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Editor's note: On Oct. 7, 1979, Sr. Theresa Kane, then president of the Leadership
Conference of Women Religious and leader of the Sisters of Mercy of the Union,
greeted Pope John Paul II at the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception. Her
carefully chosen words included this sentence: "Our contemplation leads us to state
that the church, in its struggle to be faithful to its call for reverence and charity for
all persons, must respond by providing the possibility of women as persons being
included in all the ministries of our church." In a recently released biography, To
Speak the Truth in Love: A Biography of Theresa Kane RSM, St. Joseph Sr. Christine
Schenk details Kane's journey to leadership and her strength and persistence in the
face of the Vatican's reaction and efforts to remove her from office. Schenk's
column, Simply Spirit, appears regularly in Global Sisters Report and National
Catholic Reporter, and she is a board member of NCR. Global Sisters Report is
reprinting two excerpts with permission from Orbis Books. This is the second of the
two. Read the first.
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LCWR leaders would themselves soon journey to Rome for their customary annual
meeting with officials from the Sacred Congregation for Religious and Secular
Institutes (SCRIS) scheduled for November 6-9. Shortly thereafter, Theresa attended
the International Union of Superiors General (UISG) council meeting, a gathering of



sister leaders from all over the world. Theresa and LCWR leadership hoped to
schedule a meeting with Pope John Paul II while they were in Rome. They quickly
received promises of support from Archbishop John Quinn, Archbishop Jean Jadot,
and SCRIS prefect Cardinal Eduardo Pironio. The cardinals' plenary assembly made a
November meeting with the pope impossible, however, so it was decided to try
again after the first of the year.

LCWR always sent their proposed agenda ahead of time. For this meeting it
included: (1) processes for preparing and approving new constitutions, (2) reports on
ongoing dialogue about two LCWR studies, Patterns in Authority and Obedience and
Women and Ministry, and (3) discussion of "significant directions" in US religious life.
When SCRIS secretary, Archbishop Augustin Mayer, OSB, wrote back, he informed
LCWR that because of the pontiff's recent reiteration of the traditional teaching on
female ordination, SCRIS had removed the Women and Ministry Study as an agenda
item. The congregation also added a new agenda item, requesting that Theresa
clarify her greeting to the Holy Father.

Theresa tactfully replied October 25 with a request to reinstate the Women and
Ministry agenda item, since this study was about "the involvement of women in the
ministry of the Church as already effected and of women as recipients of the
Church's ministry." Further, she wrote, "The word 'ministry' as used increasingly
here in the United States ... is not synonymous with ordination but rather implies the
broader area signified by the word 'apostolate.' " She informed SCRIS that she would
also be "most happy" to share her "observations of clarification" about the Shrine
event at the November meeting.

In light of the agenda change, the LCWR executive committee met beforehand to
strategize ways of approaching a potentially difficult meeting. Since it was likely that
Rome had received only negative letters about Theresa's greeting, they decided to
select one hundred of the positive letters they had received from clergy, laity, and
religious leaders to present to SCRIS. Sympathetic clergy were notified and given the
opportunity to request that their letters not be included. LCWR past president Saint
Joseph Sister Mary Dooley suggested inviting Mother Alice Anita Murphy, of the
Sisters of St. Joseph of Philadelphia, who was already planning to attend the UISG
gathering. Although a member of Consortium Perfectae Caritatis — an organization
of more conservative sisters — Mother Alice Anita was known for her dialogic
approach and respect for diversity. She agreed to attend. Other LCWR members who
attended were Sister Mary Dooley, Blessed Virgin Mary Sister Joan Doyle, Carondelet



St. Joseph Superior Mary Kevin Ford, and Sister of Charity Barbara Thomas.
Congregation of Divine Providence Sister Lora Ann Quiñonez — who was the
executive secretary of LCWR and fluent in Spanish — completed the delegation.
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Archbishop Mayer was not able to attend, and, because of the cardinals' assembly,
Cardinal Pironio could not be present for every session. The three-day meeting was
therefore chaired by the Rev. Basil Heiser, OFM, an American who had served as
undersecretary to SCRIS until 1984. Other SCRIS attendees included three sisters —
one British and two Americans — and two more religious order priests, one British
and one French Canadian.

Sisters Mary Dooley, Lora Ann Quiñonez, and Theresa had been asked to arrive three
days early to meet privately with Cardinal Pironio and discuss a possible meeting
with the pope. Upon their arrival, however, the meeting was summarily cancelled,
not once but twice. The sudden change of plans prompted Theresa to reflect wryly
on the differences in "the culture, style and approach" of the Vatican compared to
what was customary in the United States. In her communiqué to the LCWR National
Board she wrote: "We succeeded in letting our sense of humor overshadow our
sense of frustration and discouragement at the inefficiency, or perhaps even
thoughtlessness in how much was involved in adjusting schedules for three of us to
be there several days in advance." Fortunately, the trio had "an excellent
conference" with British Sister of Notre Dame de Namur Mary Linscott of SCRIS in
the interim.

Sister Mary Dooley was able to arrange for a large apartment that would
accommodate the seven LCWR sisters during the week they were in Rome. Before
the first meeting, Theresa proposed two strategies to enhance their sense of
mutuality and empowerment. "I don't think we should go in and have them lead the
meeting, and tell us everything," she said. "Why don't we set this up? I will co-chair
with Father Heiser. The two of us will then work with everyone around the table to
look at the different issues."

The other LCWR members "loved the idea," as well as her proposal to intersperse
group members around the table rather than having SCRIS sit on one side and LCWR
on the other. Having attended this meeting previously as president-elect, Theresa



knew she wanted a different dynamic. Fr. Heiser had no idea this request was
coming. On hearing no objections from other SCRIS staff, he agreed to it.

After the opening prayer, Theresa inquired if Cardinal Pironio was coming or if they
were to start without him. She was assured that he would be coming, although at
present he was unavoidably detained. Theresa then wisely gave Fr. Heiser control of
what was potentially the most contentious issue: "Now, before we start, you wanted
the greeting to the pope to be clarified. It's on the agenda, but I'm going to leave it
up to you, Fr. Heiser, to let me know when you want me to clarify it."

The priest thanked her saying, "Now we want to hold that until Cardinal Pironio's
here." Theresa nodded, "Fine. Then, I won't bring it up again. You'll bring it up when
you're ready." She remembers thinking to herself, "If you never bring it up, I'll never
bring it up."

Related: Women in church leadership: 40 years after Sr. Theresa Kane's request to
pope

At evening meetings held on Monday and Tuesday, the group addressed the other
agenda items. Cardinal Pironio did not attend either of those days. The next meeting
was to be held for two hours on Friday morning. On Thursday, however, Cardinal
Pironio was finally able to meet privately for ninety minutes with Sisters Lora Ann,
Theresa, and Mary Dooley.

On Friday morning, Fr. Heiser announced that he had just received word that
Cardinal Pironio "is very sorry he's unable to be with us today." The undersecretary
then moved to the issue of the greeting at the Shrine. He first noted that SCRIS had
received newspaper clippings and a number of negative letters, characterizing them
as "information that led the Sacred Congregation to the formation of a judgment."
He then asked Theresa to offer her clarification. Theresa agreed, but first she said, "I
would like to give my clarification in full, from beginning to end, without any
questions. I will take any questions you have after I finish. Is that acceptable to you
and to your staff?" After looking around Fr. Heiser agreed.

Theresa then recounted LCWR's fruitless requests for a private meeting with the
pope when he was in the United States. She addressed why a private meeting was
important in light of the pope's public presentations about "a much more traditional
view of religious life, which we appreciate and respect, but which [because of
Vatican II directives] many active orders of apostolic sisters are no longer following."
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She reiterated the four points of her greeting, (1) to welcome the pope to the Shrine,
(2) to speak about the lives of the sisters, (3) to express solidarity with the pope in
advocacy for the poor, and (4) to speak about women in the church. She then
reprised the history of LCWR on women's issues, noting that "all through the '70s
every assembly was about women in church and society," and referring to LCWR's
1975 "overwhelming endorsement" of a conference on women's ordination. She
closed by explaining they had received a great deal of positive publicity and
thousands of letters, which were in the process of being analyzed. She presented a
hundred positive letters from clergy, laity, and religious and promised to send a
summary of the analysis to SCRIS when it was completed.

After Theresa finished her presentation, a SCRIS member — who was a sister —
acknowledged that she hadn't realized that people were actually affirming what
Theresa had said: "We just received all negative publicity." When Lora Ann asked
the source of the negative publicity, the sister admitted that everyone had been
given free subscriptions to The Wanderer, and that everything there was negative
and so, she said, "we really didn't have any positive impressions." As Theresa
recalls, Lora Ann's Latin temperament emerged with a vehement response: "I am
scandalized, I am totally scandalized that I am sitting here, the highest echelon of
the Catholic Church and you tell me that you made a judgment about some sister
based on The Wanderer? I think that is a disgrace. Period."

Silence briefly ensued. Then another SCRIS member, who had freely admitted to
forming views based on the newspaper articles and negative correspondence,
singled out the sentence in the greeting that referred to the inclusion of women in
all church ministries. He said it was inopportune to raise the issue, since the pope
had explicitly stated that it is not in the tradition of the church to ordain women. He
criticized bringing a "matter of that nature to public attention," saying that such
discussions should take place "at an opportune time and place." He added that in
her position as president and as official representative of women religious, Theresa
should not have taken such a stand.

Theresa vividly recalls a sister member of SCRIS who then asked if she was familiar
with Inter Insigniores, the 1976 papal encyclical opposing the ordination of women.
"I've read that document very carefully," Theresa replied. She mentioned Cardinal
Terence Cooke's invitation to New York LCWR members — before the encyclical was
publicly announced — to meet with diocesan theologians. "In section five it says that
ordination is a mystery of the Church that requires continued dialogue as we move



into the future. That's my understanding and therefore I am concluding that you
want to continue dialogue on that issue," she said firmly.

But the sister replied, "We wanted to make sure we clarified that you didn't include
ordination. You didn't include ordination, did you Sister Theresa?"

Theresa well remembers her heated reply: "So I answered, 'Excuse me. I want
everyone in this room to know and please put it in the minutes, that I included the
ordination of women in my greeting. And I want it included. Period.' "

Recalling the interaction Theresa suspects that "what they wanted was to walk out
of the room and say, 'Sister Theresa clarified her greeting and she did not include
ordination.' So I was very strong on that point and that's how we ended."

Christine Schenk, CSJ; To Speak the Truth in Love (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2019.)
Reprinted with permission of Orbis Books. All rights reserved.


