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PROPOSAL 

PASTORAL CONCERN 

Communal prayer is an essential element of 

religious life. The Constitutions and the Mission 

Statement of the Youngstown Ursulines affirm the basic 

need for communal prayer in the lives of their members. 

These ministerially active women are called upon 

to participate in the official daily prayer of the 

Church, to create ways of praying together, and to 

deepen their lives by sharing their experiences of 

faith and prayer. 

The Complementary document to the Constitutions 

reiterates the importance of communal prayer in the 

lives of Ursuline women. It encourages them within 

their local communities to create ways of praying 

together on a regular basis. Members also support 

friendship with one another by praying together. 

The Mission Statement of the community parallels 

these sentiments. It acknowledges that the community's 

ministries flow from and in turn enrich their members’ 

prayer. So, members celebrate the paschal mystery in 

human experience, in Scripture and in sacrament.  



Frequently however, the daily or regular 

experience of many Ursulines with communal prayer is 

not congruent with these expectations. Communal prayer 

is a void in the lives of many of these apostolic women 

religious. 

There are historical and cultural reasons for this 

present experience. Historically, the Youngstown 

Ursulines are a community of apostolic women religious. 

They have responded to the invitation of Vatican II to 

renew their lives by returning to the original vision 

of their founder St. Angela. Renewal and adaptation 

has led them to examine their common life and to 

diversify their ministries. This plurality in ministry 

enables Ursulines to work for the reign of God. 

Culturally, since Vatican II and the renewal 

process, many factors coalesced to influence communal 

prayer. The multiplicity of ministries, the greying of 

membership, the small number of Ursulines in local 

convents, and the shrinking of the community all affect 

participation in communal prayer. Now, thirty years 

after Vatican II, the Ursulines of Youngstown number 

ninety-three members. These women involve themselves 

in over twenty different ministries. A contemporary  



picture of the ministerial service of the community 

looks like this: 

Full time ministry...... 

Part time ministry... ceeesese..24 

Full time community service... 7 

Fullitime Study... ses esvsnsnss 4 

Not only fewer members but also aging members 

comprise the community. The median age is now sixty- 

three, and thirty-seven women are younger than sixty. 

The Motherhouse in Canfield, Ohio is the home for 

sixty members. Seventeen separate residences house 

thirty-three women religious. Six Ursulines live at 

each of the two largest local convents. 

Less tangible realities and observable factors 

also add to the complexity of communal prayer. Part of 

the renewal process begun at Vatican II included an 

affirming of personal autonomy. Today, each Ursuline 

is encouraged to explore and develop her gifts and 

talents. So at any one moment there is a dissimilarity 

of opinions and beliefs. These differences among 

members of the Ursuline community are a reality that 

influences efforts at communal prayer.  



Another reality is the availability of 

psychological services that assists women religious in 

identifying and articulating their needs and emotions. 

Differing psychological needs of members confound 

efforts at communal prayer. 

Besides this, the split among most religious along 

liberal and conservative lines adds to the concerns 

about communal prayer. These words signal important 

differences in such areas as theology, language, and 

role of women. Such sensitive areas directly effect 

attempts at participation in communal prayer. The 

resultant tensions and lack of interest in many 

Ursuline women flows from both historical and cultural 

factors which give a different face to the lived 

reality of communal prayer in community today. 

Although plurality and diversity characterize 

religious life today, living the monastic horarium is 

an expectation that many still try to reconcile with a 

ministerially active life. Members of the Ursuline 

Community of Youngstown identify themselves as 

ecclesial women. They believe that their simple common 

life in community is a prophetic sign of the "already" 

but "not yet" reign of God. The communal dimension of  
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their prayer is an area of painful incongruity for many 

and contributes to the felt discord of identifying with 

the Church. While the official documents of the 

community and the Church highlight the importance of 

prayer together, the lived experience of many members 

conflicts with the expectations of these documents. 

Church tradition continues to emphasize that 

individual and communal prayer are important elements 

in religious life. Personal prayer nourishes the 

contemplative stance toward life and is important for 

any woman religious engaged in apostolic mission. 

Communal prayer is equally essential. Shared 

reflection on the Word of God is constitutive of a 

religious community's life and mission. Shared 

reflection on the Word of God leads persons to invite 

and support one another to faithfulness to the Word in 

ministry. 

Communal prayer also flows naturally from 

reflection on ministry. Intercession for the needs of 

others, praise and thanksgiving for God's presence 

among people, and discernment for future direction are 

some ingredients which make up communal prayer. 

Presence to each other and to God in communal prayer  



enables women religious to be that presence in 

ministry. 

One facet of Ursuline religious life that enables 

members to continue deepening their participation in 

the mission of Jesus whose presence transformed the 

world is communal prayer. Therefore, offering 

recommendations to the community and proposing models 

for promoting communal prayer among the Ursulines of 

Youngstown will assist these ministerially active women 

to integrate and harmonize their culturally lived 

experience with the expectations of both the Church and 

the community. 

 



RESPONSE 

I will invite a cross-generational group of six or 

seven Ursulines to form a committee with me. This 

committee will work together to probe and consider not 

only the culturally lived experience of communal prayer 

in the community, but also the expectations we have of 

ourselves as reflected in our official community 

documents. 

Using a theological reflection process, we will 

surface our ideas and experiences. Next, we will 

attempt to extract meaning from this information and 

summarize our findings. Then we will dialogue with 

these results in terms of our faith. Such interaction 

will require several sessions. 

When this process is completed, we will begin to 

investigate our perceptions about communal prayer and 

consider changing some of these perceptions. Our focus 

will be to dream, create, and attempt to describe how 

communal prayer might function in an ideal community 

setting. 

After examining the data from our theological 

reflection process and our corporate dreaming sessions, 

we will write recommendations which will assist 

Ursulines in their discussions and planning of communal  



prayer. Finally, we will propose a model or models 

for praying together that will reflect both the 

historical moment and the cultural influences on this 

moment. 

At the end, using the models we designed, we will 

gather for communal prayer and attempt to implement the 

recommendations. 

These recommendations and the proposed models will 

address the problem many Ursulines experience with 

communal prayer. The recommendations will touch upon 

whatever will contribute to quality communal prayer. 

Both the recommendations and the proposed models will 

be available to the local communities to assist them in 

praying together. 

Therefore, the goal of this project is to provide 

the Ursuline Community of Youngstown, Ohio with a set 

of recommendations and a proposed model for communal 

prayer. Reflecting the expectations of the 

Constitutions, the project encourages and promotes the 

experience of communal prayer. Furthermore, the 

project attempts to fill the void, decrease tensions, 

and promote interest in communal prayer. The following 

objectives will direct the project:  



To investigate the lived experience of 

Ursulines with communal prayer 

To explore the meaning of the language used 

for communal prayer in the documents of the 

community 

To explore Ursulines' perceptions of communal 

prayer and to consider changing some of these 

perceptions 

To dream and envision an ideal community 

where communal prayer is energizing and in 

turn energizes the community 

To translate the dreams and knowledge gained 

from interaction with the committee into a 

sample model or models and a set of 

suggestions for communal prayer 

To test the usefulness of the completed 

project by gathering the committee together 

to experience communal prayer according to 

the design 

 



METHOD OF EVALUATION 

The committee will determine if the proposed 

recommendations and model for communal prayer will 

enable the ministerially active women of the Ursuline 

community to integrate and harmonize their lived 

experience of communal prayer with the expectations of 

their Constitutions. In order to do this, the 

committee itself will study, discuss and refine these 

recommendations and the models designed. This 

reflection, discussion, and refinement will be 

completed over several weeks. Since all members of the 

committee are Ursuline women, and competent at using a 

method of self-evaluation, it will not be necessary to 

move beyond the group for an evaluation. 

When the committee reaches a consensus about the 

recommendations, these suggestions will then guide the 

planning of two communal prayer sessions. With both 

the general recommendations and the specific model to 

use as guides, the committee will pray together. Only 

now, at the end of the communal prayer sessions, will 

each member of the committee submit a written 

evaluation about the time together in prayer. These 

evaluations will assist the committee in altering or 

revising the model or the recommendations. When this  



is completed the committee will present the 

recommendations and model to the community. 

 



IMPLEMENTATION 

The following time-line will guide the committee 

in its implementation of the project. 

February - March, 1992 

Phase I (objectives 1,2) 

- Meet with committee and begin to probe and 

consider the lived experience of the 

Ursulines and the expectations of the 

official documents of the community about 

communal prayer. 

- Use a method of theological reflection to 

surface ideas, thoughts, processes during 

this phase. 

Phase II (objective 3) 

- Show videos The Business of Paradigms and 
  

A Sense of Vision 
  

- Listen to an audio tape or view a video by 

Clare Fitzgerald, S.S.N.D. on Religious Life. 

- Investigate Ursulines' perceptions of 

communal prayer and consider the necessity of 

having some of our perceptions changed.  



Phase III (objective 4) 

- Dream about an idealized community and 

discuss the possibility of trying to live our 

dreams. 

April, 1992 

Phase IV (objective 5) 

- Write recommendations to assist Ursulines' 

in discussing and planning for communal 

prayer. 

- Design a model for communal prayer for 

Ursulines to use when they plan and 

participate in communal prayer. 

May, 1992 

Phase V (objective 6) 

- Gather as a committee to test the designed 

tool and to pray together following the 

recommendations and model. 

- Evaluate as a committee and make necessary 

revisions.  



Mid-June, 1992 

Phase VI 

- Make project available to Ursuline 

Community. 

 



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS USED 
TO STUDY COMMUNAL PRAYER 

TRADITION CULTURE 

aT 
SOURCES 

  

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

PROCEDURE USED: 
  

Brainstorm and reflect on each source. 

Summarize brainstorming and reflection session. 

Engage each source in a dialogue with faith. 

State insights gained. 

Challenge perceptions and dream of the ideal. 

Present recommendations and offer proposed models. 

Experience the models. 

Evaluate.  



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

TRADITION CULTURE 

Ai al 
SOURCES 

  

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

SESSION ONE: AGENDA 
  

Define purpose of committee. 

Introduce Theological Reflection Process. 

Brainstorm and reflect on Personal Experience. 

 



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

SESSION ONE 

On February 9, 1992 a committee formed to 

investigate communal prayer in the Ursuline Community 

of Youngstown, Ohio. The six members of the committee 

ranged in age from thirty-five to seventy-five. 

Diversity characterizes the experiences of this cross- 

generational group of women. 

One Ursuline lives in a local community which has 

no chapel. Two women have lived and prayed for many 

years with members of other religious communities. 

Another has ministered and resided at the Motherhouse 

for twenty-eight years. The youngest in the group is 

finishing her last year before full incorporation into 

the community. The final Ursuline recently completed 

ten years in community administration, the last six as 

the past general superior. Our differing ages and life 

experiences contributed a balanced perspective to our 

discussion of communal prayer. 

At this initial session I spent some preliminary 

time on defining the purpose of the group. Then each 

member articulated her reasons for responding 

affirmatively to joining the committee. Next, we 

surfaced our fears about the committee and our purpose  
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for gathering. Finally, we agreed to adhere to a few 

ground rules until the committee had completed its 

task. 

An explanation of the theological process was next 

on the agenda. After some clarification and 

discussion, we began the first part of the process: to 

brainstorm and reflect on our personal experiences with 

communal prayer. 

We exhausted our recall of these personal 

experiences with communal prayer by recording all the 

words, phrases, and ideas we associated with our 

experiences. We examined for some time all the 

information we had just generated. 

The data heightened our awareness and yielded some 

surprising results. We realized, for example, that we 

could name what we liked about communal prayer: music, 

scripture, ritual, silence, and psalms that touch our 

experiences. We liked including the scripture of the 

day, following the liturgical season, and using a theme 

at times. We affirmed communal prayer that uses 

inclusive language, is situated in a chapel setting, 

attends to all our senses, and is recited at a normal 

pace. Words such as flexible, adaptable, and variety  



described our satisfying experiences with communal 

prayer. 

Our reflection on communal prayer surfaced the 

realization that communal prayer is about intercession 

and presence: God's presence among us and our presence 

to one another. Sharing of self, sharing stories and 

faith sharing are aspects of communal prayer we 

cherish. 

We realized that certain elements or qualities are 

important preconditions for communal prayer: trust, 

leadership, space, time, music, atmosphere, reflective 

listening, respect for differing prayer styles and 

spiritualities, and knowledge that others are also 

praying. The sharing together at meals, the sharing of 

food together, we emphasized, is intimately linked with 

our ability to share prayer with one another. Our 

description of leadership included not only the ability 

to call a group to prayer, but also the ability to 

inspire the group. We articulated the need for a 

leader to lead, but in a non-dominant and non-demanding 

fashion. 

We became aware that we need to simplify our 

communal prayer, rehearse the recitation of psalms, and  



continue to deepen our knowledge of the psalms and 

scripture. We also have a need at times to pray 

communally with a small group and at other times to 

pray with a larger group. 

Our reflection process yielded an awareness of 

some negative experiences with communal prayer. We 

disliked a purist and legalistic attitude toward prayer 

and structure. Prayer that is too routine, too wordy, 

and too short drew our negative reactions. 

The book adopted by the community for our 

liturgical prayer, Prayer of Christians, caused 
  

difficulties. It is too awkward to handle, too 

complicated, and contains print hard to read. Too many 

extra papers also add to the complexity and awkwardness 

during prayer together. 

The element of music triggered unfavorable 

experiences: introducing new songs too frequently, 

using multiple songs, using all the verses of songs, 

and not providing music for songs. The pace of the 

recitation of the psalms, pronunciation mistakes, and 

not understanding the content of the psalms evoked 

negative experiences also. Our final objection  
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concerned not having the time to properly prepare for 

communal prayer. 

This initial session concluded after the committee 

scrutinized again the information gleaned from the 

reflection process. Each member chose three elements 

she considered essential to communal prayer. 

Components selected are the following: scripture, 

ritual, simplicity, trust, presence, space, leadership, 

inclusive language, reflective listening, faith 

sharing, and a personal prayer life. 

Finally, we discussed expectations for our second 

session. Preparations would involve first searching 

for the meaning in the information just collected and 

trying to summarize our discussions and reflection. A 

second preparation would involve reading from documents 

the Church has promulgated on religious life, 

specifically what is written on communal prayer, so as 

to be ready to do more brainstorming and reflection. 

Before departing, the committee prayed together 

for about a half hour, as we had determined.  



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

TRADITION CULTURE 

er 
SOURCES 

  

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

SESSION TWO AGENDA 

Extract meaning and summarize brainstorming and 

reflection session on Personal Experience. 

Brainstorm and reflect on Tradition: "Church and 

Scripture." 

 



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

SESSION TWO 

The second session convened on February 16, 1992. 

After a brief opening prayer we began the second step 

of the theological reflection process: to uncover 

meaning in our brainstorming and reflection process on 

our personal experiences and to summarize these ideas. 

We realized that many of our positive experiences 

with communal prayer were found in our past 

experiences. Presently, we experience communal prayer 

in an unfavorable light. To illustrate this, we 

mentioned that the Liturgy of the Hours as prayed 

communally does not adequately meet our expectations or 

needs for communal prayer. When we do experience 

quality prayer together, it is usually with a small 

group. Moreover, the individuals in the group have 

shared meals, values, and struggled with the 

complexities of human interaction which accompany 

community living. 

The ecclesial dimension of our vowed life together 

shed light on discovering meaning in our reflections. 

As women of the Church, the Eucharist remains the 

source and center for Ursuline prayer, ministry, and  



community life. Our prayer together, therefore, is 

based on the Word of God. 

We noted that women religious have a 

responsibility and obligation to participate in the 

liturgical prayer of the Church. We are accountable to 

ourselves, God, community, and the world. As 

Ursulines, we are enriched by both personal and 

communal prayer. 

The committee found that the quality of communal 

prayer is more vital to us than the frequency of that 

prayer. Again, the group enumerated characteristics 

for this type of prayer: simplicity, trust, 

flexibility, variety, non-dominant leadership, use of 

inclusive language, and mutual respect. 

Furthermore, we have a preference for communal 

prayer that is simple, is faith-filled, embraces trust, 

uses inclusive language, includes an active presence to 

one another, and provides leadership that is not 

legalistic or domineering. Repetition of content 

surfaced frequently in our attempts to summarize. 

Several questions arose as the committee continued 

to work on extracting meaning and summarizing the data 

on our personal experiences with communal prayer.  



These questions seem to capture our struggle with 

communal prayer. The questions posed were: Do prayer, 

ministry and community work against one another? Does 

the quality of our community life affect our communal 

prayer? Is the investment in communal prayer worth our 

time and energy? Why does it seem that we can pray 

together with those in our ministry sites but cannot 

pray with those in our own community? Do we separate 

prayer from life? How does this affect our ability to 

pray with one another? Why is our ordinary experience 

with communal prayer not reflective of our desires? 

Although we did not propose to answer the 

questions, members of the committee attempted to 

respond to some of the challenges presented by the 

queries. One suggestion was that we reach outside the 

local community to other Ursulines who have a similar 

commitment to time and presence. A second response 

advised that we renew our commitment to communal 

prayer, provide leadership and inspiration so that what 

we described as essential would be realized. A final 

notion saw both the need to emphasize prayer as the 

basis for ministry and the absolute necessity of a 

personal prayer life.  
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The committee ended this part of the process and 

took a well-deserved break. When we returned, we 

started to brainstorm and reflect on the second source 

of theological reflection: Tradition. Because of the 

topic under consideration, I divided tradition into two 

sections. 

The first kind of tradition I named "Church and 

Scripture." This included the Church's position on 

communal prayer as reflected in the documents on 

religious life. The scripture passages which 

contributed to the tradition in the Church with 

communal prayer was the other dimension of this source. 

Each member of the committee had already received the 

pertinent sections on the documents on religious life 

and the scripture selections pertaining to prayer 

together. 

The second kind of tradition I named "Community 

and Angela." This embraced the community's position on 

communal prayer as reflected in the Constitutions and 

Mission Statement and the contribution of Angela's 

writings to our Ursuline tradition with communal 

prayer.  



The committee's brainstorming and reflection 

process on the source, "Church and Scripture," produced 

additional information for examination. Immediately 

apparent were concepts that the Church links closely 

with any reference to communal prayer: intercession, 

praise, thanksgiving, faithfulness, sign of unity, and 

spirit of prayer. We found that inseparable from 

communal prayer in the documents of the Church is the 

concept of liturgical prayer, the Word of God, and the 

Eucharist. We associated many more descriptive words 

with communal prayer: constant, vital, cultivated, 

adaptable, essential, and stable. 

Also, other concepts were mentioned frequently. 

An oratory or a chapel is the ideal setting for 

communal prayer. Moreover, we spoke of the Church's 

emphasis on both daily and weekly communal prayer. 

Communal prayer is a support to others. To pray for 

others is a privilege according to the documents. 

Individual prayer and the common life are factors which 

enhance or hinder prayer together. 

Our reflection process caused members of the group 

to realize that we experience conflict with the stance 

of the Church on communal prayer, especially in regard  
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to the Liturgy of the Hours. We questioned the daily 

and weekly periods of liturgical prayer. We are aware 

that in our experiences many times the celebration of 

the Liturgy of the Hours does not foster a spirit of 

prayer. We pondered on how and when, as ecclesial 

women, we join in prayer with the whole Church. 

The committee next focused its attention on the 

Scriptures. We reflected and brainstormed on the 

contribution the Scriptures offers to our topic of 

communal prayer. 

Once again, we realized that in the Scriptures 

certain words and ideas resonated with communal prayer. 

Praise, thanksgiving, and intercession described how 

the early Christians prayed together. This was the 

ordinary way these new Christians shared the Good News; 

prayer together was a constant in their lives. 

Indeed, praying together was a source of strength 

and healing; the Holy Spirit held a central position in 

their prayer. The psalms contributed an integral part 

to the structure of the prayer of the early Church. 

Likewise, food and the sharing of meals are associated 

with prayer. People gathered together in small groups 

for meal sharing and for prayer.  



Finally, in addition to the focus on the first 

Christians, the committee also named three other 

scriptural references as important texts for reflection 

on communal prayer. These are: the power of prayer in 

Matthew 7:7-9, the teaching of the Our Father in 

Matthew 6:5-15, and the apostles failure to remain in 

prayer in Matthew 26:36-46. 

At the end of this time, the committee voiced a 

level of confidence and comfort with the theological 

reflection process. We thought we could cover more 

ground at the next session. So for our next meeting we 

would prepare to extract meaning and to summarize about 

our reflection on "Church and Scripture." Secondly, we 

would prepare to brainstorm and reflect on the 

"Community and Angela." Each member of the committee 

already had a personal copy of the community's 

documents and the writings of Angela. Thirdly, after 

this reflection time, we would move into extracting 

meaning and summarizing the information we discussed on 

"Community and Angela." 

We closed with about a half hour of prayer 

together.  



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

TRADITION CULTURE 

i Ts 
SOURCES 

  

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

SESSION THREE: AGENDA 

Extract meaning and summarize on Tradition: 

"Church and Scripture." 

Brainstorm and reflect on Tradition: "Community 

and Angela." 

Extract meaning and summarize on Tradition: 

"Community and Angela."  



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

SESSION THREE 

The committee met for the third session of 

the theological reflection process on February 23, 

1992. After a gathering prayer, members shared what 

meanings they had found in the reflections and 

discussion on "Church and Scripture" at the last 

meeting. 

Five understandings became evident. First, in all 

the documents we read, it was obvious that the Church 

considers communal prayer a serious responsibility for 

apostolic men and women. Second, the Church esteems 

communal prayer; it is an integral part of religious 

life. Third, the tradition of communal prayer is 

present throughout the history of the Church; the 

Church continues to hold the ideal before us even 

today. Fourth, in the tradition of the Church, 

communal prayer usually takes the form of praise, 

thanksgiving, and intercession, while the psalms 

provide much of the structure. 

The fifth understanding involves our awareness of 

the historical moment in which we are living and how 

this moment impacts on the tradition of the Church. In 

the past, a masculine perspective dominated scripture  



exegesis and spirituality. Today, the events of 

history are forcing us to examine prayer and Scripture 

from a feminine perspective. Perhaps the tradition of 

communal prayer as experienced in past generations will 

no longer be valid in the future. The inclusion of the 

feminine perspective and experience is now changing the 

tradition. 

In our efforts to uncover meaning, we discovered a 

lot of discord and struggle between the expectations of 

the Church and the current practice of communal prayer 

within the Ursuline community. The Church reminds us 

that praying together is a sign of unity, yet because 

we fail to use inclusive language we are not faithful 

witnesses to our unity with all people. 

Also, we experience tension with God and the 

Church's call to regularity in communal prayer. We 

acknowledged the tension among our ecclesial 

responsibility, our own personal needs, and our 

ministerial responsibilities. 

We experience dissonance in our celebration of the 

Liturgy of the Hours. Our present way of celebrating 

does not always agree with the directives of the 

Church. Likewise, for many Ursulines our present model  
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of liturgical prayer seems unable to foster a spirit of 

prayer. The committee agreed that the celebration of 

the Liturgy of the Hours at the Motherhouse is a source 

of tension for many Ursuline women. 

The group completed this section by noting that 

the Holy Spirit is with us when we pray communally with 

one another and when we pray alone. Both types of 

prayer, personal and communal, contribute to our 

wholeness and holiness. 

The committee did not probe any further into the 

meanings of the scriptural selections we highlighted at 

the last session. We agreed the passages spoke for 

themselves. 

Next, we moved to the second topic on the agenda: 

to brainstorm and reflect on tradition as we perceived 

it in the Constitutions, Mission Statement, and the 

writings of St. Angela. Since we had all contributed 

to the Constitutions and Mission Statement and are 

familiar with Angela's words, we voiced a sense of 

security about this source of the theological 

reflection process. 

As a result, we agreed that the Constitution 

reflects Angela's wisdom. Our Constitution promotes  
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generativity, uses feminine images, invites an openness 

to plurality, emphasizes creativity, urges us to move 

towards what is life-giving, and focuses on the words 

  

Paschal Mystery and experience. All of these traits 

spoke of Angela's wisdom and mark the Youngstown 

Ursulines as her daughters. 

Additionally, as we examined our community 

documents we found a great deal of wisdom in these 

statements referring to communal prayer. Prayer 

together is associated with ministry and community. 

Leisure, meals, support, and friendship are the words 

the documents link to communal prayer. 

Moreover, the committee concurred that in order to 

follow the advice of the Constitutions, an underlying 

theme is a call to trust one another, to be vulnerable 

with each other, and to be willing to take risks. If 

we do this, we will not only share our lives with each 

other but also share our spirituality and our prayer. 

As the group continued brainstorming, we became 

aware that the multiple concerns, questions, areas of 

tension in our experiences within the community 

influence our attitudes, feelings and stance toward 

communal prayer.  
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We surfaced a potpourri of ideas. When we choose 

to use inclusive language our tensions seem to stem 

from the many models of Church and Christololgy present 

in the community. More evidence of this appeared: 

while our community documents are grounded in an 

incarnational model of Church and theology, many 

Ursulines operate from a hierarchical model. 

These reflections led us to the following 

questions: How do we pray with persons who embrace a 

different model of Church and theology? Is this the 

reason for the tension? If we cannot pray comfortably 

together, how do we fulfill our responsibility to pray 

for the Church and the world? Our committee talked at 

length about these dilemmas. 

Another aspect of this same concern focused on the 

smallness of the community and the fact that we are all 

strong willed, independent, assertive women. Can a 

community of such women ever agree on how to pray 

together? Some members suggested again that a small 

group of Ursulines need to begin praying together on a 

regular basis. 

This topic led us to look closely again at the 

Liturgy of the Hours. We framed some questions: Is  



the Liturgy of the Hours the safest way to interact 

with one another in a prayer setting? Is it possible 

to even pray the Liturgy of the Hours with those who 

have a different world view or an inflexible mentality? 

Are we not responsible for failing to create meaningful 

ways of praying together at the Motherhouse? Some 

members of the group noted here that there is a lot of 

free-floating anger present in the community. This 

anger is exhibited even during communal prayer. 

Other suggestions covered a vast range of 

concerns. First, we need to lower our expectations of 

self and others. Second, we need to become more 

prayerful and recollected women, so we can accept each 

other unconditionally. Third, we need to understand 

why communal prayer is not about fulfilling our own 

personal prayer needs. Fourth, we need to start 

trusting one another. Finally, we need to learn how to 

adapt to one another instead of trying to change one 

another. 

Although this section was lengthy and tiring, we 

decided to continue our reflection and brainstorming by 

focusing our attention on St. Angela. Her wisdom and 

insights brought us a sense of hope. We believe that  



Angela is with us as she promised, furthering our 

prayer. She will also influence our future experiences 

with communal prayer. 

The committee mentioned many well-known and well- 

loved phrases in the writings of Angela. For instance, 

she urges her daughters not to grow lukewarm, to find 

their refuge at the feet of Jesus, to read the signs of 

the times and then to adapt. Angela connects fasting 

with prayer. We ventured to question how fasting would 

change our communal prayer. 

At this time, the committee expressed a weariness 

of spirit but we agreed to finish the last section of 

the agenda: to look for meaning and to summarize our 

reflections on "Community and Angela." The committee 

remarked at the onset that much of our discussion 

during the reflection and brainstorming section touched 

upon our understanding and interpretation of the 

community documents and Angela's writings. To 

summarize we repeated some of the statements recorded 

during the last part of this section. 

First, the community documents reflect Angela's 

vision and wisdom. Second, incarnational theology is 

the foundation of the Constitutions and Mission  
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Statement. Third, the emphasis on Paschal Mystery and 
  

experience is vital to any discussion on communal 

prayer. Fourth, the generative nature of both the 

content and imagery in the documents is equally 

essential. Fifth, what is life-giving is a criteria 

for Ursulines to use in any discernment process about 

our community life. 

Sixth, Angela's legacy reveals she values both 

personal prayer and communal prayer. Her comments 

about not growing lukewarm and being open enough to 

adapt to the signs of the times are especially 

meaningful to Ursulines' discussion of communal prayer 

today. 

The group continued to list more understandings 

during our brainstorming and reflection process. 

Seventh, our Constitutions allow for innovation and 

plurality in our prayer together. We emphasized our 

need to attend to this wisdom in our Constitutions. 

Eighth, while there is a call to austerity in the 

Constitutions, there is also the call to nurture. The 

integration of these two qualities enables us to be 

generative in our prayer together.  
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Ninth, we found the words encouraging, supportive, 
  

creative, and adaptable meaningful in our community 

documents. We want these words to continue describing 

our prayer together. 

Tenth, we realized and articulated for the first 

time that our documents speak not only about liturgical 

prayer together, i.e., Liturgy of the Hours, but also 

about prayer together that breaks open the Word of God 

as it impacts on our experiences. The second type of 

communal prayer is rooted in Scripture and requires 

reflection time and a willingness to share our 

experiences with the Word of God. We insist this kind 

of communal prayer is best done in a small group 

setting. We also mentioned our need to adapt the 

Liturgy of the Hours to this period of history. 

Eleventh, the ongoing effort to improve our human 

interaction with one another is the foundation for 

quality communal prayer. Our documents challenge us to 

strive to improve the present situation in the 

community. 

This section of the agenda also generated some 

diverse observations about our life in community and 

communal prayer. We knew that some of our statements  
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were repetitious. For example, there is tension at the 

Motherhouse concerning our celebration of the Liturgy 

of the Hours. Next, we insisted again that a small 

group needs to begin praying together regularly. 

It is apparent that we experience a lack of vision 

and therefore a lack of unity in regard to communal 

prayer within the community. While we know that prayer 

together needs a structure, we questioned whether 

Ursulines understand that communal prayer is not about 

fulfilling personal needs. We ventured to state that 

problems with communal prayer probably indicate 

difficulty with basic human interaction and 

communication. We concluded this section by reminding 

ourselves that we are projecting in all our 

understandings about communal prayer. 

This session ended with a shortened prayer 

together, since we had extended the time in order to 

discuss all the items on the agenda. 
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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

SESSION FOUR 

The committee gathered for the fourth session of 

the theological reflection process on March 7, 1992. 

Our culture was the focus for most of this session. In 

evidence immediately was the committee's adeptness at 

naming elements from the culture that impact and 

influence communal prayer. 

We named such elements as competitiveness, 

workaholism, individualism, mobility, and stress as 

having power over communal prayer. In addition, the 

noise level of our culture and the subsequent lack of 

silence impact on our attempts to pray together. Cited 

also was the lack of play in our lives and the constant 

emphasis on the psychological. 

Other elements are less obvious but still 

influential. Consumerism was cited as a value that is 

promoted and encouraged in our society and which subtly 

influences our attitudes toward prayer together. 

Likewise, because the media brings the world to us 

instantly, we are faced with an influx of information 

to absorb. This global awareness and the 

interconnectedness between all people on our planet are 

other influences that affect our prayer.  
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So too is the concern for the environment and the 

heightened awareness of preventative medicine. 

Violence, war, and poverty are more cultural factors 

that hold sway over our prayer. 

We realized that although the culture is not a 

tangible reality, its power to persuade us can go 

undetected. For instance, because we are living at a 

time of rapid technological growth, the choices 

available to us are drastically increased. Such 

multiplicity of daily choices definitely affects prayer 

too. 

Another example of an often undetected cultural 

influence is the quickly becoming extinct custom of 

gathering family members for meals. The absence of 

this phenomenon in our culture filters into our life 

style and consequently touches upon our ability to pray 

together. 

The committee agreed that the cultural models 

adopted from the business and management world which 

help us with administration and organization, subtly 

but certainly affect our attitudes and ideas about 

communal prayer.  
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In addition, the tendency in the culture to create 

polarities between some realities in life bears upon 

our stance towards communal prayer. In many cases, the 

culture blesses one reality and ignores the other. 

Some examples are: time vs. rushing, doing vs. being, 

prayer vs. action, the secular vs. the sacred. 

As the committee continued discussing cultural 

influences affecting communal prayer, we saw a direct 

application to communal prayer. For example, the 

raising of feminine-consciousness in the world today 

heightens women's awareness to their need for inclusive 

language. 

Another application we thought significant 

included both the instant satisfaction and the instant 

communication that we demand in our culture. This 

tendency to demand immediate satisfaction can cause us 

to approach communal prayer with certain expectations. 

It would be difficult not to fall into the trap of 

expecting instant results from our efforts at communal 

prayer. 

The fact that the community is comprised of white 

Anglo-Saxon women gives a certain perspective to our 

prayer together. Furthermore, the moral issues that  
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our prayer. The committee questioned if our prayer 

together ever reflects for instance, our pro-life 

stance. 

Finally, because of our mobility, women religious 

can belong to many support groups. The religious 

community may no longer function as the primary support 

group and so communal prayer with this group may 

falter. Inculturated was the word that seemed to 

define both the positive and negative aspects the 

committee discovered in our discussion. While the 

culture is a gift to us, becoming inculturated can 

lessen our prophetic stance and put us in conflict with 

the Church. 

To look for meaning in this information and to 

summarize the above reflections were the next items on 

the agenda. We began by stating the obvious: we 

didn't leave the world behind when we entered religious 

life. Religious life, in fact, is inculturated. 

Secondly, we observed that culture exerts a force 

on communal prayer that can exceed the impact that 

either the Constitutions, Church, Angela, or Scripture  
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has on our communal prayer. This imbalance concerned 

the committee. 

A third insight flowed from considering the 

multitude of choices which we face daily. Choices 

indicate freedom and allow for creativity, but choices 

can also lead to a devaluation or a confusion of 

priorities. Communal prayer can get caught in the 

confusion. 

Finally, we discussed the polarities we see in our 

culture. These seeming opposites, e.g., doing vs. 

being, prayer vs. action, secular vs. sacred are not 

opposites but need to be integrated and balanced in our 

lives. 

Once again, after examining the information 

our reflection process we spoke of some concerns. 

First, how important is our presence in public places 

where others gather to pray? Since presence is the 

greatest gift of any ministry, our presence with others 

who gather for prayer is decisive for the kingdom. 

Then, we questioned if our inculturation has so 

identified us with the establishment that we have lost 

our prophetic stance and no longer offer a counter- 

cultural witness.  



In addition to these concerns, we supported the 

need to shift from a management model which directs the 

community, to a faith model which might be less 

efficient but more prophetic. 

After the committee completed summarizing and 

discussing the information on culture, we decided to 

extend this session in order to view two videos: '"The 

Business of Paradigms" and "The Power of Vision." Both 

videos concern the future and attempt to assist the 

viewer to discover and plan the future. The 

information contained in the videos would assist the 

discussion at our next session. 

Part of the next session would be to focus on 

communal prayer in an ideal setting. In other words, 

to dream of the future and make some application to 

communal prayer. 

We ended with prayer together. 
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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

SESSION FIVE 

On March 15, 1992 the committee met for the fifth 

time to continue the theological reflection process on 

communal prayer. At this session our first goal was to 

engage each source, Personal Experience, Tradition, and 

Culture, in a dialogue with our faith. We agreed to 

examine the summary statements on each source and to 

ask the following questions: 

1. Where do we find grace operative in each 

source? 

Where do we find the presence of sin or the 

presence of idols in each source? 

Where do we find the presence of the Cross in 

each source? 

What Scripture passages are significant and 

relate to each source? 

We began this dialogue by considering the first 

source for theological reflection: Personal 

Experience. We found grace operative in our meaning 

and summary statements on Personal Experience. We 

identified the community, our life together, and the 

sharing done by this committee as sources of grace.  
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In addition, we remembered as graced moments our 

experiences of communal prayer that are simple, faith- 

filled, Scripture based, and liturgical. So too, the 

use of inclusive language and inspiration by leadership 

are additional occasions of grace. We all agreed that 

the community's emphasis on the Eucharist, as the 

source and center of our life together, is a rich 

reservoir of grace. 

The presence of sin was unmistakable as we studied 

the summary statements on Personal Experience. We 

named the following as evidence of sin: our failure to 

create and be generative women, our failure to live 

community life, our struggles with communal prayer and 

the divisions that result, our lack of time, our 

busyness, our exclusive focus on ministry at times, and 

our expectations of one another and of our community. 

This discussion led naturally to finding the Cross 

present in our experiences with communal prayer. Both 

the struggle with communal prayer in our personal lives 

and within the community points to the Cross. In 

striving to balance prayer, community, and ministry we 

likewise experience the Cross.  



Finally, the following Scripture passages and 

images spoke to our summary statements on Personal 

Experience. 

1. Mt 5:8...happy the pure in heart 

2. Lk 24:35...they recognized him at the 

breaking of bread 

Mt 11:29...I am gentle and humble in heart 

Mt 18:20...where two or three meet in my 

name, I shall be there with them 

Mt 25:40...in so far as you did this to one 

of the least of these sisters of mine, you 

did it me 

1 John 1:1-4...that we have heard...and we 

have seen with our own eyes 

7. Mt 11:25-27...revealing them to mere children 

The committee's confidence expanded as we examined 

communal prayer from the perspective of our second 

source of theological reflection: Tradition. Since we 

had divided tradition into two sections, we first 

looked at "Church and Scripture." 

We named grace as operative and present in the 

serious responsibility the Church places on apostolic 

religious to participate in communal prayer. The  



present historical moment where traditions are being 

changed is a time of grace. Moreover, both the 

Scripture and the Church are sources of grace too. 

Within this tradition, we examined the presence of 

both sin and idols. The rigidity of our celebration of 

the Liturgy of the Hours comes close at times to idol- 

making. The dissension this causes does not foster 

prayer and speaks of sin. Moreover, our lack of 

balance between regularity in prayer and quality of 

prayer, as well as our lack of balance between our 

personal needs and our communal responsibilities are 

other testaments to the presence of sin. 

Then, too, our lack of understanding and attention 

to our ecclesial responsibility and our unloving 

relationships with one another are additional 

confirmations of the presence of sin. Lastly, we were 

unanimous in agreeing that as women religious living in 

a patriarchal Church which does not yet consider women 

equal, our sense of the presence of sin in the Church 

is patent. 

We found in abundance the presence of the Cross 

and the suffering Christ. In our lack of unity with 

the Church and in the changing the traditions we find  



the suffering Christ. The Church's expectations of 

apostolic religious creates tension and dissonance. 

So, when we try to pray communally for the Church and 

the world, we see traces of the Cross. 

Again, numerous Scripture passages and images 

spoke to our summary statements on "Church and 

Scripture." We gave priority to the following: 

1. 1 Th 5:17...pray constantly; and for all 

things give thanks to God 

Lk 11:9-10...ask, and it will be given 

Ep 5:19-20...sing the words and tunes of the 

psalms and hymns when you are together 

Col 3:16...let the message of Christ, in all 

its richness find a home with you 

Mt 26:41...you had not the strength to keep 

awake with me one hour 

Lk 8:5-8...The Parable of the Sower 

Jn 15:7...if you remain with me...you may ask 

what you will 

The committee now turned its focus to the summary 

statements on "Community and Angela." We concurred 

that Angela's words and wisdom are an unending source 

of grace for us, but so is our community life. Grace  



is operative when we look for God in all human 

experience as we follow Angela's advice to move towards 

what is life-giving. Our Constitutions allow for 

innovation and plurality; grace is present when we 

strive to be generative, creative, and respectful 

women. God is also with us as we adapt our communal 

prayer to today's needs. 

Once again we recognized the presence of sin. Our 

summary statements on "Community and Angela," highlight 

our lack of unity, our struggles with community life, 

our failure to update and to continue learning, and the 

ease in which we project our attitudes and negative 

feelings onto others. These are all glaring reminders 

of the presence of sin. 

As we have stated before, the Cross is apparent 

in our struggle between our personal needs in prayer 

and our ecclesial responsibility to pray for and with 

the Church. 

Several Scripture passages and images related to 

our summary statements on this aspect of Tradition. We 

chose the following as apropos: 

1’, Ac 2:44...the faithful all lived together and 

owned everything in common  



Ac 4:32...the whole group of believers was 

united, heart and soul 

Mt 8:20...the Son of Man has nowhere to lay 

his head 

Jn 13:1-20...Washing of the Disciples' Feet 

Rv 3:16...but since you are neither...only 

lukewarm, I will spit you out of my mouth 

Jn 10:10...I have come so that they may have 

life and have it to the full 

Rm 8:26...the spirit too comes to help us in 

our weakness 

Culture was the final source of the 

theological reflection process considered. We first 

scrutinized the cultural influences where we detected 

the action of grace. 

In our freedom to make choices as well as in the 

freedom to be counter-cultural we perceived grace at 

work. As daughters of Angela, we identify ourselves as 

pilgrim women, on a journey, always in the process of 

becoming. This denotes the presence of grace in our 

lives too. Our response to the call of discipleship 

reveals God's love as does the privilege to reflect 

this love in the world.  



Cultural influences on our communal prayer 

manifest other aspects of sin also. Our lack of play, 

our focus on the management model to direct our lives, 

our individualism, and our failure to blend the 

polarities in life exposed our struggle with sin and 

idol-making. Perhaps most astonishing to the committee 

was the realization that the culture impacts so 

powerfully on our choices, e.g., consumerism. In this 

power we find sin operative. 

We acknowledged the Cross in our struggle to 

integrate the polarities in our lives. A clear sign to 

us of the Cross is found in our tension in trying to 

befriend the culture while not losing our prophetic 

stance. 

The following Scripture passages and images 

related to our summary statements on the Culture. 

1. Mk 8:36...what gain is it to win the whole 

world and ruin your life 

Mt 11:28-30...The gentle mastery of Christ 

Jn 14:6...I1 am the Way, the Truth, and the 

Life 

At this point, the committee decided to examine 

again all the summary statements from the sources of  



the theological reflection process. We asked two 

questions: 

1. Where do we find hope in all these 

reflections? 

What insights have we gained from this 

theological reflection process on communal 

prayer? 

Surprisingly, we articulated numerous strands of 

hope. In trusting ourselves as women, as pilgrim 

women, as women called to be creative and innovative, 

as women who respect plurality and who embrace what is 

life-giving we recognized threads of hope. Our belief 

in the incarnational model of Church and theology is 

another rich source of hope. 

In our reading of the summary statements, we 

discovered many challenges. These challenges, however, 

flame the fire of hope in us. For instance, living the 

reality of our community documents, trying to create 

new forms for prayer, continuing to renew and adapt, 

balancing the tension between differing theologies, and 

living at a time of paradigm shifts are all challenges 

that energize and fill us with hope. Listening to the  



call of the Spirit and to the wisdom of Angela 

challenge and provide hope daily too. 

That this present study is a source of hope, was 

mentioned also. In times of gathering together, we 

grow in awareness of our desire to pray together, of 

our desire to be characterized by simplicity and trust. 

Such moments offer us hope, for we recognize the face 

of God at this time in history, when paradigms are 

shifting and long established traditions are changing. 

In our desire to become as Angela, contemplative 

pilgrims, we find great hope. 

We acknowledged the wisdom of forming intentional 

groups and taking time each month to retreat for a 

while. In committing ourselves to a group and to an 

extended time for prayer and reflection we find more 

hope. 

After this lengthy discussion, the committee 

turned its attention to the second question: What 

insights have we gained from this theological 

reflection process on communal prayer? First, we 

agreed that the process taught us the importance of 

taking time to articulate our values to one another. 

In trying to answer questions such as: Why do we do  



what we do? What value does the Church place on 

communal prayer? What value does our Constitutions 

place on communal prayer? Our interaction centered on 

our core values and beliefs. Sharing on this level is 

valuable to our understanding of each other. 

Second, two kinds of communal prayer are 

significant to our vowed life: a formal liturgical 

prayer and a gathering together for prayer on a 

informal basis that enables us to share the Word of 

God. We stressed that the focus of any prayer is God 

and that prayer moves us towards God. A fundamental 

aspect of the second type of prayer involves 

acknowledging the relationship between personal prayer 

and communal prayer; admitting that both the ability to 

pray together and the quality of prayer together rests 

on a willingness to examine and attend to the changing 

structure of community life. 

Our third insight recognized the necessity of 

formulating small intentional groups within the 

community. We saw these small communities as 

respecting the plurality within the community, allowing 

us to witness to more loving relationships with one 

another, and to choosing more life-giving options. We  
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understood the phrase intentional community to mean a 
  

small group of four to six women who choose to live 

together, voluntarily imposing on themselves 

commitments to certain agreed upon obligations, such 

as, common prayer, meals together, etc. Intentional 

communities function as a strong support group for 

their members. 

Fourth, two influences on communal prayer that we 

believe are highly significant are the use of inclusive 

language and the attention we give to choosing to share 

meals with one another. 

Our fifth insight disclosed an understanding that 

as ecclesial women we freely choose to embrace the 

obligation to participate in communal prayer. We 

conceded that more education is still needed for a 

deeper appreciation of the psalms. 

The committee decided it was time to focus on the 

second goal of this session: to dream about communal 

prayer in an ideal setting. As preparation for this 

task, the committee already had viewed two videos by 

Joel Arthur Barker on discovering the future and had 

watched a video lecture on religious life by Clare 

Fitzgerald, SSND. Each member of the committee had  
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tried to keep abreast of current articles and books on 

religious life of her own choosing. 

To begin this discussion, the committee reflected 

on the following questions. 

1. 

3. 

4. 

What perceptions about communal prayer do we 

need to change? 

What aspects of communal prayer do we need to 

look at through new paradigms? 

What values do we wish to see preserved? 

What essentials do we wish to see retrained? 

The committee discovered once again much 

repetition in our responses to these questions. 

However, we also uncovered some unexpected wisdom. 

As we talked about our perceptions of communal 

prayer that needed changing we noted that often we 

perceive the community as being the group of ninety- 
  

three Ursuline women. The reality, however, is that 

whenever two or three Ursulines gather together they 

are also the community. A change in this perception 
  

deemed essential. 

Other perceptions that need changing touched on 

many concerns. Communal prayer does not need to comply 

to a rigid structure nor be solemn or joyless. Prayer  



is not a separate aspect of our lives; our prayer 

together is part of our ministry. Language from the 

world of business and management is not appropriate to 

use when we discuss community life or communal prayer. 

The second question was almost interchangeable 

with the first. We considered what aspects of communal 

prayer we need to inspect through a new paradigm. What 

surfaced first was our communal expression of prayer as 

women who gather together to pray for and with the 

Church. The use of a simplified, inclusive version of 

the Liturgy of the Hours was mentioned once more as a 

place to begin. 

More aspects in need of a paradigm shift are: 

space, time, language, attitude, composition of groups, 

and ministry schedules. Our attitudes and our 

welcoming posture toward others joining us for prayer 

also needs to undergo a paradigm change. Using public 

facilities like parish churches, rather than our own 

space needs consideration too. Perhaps the greatest 

paradigm shift that faces us is how to discover the 

presence of God and witness to this presence at this 

historical moment. Certainly, as we grapple with this  
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reality our life together and our prayer will undergo a 

paradigm shift. 

The committee combined their reflections on the 

third question about the values we wish to preserve and 

the final question on what essentials of communal 

prayer we hope to retain. In terms of values, 

inclusiveness, simplicity, and respectfulness were the 

specific values we want to maintain. The word value 

caused a long involved discussion, so the committee 

thought it best to move on to the last question. 

The same sparseness of response, however, was not 

present as we weighed the essentials of communal 

prayer. The necessity of retaining the scriptural base 

of communal prayer along with the traditional use of 

the psalms in liturgical prayer began the committee's 

list. Time for silence, some structure, music, ritual, 

inclusive language, and intercessory prayers, are more 

essentials. A gathering space for prayer that is 

attractive and conducive to prayer is another 

indispensable aspect. Time for sharing the Word of God 

as it touches upon our experience is equally essential. 

To recall and remind one another of the purpose of 

communal prayer is vital too.  
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Since this session had extended long over the time 

set for this meeting, the committee concluded its work 

for now. We would begin the sixth session by 

continuing to dream about communal prayer in an ideal 

setting. Then we would offer recommendations and 

propose some models for communal prayer within the 

Ursuline community. 
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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

SESSION SIX 

On March 26, 1992 the committee gathered to 

complete the theological reflection process on communal 

prayer. The committee needed to bring closure to their 

dreaming about communal prayer in an ideal setting. 

Our session began by sharing our reflections on two 

questions: 

1. What is your vision of communal prayer in our 

community? 

What would communal prayer be like in an 

ideal community setting? 

In the responses to the first question about 

vision, each member of the group added her own unique 

perspective. The first member used the word energizing 

to describe her vision of communal prayer. It would 

proclaim the Word of God, make use of reflective music 

to center those gathered, choose inclusive language, 

gather the ministry concerns of those assembled, and 

reflect a belief in the incarnational model of Church 

and spirituality. 

A second member of the committee had a vision of 

communal prayer that is joyful, reverent, and follows 

the rhythm of speech and poetry. Following Angela's  
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advice, communal prayer would reflect Ursulines' unity 

and great love for one another. 

Another response envisioned each Ursuline 

belonging to an intentional community for communal 

prayer and sharing on the Word of God. Of course, the 

use of inclusive language would be the norm for all 

prayer and sharing in this dream. 

Communal prayer, in a fourth member's response, 

would be both a sign and symbol that the group 

assembled are disciples of Christ and daughters of 

Angela. In other words, prayer together would witness 

that those gathered are women ministering with Christ 

in furthering the kingdom. Communal prayer would 

witness to the purpose and vision of vowed life in a 

community of women in 1992. 

A fifth response would allow for experimentation 

in communal prayer, so the group praying together could 

best experience the wonder and mystery of God, while 

witnessing to their unity with one another. Study of 

the Scripture, especially the psalms, would be 

continuous in order to help the group appreciate the 

background and beauty of the Word of God.  
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The final response from a member wanted the phrase 

great feelings of passion to describe her vision of 
  

communal prayer in the community. Such communal prayer 

would witness to the primacy of God in the life of the 

community. 

In reply to the second question about communal 

prayer in an ideal Ursuline community, the members of 

the committee answered again from their own viewpoint. 

In an ideal setting, a local community of 

Ursulines would gather for a monthly day of prayer 

which would include meal sharing. Each Ursuline in the 

community would commit herself to about two and a half 

hours of personal prayer a week. The group would 

gather for morning and evening prayer on some days, at 

least once a week, in order to experience communally 

consecrating the entire day with prayer. In the 

residence of this community, space would be designated 

for both communal and personal prayer. Both in the 

prayer and the community life of these Ursulines, there 

would be a creative and reflective expression of unity 

and harmony that centered on God. 

A second answer reflected this committee member's 

thoughts about the ideal at the Motherhouse. She would  



post a variety of times to participate in communal 

prayer and encourage Ursulines to choose for 

themselves. Communal prayer would include time for 

silence, in order to meditate on the psalms, and time 

for sharing on the Word of God. Freedom to choose 

times and a group for communal prayer would 

characterize communal prayer at the Motherhouse. 

Another answer saw Ursulines valuing communal 

prayer times. Their prayer and their meals would 

witness to their shared life. In a space designated 

for prayer, they would gather to break open the Word of 

God in order to become sensitive to God's presence in 

their life, ministry, and in the world. 

A fourth reply thought that communal prayer in an 

ideal setting would proclaim God's presence. Three 

essential ingredients would be included. A period of 

silence would enable each participant to find her 

center. Petitions would flow from and express concerns 

of Ursuline ministry, the Church, and the world. A 

blessing prayer with a ritual gesture would end each 

gathering for communal prayer. 

A fifth answer acknowledged that communal prayer 

in an ideal setting would be anywhere where Ursulines  
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commit themselves to attend and to support one another. 

Such prayer would witness to their love for one another 

and be marked by joy, reverence and a rhythmic cadence. 

A final reply mentioned that communal prayer in an 

ideal setting would be time for the participants to 

share the Word of God with one another. 

Only now, after spending five sessions in a 

theological reflection process, did the committee 

decide to suggest recommendations and propose models to 

assist Ursulines in their discussions and planning of 

communal prayer. The recommendations grew out of the 

committee's belief in an incarnational approach to 

reality. They reflect the spirit of the Constitutions 

and acknowledge that there is an interrelatedness 

between meal sharing, personal prayer, community life, 

ministry and communal prayer. 

The statements affirm the giftedness and 

contribution Ursuline women make to the life and growth 

of the Church at this time in history. In particular, 

some of the suggestions urge Ursulines to provide 

prophetic leadership in the areas of prayer and 

worship, much like the first Ursulines did in the 

Mahoning Valley in the field of education.  
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The recommendations recognize the need for quality 

communal prayer among Ursulines. This type of prayer 

supports and enables these women to deepen their 

participation in the mission of Jesus. Small prayer 

groups are valuable, since here the scriptural basis 

for life and ministry is the focus. Therefore, the 

committee made the following recommendations: 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMUNAL PRAYER 

That as ecclesial women, Ursulines model a 

feminine approach to prayer that is circular, 
participative, aesthetic, ritual-rich, and 
joyful. 

That Ursulines make every effort to commit 
themselves to personal prayer, sharing of 
meals together, and sharing community life. 

That Ursulines consider the need for a 
monthly extended period of prayer. When 
possible, this time together would include 
meal sharing. 

That in each local convent, Ursulines provide 
for a prayer space, preferably a chapel, 
where the Blessed Sacrament is reposed. 

That wherever they are, Ursulines choose to 
participate, initiate, and provide leadership 
for others in communal prayer. 

That Ursulines when speaking of prayer, make 
conscious choices to engage the language of 
faith over the terminology of business and 
management. 

That individual Ursulines gather together on 
some days, to consecrate both the morning and  
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evening, by participating in communal praise 
and intercession. 

That individual Ursulines consider forming 
intentional communities where both their 
personal and communal prayer is informed by 
the Word of God. 

That Ursulines affirm an inclusive model of 

Church. 

a. Consider the use of inclusive 

language a priority in prayer. 

Begin to pray together using an 
inclusive version of the 
Liturgy of the Hours now. 

Use resources for prayer and music 
that reflect incarnational 
theology. 

Consider compiling their own 
resource book for communal prayer. 

That Ursulines consider creating a position 
for a director of liturgy and music for the 
community. Responsibilities of such a 
position would include: 

a. Facilitating a liturgy committee 
within the community. 

Enabling the community to choose 
music that is liturgically 
appropriate and reflective of an 
incarnational approach to reality. 

Encouraging the musicians and 
artists in the community to share 
their talents and skills with the 
community. 

Co-ordinating the liturgy planning 
at the Motherhouse for daily and 
special celebrations of the  



Eucharist and liturgical prayer. 

Aiding the community in simplifying 
their celebrations of the Liturgy 
of the Hours. 

Enabling the community to witness 
to the feminine perspective in 
prayer and worship. 

Monitoring and encouraging the 
community's use of a rhythmic 
cadence in recitation of prayers 
and psalms. 

Despite all of the above recommendations, the 

committee realized that a variety of opinions and 

concerns would still surround the topic of communal 

prayer. Not everyone in the community would appreciate 

nor approve of the recommendations. 

However, relying on our rootedness in Angela, the 

committee suggested that Ursuline women openly discuss 

any tensions related to the celebration of the Liturgy 

of the Hours and other forms of communal prayer, 

especially at the Motherhouse. As daughters of Angela, 

the community's deep sense of unity and harmony would 

prevail, even in the midst of strong opposing views. 

Additionally, a reflective reading of Angela's 

wisdom awakened in the committee another understanding. 

Ursuline ministry includes laboring with hands, hearts, 

and minds in furthering the kingdom. Also, our prayer,  
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alone and together, is a responsibility and obligation 

freely chosen that completes any definition of 

ministry. Communal prayer, therefore, is a form of 

ministry to ourselves, one another, and the Church. 

Now, the committee's final task was to propose 

models for communal prayer. The purpose of these 

models is to provide a structure for planning prayer 

together. As the committee began their preliminary 

discussion on this topic, they reached an immediate 

consensus; two models are required for communal prayer. 

The first model would address liturgical prayer and the 

second model would speak to communal prayer in which 

the focus is on the Word of God and human experience. 

The committee directed its attention to designing 

a structure for liturgical prayer. After much 

interaction we agreed to propose the following model. 

MODEL: LITURGICAL PRAYER 

Opening: Possible Elements 

a. Music: singing or listening; hymns or 
instrumental 

b. Centering Time: silence or with music 

C. Sign of the Cross: symbol frequently 
used by Angela  
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Greeting: some form of human 
interaction; some acknowledgment of one 
another's presence 

Focus of prayer: proclaimed or written; 
easily visible 

Reading: short excerpt from Angela or 
the Constitutions 

of God: Possible Elements 

Psalmody: simplified; use a variety of 
ways to recite or sing 

Scripture Reading: from the readings of 
the day or appropriate to the group 
gathered and consonant with the 
liturgical year 

Cc. Reflection time: silence 

d. Dialogue: sharing the Word of God 

Closing: Possible Elements 

a. Intercessions 

b. Blessing Prayer 

Ce Ritual: use of water, oil, hug, 
handshake or a ritual of reconciliation 

The committee agreed that the elements listed 

above are suggestions; for not all elements would be 

present during each prayer time. The committee's 

intention was to propose a model which would reflect 

simplicity, focus on the Scripture, allow for more  
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silence, speak to our senses, acknowledge our humanness 

and common heritage in Angela. 

After discussion of the first model, the committee 

directed attention to a second model, with a focus on 

the Word of God and human experience. This model, with 

its proposed elements, would allow for greater 

flexibility. Simplicity, silence, time for 

interaction, mutual support, and emphasis on the Word 

of God would characterize this second model. The 

committee agreed on the following model. 

MODEL: SMALL GROUP PRAYER 

Focus on the Word of God and Human Experience 

Opening: Possible Elements 

a. Time for Centering; quieting time 

b. Use of a question related to lived experience 

Co Music 

d. Ritual 

e. Opening prayer 

Word of God: Possible Elements 

a. Scripture selection 

b. Sound scriptural interpretation 

C. Silent reflection time  



Use of questions to connect faith to human 

experience 

e. Time for interaction 

Closing: Possible Elements 

a. Response to the Word of God 

b. Ritual 

Co Ending Prayer 

d. Music 

In both of the proposed models the elements are 

not necessarily arranged in an order which the group 

assembled might wish to use. The small group would 

determine their comfort level with the elements chosen. 

In a small group setting, the second model would 

aid those gathered together to relate their faith to 

daily living. Such prayer would enable those assembled 

to recognize and remain sensitive to the presence of 

God in their ordinary human experience. 

The committee understood that this model presumes 

a willingness on the part of those gathered to support 

and to share God's interaction with humans. The 

mingling of faith and life is formative of any 

Christian community. It was the hope of the committee 

that a deeper awareness of God's love and a desire to  
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respond to that love would result and remain a central 

commitment for those who gather like this for prayer. 

The writing of the recommendations and proposed 

models had completed the theological reflection 

process. The committee would meet on two more 

occasions to evaluate the recommendations and models. 

At each of these sessions, the committee would also 

gather for communal prayer. At the next session, our 

prayer would be based on the design for liturgical 

prayer. 

 



THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION PROCESS 

TRADITION CULTURE 

oN 
SOURCES 

  

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

SESSIONS SEVEN and EIGHT: AGENDA   

Refine and evaluate recommendations. 

Pray together using models proposed. 

Evaluate models proposed for communal prayer. 

 



EVALUATION 

On April 4, 1992 and on April 26, 1992 members of 

the committee gathered to pray communally and to 

evaluate the recommendations and models proposed. Both 

sessions began with a discussion of the 

recommendations. The original listing of twenty points 

required refinement and editorial attention. However, 

by the end of the second session, the recommendations 

numbered ten and the committee approved of their 

content. This evaluation satisfied members of the 

committee. 

A second item on the agenda for these two meetings 

was communal prayer. At the meeting on April 4, the 

leader planned for a type of liturgical prayer, a 

modified version of Liturgy of the Hours. Prayer 

lasted for about thirty minutes. The group then took a 

short break and returned for an oral evaluation of the 

proposed model. Now, an actual experiential 

orientation could guide the committee's exchange of 

ideas and criticisms. 

Approval of the model was unanimous. The comments 

from the group pointed to appreciation of the 

incorporation of more silence and reflection time into 

the model. Since some community members may experience  



an uneasiness with periods of silence during prayer, 

this component of the model may need addressing and 

either expanded or modified. As one member of the 

committee remarked, whenever a community gathers 

together for public praise, their words, their 

reflection time, and their presence to one another all 

contribute to the act of praise. Public prayer 

involves more than saying aloud a multitude of words. 

Other details endorsed by the committee singled 

out the simplicity of the design, the use of inclusive 

language, centering time, and the intercessions which 

flowed from the committee's ministry. Also, the group 

responded favorably to a brief reading from Angela's 

writings. 

An insightful observation concluded that each 

local community would probably adapt the model to its 

particular group. Besides, the local communities might 

welcome a resource list for blessing prayers and 

examples of possible rituals. 

Lastly, the model provides for variety and 

respects a plurality of views, since it allows for some 

freedom of choice in selecting from the elements.  
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Perhaps the model needs to indicate in some way which 

elements are essential and which are optional. 

One concern of the committee focused on the 

effectiveness of the model in a large group setting, 

especially at the Motherhouse. After a lengthy 

discussion, the committee realized that if the 

community began to compile its own resource book for 

prayer, the model could be effectively incorporated 

into such a book and eliminate any sense of insecurity. 

In a large group, individual interaction and sharing is 

not usually feasible. Therefore, a large group might 

disregard this element of sharing. Of some concern, 

too, was how to incorporate the element of ritual into 

a large group setting. 

The second evaluation session on April 26 followed 

a similar format. The committee first presented some 

minor additions and deletions to the recommendations. 

Then it approved the final revision. Next, the members 

of the committee gathered for prayer. The format of 

the communal prayer followed the design of the second 

model where the primary focus is on the Word of God and 

human experience. Prayer lasted for about forty-five 

minutes.  
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When the committee convened after a short break, 

there was consensus that the second model of prayer is 

formative of community, supportive to its members, 

aligns with Constitutions, and is encouraged and 

approved by the Church. The time allotted for silence 

and reflection again drew unanimous approval. For 

those engaged in ministry, sharing silence with others 

is an important aspect of communal prayer at this time 

in history. 

A local community might choose to pray with the 

second model periodically, once a week or twice a 

month. For the committee indicated that the effective 

use of this second model requires a longer time 

commitment by the participants. This design also 

requires an extended preparation time by the prayer 

leader. 

Other observations by the committee provoked both 

concern and approval of the model. For instance, an 

underlying assumption of this model is that the 

participants possess an openness and a willingness to 

share and to listen. In other words, discipleship is 

enriched and the Kingdom is furthered, by sharing and  



84 

listening to the Word of God and others' experience of 

God's revelation. 

Another concern mentioned the area of trust. 

Only when a group of persons achieve a basic level of 

trust, would they choose to pray together using this 

second model. Therefore, realistically, not every 

local community would utilize this model. 

Finally, all committee members agreed that the 

model enables the participants to immerse themselves in 

the Word of God in such a way that God's presence 

supports and strengthens their faith journey. 

Originally, the committee had prepared a written 

evaluation, but after each evaluation session, the 

committee decided a written evaluation would be 

redundant. However, a committee member cited the need 

to do an evaluation at the end of a year after local 

communities had sufficient time to experience both 

models. 

 



SUMMARY 

The final goal of this project was to provide the 

Ursuline community with recommendations and proposed 

models for communal prayer. If followed, these 

recommendations and models would assist the Ursulines 

in praying together on a regular basis. A six session 

theological reflection process prepared the six member 

committee for their task. The recommendations and 

models developed as the outgrowth of the theological 

reflection process. 

This reflection process was the primary instrument 

by which the committee investigated the past and 

present experience of Ursulines with communal prayer. 

The process, however, led the committee into a 

discussion of all aspects of community life. The final 

result of this intense examination of both communal 

prayer and community life was a list of ten 

recommendations and two proposed models. These would 

act as guides in the planning and designing of communal 

prayer within the community. Now that the goal is 

achieved, a backward glance at the project-in-process 

yields some clear understandings and sobering 

challenges.  



First, the recommendations and models are the 

consequence of a process. Will they be effective or 

even understandable to anyone who has not participated 

in the process? In other words, is the process as 

vital as the conclusions? Questions like these caused 

the committee to consider if we needed to make only a 

single recommendation: each local community is to 

participate in a theological reflection process on 

communal prayer. 

A second insight and challenge points to the 

growing concern over community life and the plurality 

of views surrounding this topic. In Creating a Future 
  

for Religious Life, Patricia Wittberg expresses the 

committee's conviction succinctly. She writes that 

perhaps religious life in the future will be 

characterized by diversity in ministry and even of 

ideological/philosophical beliefs but that members will 

"be united by their commitment to an intense common 

life." (p.158) 

The committee insisted that the Ursuline community 

needs to grow into a shared vision of community life to 

achieve quality prayer together. Angela directs her 

daughters in the Fifth Counsel to come together  



frequently, although the first company never had a 

common life. Moreover, both community documents and 

official directives of the Church continue to emphasize 

the value of the common life because of the common love 

we share. Even Mary Jo Leddy in her book Reweaving 

Religious Life suggests that the future of religious 
  

life will be discovered at "the level where our 

communion with God coincides with our communion with 

others" (p.98). 

Another perception developed from the committee's 

constant reiteration of the need for inclusive 

language. The cultural tides of the planet are slowly 

pushing the growing awareness of women's inequality to 

a world consciousness level. Women's communities have 

a serious obligation to provide leadership for all 

women. Communal prayer most definitely needs to 

reflect the community's feminine identity and inclusive 

stance towards all people. To experience the feminine 

aspect of God is an expected outcome of our prayer 

together. 

Ursulines frequently describe themselves using the 

phrase, contemplative-in-action. However, as the 
  

committee referred to this phrase in our discussions, a  
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new understanding grew in us. We began to replace the 

phrase above with the term contemplative pilgrim. This 
  

term, presently heard at gatherings of Ursulines, 

captures a realization that sheds light on communal 

prayer. Our ability to look lovingly at reality grows 

from our experience of a loving God. Like Angela, this 

experience of reality gives us a pilgrim's heart with a 

passion for the Kingdom of God. Yet the cultural 

forces in the world today bombard us with other values. 

As women religious who are pilgrims, we need 

desperately to attend to the contemplative aspect of 

our lives, even when gathered for prayer together. 

Providing for silence and reflection time during prayer 

allows those assembled to take a loving look at reality 

and to foster a lasting relationship with God. 

A final challenge and understanding became evident 

as the theological reflection process drew to a close. 

The committee acknowledged that the process was a valid 

experience for them. The recommendations and models 

are suggestions and proposals for the community to 

consider. They are offered as a way for Ursulines to 

be together in prayer so as to be together in 

community.  
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Because of the pluralism and diversity within the 

community it may not be possible for the community to 

ever achieve a shared vision of communal prayer. If 

we, however, are to continue Angela's dream, Ursulines 

still will need to gather together as women, break 

bread together, and tell our story (John Shea, Stories 

of God). 

The theological reflection process as well as the 

recommendations and models were an attempt to assist 

the community at communal prayer. Both the directives 

of the Church and the documents of the community 

provided the framework for our deliberations. 

Prayer, community and ministry are the 

cornerstones of apostolic religious life. All three 

witness to the presence of Jesus Christ in the world. 

Ursulines at prayer together, like Angela and her first 

company of women, still wish to witness to the truth 

revealed in 1 John 1:1. 

"Something which has existed since the beginning 
that we have heard, 

and we have seen with our own eyes; 
that we have watched 

and touched with our hands: 
the Word, who is life- 
this is our subject."  
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