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Encuentro: A Call for Our Time 
Religious Formation Conference Address, 
November 2017
Given by Teresa Maya, CCVI

I would like to begin by thanking Ellen Dauwer, 
SC and all the team at RFC, board and staff, for 
their invitation to be with you today. It is truly 
an honor to be with all of you this morning. 

Last night I was uplifted by the energy and 
hope I heard in your voices, singing “We gather 
here today, one body in the Lord, a sign and a 
sacrament of Christ”. What a privilege it is for all 
of us to be here. Truth be told, I never thought 
I would ever come to RFC; very early in my 
nun-life I was chosen “least likely to be novice 
director!”

And yet, here I am and this morning. I knew 
why my heart was filled to the brim last night: 
because gathered in this room are the men and 
women who believe, against all odds, in the 
charism of our religious life, who day after day 
labor as vocation ministers, novice directors, 
formators, council liaisons because you believe, 
you believe that this life is worth every effort, 
every failure. You believe in us. It is truly an 
honor to be among you today. Thank you for 
believing; thank you on behalf of all who come 
to know this life because of you. 

Introduction: Called to This Time 
and Place 
Why the urgency to re-imagine formation 
around the call to encuentro? Why would 
encuentro, and I am using the Spanish 
intentionally, be so critical to our life as 
religious and to our initial and ongoing 
formation? We must begin with this question 
as we gather from across the country, and 
even from different parts of the globe, with 
the single purpose of having a conversation 
about formation in religious life that will help 
us recognize Grace in the Now: The Gospel of 
Encounter. 

Why encuentro? I am reminded of so many 
recent events: hurricanes, earthquakes, the 
fires in California, the victims of the Sutherland 
Springs Baptist Church near San Antonio.

I am certain that we come with a sense of 
urgency. There is no way we could have lived 
through the last few months without asking 

ourselves over and over again “What is ours 
to do?” Of course, we have always known 
the answer: to witness to the Gospel. Yet, in 
responding we also need to heed Pope Franciś  
warning: 

This is always a slow process that can 
be overly fearful. (A veces el miedo nos 
paraliza demasiado, dice en español.) But if 
we allow doubts and fears to dampen our 
courage, instead of being creative we will 
remain comfortable and make no progress 
whatsoever. In this case we will not take 
an active part in historical processes, but 
become mere onlookers as the Church 
gradually stagnates. Evangelii Gudium, 129; 
hereafter, EG

Who can doubt the prophetic challenge in 
these words, especially when we have felt the 
fear and when we have frozen, wondering 
where to even begin, if we are not too old, if 
it is even ours to do? How do we heed these 
words so history will not say religious life was 
anything but an onlooker of a Church in risk of 
stagnation? We must do everything, everything 
we can do, knowing everything is not ours to 
do, but something is. We know this. 

The urgency to find places and moments of 
encuentro is perhaps more clear today. The 
last few years have moved us beyond just 
acknowledging the importance of encuentro 
to a deep longing for a life of encuentro. 
Formation for encuentro has become critical 
so we can work through our doubts and fears, 
through the temptation to segregate, so we 
can nurture the faith, the community life that 
will allow us to take an active part in this our 
historical moment. We are called to live a 
culture of encounter in this time and place, as 
men and women religious in this United States, 
in this fateful year, as we are. 

The call to encuentro is happening all around us. 
The Pope has over and over again called us to a 
“multifaceted culture of encounter”. Already in 
2012, John Allen affirmed that it was becoming 
clear that Pope Francis’ core signature phrase is 
the “culture of encounter.”1  The 2014 Apostolic 
Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium mentions 
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encuentro directly twenty-nine times; but more than that, 
it is the blueprint for Franciś  encuentro message. Many of 
his homilies and messages return to that theme constantly. 
We are being called to encuentro with Jesus, with one 
another, with our communities, with nature, with ourselves. 
Pope Francis models this over and over. One of my favorite 
moments is his visit to the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe 
in Mexico City; after the homily, he sat to see the Virgin and 
to let her see him! 

But the call to encuentro is not only coming from Pope 
Francis. What is required of us first and foremost is to notice! 
Which is why I would like to begin by sharing pictures of one 
of my favorite places of encuentro. Our congregation has 
sisters in Mexico City and when I visit I love going for walks 
in Viveros de Coyoacan, a beautiful place of encuentro in the 
heart of a congested and recently shaken city. 

My lovely park welcomes everyone: runners and walkers, 
of course, but this is a place for yoga, martial arts, children, 
dancing, and meditation. There is even a lovely altar to offer 
a prayer to Our Lady of Health. But there is so much more to 
this park; you can get bullfight training, go bird watching or 
hug a tree. And yes, you can have your delicious juice on the 
way out, after you buy the latest magazine or newspaper.  
This is a place where people encounter each other and 
nature, and in so doing also encounter themselves. In short, 
this is a place where every day, hundreds of people go about 
the process of becoming human. It is a sacred space.

What does your encuentro space look like? 
What are the encuentro places of our religoius life?

The call to encuentro begins with the capacity to notice; 
to notice the places of encuentro and the moments of 
encuentro already happening all around us.  The future, not 
just of our religious life, but of all humanity depends on this, 
on our capacity to embrace this time and call. Encuentros 
are bubbling up everywhere!

After the months we have been through, we cannot fail 
to notice the call to encuentro that moved our hearts to 
compassion, collaboration, and cooperation. Despite our 
increasing isolation and the creeping individualism and 
selfishness that has clouded our culture, we have witnessed 
the impressive capacity of our fellow human beings to be 
human to one another, to come to encuentro in solidarity 
and mercy. The deep longing to be human that is part of 
every human heart has been on display over and over again. 
Our truest nature has claimed us because we have been 
moved to deep human compassion. 

How else do you explain the people who drove into Texas 
with their boats in tow to rescue people from flooded homes? 
Or the bakers in Houston, trapped because of the flooding, 
who decided to make pan dulce for victims. Or the hundreds 
of young people who went to the streets of Mexico City to 
remove rubble one brick at a time and held their hands in 
solidarity calling for silence to hear for victims? And the long 
lines in Las Vegas to donate blood! 

Religious Life is wired to NOTICE: to notice the calls around 
us, to notice the times when our fellow human beings are 
called to encuentro.  To answer a call you must first hear it! 

Encuentro is happening everywhere. But we have also been 
called to a formal appointment with encuentro by our own 
Church in the United States. The V Encuentro is currently in 
progress. We know as Church we are called to an encuentro 
with our Latino brothers and sisters “to discern ways in 
which the Church in the United States can better respond to 
the Hispanic/Latino presence, and to strengthen the ways 
in which Hispanics/Latinos respond to the call to the New 
Evangelization as missionary disciples serving the entire 
Church.”2 It is no coincidence that the process is called an 
encuentro. Long before Pope Francis wrote about it, our 
Latino Catholic Community has been gathering in National 
Encuentros. Many members of our communities have been 
going to Encuentros since 1972. There is a forty-five year 
history of Encuentro right here in the United States.3 Perhaps 
it is time for our communities as a whole to notice what 
this Encuentro is claiming from us as religious in the United 
States and to embrace this contribution, this gift, from our 
Latino communities, to make their gift ours. In fact we need 
to embrace our continental belonging, our being part of the 
Americas, and also honor the Latin American contribution 
to encuentro, a long tradition that comes from the idea of 
pastoral de conjunto, a community pastoral approach at the 
heart of the National Encuentros.4

Moreover, we even need to enter into the bilingual gift our 
Latino brothers and sisters bring to the understanding of 
encuentro. I think we need to turn to Spanish to notice the 
depth in the meaning a culture of encuentro. The word 
encuentro is related to many others: encontrarse: to get 
together; encuentro: a gathering, a meeting, a conference; 
encuentro: butting heads, having a conflict; encuentro: a 
sports match; re-encuentro: a second meeting; and there is 
more: econtronazo: a crash; llevarse al encuentro: drag along; 
desecuentro: a failed meeting or conversation. Encuentro has 
so many levels of meaning; the Spanish reminds us that it is a 
fluid term, understood in context, even better understood in 
practice. You know if there was an encuentro only after you are 
finished! 

The call to encuentro begins with the capacity to notice;  
to notice the places of encuentro and the moments of  

encuentro already happening all around us.  
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It is time to begin the salida, to “go forth” Pope Francis 
has called us repeatedly toward, to leave our comfort, our 
knowing, and enter into this call to encuentro. 

How ready and willing am I personally to embrace a culture 
of encuentro?

What is Encuentro?
Many of us are increasingly familiar with the idea of encuentro; 
formators especially are probably hoping for concrete ideas. 
And more importantly, we need to be asking ourselves how 
do we form for encuentro? Much has been written about 
encuentro. The V Encuentro website describes an “Encuentro 
Spirituality”. Each one of us needs to identify the relevant 
resources to begin the practice of encuentro or even recognize 
the encuentros already in the midst of our communities. 

Many have reflected and speculated about Pope Francis and 
the culture of encounter. John Allen claims that the “culture 
of encounter is elastic enough to embrace a wide range of 
possible meanings, but in general Francis seems to intend 
the idea of reaching out, fostering dialogue and friendship 
even outside the usual circles, and making a special point 
of encountering people who are neglected and ignored by 
the wider world.”5 Recently the Pope even invited the NFL 
to work for a culture of encounter, telling them that people 
urgently need the values of “teamwork, fair play, and the 
pursuit of excellence” and a “culture of encounter.”6 And we 
know the NFL surely needs it! 

Encuentro can simply mean to meet with people. 
A reflection on the logo for the papal visit to Egypt 
explained that “rather than analyzing the deep roots of 
a crisis, [Francis] prefers to meet with people and thus 
to show concretely that a path together is possible.”7 For 
Pope Francis, the culture of encounter is the antidote to 
extremism, but it requires first getting together! And I am 
sure no one in this room would deny how difficult this one 
simple thing can be in our modern lives. Just try getting 
together with another sister or brother in community: to find 
a day you may end up having to set up a Doodle! 

Francis, however, calls us to a “multifaceted culture of 
Encounter”. Our conference this weekend will focus on 
deepening our understanding of the Gospel of Encounter. 
Relationship, accompaniment, mercy, ensuring those on 
the margins are not excluded or isolated are among the 
meanings found in the Francis idea of Encuentro. I like the 
simple summary presented by Thomas Eggleston in the 
Houston Catholic Worker:8 

• The Culture of Encounter Denounces Exclusion and 
Isolation

• The Culture of Encounter Proclaims Relationship

• The Culture of Encounter Is a Journey through Mystery

For sure, we know that the culture of encounter is nothing 
passive. It involves action. Encounter is a praxis, in the 
best of the Latin American liberation tradition. Encounter 
is an active verb. It ś a process of constant motion, that 
challenges us to move, to move out, and to move toward. An 
encounter is an active, never ending movement towards our 

fellow human beings, a movement that is never exhausted, 
just like partners in a marriage or a friendship can never 
fully enter into the mystery of another. Encounter then is a 
perfect metaphor for on-going formation. We are never ever 
done! We are always en salida, going forth. 

Pope Francis may indeed be one of the most significant 
voices calling for encuentro. But Pope Benedict before him, 
in the encyclical Deus Caritas Est, called us to a full awareness 
that an encounter is at the core of the Christian call: “Being 
Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, 
but the encounter with an event, a person, which gives life 
a new horizon and a decisive direction.” (DCE, 1) Benedict 
reminded us in many ways that to understand a culture 
of encounter we must first cultivate our “encounter” with 
Jesus Christ.  “Faith, worship and ethos are interwoven as a 
single reality which takes shape in our encounter with God’s 
agape.” (DCE, 14) A fundamental meeting is at the heart of 
the culture of encounter, our encountering Jesus Christ. As 
obvious and basic as this sounds, we need to ask ourselves 
as religious in what ways the encounter with Jesus is the 
golden thread of our formation programs. 

To understand the heart of the culture of encounter we need 
to enter deeply into our daily and communal encounter with 
Jesus. The one thing, the one message Francis insists on, the 
encounter with Jesus is always clear. The Joy of the Gospel 
begins with it: “I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this 
very moment, to a renewed personal encounter with Jesus 
Christ, or at least an openness to letting him encounter 
them; I ask all of you to do this unfailingly each day.” (EG 3) 
Francis constantly returns to this encounter: “This is today’s 
message: Jesus’ encounter with his people; the encounter 
of Jesus who serves, who helps, who is the servant, who 
lowers himself, who is compassionate with all those in 
need”.10  Contemplating Jesus’ capacity for encounter with 
the poor, the marginalized, women, children, people from 
other cultures opens up possibilities for ourselves. 

The Latin-American Church has been about encuentro for 
a while now. The National Encuentros in the United States 
have brought this gift to the northern part of the continent. 
To understand the call to create a culture of encuentro, we 
need to turn to the Church that gave us our current pope. 
Several authors have already called our attention to Latin 
America. Allan Deck explains: “The profound Latin American 
experience of this pope, especially his highly successful 
participation in the pastoral reflection, planning, and writing 
projects of CELAM is a fundamental source of inspiration 
and guidance for him.”11 

The Latin American Bishops gathered in Aparecida in 
2007 expressed encuentro in one of the most beautiful 
documents they have published. To understand Evangelii 
Gaudium deeply we need to read Aparecida, a document 
little discussed in the United States. It was Aparecida 
that highlighted our call to be “Díscipulos-Misioneros”. I 
use the Spanish because the conference was clear that 
first you need to be a follower before you could be a 
missionary, called to be sent.  English flips this and we say 
“Missionary-disciples”. This is why we need to be bilingual 
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to ensure that both are in constant motion! “Missionary-
disciples-missionary-disciples” and on and on. “Here lies the 
fundamental challenge that we face: to show the church’s 
capacity to promote and form disciples and missionaries 
who respond to the calling received and to communicate 
everywhere, in an outpouring of gratitude and joy, the gift of 
the encounter with Jesus Christ.” (Aparecida, 14) 

This call to encounter Christ is rooted in the community 
gathered for Eucharist. A fresh and renewed commitment 
to the Eucharistic encuentro is essential to the culture of 
encounter that grounds our being as religious. Aparecida 
affirms we are a people called to be sent: “The Eucharist is 
the privileged place of the disciple’s encounter with Jesus 
Christ. With this sacrament, Jesus attracts us to himself and 
makes us enter into his dynamism toward God and toward 
neighbor.” (Aparecida, 251)

The other-centered nature of the culture of encuentro begins 
in the personal encounter with Jesus, but never ends there. 
The proof of authentic encuentro continues to be love of 
neighbor. We know that we have an authentic encounter 
with Jesus when we continue to move toward the encounter 
with those around us. In fact, the call to encuentro is also 
a call to a journey beyond ourselves, beyond our comfort, 
a renewed journey to the margins. Meeting in Aparecida, 
CELAM stated this clearly: 

The encounter with Jesus Christ in the poor is a 
constitutive dimension of our faith in Jesus Christ. Our 
option for them emerges from contemplation of his 
suffering face in them and from the encounter with Him 
in the afflicted and outcast, whose immense dignity He 
himself reveals to us. It is our very adherence to Jesus 
Christ that makes us friends of the poor and unites us to 
their fate. (Aparecida, 257)

The meaning of a culture of encuentro is found in the 
movement from the one to the whole. We must encounter 
each other, we must encounter Jesus Christ, and we are 
called to encounter those in the margins. 

This United States: Our Time and Place
A culture of encounter requires placement. We first need 
to understand the place we serve in as men and women 
religious. We need to situate ourselves clearly before we 
can answer the call to encounter. As religious serving in the 
United States we need to recognize not just the significance 
of the place we have been called to live this life, but also 
what this means for the rest of the Church and the world. 
For a long time we have realized that we serve in a country 
where anything that happens, politically, economically, etc. 
sends ripples throughout the world. In Mexico, they say that 
when the U.S. gets a cold, Mexico gets pneumonia. 
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Are we fully aware of the time and place that we are called 
to live in: the context of our call to encuentro? Do we have 
our feet placed firmly in this place and in this time, where 
we have been called to serve? Encuentro, indeed the 
Incarnation, always happens in a particular time and place. 
The encounters with Jesus in the Gospels often go into 
detail about the time of day or the place. Jesus encounters 
the Samaritan “at the well,” the first disciples followed 
Jesus “in the afternoon.” Encounters happen in real time, 
in real places.  The natural disasters that have surrounded 
us bring this painfully to mind. The hours we spent tracking 
hurricanes and fires, the pictures of places familiar to our 
communities in Texas, Florida, Puerto Rico, the US Virgin 
Islands, and Northern California remind us that this is the 
place where our mission is called to create a culture of 
encounter. 

We have been called to encourage a culture of encuentro 
in North America today. We live in a place with striking 
similarity to Palestine in the time of Jesus. The parallels 
should not be lost. Today, the United States is a crossroads 
for the world of ideas, people, goods and services. Despite 
changes around the world, the U.S. continues to be the 
top destination for migrants.12 The Catholic Church in the 
U.S. is quickly becoming the most diverse local church in 
the world.13 The USCCB Office for Cultural Diversity in the 
Church explains, “The Catholic Church in the United States is 
one of the most culturally diverse institutions in the country 
and it will become even more diverse in the future.”14 

Formation for a culture of encounter needs to assume this 
placement fully. When our communities sent missionaries 
abroad we were very intentional about inculturation of 
the Gospel, about culturally sensitive training, language 
learning. We participated in programs like Maryknoll and 
MACC. Today we need equivalent programs to serve locally. 
Our cities, parishes, and neighborhoods are very diverse. 
In addition, we need to ask ourselves if our initial and on-
going formation programs have shifted in the same way as 
the identity of our local churches have. Our charisms are 
called to encounter the people we serve and this we do in 
an ever-changing landscape of diversity or every kind, not 
just cultural or ethnic. The prophetic call of our life demands 
that our communities stand in this place of all diversities and 
witness to the radical hospitality of the gospel. 

Formation for a culture of encounter happens in this place in 
a very particular time. As we recount the events of just one 
year, I cannot help reflecting on the paradigm shift we have 
been learning about for years. We have been hearing that 
we are living not just through an epoch of change but also 
through a change of epoch; but we are now in the midst of it. 
Our time requires courageous engagement. The temptation 
to stay inside our communities, our ministries, our own aging 
endangers our charism. The Latin-American Bishops wrote 
in their conclusive document at Aparecida: 

We cannot let this hour of grace slip by. We need a 
new Pentecost! We need to go out to meet individuals, 
families, communities, and peoples to communicate to 

them, and share the gift of encounter with Christ, who 
has filled our lives with “meaning,” truth and love, joy 
and hope! We cannot passively and calmly wait in our 
church buildings, but we must move out in all directions 
to proclaim that evil and death do not have the last 
word, that love is stronger, that we have been liberated 
and saved by the Lord’s paschal victory in history, 
that He calls us into Church, and wants to multiply the 
number of his disciples and missionaries in building 
his Kingdom in our continent. We are witnesses and 
missionaries: in large cities and the countryside, in the 
mountains and jungles of our Americas, in all the areas 
of shared social life, in the most varied “Aeropagus” 
settings of the public life of nations, in the extreme 
situations of existence, assuming ad gentes our concern 
for the Church’s universal mission. (Aparecida, 548) 

Evangelii Gaudium echoes this call. Pope Francis is calling 
us at this time, to “go forth,” to “go out,” to be “una Iglesia 
en salida”. We are called to engage with our time in a 
constant motion toward the other, in a constant dynamic of 
encounter: 

In our day Jesus’ command to “go and make disciples” 
echoes in the changing scenarios and ever new 
challenges to the Church’s mission of evangelization, 
and all of us are called to take part in this new 
missionary “going forth”. Each Christian and every 
community must discern the path that the Lord points 
out, but all of us are asked to obey his call to go forth 
from our own comfort zone in order to reach all the 
“peripheries” in need of the light of the Gospel. (EG, 20)

The time we have been called to live our call to community 
in our charism is different. Our communities are charged 
to bridge the present and the future by living fully in our 
present. Only the intentional commitment to a culture of 
encounter in this time and this place will ensure we are 
prophetically faithful to the gospel today.

How placed are we in our U.S. realities of Encuentro?

Religious in a Continental American Church 
This placement in time also requires awareness that our 
communities are called to an understanding of Church that 
transcends the geo-political boundaries that sometimes 
confine us.  Nearly 20 years ago, St. John Paul II gathered 
the bishops of the American Continent, of all the Americas. 
His dream of a Church of the Americas, a Pan-American 
Church, was finally expressed in this synod, Ecclesia in 
America.15  

The Church in America is called not only to promote 
greater integration between nations, thus helping to 
create an authentic globalized culture of solidarity, 
but also to cooperate with every legitimate means in 
reducing the negative effects of globalization, such 
as the domination of the powerful over the weak, 
especially in the economic sphere, and the loss of 
the values of local cultures in favor of a misconstrued 
homogenization.16 



InFormation Winter 2017 7

The bishops’ conferences have been meeting, not always 
with the same passion as when they gathered in the synod, 
but still they meet. Moreover, our own conferences of 
religious have been gathering with our Canadian and Latin 
American counterparts for years, well before the Synod on 
the Americas. The flow of missionaries and ideas over the 
years has slowly been weaving a region that recognizes how 
porous borders really are! Today, all this time later, we may 
finally be living into this dream. 

Religious life will play a critical role in the region, provided 
it can recognize both its gift and its unique call in this new 
continental reality. Many of our congregations have been 
reconfiguring by regions in the Americas. The Caribbean, 
Mexico and Canada appear from the distance of Roman 
generalates and from many of our local governance 
structures like logical geographical regions. For years 
we have been involved in Central and South America. 
The number of North American religious congregations 
with ministries or units in South America is significant 
and it requires a reflection about our internal culture of 
encuentro. Our presence in Latin America has changed our 
communities and will continue to do so. Because of this 
experience, we are natural ministers in our U.S. Church. We 
understand the language and culture; we have learned to 
live into the encounter. For this reason, we know we need 
to restructure our formation programs so we are ready for 
even closer encounters. The mission is coming home to 
North America. 

Knowingly or not, we are already being transformed by this 
continental identity. We serve in the continent where most 
migrants move, we serve the local church that welcomes 
most of them, and we serve in communities of religious that 
are increasingly more and more diverse. Encounter is the air 
we breathe, it happens all the time around us. However, for 
these encounters to be transformed by the gospel to create 
a Gospel of Encounter, we need to be intentional. Anthony 
Gittins reminds us that unless “we meet the challenge of 
intercultural living, communites will risk fragmetnation, loss 
of membership and the inability to serve the mission”.17 

We need a new formation for this new mindset. The 
evolving concept of mestizaje may well embrace this call 
for intercultural living for our American Continent. Our 
own prophet, Virgil Elizondo (may he rest in peace), wrote 
the “future is mestizo.”18 Latino/a theologians in the U.S. 
have since taken this reflection and explored it further.19 
Virgil’s insight into how encounter of cultures creates a new 
mestizaje echoes what Anthony Gittins has been writing 
about intercultural living. The measure of an authentic 
culture of encounter is the level of mestizaje or intercultural 

transformation that results from on-going intentional 
encounter. And we live in the Continent of Mestizaje! 

Throughout history and in the midst of contradictions, 
mestizo culture, which is the most widespread among 
many peoples in the region, has sought to combine 
these multiple original cultural sources, facilitating the 
dialogue of their respective worldviews, and enabling 
them to converge into a shared history. To this cultural 
complexity would also have to be added that of the 
many European immigrants who settled in the countries 
of our region. (Aparecida, 56)

We may fall into the temptation of a nativist agenda; we may 
quietly lament the times of mono-cultural ministry where 
things were simple and all in one language. But we were 
not called to live in that place in that time; we are called to 
live in the present, in the never-ending encounter with all 
diversity. Our religious brothers and sisters are living into 
this commitment. CLAR, the Latin-American Conference 
of Religious in their recent Assembly opted for a Culture 
of Encuentro and chose the icon of the visitation. Sister 
Mercedes Casas, currently serving as president, challenged 
men and women religious in Latin America: 

Our world, our Caribbean and Latin American countries, 
our families and our religious congregations need the 
Visitation. We need a Consecrated Life with initiative, 
not afraid to leave its security and go out to live a real 
solidarity. We need a Consecrated Life alert to the 
necessities of others and alive to vitality both within 
itself and wherever else it is flowering or has potential 
to flower. We need a Consecrated Life in touch with 
the earth and devoted to taking care of our common 
home.20 

Latin American religious have been challenged to a 
“dynamic culture of encuentro, the fruit and the impulse of 
new dynamics of relationships, that need to weave through 
all the assumed commitments and that give a humanizing 
impulse to our communities in a missionary going forth”21 
How do we, religious in North America, respond to this 
challenge? 

The culture of encuentro needs to be situated in this time 
and place and it requires intentional formation as well as a 
clear awareness of our call to live into our present fully.

Brothers and Sisters, we are the continent of encuentro! 

What is ours to do?
And what kind of formation do we need to be able to do it?

Religious life will play a critical role in the region,  
provided it can recognize both its gift and its unique  

call in this new continental reality.  
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A Community of Encuentro 
A culture of encuentro needs community. We know it; we 
struggle with it. We even talk about intentional community. 
Does this mean we have all kinds of “unintentional” 
communities? God help us if we live in one, I guess. I want 
simply to point out a few traits of a community of encuentro. 

Community needs place. I think we often underestimate 
the ecosystem in which we are called to community and 
encuentro. When reflecting on community, I am reminded 
once again of my community park, a place of harmony, 
respect, relationship, joy, quiet, fun and welcome. I believe 
that nature itself is clamoring for a deeper understanding of 
community that includes all of creation. Perhaps we need to 
read Laudato Sí as a blueprint for human community. When 
speaking about the lack of harmony experience in extreme 
poverty, Francis insists that

Love always proves more powerful. Many people in 
these conditions are able to weave bonds of belonging 
and togetherness, which convert overcrowding into an 
experience of community in which the walls of the ego 
are torn down and the barriers of selfishness overcome. 
This experience of a communitarian salvation often 
generates creative ideas for the improvement of a 
building or a neighborhood” (LS, 149)

An encuentro community needs to be a place like my 
park, a place where we weave bonds of belonging and 
togetherness. The culture of encuentro is a culture that 
weaves relationship, one moment at a time, one strand at a 
time, in the particular time and place we are called to live. 

Being in community with the intentional effort of weaving 
a culture of encuentro creates other possibilities. This 
communion becomes a place for imagination and creativity. 
In fact, Chilean biologist, Humberto Maturana, spoke of the 
social implications of the process of autopoeises or self-
creation. He argued that living beings are cyclical dynamic 
systems with networks of self-production made up of their 
molecular components. This process of self-production he 
named autopoeisis. With time he recognized that biology 
was also a social interaction, because “survival has to do 
with the decisions made based on experience.” Maturana 
eventually spoke of humans as beings that are both 
biological and cultural, or bio-cultural, as he liked to say 
since both realities are indivisible.22

I bring up a Chilean biologist’s insight because it was the 
groundwork for systems thinking, especially eco-systems, 
and our religious communities need to become healthy 
eco-systems that can self-reproduce if we are to remain 
faithful to our call to witness to the Gospel. And to become 
healthy eco-systems we need a consistent and deeply 
rooted culture of encuentro.  And this culture of encuentro 
needs nourishment and encouragement; it does not happen 
automatically but is the result of hard work. Gittins suggests 
that “goodwill is surely very necessary, but alone it remains 
quite insufficient. Also required are commitment and the 
sustained hard work necessary.”23 Dr. David Suzuki, following 
the work of Maturana and other ecologists argued, “From 

microscopic genes to large-scale biological systems, and 
from natural ecosystems to human communities, diversity 
brings strength and resilience in the face of ever-changing 
conditions.”24 We have come to believe that diversity is 
critical for survival. The Universal Declaration on Cultural 
Diversty affirms this to be true:

Culture takes diverse forms across time and space. This 
diversity is embodied in the uniqueness and plurality 
of the identities of the groups and societies making 
up humankind. As a source of exchange, innovation 
and creativity, cultural diversity is as necessary for 
humankind as biodiversity is for nature. In this sense, 
it is the common heritage of humanity and should be 
recognized and affirmed for the benefit of present and 
future generations.25  

But diversity without a culture of encuentro is unlivable! 

Community and diversity, the very survival of the hope 
of Gospel life embodied in our charisms happen when we 
live encuentro. Community, in fact, is created through the 
ongoing process of encuentro. A community of encounter 
in diversity becomes the place of Gospel life we are all 
called to. The grace we need first of all is to recognize that 
this is the community that is required of us at this time, 
that to create places of healthy encuentro in diversity, 
places hospitable to encuentro, is already one of the most 
important things that is “ours to do at this time, in this 
place.” To witness to the human capacity not only to tolerate 
each other, but also to live with each other and to self-create 
systems with a healthy culture of encuentro may very well 
heal our broken and fragmented world. 

I borrow Pope Benedict’s words: 

What does faith in this God give us? The first response 
is: it gives us a family, the universal family of God in the 
Catholic Church. Faith releases us from the isolation of 
the “I”, because it leads us to communion: the encounter 
with God is, in itself and as such, an encounter with our 
brothers and sisters, an act of convocation, of unification, 
of responsibility towards the other and towards others. In 
this sense, the preferential option for the poor is implicit 
in the Christological faith in the God who became poor 
for us, so as to enrich us with his poverty (cf. 2 Cor 8:9).26

The grace of encuentro calls us to re-create our 
communities. We first gather, we then need to move beyond 
creating places of mere “tolerance” to intercultural living 
spaces where daily encounters transform our diversities into 
healthy ecosystems. A daunting and ambitious task, but 
imperative to the time we live in. 

Naming the Desencuentro
We are well aware of the call. The time and place we 
have been called to live our call to religious life requires a 
singular commitment to building and sustaining a culture of 
encuentro. Our communities will be those places if we can 
name and work through all the desencuentros, the “non-
encuentros” that find their way into our daily living of our 
charism, our ministry and our interactions. 
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We need to claim the encuentro and desencuentro that 
have grown together like the wheat and the weed. We must 
discern the difference. The time has come to tell them apart. 
We need to claim all the diversities that have been part 
of our communities, even those we were taught to forget, 
or leave behind – and we need to claim the absence of 
diversity. Embracing both, will help us live into the call of a 
culture of encounter. 

Encounter happens in the midst of a diversity paradox, as 
Jacob Jenkins describes it. We use diversity lightly, often 
narrowing down the dynamic complexity it involves: 

Organizations must employ an ever-broadening 
definition of diversity. In other words, an organization’s 
view of what it means to be diverse must be viewed 
as ephemeral: fluid and ever changing. Any formal 
or informal classification of terms like “diversity” and 
“community” must remain living documents, open to 
perpetual change.27 

Diversity is an ever-changing reality that works in the here 
and now. To embrace the call to encuentro we must also 
note that it happens in the measure that we are capable 
to discern the diversity that surrounds us, that represents 
and confronts us. We must notice the diversities beyond 
the obvious ones, like culture and ethnicity, and notice the 
complicated ones like gender, age, able-bodiness, economic, 
religion, language, region, theology and many others. Failure 
to notice, to embrace the different diversities that we are 
called to encounter, can result in a desencuentro because it 
will displace religious life from the place it has been called to. 

Another desencuentro is found in the failure to assume 
our own history. Religious Life in the United States needs 
to revisit its own history, both to recognize its encuentro 
moments and its desencuentro moments. We need to 
recognize our communities are the result of the single-
minded purpose to become one, the assimilation paradigm 
that undergirded most of our formation. Acculturation 
and uniformity kept us from tapping fully into the wealth 
of all the different kinds of diversities that we have been 
part of our history.28 Such diversities include the immigrant 
religious, regional diversity, even generational diversities 
and giftedness. Surely, we were not as racially diverse as we 
are becoming now, but that does not mean other diversities 
were not part of our DNA. We need to reconcile our own 
history of desencuentro before we can live fully into a culture 
of encuentro. 

Finally, we need to understand the desencuentros that are 
part of our time and place. We are not exempt from their 
complexity and their challenge. The culture of encounter 
that is required of us needs an honest and loving look at the 
desencuentros that surround us. The lack of civil discourse 

conspires against the very basic call to relationship that 
is the first step to a culture of encuentro. The racism that 
lies at the root of so many of the injustices of our time and 
creeps its way into our communities, our ministries and our 
worldview requires breaking the silence that has been part 
of our history. Bryan Massingale challenges us rightly: 

Racism is one of the central human rights challenges 
facing the country; it is the subtext of almost every 
social concern in our nation. It is my conviction – one 
that has only grown stronger with sustained study 
and reflection – that “Catholic failure to engage 
adequately the pivotal issue of racial injustice decisively 
compromises its theology of justice and renders its 
praxis of justice ineffective.29 

Our complicity in systems of exclusion requires a process of 
reconciliation that will make our engagement with a culture 
of encuentro authentic. This may well model a new way of 
being together in a society increasingly polarized and intent 
on separation and distance. 

How ready are we to begin the reconciliation of our 
desencuentros?

Formation for Re-encuentro 
The time and place we have been called to cultivate the 
culture of encuentro requires a single-minded focus on 
formation. Perhaps the only way for us to answer the call 
authentically is for us to commit to reimagine formation for 
our time and place for re-encuentro. If we recognize our call 
to encuentro and we can identify our desencuentros, then 
we will need formation to begin anew, formation for re-
encuentro, for a new opportunity to come to encuentro. 

Re-encuentro formation is fundamentally on-going 
formation. Because encuentro is an ongoing process, 
because diversity is an ever-changing reality, because the 
place where we live is undergoing constant change, a culture 
of on-going formation is equivalent to a culture of encounter. 
In the end, only the creation of a permanent on-going 
formation culture will allow our religious communities to 
enter into the encuentros that are required of us with fresh 
enthusiasm every time.  

Where to begin? Begin with formation for un-learning. 
Critical to the new moment we have been called to live 
is a fresh new approach to diversity. The acculturation 
paradigms that have informed our formation programs 
have permeated the very attitude we have toward living 
interculturally. We need formation to notice that this is 
the case, which beneath our holy commitment to have 
our brothers and sisters pronounce English correctly is an 
assimilation bias that shaped our immigrant vocations very 
early on. Our holy blindness to difference or the effort to 

Critical to the new moment we have been called to live  
is a fresh new approach to diversity.
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diminish it has also been part of our community culture 
and requires new ways to negotiate and encounter all the 
difference that is called into our charism. Nothing short of a 
dedicated and convinced intervention is required if we are 
to make room for the culture of encuentro that is required 
of us. Hospitality to live into this time requires a decluttering 
of method and conviction that only a systematic ongoing 
community-wide formation can make possible. 

Formation for the daily encuentro is also critical. We 
all know the curricular demands of our initial and 
ongoing formation programs. We have to talk about 
vows, community, child protection, and we need a basic 
understanding of Sacred Scripture and we would like 
the basics of theology, not to mention liturgy and ethics. 
Nevertheless, a culture of encuentro requires close attention 
to lo cotidiano, to the daily of life, bare-footed standing in 
the middle of the every day. The Canossian priest, Amadeo 
Cencini, explains that the measure for on-going formation is 
the special-temporal process of every day, the daily, because 
ongoing formation takes places in the space of life.30 Daily 
encounters of all sorts provide the essential experience 
for our on-going formation, but they are often the least 
intentional matter for reflection and on-going formation. 
Intercultural living needs intentionality, it does not happen 
on its own. 

Encuentro formation begins in formation for communion. 
Religious Life by its very nature is communal. Why then 
are we talking about “intentional communities?” Don’t we 
all experience our common life as intentional? We long for 
communities that foster authentic encounter with divine 
mystery, the person of Jesus Christ, with ourselves, each 
other, with all the diversity that surrounds us. An on-going 
commitment to a culture of encounter will bring us out of 
our schedule, our television program, our point of view. An 
on-going commitment to a culture of encounter, in short, 
will challenge the creeping individualism of our communities 
and will demand sacrifices we shy away from disguised as 
personal preference or personality. 

Formation for a culture of encuentro, finally, requires 
us to place the margins at the center of our formation 
programs. Honest reflection will reveal all the many ways 
we have disengaged with the margins. All of them are 
“holy.” Examples are theological programs only available in 
certain cities and in “safe” neighborhoods. We need to find 
“intentional communities” where newer members can live; 
these are often well settled into our middle class life. Long 
gone are the heroic moments of moving to the margins, 
for reasons we all understand and have come to accept. 
Therefore, formation for encounter with the marginalized 
and the poor now requires careful planning and a new 
intentionality. A culture of encounter needs the on-going 
encounter with those excluded from society. How do we 
bring our communities closer to those margins? What can 
we learn from each other in the process of being there? 

On-going formation and a culture of encuentro are essential 
to each other. As we notice the “place and time” we have 

been called to live out our charisms, we will also begin 
to perceive the invitation to reimagine our formation 
for the never-ending encuentros that will transform our 
communities into places of encuentro. 

How willing are we to re-imagine formation for this time?

One Final Consideration: Fiesta! 
Here we are. Men and women religious responsible, 
interested in or curious about formation in our communities. 
At the very least, we are interested. There is a reason we 
are here. Our longing for formation bears a gift for the 
congregations we represent. We know it; we know we 
need to find new ways of being there for one another, of 
respecting our diversity and finding our common ground. 
We know the time we live in requires something else, 
something different from us. 

Long ago I mentioned in another RFC gathering that the 
measure of a good encuentro is the fiesta! In the end, 
the measure of the culture of encuentro we are called to 
promote, care for and live into is nothing less than the 
banquet of the Reign of God. 

When we can be there for each other, when we are 
transformed by the encounter, when we become one in 
Christ, we will have a fiesta!
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Becoming Prophets of Encounter:
The Culture of Encounter and Religious Life Today
Given by Stephen Bevans, SVD

Introduction
“All real living is meeting”
These simple but powerful words are the famous phrase of 
the renowned Jewish philosopher and theologian Martin 
Buber (1878-1965), from his 1923 Classic I and Thou.1 In this 
amazing book—which has influenced me greatly ever since 
I first read it over fifty years ago—Buber writes of two basic 
or “primary” ways in which human beings can 
live. They can live an existence of being 
closed in on themselves, the existence 
of what he calls “I-It,” or they can 
live an existence of being open 
to the world, to others, and 
to Ultimate Reality, the 
existence that he names 
“I-Thou.” Certainly, Buber 
admits, we cannot live 
the existence of  “I-Thou” 
at every moment of our 
lives. Such intense living 
is not possible for finite 
mortals, and human 
beings need to go about 
their daily business with 
efficiency. But if women 
and men do not seek to 
experience and cultivate a 
life of openness, relationship, 
respect, awe, and reverence, 
such a life is not a human life 
at all. “All real living is meeting.” 
“Without It [women and men] cannot 
live,” writes Buber.  “But [those] who live 
with It alone [are] not [human].2 

The “Culture of Encounter”
Such an understanding of human living is similar to, if 
not identical with, what American journalist John Allen 
proposes as the “core signature phrase” of the Pontificate 
of Pope Francis: “the culture of encounter,”3 the theme of 
this Religious Formation Conference Assembly. Already 
in December of 2013, just a few months since Francis had 
been elected, Allen noted that Francis had used the phrase 
“in too many venues to count.”4 This is because, as Francis’s 
friend Diego Fares suggests, the phrase was not a new one 
that only emerged after Francis had become pope. Rather, 
at least in terms of the key word “encounter,” it had been a 
favorite theme of Jorge Bergoglio’s favorite theologian, the 
German Romano Guardini. Fares writes: “One of Guardini’s 
definitions summarizes all these aspects together and has 
a touching effect:  we truly encounter another when ‘I am 

wounded by the brilliance of [a person’s] being, when I 
am touched by [a person’s] action.’”5 Commenting on the 
centrality of the notion of “encounter” in Francis’s thought—
Fares quotes a talk given by the future Pope Francis in 
1990: “From an anthropological point of view, encounter is 
primary because it is our most human characteristic. ‘We are 
beings of encounter,’ beings who live out our lives in a way 

that cannot be denied or ignored. ‘Relationship is 
fulfilled when the other person ‘encounters’ 

(who?) the real me’”6 Another influence 
might be Argentinian historian 

and theologian Enrique Dussel. 
“Encounter,” Dussel writes, 

involves openness to 
mystery and relation. 

As Thomas Eagleston 
explains Dussel’s thought, 
“Encountering another 
person is to realize that 
no matter the depths 
to which we may get 
to know one another, 
the well of mystery will 
never be exhausted.” 7 

John Allen points out that 
Francis’s use of “culture 

of encounter” “is elastic 
enough to embrace a wide 

range of possible meanings, 
but in general Francis seems 

to intend the idea of reaching out, 
fostering dialogue and friendship 

even outside the usual circles, and making 
a special point of encountering people who are 

neglected and ignored by the wider world.”8 In a weekday 
homily delivered a little over a year ago—on September 13, 
2016—Francis took as an example Jesus seeing the widow 
of Nain, becoming “seized with compassion” for her, and so 
involving “himself with that woman’s problem.” “The Gospel 
says that he touched the coffin. Surely, however, when he 
said ‘do not weep,’ he touched the widow as well. A caress. 
Because Jesus was moved. And then he performed the 
miracle.” As Francis continued to reflect, Jesus’ attitude 
and action calls us to do the same. When we are faced 
with suffering, we so often say “Oh, what a shame, poor 
people, they suffer so much,” and then we move on. But an 
encounter is different: “If I do not look—seeing is not enough, 
no: look—If I do not stop, if I do not look, if I do not touch, if I 
do not speak, I cannot create an encounter and I cannot help 
to create a culture of encounter.”9 
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Francis uses several synonyms for the “culture of encounter.” 
On the Vigil of Pentecost 2013, he speaks of “’a culture 
of encounter,’ a culture of friendship, a culture in which 
we find brothers and sisters.”10 Elsewhere he speaks of a 
“’culture of dialogue,”11 a “culture of inclusion.”12 All these 
cultures—obviously basic attitudes, basic ways of being in 
the world—are opposed to what Francis calls the “culture of 
indifference,”13  the “culture of fragmentation,” the “culture of 
non-integration,”14  or a “throwaway/disposable culture.”15 In 
his message on World Refugee Day in 2014, Francis spoke of 
a “culture of welcome, and not of rejection and refusal.”16 All 
these synonyms point to those other two signature themes 
of Francis’s pontificate: Mercy and Tenderness. 

There is no doubt that for Francis, “all real living is meeting.” 
“What Jesus teaches us first of all,” he said in a video 
message in August, 2013, “is to meet one another, and in 
meeting to offer one another help. We must know how to 
meet one another. … The culture of encounter. Going out 
to meet one another.”17 It is in “going out” that we discover 
the richness of life. Quoting the Aparecida Document in 
Evangelii Gaudium: “Life grows by being given away, and it 
weakens in isolation and comfort. Indeed, those who enjoy 
life most are those who leave security on the shore and 
become excited by the mission of communicating life to 
others.”18 Indeed, “all real living is meeting.”

Prophets of Encounter
In his article on Pope Francis and the meaning of the culture 
of encounter, Thomas Eagleston speaks of Christians as 
“prophets of encounter.”19 Eagleston uses the phrase in a 
casual, almost throwaway manner, but that phrase is the 
inspiration for the title of this talk: “Becoming Prophets 
of Encounter: The Culture of Encounter and Religious Life 
Today.” Why the phrase caught my attention is the fact that 
Pope Francis has stated over and over again his conviction 
that Religious Life is prophetic. As he wrote at the beginning 
of the Year of Consecrated Life, quoting a previous talk 
to a meeting of Superiors General of men: “I am counting 
on you ‘to wake up the world,’ since the distinctive sign 
of consecrated life is prophecy. As I told the Superiors 
General: ‘Radical evangelical living is not only for religious: 
it is demanded of everyone. But religious follow the Lord 
in a special way, in a prophetic way.’ This is the priority 
that is needed right now: ‘to be prophets who witness 
to how Jesus lived on this earth, a religious must never 
abandon prophecy.”20 Putting Francis’ call for religious to 
be prophetic with his call for Christians to develop a “culture 
of encounter,” I think we might describe women and men 
religious today as women and men who are formed to be 
and who form “prophets of encounter.

What does Francis mean by “prophetic”? He doesn’t put it 
exactly like this, but given what we’ve reflected on already, 
I think we can fairly say that for religious to be prophetic 
means that they are to be people of encounter. They witness 
first of all “to how Jesus lived on this earth,” as we’ve just 
heard. In that homily on Jesus and the widow at Nain in 
September, 2016, Francis talked about how Jesus “drew 
near, he spoke and he touched.”21 He had compassion on 
the woman, treated her like a real person—really met her 
to use Buber’s words—just like he had compassion on blind 
Bartimaeus (Mk 10:46-52), on the crowds before he fed 
the five thousand (Mk 6:30-44), on the leper who asked 
for healing (Mk 1:40-45). Like Jesus, “prophets know God 
and they know the men and women who are their brothers 
and sisters.”22 The gospel to which Jesus witnessed and 
preached is truly a “gospel of encounter.”

For religious to be prophetic is also to encounter—really 
meet—the world in which they live. As Francis writes, they 
“receive from God the ability to scrutinize the times in 
which they live and interpret events: they are like sentinels 
who keep watch in the night and sense the coming of 
the dawn.”23  For this they need to be women and men of 
contemplation, always attentive to the world’s events, the 
movements of the Spirit in their environment, the presence 
of God in people and the natural world.

Religious as prophets are thus “able to discern and 
denounce the evil of sin and injustice.  … Prophets tend 
to be on the side of the poor and the powerless …” They 
have really met the people they serve and therefore never 
hesitate, as Francis put it in his interview with Antonio 
Spadaro, to make “noise, uproar, some say a mess.”24  At the 
same time, because prophets truly encounter those whom 
they denounce, they even do that with compassion, with 
mercy—“the goal is not to make enemies but to see God’s 
word accepted and its capacity for liberation and renewal 
revealed.”25  

Finally, for Francis, religious are prophetic when they are 
people of deep joy. They have encountered Jesus, they 
encounter those they serve and those with whom they 
share their lives, and so they radiate the “real living” that 
they experience as “real meeting.” Speaking in May 2017 
to the General Chapter of the Sister Disciples of the Divine 
Master, Francis called on them to be “prophets of joy,” not 
“prophets of misfortune.”26  Religious, the pope insists, “are 
called to know and show that God is able to fill our hearts 
to the brim of happiness.” Effective prophecy “depends on 
the eloquence of your lives, lives which radiate the joy and 
beauty of living the Gospel and following Christ to the full.”27 

Putting Francis’ call for religious to be prophetic with his call for 
Christians to develop a “culture of encounter,” I think we might 

describe women and men religious today as women and men who 
are formed to be and who form “prophets of encounter.”
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To be “prophets of encounter,” it seems to me, has 
two interrelated aspects. In the first place, we become 
prophetic in our lives as the fruit of the encounters, the 
“meetings” in our lives—authentic meeting of ourselves, 
our world, our God revealed in Jesus, and our sisters and 
brothers—especially those on what Pope Francis calls the 
“peripheries.”28  Then, secondly, we “radiate,” or “show 
forth,” or “witness to” this “gospel of encounter” to those 
around us, inviting all to be themselves people of encounter, 
participants in a growing “culture of encounter.” Referring 
to Gerhard Lohfink’s 2014 book No Irrelevant Jesus, Mercy 
Sister Marilyn King interprets the book’s thesis in terms 
of religious life: “It is through the lived example of those 
who have been saved [in our context, those who have 
experienced encounter] that intrigues others to ask, ‘How 
can I get some of that?’”29 Religious life, truly lived, says 
King, “fascinates and attracts and challenges. In other 
words, religious life is prophetic.”30 And so, I would add, 
religious women and men are “prophets of encounter.”

Becoming Prophets of Encounter
How do we become prophets of encounter? How do we 
form our candidates to become prophets of encounter? 
My sense is that we do it by learning to pay attention. 
“Attention,” the poet Mary Oliver writes, “is the beginning 

of devotion.”31 I think she could have easily written that 
attention is the beginning of encounter. To allude to the title 
of our conference, grace, indeed, is in the NOW. In one of 
his most famous poems, “The Wild Geese,” Wendell Berry 
writes that

 …we pray, not 
 for a new earth or heaven, but to be 
 quiet in heart, and in eye 
 clear. What we need is here.32 

And as writer Philip Toynbee confides in his journal:

 The basic command of religion 
 is not “do this!” 
 or “do not do that!” 
 but simply to look!33

Learning to pay attention, or, as philosopher Paul Woodruff 
argues, developing a sense of reverence—which I think is 
pretty much the same thing—is not something that you can 
“argue people into.” This is because reverence—and I think 
paying attention—is a virtue, and virtues simply cannot be 
argued or forced. “Imagine,” Woodruff writes,

trying to persuade a squad of cowards to take 
courage and stand their ground. Aristotle’s 
chapter on courage would be wasted. You’d do 
better to open a bottle of strong liquor, as leaders 
of troops have known for centuries. Better than 

either argument or liquor would be to instill 
courage over time in a community of people 
who will support each other in doing what is 
right. Virtues are cultivated over time, and they 
have the greatest lasting power in close-knit 
communities.34 

Ironically, then, we become prophets of encounter in 
authentic communities, when we authentically encounter 
one another. Becoming prophets of encounter is caught, not 
taught.

Becoming prophets of encounter means learning to pay 
attention to, or cultivating the virtue of reverence, in terms of, 
those four facets of encounter that I have already mentioned—
encounter with ourselves, with our world, with our God 
revealed in Jesus, and with our brothers and sisters. As I reflect 
on these facets of encounter in the rest of this presentation, 
however, I want to insist that there is no mandatory order in 
which to proceed—even though I will begin with the self and 
move through the world to God and our sisters and brothers. 
Rather than imagining these four facets as four “stages” in 
an ordered process—something I admit that I suggested in 
the summary I wrote several months ago that appears on the 
Conference website—now I’d suggest rather that we imagine a 

them in a circle, into which we can enter at any point. My order 
of treatment, while perhaps somewhat logical, is nevertheless 
arbitrary. Each facet complements one another and blends 
into the others. One thing is certain, however: we can only be 
formed into prophets of encounter when we pay attention to all 
four facets. 

Encountering Oneself
Depending on our culture, of course, we encounter ourselves 
in different ways. Some of us belong to what anthropologists 
call “sociocentric” cultures, in which our identity comes from 
our family, our friends, our relationships. Others of us come 
from “egocentric” cultures—an anthropologically neutral 
term—in which our identity comes from our experience 
of our own individuality.35 No matter how we encounter 
ourselves, however, it is ourselves that we encounter. 
Individuality must never be confused with individualism. 

We encounter ourselves in wonder. “I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made,” the psalmist writes (Ps 139:14). In a 
commencement address at the University of Portland 
several years ago, environmental activist Paul Hawken called 
the graduates to wonder at their very existence: 

The first living cell came into being nearly 40 
million centuries ago, and its direct descendants 
are in all of our bloodstreams. Literally you are 
breathing molecules this very second that were 
inhaled by Moses, Mother Teresa, and Bono. We are 

How do we become prophets of encounter? How do we form our 
candidates to become prophets of encounter?
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vastly interconnected. Our fates are inseparable. We 
are because the dream of every cell is to become 
two cells. In each of you are one quadrillion cells, 
90 percent of which are not human cells. … Each 
human cell has 400 billion molecules conducting 
millions of processes between trillions of atoms. … 
In a millisecond, our body has undergone ten times 
more processes than there are stars in the universe… 
Each of us is as complex and beautiful as all the stars 
in the universe.36 

Of course, the wonder that is ourselves is pure gift. We 
are “fearfully and wonderfully made”—that is, created. We 
are the product of love, and we are loveable, just by being 
ourselves. A wonderful passage in Marilynne Robinson’s 
novel Gilead expresses this truth well. Robinson describes 
her main character, the Reverend John Ames, reflecting on 
a passage in John Calvin “somewhere” that each person is 
an actor on a stage and God is the audience. Ames muses: “I 
do like Calvin’s image … it suggests how God might actually 
enjoy us. I believe we think of that far too little.”37 God enjoys 
us, Ames muses, “not in any simple sense, of course, but as 
you enjoy the being of a child, even though he is in every 
way a thorn in your heart.”38 Amazing.

We also encounter ourselves in humility. We are so “fearfully 
and wonderfully made,” but we are all flawed, and we 
are all sinners. Paul Woodruff writes that we begin to 
understand the virtue of reverence when we understand 
deeply our human limitations. “From this,” he says, “grows 
the capacity to be in awe of whatever we believe lies outside 
our control—God, truth, justice, nature, even death.”39 This 
awe in the face of limitation is humility, an encounter with 
ourselves in which we honestly face or own smallness 
despite our wonder, our own evil despite our loveableness. 
In an insightful reflection on the story of the rich young 
man in Matthew’s gospel (19:16-22), theologian Nancy 
Dellavalle observes that “the Christian life requires a kind 
of committed transparency, a radical letting go that dances 
between poverty and effacement. The first casualty of this 
commitment will not be my possessions but my vanity, the 
carefully constructed cathedral of my own sense of worth, 
the self-justifying narrative that plays in my head, over 
and over, protesting ‘all of these things I observed!’ But 
the letting go required by humility “is not nihilism. This is 
salvation. We are not called to despise ourselves. Rather, the 
radical humility to which we are called means we will finally 
embrace who we are: God’s precious creation, known and 
loved and thus transfigured, living now in Christ.”40 

We encounter ourselves as well in possibility. Each of 
us, Vatican II’s document on the church insists, is called 
to holiness.41 Furthermore, each of us is called to be the 
person only we can become. This is not the person God has 
programmed us to become, for God actually has no program 
for us except our own free choice according to the gifts that 
God has given to each one of us. “God’s will,” John Dunne 
used to tell us in class in grad school at Notre Dame, “is the 
heart’s desire.”42 In her breathtaking book, Ask the Beasts, 
Elizabeth Johnson offers an intriguing thought experiment: 

“far from compelling the world to develop according to a 
prescribed plan, the Spirit continually calls it forth to a fresh 
and unexpected future. To be imaginative for a moment, it is 
as if at the Big Bang the Spirit gave the natural world a push 
saying, ‘Go, have an adventure, see what you can become. 
And I will be with you every step of the way.’”43 What is true 
of the entire creation is true for us as well, and in particular. 
St. Paul speaks about how in the church God’s Spirit endows 
every person with gifts that are used for the good of all 
(1Cor 12:4-7). And if the gifts are for the church, they are also 
for the world. 

Former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams puts it 
provocatively:

New things are possible for us in our life 
once we acknowledge the inner mess, 
Jesus comes to life here and now, 
And if we begin by saying: 
“Where we are, he’s been”; 
we begin to hear the other side of this great 
message: 
“Where he is, we shall be.”44

Encountering Our World
Earlier in this presentation I spoke about the importance of 
paying attention, of learning not just to see but to look. It is 
with this kind of discipline that we can truly encounter our 
world—it’s beauty, its intricacy, its fragility. Esther de Waal 
quotes theologian Ralph Harper, who cautions his readers 
not to lose the “sharpness of being.”45 She urges her own 
readers to “take time to notice what you see,” and “to make 
regular use of a magnifying glass.”46 De Waal urges this during 
the time of a retreat, but, like her, I think this is a  wonderful 
practice for “close encounters” with our world every day. As 
soon as I read this, in fact, I got online at Amazon.com and 
ordered a larger magnifying glass and a small one that I can 
carry with me in my pocket. De Waal writes: 

I found myself astonished when for the first 
time I picked a daisy and held it under my 
magnifying glass. It was particularly exciting 
for someone whose scientific schooling had 
been so badly neglected for it meant that I was 
totally unprepared to discover, or to uncover, 
what I now found—this world virtually invisible 
to the naked eye. … A few minutes a day is quite 
enough—perhaps fitted into a lunch break, or 
snatched while the children are sleeping. Living 
and working in a city does not mean that there 
will not be a leaf, a twig, moss between concrete 
slabs, weeds pushing up through gravel. … God 
must have a sense of the absurd to create things 
so amazingly eccentric. Perhaps he enjoyed just 
going on playing with shapes—as small children 
do when they shout “Let’s … do this, do that.”47 

This is something that poets deeply understand. De Waal 
quotes Pablo Neruda, who writes of his “existence” being 
“befriended” by the things of this world. Such befriending 
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is expressed as well by Mary Oliver in her poem “The Poet 
Visits the Museum of Fine Arts”:

 For a long time
 I was not even
 in this world, yet
 every summer

 every rose
 opened in perfect sweetness
 and lived
 in gracious repose,

 in its own exotic fragrance,
 in its huge willingness to give
 something, from its small self,
 to the entirety of the world.

 I think of them, thousands upon thousands,
 In many lands,
 whenever summer came to them,
 rising

 out of the patience of patience,
 to leaf and bud and look up
 into the blue sky
 or, with thanks,

 into the rain
 that would feed
 their thirsty roots
 latched into the earth—

 sandy or hard, Vermont or Arabia,
 What did it matter,
 The answer was simply to rise
 In joyfulness, all their days

 Have I found any better teaching?
 Not ever, not yet.
 Last week I saw my first Boticelli
 and almost fainted,

 and if I could I would paint like that
 but I am shelved somewhere below,
 with a few songs
 about roses: teachers, also of the ways
 toward thanks, and praise.48

We need to learn to see through the lens of a magnifying 
glass, through the eyes of a poet, through the eyes of an 
artist. The early twentieth century Scots theologian John 
Oman tells the story of one day traveling through the English 
county of Suffolk, where the English painter John Constable 
lived and worked as a young man. At one point he stopped 
at Flatford Mill and looked out of the window out of which 
the artist looked “any time he lifted his head from work.” 
What was framed in the window, Oman said, was, after all 
the glorious scenery he had seen during the day, “a rather 
commonplace scene.” And yet it was the scene of one of 
Constable’s great masterpieces, “The Hay Wain,” an ordinary 
scene, seen with an artist’s eye.49 

“What we need is here,” insists Wendell Berry. All we need to 
do is to look to encounter—to really meet—our world.

Encountering Our God
This past summer I had to write a scripture reflection on 
the readings for the Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, 
which fell on July 30. The gospel reading for that day was 
from Matthew 13, and included the two tiny parables about 
the treasure hidden in the field and the pearl of great price 
(13:44-45). In the past I have thought about these parables 
as about the cost of discipleship—to follow Jesus one has 
to “sell all one has,” and I am sure that this is a valid way 
of interpreting them. But as I continued to reflect on them 
this time, I began to think about them in another way. 
What if, I thought, we imagined the person who sold all his 
possessions to buy that field or pearl was God, and that the 
treasure and the pearl were us? 

This may be a new way of imaging God—a God who loves 
creation desperately and recklessly, risking all in order to 
encounter creation in its freedom. And it may be a new 
way of encountering our God today. Traditionally we have 
imaged God as a king on a throne, a vengeful warrior, a 
God so removed from the world that there is almost no way 
to approach him, except perhaps by appeasing sacrifices. 
And I say “him” deliberately because this kind of God could 
only be imaged as powerful male. But this is more the 
God of Plato than the God of the Bible. The Bible certainly 
has passages that reinforce such a God, but even the Old 
Testament—so often wrongly stereotyped as presenting 
a God of wrath— images God as a God of tender mercy 
and compassion—think of Ex 33 and 34 where both God’s 
transcendence and immanence are in evidence; or Hosea 11, 
where God’s mercy cannot not be withheld from an Israel 
that has strayed away; or Isaiah 49, where God casts Godself 
in the image of a mother who can never forget her children, 
and who has carved Israel in the palm of the divine hand. 

But where we see God “selling all” is in God’s becoming 
part of creation, becoming a human being, becoming like 
us except sin (Heb 4:15). Biblical scholar Michael J. Gorman 
argues that the beginning of the great hymn of divine 
“selling all” in Phil 2:6-8, while often translated “although he 
was in the form of God” can just as correctly be translated 
“because he was in the form of God.”50 In fact, looking at 
the story of Jesus, it may very well be the more correct 
translation, for Jesus—a marginal Jew in a marginal part of 
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the Roman Empire, friend of outcasts and marginal people, 
condemned to die on a cross in a garbage dump, the most 
shameful kind his culture could imagine—Jesus is the full 
and true revelation of God. His death, of course, was not the 
end. We know this by faith. But Jesus’ resurrection was not 
simply back to “business as usual,” taking up again a role 
of omnipotence and Platonic transcendence. It was God’s 
seal of approval on who Jesus was and how he lived. In the 
end, says Evangelical pastor Rob Bell, “love wins.”51 “God 
is like Jesus,”52 says Juan Luis Segundo. His concrete life, 
death, and resurrection is the yardstick of divinity, not the 
categories of Greek philosophy. Jesus is therefore “God’s 
body language” in the evocative phrase of British theologian 
Mark Oakley.53  Or, as Pope Francis has insisted, Jesus is 
the very face of God, the face of God’s Mercy.54 We fully 
encounter our God in Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus the Christ.

New ways of encountering our God are also being proposed 
by theologians who are taking seriously the cosmology of 
astrophysics and the theory of biological evolution. Key 
to a theological interpretation of both of these scientific 
perspectives is that God creates the universe not from the 
without, but from within, as a participant, a partner, as part 
of the 13.7 billion year process. Australian theologian Denis 
Edwards, for example, emphasizes the gentle, persuading 
work of the Spirit in the process of creation: He urges us to 
think of the Spirit “as working with creation not according 
to a predetermined path or ‘design’ but in dynamic open 
ways.”55  Elizabeth Johnson, whom we have quoted already 
in this presentation, expresses this beautifully in her usual 
elegant way:

Active in the world, this loving power 
accompanies the world as the patient, subtle 
presence of the gracious Creator who achieves 
divine purpose through the free play of created 
processes. In this perspective, the Spirit, more 
mobile than any motion, blows throughout the 
world with compassionate love that grants nature 
its own creativity and humans their own freedom, 
all the while companioning them through the 
terror of history toward a a new future. Not the 
monarch but the lover becomes the paradigm.56 

It is this same idea that Ilia Delio voices when she speaks of 
God as “the beggar of love who waits at [every creature’s] 
door without daring to force it open.”57  The God of evolution 

is not “in charge” of creation. God’s role is rather to be 
present, to persuade, to cajole, to woo—and sometime 
to suffer when creation goes awry. But this is true power. 
Johnson writes: “It is characteristic of the creative power of 
God to raise up creatures who participate in divine being to 
such a degree that they are also creative and sustaining in 
their own right.”58  

This is the way the God of Jesus Christ “sells all.” Theologians 
like Edwards, Johnson, and Delio speak of God’s incarnation 
in Jesus as “Deep Incarnation,” meaning that incarnation is 
not only about God taking the form of a human being. As 
John says, “the Word became flesh” (1:18), and to be flesh is 
to share the atoms and the chemical makeup of the entire 
universe. We are literally made of stardust, Denis Edwards is 
fond of saying.59

Perhaps this new way of imaging and imagining God will 
be the key to a new encounter—a new meeting—with the 
mystery of God in Christ, and a key to the prophetic living 
and witnessing to the gospel of encounter by women and 
men religious in our world today.

Encountering Our Sisters and Brothers
In an article that appeared in the June, 2017 issue of 
Theological Studies, Dominican theologian Thomas F. 
O’Meara notes that while the size of the created universe 
is immense—an almost-unimaginable 93 billion light years 

This may be a new way of 
imaging God—a God who loves 

creation desperately  
and recklessly, risking all in 
order to encounter creation  

in its freedom.
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across, inhabited by 100 billion galaxies, it is “largely 
empty”60  –in fact, the “hundreds of trillions of stars” that 
exist in it take up only between one and two percent of the 
vast volume which is space.61  But where stars and galaxies 
exist, they exist in clusters: “Stars in birth and in existence 
seek out other stars.” … “Clusters and galaxies ceaselessly 
draw stars together.” … “…galaxies congregate in groups 
ranging from a few to tens of thousands, each with billions 
of stars and planets.”62 

All of this is absolutely mind-boggling—at least for me—but 
from these amazing facts O’Meara draws the conclusion that 
there is something deep in reality that is about relationship 
and community. Community, he says, is indeed the primal 
reality, both in the universe and in God as such. All reality is 
interconnected, interrelated. In its own way, reality exists in 
and for encounter. To paraphrase Martin Buber, “all reality is 
meeting.”

While this is true of every quark and atom in the universe, 
it is especially true of human beings, made in the image 
of the Triune, communal, self-effusive God. As the famous 
African proverb puts it, “I am because we are.” As Vatican 
II has expressed it: “For by their innermost nature human 
beings are social beings, and unless they relate themselves 
to others they can neither live nor develop their potential.”63  
Human beings are especially made for encounter. All real 
human living is meeting!

Two aspects of encountering our sisters and brothers are 
particularly relevant in the context of these reflections on 
becoming prophets of encounter as religious women and 
men today. On the one hand we exercise our prophetic 
charism by being people of encounter within our religious 
communities. On the other, we are prophets of encounter as 
we encounter our sisters and brothers in ministry, especially 
on the peripheries. This follows Sandra Schneiders’s concise 
definition of “ministerial religious life” as “a Christian, 
mystical-prophetic lifeform given to the Church by the Holy 
Spirit … constituted by perpetual profession of consecrated 
celibacy, evangelical pverty, prophetic obedience lived in 
transcendent community and ministry.”64 

First, then, we exercise our vowed charism as prophets 
of encounter by the way we encounter our sisters and 
brothers in community. In his Apostolic Letter inaugurating 
the Year of Consecrated Life in 2014, Pope Francis quoted 
a document of the Congregation for Religious and Secular 
Institutes that urged religious to become “experts in 
communion.” He went on to quote a line from a talk that 
he had given several months previously to residents of 
Roman houses of religious formation, calling them to foster 
“the mysticism of encounter, which entails ‘the ability to 
hear, to listen to other people, the ability to see together 
ways and means.’” Then he added: “live in the light of 
the loving relationship of the three divine Persons (cf. 1Jn 
4:8), the model for all interpersonal relationships.” Several 
pages later, Francis insisted that “The consecrated life will 
not flourish as a result of brilliant vocation programs, but 
because the young people we meet find us attractive, 
because they see us as men and women who are happy! 

Similarly, the apostolic effectiveness of consecrated life does 
not depend on the efficiency of its methods. It depends 
on the eloquence of your lives, which radiate the joy and 
beauty of living the Gospel and following Christ to the full.”65  
My SVD Constitutions put it beautifully, and I’m sure that 
each one of your Constitutions says much the same thing: 
“sincere brotherly love, more than merely living and working 
together, will make us one.”66 

Such sincere brotherly (or sisterly) love can only be lived 
out in the honest of encounter—really meeting one another. 
One of our great challenges today, and one that I’m sure Sr. 
Teresa Maya will address, is the challenge of interculturality 
in our communities. As SVD anthropologist and long-time 
missionary Jon Kirby insists, they key to intercultural living 
is the life-long task of dealing honestly and creatively 
with cultural difference.67  Roger Schroeder speaks of 
interculturality as involving both mutual enrichment and 
challenge68 In private conversations with me, Roger has 
also insisted that interculturality is not just about culture. 
It is about being mutually enriched and challenged by 
intergenerational exchange, commitment to anti-racism, 
and—in communities where male and female members work 
closely with one another—commitment to gender equality. 
Authentic intercultural living hinges on the attentiveness 
that is open to encounter.

In the second place, we religious are prophets of encounter 
in our ministries, according to the charisms of our respective 
communities. As Pope Francis has said, such ministry 
depends on the “eloquence of our lives,” not simply on 
expertise or technique. To refer once more to Francis’s 
homily on the widow of Nain, our ministry needs to be 
grounded in “not just seeing but looking, not just hearing but 
listening, not just passing by, but stopping.” Just as Jesus 
encountered Levi in his tax collector’s booth—so powerfully 
depicted by Caravaggio’s painting of the scene; just as Jesus 
embraced and caressed the mourning widow of Nain or the 
leper at the beginning of Mark’s gospel (1:35-44); just as 
Jesus was moved in compassion by the hungry crowds—St 
Ephrem says that Jesus’ power was not the measure of the 
miracle but the people’s hunger69 —so we do ministry by 
really encountering, really meeting the men and women 
among whom we live and work.

Being prophets of encounter, however, calls us to the 
peripheries, the margins, where we “touch the suffering flesh 
of Christ in others.”70  We have great examples both in the 
history of religious life—e.g. Francis of Assisi and Vincent 
de Paul—and in the present day—e.g. Mother Teresa of 
Calcutta, Jesuit Greg Boyle accompanying gang members 
in East Los Angeles, Missionary of the Precious Blood David 
Kelly holding circles of reconciliation for restorative justice 
in the Back of the Yards neighborhood in Chicago, the 
Erie, Pennsylvania Benedictines in the inner city, trying to 
overcome, as they put it, “blight with beauty.”71  Timothy 
Scott writes that taking Pope Francis’s call seriously 
would mean that it is to the peripheries and the margins 
that communities should send their “best and brightest 
members.”72 Then the margins would be the true center 
of a community’s ministry, where encounter with the poor 
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members of the “disposable culture” that Francis so deplores 
in EG would be our evangelizers and our teachers.73 

Not all of us, of course, can encounter the women and men 
on the peripheries in our daily ministries—women and men 
religious are health care executives, theology teachers 
(like me), high school teachers, parish administrators and 
pastors, formation directors. But even these ministries give 
us occasion for such encounter and opportunities to be 
evangelized. Where are our hospitals located and whom 
do we serve? What kind of theology do we teach and how 
inclusive are our school admission policies? What are our 
parish priorities and how do we form our candidates? 

On his first journey outside the Vatican Pope Francis went 
to Lampedusa, the island in the Mediterranean that is the 
first landfall for African migrants to Europe. In the stunning 
homily that he gave there he asked the question: “’Has any 
one of us wept because of this situation and others like it?’ 
Has any one of us grieved for the death of these brothers 
and sisters? Has any of us wept for these persons who were 
on the boat? For the young mothers carrying their babies? 
For these men who were looking for a means of supporting 
their families? We are a society which has forgotten how to 
weep—to experience compassion—‘suffering with’ others. 
The globalization of indifference has taken from us the 
ability to weep”74 This “globalization of indifference” is, as I 
noted at the beginning of these reflections, just the opposite 
of the “culture of encounter.” Going to the peripheries may 
not only be a geographical journey. It may also be a journey 
of the heart, of the spirit, of attention to the news that is 
not just in the headlines, to the plight of women and men 
in Wim Wenders’ Salt of the Earth, the disturbing film that 
documents the amazing photography of Brazilian Sabastião 
Salgado.75 Our attentiveness can lead us to a prayer that 
arises out of encounter and can lead us to truly prophetic 
action. All real praying is meeting.

Conclusion
As religious today, we are called to be and to form women 
and men as prophets of encounter. We need to commit 
ourselves to being and forming women and men who 
announce and embody the gospel of encounter, recognizing 
the grace in the now. It is in this now that we encounter the 
Master of Encounter, Jesus the Christ, the God who meets 
us in the depth of ourselves, in our astounding world, and in 
our sisters and brothers wherever we truly look, listen, and 
extend our hands in a tender touch. Indeed, all real living is 
in this meeting.

Endnotes
1  Martin Buber, I and Thou (New York: Scribner’s, 1958), 11.

2  Buber, I and Thou, 34.

3  John Allen, “Francis and the Culture of Encounter,” National Catholic 
Reporter (December 20, 2013), https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/
ncr-today/francis-and-culture-encounter. 

4  Allen, “Francis and the Culture of Encounter.”

5  Romano Guardini, Libertad, gracia y destino (Bueonos Aires: Lumen, 
1994), 40.

6  Diego Fares, SJ, The Heart of Pope Francis: How a New Culture 
of Encounter is Changing the Church and the World (New York: 
Crossroad, 2015), 22. Quoting Jorge Maria Begoglio, Reflexiones 
en esperanza (Buenos Aires: USAL, 1992), 40ff.

7  Thomas J. Eagleston, “What Pope Francis Means by a Culture of 
Encounter,”  Houston Catholic Worker XXXIV, 3 (Jule-August, 
2015), http://cjd.org/2015/07/01/what-pope-francis-means-by-a-
culture-of-encounter/. 

8  Allen, “Francis and the Culture of Encounter.”

9  Pope Francis, Morning Meditation, “For a Culture of Encounter,” 
Tuesday, 13 September, 2016, https://w2.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/cotidie/2016/documents/papa-francesco-
cotidie_20160913_for-a-culture-of-encounter.html. 

10  Pope Francis, Vigil of Pentecost with the Ecclesial Movements,” May 
18, 2013. Quoted in Fares, The Heart of Pope Francis, 17.

11  Pope Francis, Angelus Message, September 1, 2013, quoted in Fares, 
The Heart of Pope Francis, 63.

12  Pope Francis, speaking with journalists on the flight from Rio de 
Janeiro to Rome, July 22, 2013, quoted in Fares, The Heart of Pope 
Francis, 69.

13  Francis, “For a Culture of Encounter.”

14  J. M. Bergoglio, “Educar en la cultura del encuentro,” September 1, 
1999, quoted in Fares, The Heart of Pope Francis, 41.

15  Pope Francis, Visit to the Community of Varginha, July 25, 2013, 
quoted in Fares, The Heart of Pope Francis, 69.

16  See Fares, the Heart of Pope Francis, 69.

17  Pope Francis, Video Message on the Occasion of the Feast of 
St. Cajetan, August 7, 2013, quoted in Fares, The Heart of Pope 
Francis, 72.

18  Aparecida Document, http://www.celam.org/aparecida/Ingles.
pdf, 360, quoted in Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii 
Gaudium (EG), http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html, 10. 

19  Eagleston, “What Pope Francis Means.” My emphasis.

20  Pope Francis, Apostolic Letter at the start of the Year of 
Consecrated Life, https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco_lettera-ap_20141121_
lettera-consacrati.html, 2.

21  Francis, “For a Culture of Encounter.”

22  Francis, Apostolic Letter at the start of the Year of Consecrated Life.

23  Francis, Apostolic Letter at the start of the Year of Consecrated Life.

24 Francis, Apostolic Letter at the start of the Year of Consecrated Life; 
Antonio Spadaro, A Big Heart Open to God: A Conversation with 
Pope Francis (New York: HarperOne/America Press, 2013), 36.

25 Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (EG), 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/
documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-
gaudium.html, 24.

26 “Be prophets of joy, not misfortune, pope tells nuns,” http://www.
catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/be-prophets-of-
joy-not-misfortune-pope-tells-nuns.cfm. 

27 Francis, Apostolic Letter at the start of the Year of Consecrated Life.

28 On Francis’s frequent use of the term, see Timothy Scott, CSB, 
“Pope Francis and the Periphery,” CRC Bulletin, 11, 1 (Winter, 2014), 
http://www.crc-canada.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/P_-10-
11-Pope-Francis-and-the-Periphery.pdf. 



20 Religious Formation Conference

29 Marilyn King, RSM, “Are We Fascinating? Religious Life as a 
Prophetic Life Form,” http://www.mercyworld.org/_uploads/_
cknw/files/2015/2-King_Are%20We%20fascinating.pdf, 3. 
Referring to Gerhard Lohfink, No Irrelevant Jesus: On Jesus and 
the Church Today (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2014).

30 King, “Are We Fascinating?,” 4.

31 Mary Oliver, “Do You Think There Is Anything Not Attached By Its 
Unbreakable Cord to Everything Else?” in A Sense of Wonder: The 
World’s Best Writers on the Sacred, the Profane, and the Ordinary, 
edited by Brian Doyle (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2016), 26.

32 Wendell Berry, “The Wild Geese.” The Poem can be 
accessed at http://writersalmanac.publicradio.org/index.
php?date=2003/08/05. 

33 Philip Toynbee, Part of a Journey: An Autobiographical Journal 
1977-79 (London: Collins, Fount Paperback, 1981), 56. Quoted in 
Esther de Waal, Lost in Wonder: Rediscovering the Spiritual Art of 
Attentiveness (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2003), 62.

34 Paul Woodruff, Reverence: Renewing a Forgotten Virtue (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 24.

35 A classic essay on this is Richard A. Schweder and Edmund J. 
Bourne, “Does the Concept of Person Vary Cross-Culturally?, 
in Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, Self and Emotion, edited 
by Richard A. Schweder and Edmund J. Bourne (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984), 158-99.

36 Paul Hawken, “Healing or Stealing? The Best Commencement 
Address Ever,” in A Sense of Wonder, 191.

37 Marilynne Robinson, Gilead (New York: Picador—Farrar, Straus, and 
Giroux, 2004), 124.

38 Robinson, Gilead, 125.

39 Woodruff, Reverence, 3.

40 Nancy Dellavalle, “The Casualties of Commitment,” Give Us This Day, 
August 21, 2017, 225.

41 Vatican Council II, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen 
Gentium (LG), http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/
ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-
gentium_en.html, Chapter V, 39-42. 

42 I have never seen this phrase of Dunne’s in print. However he would 
repeat it in almost every class session. For a deeper reflection on 
this, see my talk, given as the CTU Emmaus Program Spring, 2017 
Retreat: “Tending the Gardens of Your Heart’s Desire,” hitherto 
unpublished.

43 Elizabeth A. Johnson, Ask the Beasts: Darwin and the God of Love 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 156.

44 Rowan Williams, cited in de Waal, Lost in Wonder: Rediscovering the 
Spiritual Art of Attentiveness, 95.

45 Ralph Harper, On Presence: Variations and Reflections (Philadelphia: 
Trinity Press International, 1991), 93-94. Quoted in de Waal, Lost in 
Wonder, 5. 

46 De Waal, Lost in Wonder, 7.

47 De Waal, Lost in Wonder, 7-8.

48 Pablo Neruda, from “Ode to Things,” Neruda’s Garden, An 
Anthology of Odes, selected and translated by Maria Jacketti 
(Pittsburgh: Latin American Library Review Press, 1995), 227-33. 
Quoted in de Waal, Lost in Wonder, 8. Mary Oliver, “The Poet Visits 
the Museum of Fine Arts,” Thirst (Boston: Beacon Press, 2007), 
5-6.

49 See John Wood Oman, Honest Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1941), 194. See my treatment of this passage in 
Stephen B. Bevans, John Oman and His Doctrine of a Personal God 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 58-59.

50 Michael J. Gorman, Becoming the Gospel: Paul, Participation, and 
Mission (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2015), 106-41.

51 Rob Bell, Love Wins: A Book about Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of 
Every Person Who Ever Lived (New York: HarperOne, 2011).

52 Juan Luis Segundo, Christ in the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1987), 22-26.

53 Mark Oakley, The Collage of God, Second Edition (Norwich, UK: 
Canterbury Press, 2012), 25, 27

54 Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus, Opening Message for the Year of 
Mercy, https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/
documents/papa-francesco_bolla_20150411_misericordiae-
vultus.html

55 Denis Edwards, Breath of Life: A Theology of the Creator Spirit 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004), 34.

56 Johnson, Ask the Beasts, 159.

57 Ilia Delio, The Emergent Christ: Exploring the Meaning of Catholic in 
an Evolutionary Universe (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2011), 10.

58 Johnson, Ask the Beasts, 164.

59 Edwards, Breath of Life, 13-15.

60 Serge Brunier, The Great Atlas of the Stars (Buffalo, NY: Firefly, 
2001), 96-98. Quoted in Thomas F. O’Meara, “Community as 
Primal Reality,” Theological Studies 78, 2 (June, 2017): 436. 

61 O’Meara, “Community as Primal Reality,” 436-37.

62 O’Meara, “Community as Primal Reality,” 437.

63 Vatican Council II, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World, Gaudium et Spes (GS), http://www.vatican.va/
archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_
const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html, 12.

64 Definition given in a handout in a workshop by Sandra Schneiders. 
Quoted by King, “Are We Fascinating?” 3. My emphasis.

65 Francis, Apostolic Letter at the start of the Year of Consecrated Life.

66 SVD Constitutions, 303.

67 John P. Kirby, “Building Intercultural Competence,” in Intercultural 
Living, edited by Lazar Stanislaus and Martin Ueffing (Sankt 
Augustin, Germany / New Delhi, India: Steyler Verlag /ISPCK, 
2015), 114-34, see esp. 117.

68 Roger Schroeder, “Missionary Discipleship in Glocal Contexts from 
an Intercultural Perspective.” The essay will be published in a 
book written by SVD and SSpS missiologists tentatively entitled 
Missionary Discipleship in Glocal Contexts. I am referring in this 
section to p. 5 of the manuscript.

69 Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on the Diatessaron, in Give Us This 
Day, August 7, 2017, 83.

70 EG 24. 

71 The classic book on Mother Teresa is Malcolm Muggeridge, 
Something Beautiful for God (New York: Harper and Row, 1986), 
originally published in 1971; Gregory Boyle, Tattoos on the Heart: 
The Power of Boundless Compassion (New York: Free Press, 2010); 
on David Kelley and the Precious Blood Ministry of Reconciliaton, 
see https://pbmr.org/staff/david-kelly/; Mary Lou Kownacki, 
“Overcoming Blight with Beauty,” LCWR Occasional Papers 
(Summer, 2015): 10-12.

72 Scott, “Pope Francis on Religious Life.”

73 EG, 53, 198.

74  Pope Francis, Homily at Lampedusa, https://w2.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/homilies/2013/documents/papa-
francesco_20130708_omelia-lampedusa.html. 

75  Watch the film at https://www.theguardian.com/film/video/2015/
jul/17/salt-of-the-earth-video-review. 



InFormation Special Edition 21

RFC Program Dates to Remember

ForMission
The May 31-June 8, 2018 residential session of ForMission, 
the Conference’s signature formation program for religious 
new to or preparing for formation ministry within their 
congregations, will welcome a new cohort as well as 
returning participants. Application deadline for those 
intending to join the new cohort will be April 16, 2018.

Life Commitment Program 
The Life Commitment Program, for women and men  
who are approaching or discerning final profession in  
their congregations, will be held in Leavenworth, KS,  
July 16-24, 2018.  May 16, 2018 is the application deadline 
for applicants to the LPC, a program the Conference  
has offered for more than thirty years.

Visit the RFC website for updated program information!

save the date

October 24-27, 2019
LOUISVILLE, KY  |  CROWNE PLAZA LOUISVILLE AIRPORT

FOR THE 

2019 RFC CONGRESS

2018 Orientation to Formation Program
October 12-14, 2018 - Catholic Theological Union, Chicago, IL
 An orientation for understanding and approaching ministry of formation for those who are preparing to and/or serving in 
the ministry of formation and for leaders who oversee their congregational formation process. Participants and presenters 
will explore together the vision and context of formation today, practical helps for working with today’s generation of 
women and men in formation, and formators’ on-going need for good self-care.

http://www.relforcon.org



