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A Covenant for Vital Living in Mission 
Philosophy

Each person is a unity of body, mind and spirit. Care for the whole person contributes to well-being and to a fuller, more meaningful life.  Having wellness in a person’s life and living vitally means having a life that is filled with loving relationships, meaning, joy, peace and well-being. This is possible at every age, regardless of our physical condition. (“Abundant Life”, Adapted for the Avila Institute of Gerontology, Inc., 2009)

Membership in community involves commitment to one’s personal development, being accountable to the other members, and accepting responsibility for the ongoing life of the whole congregation.  
· As a community, we strive to build a healthy climate of interdependence, appropriate autonomy and meaning for all members. 
· We recognize that each of us significantly contributes to the growth, development, and direction of a healthy climate for the common good.  Therefore, we appreciate our diversity, value self-confidence, and trust others. 
· We each work to create a daily life enriched by meaningful relationships. We take responsibility for our own health and vitality; we listen, affirm and challenge one another. 
· Throughout life we seek opportunities for personal development and initiate plans to support our ongoing vitality for the sake of the mission.  
 
Discernment
As members of a religious congregation, discernment is a communal experience.  Therefore, we may ask ourselves the following questions:  
With whom will I discuss and share my discernment?   
My leadership contact?  my spiritual director?  my community chapter?  a friend who will affirm yet challenge me, both personally and as a member of the congregation?  my local community or prayer group?   other persons who can add other perspectives to my discernment? 

How will my proposed decision affect my development as a woman and as a member of the congregation?

How will my decision best serve the needs of God’s people, the needs of our community and my own needs at this time in my life?
An important tool for our ongoing discernment is the short form of the Abundant Life Wellness Assessment Tool. This instrument can be used to assess our body-mind-spirit health.  
Discernment of Ministry
· How does God speak to me, challenge me in this ministry?  What in my prayer calls me to stay or to leave this ministry?
· In my current ministry, when, where, and with whom do I find life and energy?  What drains and tires me?  Why?

· Is this ministry “right” for me at this time in my life?  Why?

· How does my response to continue in or change ministry affect the people of God, my local community, and my congregation?
Discernment of Living Situation

· How has my living situation helped me to express:
a)  the core of who I am  
b) who I am as a member of community
c)  who I am in the process of becoming?
· What do I perceive to be the blessings and struggles related to my living situation?

· If living in a group, have we talked about our life together?  Are there ways we can improve our community life?  If living singly, with whom will I discuss my living situation?  Are there ways I can improve my community life?

· Are the demands of my living situation too much for me at this time in my life?  Are there adaptations that can support my continued vitality in mission?
· How does my response to continue in or change my living situation affect my ministry, daily community, and my congregation?
One expression of our covenant with one another is to include a leadership person at some point during any discernment that may lead to a change in ministry or living.  Such dialogue expresses our oneness in mission, creates mutual awareness of personal and Congregational needs and supports decision-making for the common good.  
Transitions 
Transitions are a natural and ever present part of life.  Discernment in negotiating life transitions is especially important for people like ourselves to whom the action of the Spirit of God determines our decisions.  Within all parts of the transition process, there are spiritual invitations offered to us.  That is the heart of the process, worthy of very careful attention. Our choices to live vitally for the sake of the mission depend upon it.  
Mission and Ministry

Mission and ministry are not the same thing.  As members of ______, transition from active ministry does not mean that we “retire” from mission.  Active engagement in ministry characterizes our younger years.  When we retire, we 
respond to a deeper call to contemplation and to a new way of ministering, perhaps through volunteer work, perhaps through caring for one another in community, perhaps through  more of just “being” for the sake of our mission.  The ministry changes.  The mission does not.  We serve in a new way, convinced of the creative Spirit of God continuing to work in the world through us.  There is enormous value in this new form of participation in the mission of the congregation.  Our vital living for the sake of the mission continues in this new ministry.
Interdependence and Health Care
We recognize interdependence as a life-giving relationship evident in all of creation and we strive to live this Truth through our organic governance.  This requires that we deepen our understandings of authority, decision-making and personal responsibility within the context of interdependent relationships.  We seek to strengthen our relationships with one another and to promote personal and corporate development throughout our lifespan.  
Our interdependence calls us to be intentional in our care for one another, and to do all we can to maintain our own health.  Each sister is asked to complete (and update as needed) her health assessment and advance directive/health care proxy forms.  These will be reviewed by the Wholistic Health Administrator and/or Community-Based Wholistic Healthcare Coordinator, to provide needed information should a sister have a healthcare emergency.  
Our Wholistic Health Administrator is available for consultation related to health maintenance programming and other resources for vital living.   Prior to making a major transition in living and ministry, and/or when a health concern requires significant attention, we ourselves or our leadership contact may suggest that we meet with our Wholistic Healthcare Administrator.

Wellness Planning

The creation of a wellness plan can facilitate our ongoing vitality in mission. 
Some considerations in formulating a plan include:

· Do I have a support network of congregational members, friends and family?

· Is my home environment safe and conducive to my independence?

· Am I able to manage the general household maintenance?

· Am I able to meet other daily needs such as shopping, cooking, managing medications, and attending doctor appointments?  

If there are immediate needs, the Wholistic Health Administrator or designee will link us to the appropriate services in the community and/or assist us in finding a more appropriate living situation. If a medical condition is identified in this process, a complete medical evaluation may be needed.  Our Community-Based Wholistic Healthcare Coordinator, or another person with similar training, may assist us in procuring the appropriate support and treatment.
If we choose to age-in-place for as long as possible, we will, in cooperation with our Wholistic Health Administrator, develop a plan linking to services in the community where we live.  This plan will identify a support network including family, friends, and other sisters, identifying the role each person will play.  The Wholistic Health Administrator or a designee will continue ongoing support and evaluation.
The Wholistic Health Administrator and Community-Based Wholistic Healthcare Coordinator will continue to share developments in their fields of expertise. This allows us to benefit from newly emerging information in physical and psycho-social geriatric care.
Receiving Additional Care

For many of us, there will come a time when the situations in which we have been living – within a local community, within an independent senior living complex, or independently- can no longer meet our needs.  We need more assistance than our support network and community-based services are able to provide.  If it is in our best interests to move to an Assisted Living Facility, ideally it will be in one of the senior living communities that have been identified by our consultants and in which other sisters already reside. If an alternative is needed, a sister is to be in dialogue with leadership to discuss her needs and the impact on the congregation.  Our Wholistic Health Administrator will also evaluate the plan to ensure appropriate care and support.  Information about the services provided by each of the facilities is available from our Wholistic Health Administrator and/or Leadership Contacts.
Our congregation currently contracts with facility-based healthcare coordinators to assist at the facilities in which our sisters reside in (list of states or cities where members reside).  Their role is to provide “on the spot” assistance and updates to the Wholistic Health Administrator and to meet the day to day needs of sisters which are not already being met by the facility, its staff, or other sisters. They also provide assistance with scheduling appointments, transporting to doctors, and purchasing needed items.
Then will come the twilight time, the space between here and there … when the concerns of the world fade…a time for trust.  We must trust the time of no energy…to make us open in a different way to those around us.  We must trust our doctors, and our caregivers, and our situation and our passage.  We must allow ourselves to be cared for and trust that the people doing it are receiving something from us as we receive something from them.  

(Joan Chittister, The Gift of Years)

For some of us, a further transition may be precipitated when our medical and daily living needs require more support than an Assisted Living Program can provide. Then it will be in our best interest to receive the medical and other professional assistance that is only available in a skilled care facility.  To the extent possible, we will choose the facility in which we will receive this service.  The Wholistic Health Administrator will assist us in understanding our needs and in matching them to a facility that has an opening and that can best meet these needs.  Wherever possible, it will be a facility in an area where other sisters are residing, and in which we have appropriate supports already in place.  
This is the time for melting into God…  Now the Mystery is about to reveal itself.  Now is only the beginning.  (Joan Chittister, The Gift of Years)
Conclusion

Vital living is the context for our prayerful discernment at each life transition. No matter our age, health condition, degree or mode of active ministry, we stand as one in our commitment to the mission of our Congregation.  









I came that you may have life and have it more abundantly.  John 10:10























Self-care is never a selfish act- it is simply good stewardship of the only gift I have, the gift I was put on earth to offer to others.  Anytime we listen to true self and give it the care it requires, we do so not only for ourselves but for the many others whose lives we touch.  


                          (Parker Palmer)


















































What is Discernment?





Discernment requires that we be in touch with ourselves and with God.  We discern as well as we live, and live as well as we discern.





Discernment aims to tell by a felt sense that God is or is not a key factor in this or that action.  





This is an overall sense that wells up from the depths, not just a conviction of the head based on sound reasons and arguments. 





Discernment is grace enfleshed, taking on human form in our perceptions, judgments, and decisions.





Discernment in its fullness takes a practiced heart, fine-tuned to hear the word of God and single-heartedness to follow out that word in love.  It is a gift from God, cultivated by a prayerful life and the search for self-knowledge. 





(Ernest Larkin, O.Carm)  





































































































May the eyes of your heart be enlightened that you may know what is the hope that belongs to God’s call… Ephesians 1:18.



























































May the eyes of your heart be enlightened that you may know what is the hope that belongs to God’s call.        Ephesians 1:18.

















Responsibility for vibrant community life rests with each sister in her own gift and circumstances to seek and foster life-giving situations and relationships.  (Dominican Sisters of Hope Constitutional Norm #23)

































































Transitions 





There are three parts to every transition:  the ending, the “neutral zone” and the new beginning.





The hardest part for most people is the ending, in which we go through stages of disengagement, disidentification, disenchantment, and disorientation.  





The neutral zone is that difficult period that follows, a period of uncertainty, doubt, emptiness, darkness.  And it is usually a while before we come to the final stage, the new beginning.  





William Bridges, PhD., Transitions:  Making Sense of Life’s Changes.


























What characterizes Dominican discernment focused on the common good?  It is firmly grounded in basic Dominican themes- Truth (Veritas) and contemplation in action (Contempata aliis trader).” 


(Discernment and Consensus, Dominican Style”, 2006)























The stewardship of our resources calls us to mutuality in our ongoing discernment regarding the ways we live, participate in mission, and care for one another and our world.  






















































































Nothing is more practical than finding God, that is, than falling in love in a quite absolute, final way.





What you are in love with, what seizes your imagination, will affect everything.  





It will decide 


what will get you out of bed 


in the mornings,


what you will do with 


your evenings,


how you spend your weekends


what you read


who you know


what breaks your heart


and what amazes you with joy and gratitude.





Fall in love, stay in love and it will decide everything.





Father Pedro Arrupe, SJ
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