect the work of our everyday lives, imbued with the call to preach the good news. It ought to be inclusive, respecting the gifts and talents of all. And this can happen when small communities – acting on the movement of the Holy Spirit --  empower chosen individuals to act as leaders of all liturgies.

Topic Four: Embracing Diversity in the Church

We discussed diversity – what it is, how it manifests in the Church, what happens when diversity is not welcomed and nurtured. 

Scripture tells us that God created infinite variety in the universe, and therefore all things exist as good. Diversity recognizes this universal goodness, and manifests it as inclusion, welcome and support. The Church, however, does not always manifest this reality.
Despite a history of expanding inclusion, the Church remains uninviting and hurtful to many who still experience it as unwelcoming and exclusive. Pain continues to be engendered by a Church that  often seems to be more comfortable dealing with judgmental areas of right and wrong than pastoral areas of understanding and compassion. While our Church has done an admirable job in welcoming persons of different ages, races, and ethnic identities, it has fallen fall short of the mark for inclusion of women (especially in areas of sacramental functioning), and those in the LGBTQIA+ community.

We are concerned not only with diversity of individuals and groups but with diversity of ideas as well. This is closely connected to our image of a Church so focused on right and wrong that it can be reluctant  to consider thinking that is “outside the box.”  Since God has created an evolving universe, ideas evolve as part of that universe. Diverse thoughts and ideas must be as welcome in our Church as diverse individuals and groups.

To some, our Church feels very insular, living in a bubble that is focused on what it knows and the stability it wants to maintain. And yet if that is the case, a 180 degree change in our Church is called for. We need doors that are open to all, platforms where all voices can be heard (as in this Synodal process), and mechanisms for moving toward unity by recognizing and welcoming our diversity. 

Jesus welcomed all. When we limit full participation in the Eucharist and we dispense  sacraments only to those judged to be worthy, we are not following the model Jesus set for us. Whether in buildings of stone or in hearts of compassion, we believe our Church should be saying to every person who approaches  – no exclusions – “Welcome. We’re here and we’ve been waiting for you.”  
Topic 5: Celebrating Scripture, Liturgy and Prayer

In this discussion, we asked ourselves a number of questions, the first of which was “Why do we celebrate communally?” We agreed that we have a human need to celebrate something bigger than ourselves, and we sense the power there is in doing it together. We celebrate because we have something/someone to celebrate – Jesus  –  the same Jesus who asked us to do this in remembrance of him. Celebrating together, we double our joy and halve our sorrows, and we have a sense that God loves us and is for us. Sadly, what can overshadow all of that is to come to liturgy principally out of a sense of duty or obligation. We do not find such motivation authentically Christian. Our understanding is that celebration is just as critical in times of sorrow as in times of joy as a testimony that God is ever present in every aspect of our lives. We believe that we are called to be a presence and a blessing to one another in no matter what circumstances. We learn this deep meaning of liturgy and celebration over a lifetime of different and very moving liturgical experiences at different stages of our lives. We learn in humility that we are all in this together, and that God is present to us in all things and in all persons. 
We believe that our Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community liturgies speak to us of a deep interaction within the community, and thus, of a deep interaction with God. Often, that doesn’t come through so well in a large parish liturgy setting. Liturgy is much more powerful, we find, when in our language we draw liturgically what is best from our past tradition, but using more expansive language that uses more varied and inclusive imagery.  This expanded imagery helps break open in the present in a powerful way the message of God’s faithful love, where we perceive that God is not judging us, but is calling us into relationship. This is what we understand as good liturgy. The growth and expansion of the God imagery opens up new paths to God. One community member said that at liturgy, God speaks to him through the participation of the members of the community, through coming in contact with their lived experience (i.e. litourgia – the work of the people). 

We believe that dogmatism has no place in liturgy. It serves as an inhibitor when all are welcome and should be invited to the table. We believe that, as the church of the future, we must positively encourage and celebrate diversity of understandings and of cultures. We delight in the idea that the universality of the church begins with the integrity of each individual community of believers that, bonding together with other local communities of the church, come together to form the larger, universal church of which we are all a part.  Universality begins with the local church, and together, we grow into the richness of the life offered to us by our loving Creator and Sustainer God.

It is a challenge to grow beyond a dogmatic Christianity for the framework of our worship and prayer. This must truly be our work as we build the church of the future. We must expand our concept of liturgy well beyond the eucharistic moment on Sunday. If we do not, we risk losing a true appreciation of what eucharist is for us. Good liturgy both comforts us and challenges us. All of us are challenged especially to come together with open hearts and minds – including the presiders – open to risk-taking on everyone’s part.

Topic  Six: Walking a Path of Listening and Speaking Out

We discussed our vision for a new church – what are its foundational marks and what are our responsibilities in bringing it to be.

We remembered being taught  the “marks” of the Church as being one, holy, catholic and apostolic. We would repurpose those words to say that a new church would be one in its recognition of God-in-all, holy in our responsibility to manifest that God in each of us, catholic in its universal care and concern for all Creation, and apostolic in its call to us to live the teachings of Jesus (remembering that others may follow a different Way).
 To these marks, we add that a new church would be marked by love, justice, diversity, inclusivity and flexibility. Communication would flow  both up and down, and all voices would be  heard and respected. It would be a church of loving communication, not authoritative promulgation. In this new church, the “given” of clericalism that supports obedience without input would no longer exist. 

This new church would be made of small communities, allowing for a much freer movement of the Spirit as we read the local signs of the times. These communities would provide support for a full participation in the larger church, as well as non-judgmental welcome to all. Based on these small communities, the new church would  exist in a framework where  love would always outweigh formula or canon.
Relative to mission & purpose,  a new church would be grounded in the clarity of the one, simple task Jesus left for us to do – spread good news. Why could this not be our sole criterion for assessing the state of our Church/church? Evolving into a new model, our current Church could spend considerable time on letting go of what does not fulfill this simple mission, and holding on onto what does.
Accountability for the outcome of the current  Synod rests with each person participating. Each person choosing to become involved in this synodal process has taken on a responsibility to engage however we are asked for the ultimate good of our Church. But we  have a strong expectation that leaders in our Church will also engage – in broadening  the  tent poles of the Church so as to collect the widest variety of voices possible;  in spreading the word of the feedback received; in disseminating findings in whatever forms are needed to be understandable  and to touch hearts;  and acting in good faith so that our collective lights will not be placed under a basket. 
No one said this would be easy! But our Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community is committed to the process, working to “bring a new church into being, one in faith and hope and love.”  
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