ASHORE


They came.  In boats of many colors.  Carrying over 560 delegates from 24 communities and groups spread all over the Philippines-Thailand Province.  

They came from Cebu, Antipolo, Bacolod, Isabela, Iloilo, Passi, Cagayan de Oro, Baguio, San Simon, Antique, Kibangay, and Kauswagan.  From Bangkok and Thabom in Thailand. From the communities of Emmaus  and Cana,  the Marie Eugenie Institute (MEI), the Novitiate, the Associate Missionaries of Assumption (AMA), the Community of Lay Assumption (CLAY) and  the Provincialate. From San Lorenzo’s Central Services Division (SLV-CSD), Basic Education Division Family Council (SLV-BEDFC), and the Higher Education Division  (SLV-HED).  From the Assumption Alumnae Association (AAA), the Maryville Urban Development Foundation and Malibay.  

Propelled by sails blown  by winds of grace, they landed on the shores of Assumption’s San Lorenzo Campus -- Sisters and Laity,  to further discover this new frontier  of being Assumption Together.

Formally dubbed the “Philippines-Thailand Assumption Together Congress 2010”, its theme was “Assumption Together: Extending the Reign of God”. Previously prepared paths were laid out  in the form of Formation Sessions, conducted over the past year, intended to lead to Concurrent Sessions during the Congress.  These sessions of reflection centered on 5 topics:  Justice-Peace-Care for Creation-Solidarity; Preferential Love for the Poor; Commitment to the Youth; Love for the Church and The Kingdom In Us. 

All 560 delegates walked down the path to their pre-chosen topic and there – in the clearing, they listened to each other and made new discoveries…

· The discovery of the willingness to sacrifice in a young community volunteer  who gave up his life during the 2007 MILF-Military encounter  in Kauswagan, as he rushed to protect and rescue the Sisters and other members of the community he worked with.  Hand in hand with the selflessness of the Sisters who chose to remain in that war-torn community and continue to work for the dream of peace that the young man died for.

· The discovery of a nanay from Malibay who shared that -- after living conjugally with her husband for years and after several children, she only recently realized that there IS a difference between simply  “living together” and being “married” in the presence of God. This kambyo na pananaw (change of perspective) was the fruit of a seminar on Marriage, participated in as a prerequisite for the mass wedding that Sr. Bernadette organized for their community. It has transformed their mundane life of mutual survival into a life of meaning -- beyond the daily struggles of poverty, into an awareness of all the possibilities for choosing compassion, courage and commitment in the union of separate selves into one with God.

· The discovery of the pain of caring and the rage of injustice in a young  Muslim Peace volunteer, when she visited with an equally young Muslim mother in Mindanao.  She listened to her anguish as she related the story of how a member of the MILF invaded her home, tore away and killed the baby nursing at her breast -- then proceeded to rape her by first suckling at that same breast. She asked herself: How does one begin to show the face of God in the face of such cruelty and hate? How can we accept that it is only forgiveness that can break the cycle of revenge and fear?

· The discovery that one can only heal from the deep wounds of our lives, the brokenness of our hearts, when --  as from clenched fists, we begin to unravel  and open up  our selves, palms up, to an emptiness  that only God can fill.  To accept suffering as not obstacles to Grace, but rather as the way to discover God’s Love. To discover His voice not only in the intimacy of personal prayer, but in praying in Community -- bearing witness to how God works His Grace in helping others transcend their own burdens and transform their lives.

· The discovery by a group of Old Girls living in Bacolod -- that by accepting their Bishop’s invitation to give English conversation classes to young seminarians, they  would slowly bridge the growing volatile gap of inequality, prejudice and suspicion between the exploited “obreros” and landed “hacenderos” – a gap that saw the Church increasingly caught “in the crossfire”.  Initially perceived to be symbols of the “affluent rich”, the seminarians were “not open” to their teachers; in turn, the Old Girls or Titas (as they were called), found  it difficult to “invite them in” and participate. But they persisted and as time went by, these young  men found their “eyes opened to the gift that the Titas were trying to give”.  As one seminarian put it: his heart was opened to the deeper gifts these ladies were capable of giving – not just their riches, but the gift of friendship. Thus, both sides were transformed and made into one Church -- gap-less, borderless, one people of God.

There were so many other discoveries; stories almost too many to retell, about lives lived in partnership as Assumption Together. The burst of celebration in song and dance at the end of the day was an outburst of Joy at being precisely that – together! Multiple paths – but somehow, all leading in the same direction, focused on the same Truth: Christ, and  the Extension of His Reign.  

Organizers of the Congress worked tirelessly and selflessly to provide  not only an inspiring time and space for the delegates to discover this Truth, but provided as well concrete symbols that  would capture its spirit.  Sr. Diana Wauters, Assumption’s own Superior General, focused on one such symbol in her opening address: “…to use the symbol of this Congress, it is the strong wind that drives the boat out of the safety of the harbor towards new horizons.  One author has said “A port is the safest place for boats, but that’s not why boats were made.”   
Perhaps this is why it is never enough to simply be exposed to Christ’s teachings . As constant and unmeasured as God’s invitations are to us, so too must we consciously accept them  by embracing  the cost of discipleship and commit daily to making the right choices.  Only then can we make “this earth a place of glory for God”.
As the day came to a close, all communities and groups received a symbolic gift of a boat-mosaic, made up of so many broken pieces of stone in so many colors – coming together in a joyful vision of:  

Assumption together

Setting out to sea

Embracing our diversity

Help others to be free

No boundaries, no borders

We meet on coral sand

We can make it happen

Hand in loving hand…God’s loving hand

Creating a heaven on earth

Heaven’s a world in God’s loving hand.*

*Lyrics from Boats of Many Colors,  Official Song of Assumption Together by Dr. Pinky Valdes
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