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As I thought and prayed about what was important for me to share today, I was led to the scripture passage which we felt was significant enough for us to place in the preface to our constitutions: Let that same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself… The word exploit certainly is a negative one for us, and probably not one we are able to identify ourselves with. Another translation, though, says “he did not deem equality with God something to be grasped at…”  That to me says volumes about my attitude. What am I grasping at? Importantly today, I think we need to ask ourselves, “What are we grasping at?”

We have heard over and over again that this is a time like no other. As we experience the environment around us through our neighborhoods, our church, the local and national news, and the threats to our fragile earth, we can easily become overwhelmed by the suffering we see. This day, as we begin Chapter 2024, let us open our hearts and ask the question: Who are we, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Philadelphia, called to be this month, this year, and as we move into the future? Who are we becoming? With whom are we called to stand?

These past five years have brought many personal gifts. I have worked with dedicated women who share a passion for our mission: our area delegates, our healthcare team, and the members of our general council. Each of us is very different and brings different gifts. Coming together as a leadership team, we have certainly had our challenges but, in the end, we respect each other as individuals and for the contributions of each. Early in our term we dealt with the unimaginable impact of the pandemic. Perhaps our relationship as team would have been different otherwise, but that was not our choice.
For many of us, the pandemic will always be a reminder of long, lonely days, living with uncertainty and fear, and some significant losses. The outbreaks of violence we witnessed, if only on television, highlighted inequities that have been with us for generations. On so many levels, we wondered if we would ever get through it. I can still see myself sitting in the office alone, often making phone calls to sisters in the Villa, isolated in their rooms for so long. Just the recollection of it brings sadness. What relief I felt as things shifted and began to open up again. In my relief, which I still experience, I sometimes wonder if I missed the point. Am I simply happy it has ended, or can I recognize and appreciate the opportunity and invitation to change my way of thinking and acting, our way of thinking and acting, and acknowledge how vulnerable we are.  The events that we all experienced reminded us, as evidenced by the many ways we responded by offering service to our sisters and brothers, how much we have compared to most of the world. I never need to worry about food or utility bills, medicine, or adequate healthcare when I need it. I have a car for personal use, and I don’t wonder if I will be able to afford to retire. I am better educated than most, and I take for granted the privilege that goes with that. In his book “From Generosity to Justice,” Darren Walker, the President of the Ford Foundation, addresses those who have resources and desire to make an impact. He writes “Acknowledging the ways we have been gifted with opportunities and resources unavailable to others is essential to the work of justice. It both allows us to see the systems of privilege at play and endows us with an ability to alter them for the betterment of all people.” We will always be about the work of justice because charity, as good as it is, is not enough. How do we use the lens of justice as we make decisions for ourselves and our ministries?  What have we been grasping at that those long months of isolation and violence should have made less important? 

So often today people, especially religious, talk about transformation. I’ve come to realize that, for most of us, it is the little things that change our hearts and help transform us. Our willingness to forgive or be forgiven, to reach out to the dear neighbor, close by or at some distance, to accept what is beyond our control but sometimes can be so difficult.  I also believe a significant part of the transformation needed for us today is what we have referred to so often as “moving from the I to the we.” Understanding what that means for us is an area where we could use some deeper conversation. Many of us entered the Congregation when there seemed little room for individual identity. Through the past many decades, the pendulum has swung to a strong sense of autonomy. As our constitutions say, “we recognize and affirm the blessedness of our diversity” but how are we called to maintain a sense of communal identity? How does this communal identity affect our daily living? Our choices? Our relationships? It is our identity as Sisters of St. Joseph that gives us moral authority and creditability. How do we use this to act in service to the needs of our times?

You know that a significant part of our efforts over the past year and a half have been collaborating with consultants to position ourselves to better address our current realities as we prepare for our future.  What we have done to date is just the beginning. Our work with Plante Moran raised many questions regarding our relationship with our sponsored ministries. Those ministries are very diverse, each with its own history, purpose, blessings and challenges. What is true for all, though, is that they exist to give flesh to our mission, the union of ourselves, and all people with God, and one another. As the Congregation changes, the relationship with those ministries will continue to change. That change will involve both legal and canonical decisions that we, as a Congregation, will need to make. As a result of our work with Plante Moran, we have, as we shared previously, expanded the Office of Sponsorship. Based on our practical realities, we know we will continue to have fewer sisters in leadership in those ministries. You can see where that shift has already begun to happen. Grateful for all that has been, we need to continually look at the paradigm shift, learn from others, and be deliberate about the choices we make. We are very blessed to have leadership in the Office of Sponsorship with professional expertise and commitment to our mission, who will work with us to explore options and develop plans so that our mission will be sustained into the future. 

I would like to revisit a few of the slides that Sister Mary Pellegrino shared with us during our work with Plante-Moran. The first one illustrates the shift which all congregations are experiencing at this time. At one time, the focus of our efforts was on membership, core to our existence. Now, we have come to appreciate that we exist for the sake of our mission, as women of the Gospel. As a leadership team, coping as we all are with the rapidity of change, we have come to realize that too much of our time is spent on management. Mary’s second slide shows the desire of many women religious today to move from a “division of labor” among a leadership team, to become more holistic and choose where we need to put our energy. I know our current team members would all agree that one of the most satisfying aspects of our ministry is the rare moment when we can dream together, brainstorm, ask “what if,” and think creatively. With the assistance of KEB, we have worked toward divesting ourselves of the management functions needed to run “the business” of the congregation. We recently shared with you a framework which begins to articulate what the tasks of future leaders could look like. As we shifted our efforts to focus on our canonical responsibilities, we now have in place three executive administrators who will truly be “partners in mission” with leadership and assume the management functions. This slide from our work with KEB, begins to identify what specific duties we will shift. We have confidence that our Executive Administrators, who will meet regularly with the council, again bring both professional experience and skills needed to guide us, along with an understanding of, and commitment to, our mission. The last slide shows our hope for us: that our mission of unioning love is central to all we are and do, whether as members, Associates, or sponsored ministries. Our hope is that our leaders can be collaborative and creative, more contemplative, and be willing and able to dream with us.

Even as I listen to myself, I feel like it sounds easy. In no way am I suggesting it is easy. All this will require a culture shift for us. We are changing some internal structures, but the real need is to change attitudes and behaviors. Think back over our history. We are and have been known as a group who slowly implement change. As we were celebrating Bethany’s first vows, a group of us were reminiscing about the 20-year span in which we adjusted from our traditional habit. Slow and steady has worked for us in the past. We have had leaders who were attentive to the spirit, moving prayerfully, cautiously, and steadily. God has been with us. Again, I repeat this is a time like no other. Our continuing fidelity to our call as consecrated women brings a sense of urgency. Even our recent history regarding our decisions around Cape May shows a prolonged deliberation and attentiveness to collaboration, our commitment to serve the needs of the congregation, and our sisters and brothers. All of that is good, but the urgency of this time will not allow us that luxury. How do we hold on to the best of us (our mission) and let go of what will ultimately not be in service to our mission?

I hope you get the idea that we’ve been working hard! As I said earlier, we have just begun and there is much work ahead. There are two specific areas I would like to raise because they will be critical for our next leaders as they begin. You have heard us refer to the role of commissary as one which is a relatively new form of governance in congregations who no longer have leadership capacity among their own members. We will continue to have opportunities in the spring and fall to educate ourselves and reflect on our ability to support other congregations in this way. While this may be an immediate need for some groups, all religious today are called to be open, courageous, and creative as our life continues to unfold and the area of governance is one which needs the serious attention of all. I do not expect that Commissaries will be the solution. There are a significant number of Congregations looking to have someone fill this role at the present time. The issue is much larger. The bigger question is can we be courageous enough to come together in new ways to support each other as religious life evolves. I will again quote Sandra Schneiders words to us: This is not a time for faint-heartedness, diminished dreams, cutting back and circling the wagons and hanging on for dear life in the hope that the lights won’t go out on our watch….It is a time for courageous and visionary leadership, corporate imagination, loyal and challenging discipleship, wide awake dreaming and energetic action, generous openness to the “other” even as we cultivate the identity and particularity of our distinctive charisms.”

The second issue that I believe is of critical importance for us is our Villa. Often, we hear and say how blessed we are to have it, and we certainly are. Our leaders 60 years ago were women of vision, diligent in their effort to care for our members, especially as they aged. They overcame many obstacles in their desire to anticipate our needs. They took the risk of having us participate in social security and built our Villa. Today, we are happy to share our home with others, especially religious from other congregations. Our need for our Villa will change dramatically within a relatively short time. As you look at this slide, you can see that our projection for members who will be in residence at the Villa will begin to change significantly within about five years. We generally count on about two hundred sisters to live there for services to be cost effective for a building that size. In about five years our membership will begin to drop, and we will not have the need that we currently do, even with other religious sharing our home. It will be imperative that our next leaders be as courageous as our foremothers and prepared to address the capacity issues early in their term. There is no question that we will continue to be able to care for our sisters and we want to be responsible stewards of congregational resources at the same time. Now is the time for “anticipatory thinking,” so that we can prepare for what we know will be ahead.  On a lighter note, we don’t want to be surprised! 

It may sound as though I have more questions than answers and that is very true! No one of us, leader or member, has the answers. Together, we will live into the questions. In her interview in the recent issue of the Occasional Papers, Connie Zwieg shared “Every rite of passage has three stages: letting go of past roles and identities, stepping into the unknown, and emerging renewed.” This is our time to let go, to stop grasping, and to step into the unknown together. We are all called to this time for God’s plan, and we will face it together. We have enough and we are enough. We follow the One who emptied himself- and he asks no less of us.

Finally, I want to thank you with all my heart for trusting me and calling me to this place in this time as part of the evolution of religious life with you, amazing, committed women who are part of a global sisterhood. You have challenged me to be immersed in mission and the gift of accompaniment. I am sorry for anything I have done that has caused hurt or pain. As I recently heard someone say, I’m not the best, but I have tried. I am forever changed. Thank you!


Maureen G. Erdlen, SSJ



