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”Carefully cultivate the vineyard
entrusted to you.
It will be your treasure.”
St. Mary Euphrasia Letter #130


Keynote Address by Sr. Mary Pellegrino, CSJ
October 29, 2024

I’d like to begin with a few comments about the theme chosen for this gathering – Vineyard Visionaries - and its origins in your early documents. 
In 1834 as your congregation was evolving from its Eudist origins and the Good Shepherd presence was spreading more widely under Mary Euphrasia’s leadership, Mary Euphrasia wrote to Sr. Stanislaus Bedouet, the superior of the house in Poitier and one of her closest friends, these words of guidance and encouragement:
“Carefully cultivate the vineyard entrusted to you.  Let it be your treasure.”
In 2024, as the Good Shepherd presence – now worldwide – continues to evolve, Mary Euphrasia offers her words of guidance and encouragement to you again in such a time as this.  With the hindsight of nearly 200 years, her vision and mysticism remains just as apt today as it was in her time. So I invite you to let her words of encouragement be your mantra during these days. 
The image of a vineyard that Mary Euphrasia conjures in her letter to Sr. Stanislaus, along with the image of a visionary, creates a very rich theme and focus.
Both images are laden with metaphor and meaning.  They’re like icons that reveal their layers and layers of grace to a steady contemplative gaze. 


VINEYARDS
The image of a vineyard is highly symbolic in both spiritual and cultural traditions. 
· Vineyards are associated with abundance, fruitfulness and transformation 
· They symbolize patience and hard work because of the nature of the labor that’s needed to tend them.  
· In spiritual traditions, particularly Judaism and Christianity, the image of a vineyard connotes our connection to the earth
· Like all living things vineyards have life cycles – they bud, they grow, they lie dormant, and they bud again
· While grapevines may grow wild, vineyards don’t just happen on their own. They need to be tended, cultivated, nurtured, protected. 
Vineyards need vinedressers.
VINEDRESSERS
· Vinedressers see things whole – they cultivate the entire vineyard by carefully tending each vine.
· Vinedressers are faithful – they labor daily with patience, perseverance and hope
· They study soil conditions and weather patterns, and they interpret shifts and trends in each.
· Vinedressers are concerned about fruitfulness, not efficiency.
· They understand the natural pattern of the vineyard’s life cycle.
· They know when to prune or when to graft the vines, when to pull up and when to plant.
· Vinedressers know that the seeds of the future are in the fruit of the present and the past.
· They know that nothing is lost in the transformation from what was to what will be. 
Vinedressers are vineyard visionaries. 
VISIONARIES
· Visionaries are those who see things as they are and can imagine what they could be.
· Visionaries stand in the present and look to the future.  They put their energies into helping to bring about a hoped-for outcome. 
· Visionaries can render a picture of the future while rooted in the present. 
· They anticipate and innovate; they inspire and create conditions for a new thing to take root.
· Visionaries see the future where others see only the past or present. They graft continuity with innovation to bring about what does not yet exist. 
John Eudes and Mary Euphrasia did just that.  They looked at what was with a mystic’s eye, discerned possibilities for girls and women that did not yet exist and then set their vision and gave their energy to make those possibilities real. 
Spiritual writer, Brianna Wiest notes that 
“If you look with your eyes (and I add ONLY your eyes) you will see relics of the past. You must have vision.  You must be willing to imagine what does not yet exist then be willing to believe that it one day might.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Weist, Brianna, Ceremony, p.168] 

As I come to know you and your history more deeply, I’m not surprised that Mary Euphrasia encouraged her friend and sister with an image of a vineyard and called her to cultivate it as a trusted treasure. Mary Euphrasia herself was a visionary.  She was a mystic in the lineage of John Eudes who also was a visionary and might also be considered a mystic. 
They both stood quite firmly in the reality of their respective place and culture, noticed the climate conditions of their time, interpreted the trends, saw what was - the conditions that existed for women and girls - and envisioned a different set of conditions, a different world in which women and girls would be free of abuse and neglect and exploitation. And then they set about cultivating the conditions to make that vision a reality in their time and in their spheres of influence.
And Mary Euphrasia’s vision – by now clearly God’s vision too - was wide enough, deep enough and audacious enough to create a home for contemplative sisters to live the mission of the Congregation side by side with their apostolic counterparts. 
For nearly four centuries sisters and partners throughout your history have cultivated the vineyards of their day with patience and perseverance, and with courage and hope.  Old vines gave way to fresh shoots, new vineyards were planted, pruned and grafted over and over again.  And through it all, nothing has been lost. What is essential has remained, and your fruitfulness is undeniable. 
“Carefully cultivate the vineyard entrusted to you.  Let it be your treasure.”
BELONGING AND DNA
In preparing for your Symposium, I did quite a bit of research into vineyards and vines and grapes. Along the way I learned that vineyards have lineage, and scientists use genetic methods to trace the ancestry of grape varieties. In fact, a genealogical investigation into the connections between different wine varieties has resulted in the creation of a family tree of grapes.  Genetic analysis was used to trace the ancestry of grape varieties, including a French grape variety that can be traced back 900 years to a single ancestral plant. 
Think “Finding Your Roots” with Henry Louis Gates for grapes.  
You, along with Good Shepherd Sisters and Partners world-wide also have a lineage. Yours is a spiritual lineage. You belong to a long line of vineyard visionaries, beginning with John Eudes, re-envisioned by Mary Euphrasia and continued by Sisters and Partners ever since. You can trace your lineage – or your charism  - back nearly 400 years.  
Charism is like spiritual DNA – genetic material that carries our essence, and when activated bears the fruit of our becoming. 
At some point in each of your lives the spirit of John Eudes and Mary Euphrasia was awakened in you. It wasn’t given to you as something you tried on or put on to see if it fit – it was already within you, and it was awakened. It was activated. It came to life in and through you. That’s how charism works.  
Theresa of Avila describes this awakening in her own life when she writes, “I saw myself reflected and then I saw clearly the path that I was walking.”  
Our genetic material carries our essence. It shapes us. It holds all that we are and will be and will become. Charisms are our spiritual essence; they hold our spiritual becoming. 
When I spent time in Angers, saw the door that Mary Euphrasia and others entered through over the years, walked the paths that Mary Euphrasia walked, saw the drawers that held and organized all of her correspondence as the Congregation grew, I grew in deeper and deeper appreciation for her vision and the fruits of her vision. 
And yet, that experience could not come close to the profound inner experience that had I had as a Sister of St. Joseph when I stepped into the kitchen in Le Puy, France and peered into the hearth where in 1650 the first six Sisters of St. Joseph huddled for warmth on cold nights and welcomed orphans and prostitutes, taught them to be lacemakers not only restoring their reputations but equipping them with economic independence as well.  
That’s charism.  While we’re related in many ways, we come from different blood lines. 
Pause for reflection:  
Consider that you carry the spirits of John Eudes and Mary Euphrasia and all the Sisters and Partners who have gone before you.

In what ways do you see the Good Shepherd charism alive in you?

Today, the Good Shepherd vineyard is vast with vinedressers all over the world.  You belong to a global community with a global vision. 
To be a Good Shepherd Sister or Partner today means that you are committed to look with the eyes of visionaries, vinedressers and mystics at the whole that you belong to you – and the whole that belongs to you.
To be a Good Shepherd Sister or Partner today – in such a time as this for your Congregation and for the life of the world – means that you find your fruitfulness not only in the now but also in the next, that you belong to something so much bigger than yourselves, so much bigger than each of you and all of you together. It means that you envision a world in which healing, reconciliation, equity and inclusion are defining characteristics of your community and the world in which we all live. 
This is the vision that you belong to and the vision that belongs to you. 

The ways in which you’ll live into your belonging - in such a time as this - will shape your region and your Congregation for years to come.  

So, let’s take a look at your vineyard today. 
The Good Shepherd presence is in 68 countries spanning nearly every continent. The whole world is your vineyard. 
Consider the conditions of your vineyard and their impacts not only on women and girls and children – but particularly on women, girls and children – because these were and remain the privileged attention of your mission and charism through every iteration and transformation of your congregation since the time of John Eudes. Women, girls and children in every society remain the most vulnerable and continue to bear a disproportionate burden of the inequities and injustices that exist and persist in our world today. 

[bookmark: _Hlk181108088][bookmark: _Hlk181276002]As we consider your global vineyard, I want to acknowledge here information and data from the Ministry Mapping project that was conducted collaboratively by GSIF and the Congregational Secretariate Office. The project was concluded earlier this year.  [footnoteRef:2] [2:  This was a 7-year collaborative project, and the report was published in March 2024. Both GSIF and the Congregational Secretariat Office acknowledge that the data related to Congregational Ministries and Partners in Mission is likely underrepresented. The data for Sisters is based on December 2023 statistics. For the purposes of this address, the data is intended to illumine trends and proportions, not exact numbers. ] 


US/Toronto Vineyard
· 170 Apostolic Sisters, 
· 23 Contemplative Sisters, 
· 14 Congregational ministries, 
· 18 individual ministries and 
· 3003 Partners in Mission are dressing vines in the US/Toronto vineyard

Conditions on the ground – or the soil conditions – are quite sobering:
· One climate disaster and disruption after another – hurricanes, flooding, fires
· Continually escalating hate violence, rising white nationalism and escalating civil instability 
· Our democracy has never been more fragile in our lifetime.  We’re a week away from one of the most consequential presidential elections of memory, an election that could very well result in widespread violence and disregard for any rule of law with a powerful political party that has promised to suppress any opposition and disregard any outcome that does not favor its candidate.

REAL Vineyard
· 549 Apostolic Sisters, 
· 95 Contemplative Sisters 
· 89 Congregational Ministries, 
· 12 Individual Ministries and 
· 1953 Partners in Mission 

Are dressing vines in your REAL vineyard amid dangerous ground conditions of ongoing political instability, drug cartels, human trafficking and forced migration.
Your Sisters, partners and ministries in Nicaragua are living with ongoing and immediate danger and uncertainty as their property and ministries have been seized by the Ortega government in its efforts to suppress any opposition. 

European Vineyard
· 517 Apostolic Sisters 
· 47 Contemplative Sisters 
· 53 Congregational Ministries, 
· 14 Individual Ministries and 
· 1703 Partners in Mission

Are tending your European Vineyard amid an unprecedent rise in European white nationalism that threatens ongoing deterioration of the European Union. Millions of migrants displaced by violence, climate disasters and economic conditions are adrift or have disappeared throughout the continent creating ripe conditions for trafficking vulnerable women, girls and children. Your vinedressers are responding with healing and haven, food and shelter

Middle East Vineyard
· 79 Apostolic Sisters
· 12 Congregational Ministries, 
· I Individual Ministry and 
· 297 Partners in Mission 

Are dressing vines and wounds in the Middle East bringing and being the presence of  Good Shepherd to so many areas destabilized by unrelenting violence and political unrest in that region. Your Sisters in Lebanon wrote recently 

“We are invited to play a vital role in promoting peace and reconciliation, as Saint John Eudes and Saint Mary Euprhasia did in their times.  We carry the weight of our desire for peace in our hearts.  Moved by compassion we are determined to take action and support our brothers and sisters in their time of need.” [footnoteRef:3] [3:  OLCGS Flash News, September 2024. Received via email October 4, 2024 ] 


They are assisting displaced families who have recently arrived in Lebanon with accessing healthcare and basic necessities.



RIMOA Vineyard
· 242 Apostolic Sisters,
·  3 Contemplative Sisters,
· 58 Congregational Ministries, 
· 11 Individual Ministries and 
· 1406 Partners in Mission
Are tending the vineyard of RIMOA amid all sorts of challenging ground conditions. 
The flooding in parts of this region, particularly in Kenya has been devastating and catastrophic. Your Sisters and partners are responding with much need relief and essential resources to effected families. Consider, too, the extreme soil and ground conditions elsewhere in this vineyard: drought, famine ongoing and protracted violence..

Asia-Pacific Vineyard
And 
· 929 Apostolic Sisters, 
· 51 Contemplative Sisters
· 12 Congregational Ministries, 
· 25 Individual Ministries and
·  6123 Partners in Mission in Asia-Pacific are responding to devasting floods that have resulted in massive losses and ongoing displacement of peoples throughout Thailand, India and Myanmar – where the government continues to wage war against its citizens. 
Your Sisters and partners are bringing food, water, clothing and other essentials to those effected by these devastating ground conditions, and your Sisters in Myanmar, despite the danger and challenges, are sources of hope and healing amidst the civil chaos there. 

When we look with our human eyes we may see different parts of the world, navigating similar realities in different contexts. When we look with Vineyard Visionary eyes we see who we are whose we are…we see ourselves whole. 

See yourselves whole:
· 2486 Apostolic Sisters
· 219 Contemplative Sisters
· 238 Congregational Ministries
· 81 Individual Ministries
· 14,485 Partners in Mission
Each of you and all of you together are part of a vast and fruitful vineyard that’s made up of thousands of Sisters and Partners expressing mission through daily, faithful contemplative life and hundreds of active ministries.  

With Theresa of Avila, see yourself reflected and see clearly the path that you are walking.  

Now take a look around the room. 

Is the next John Eudes in this room?  Maybe, maybe not. We don’t know. 
Is the next Mary Euphrasia in this room?  Maybe, maybe not. We don’t know. 
What we do know, though, is that the daughters and sons of John Eudes and Mary Euphrasia are in this room.. 

Their spirits, their energy, their charism and vision run through your blood. You belong to them, and they belong to you. And you’ve committed yourselves to tending the vines of healing, reconciliation, equity and inclusion in the vineyard of a universal culture of justice. In the spirit of John and Mary, you’ve called and committed yourselves to abundance and generativity, to zeal for your mission, to radical transformation of yourselves and your community and to continue to amplify your voices for justice, particularly to elevate and empower women and girls. 

This is who you are.  This is who John Eudes and Mary Euphrasia and all your Sisters and Partners have become for the world. 

You belong to this vision and this vision belongs to you. 

“Carefully cultivate the vineyard entrusted to you. 
It will be your treasure.”
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