/ EILEEN’S REACTION TO THE DECREE \

by Eileen McCafferty DiFranco

editor s note: Eileen DiFranco was ordained a priest in July
2006 by the Roman Catholic Womenpriest movement. This
summer she was informed by a eucharistic minister(!) of the
parish of which she had been a member for twenty years
that it could no longer offer her Eucharist. In response to
that action, and to the May 2008 Vatican decree which pre-
sumably was the reason for it, Catholics for Women s Equal-
ity (see article below) was formed. Please sign and circulate
their letter to the prefect of the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, found as a central insert in this issue.

My friend, mentor, and colleague, Marguerite Sexton, re-
marked a couple of years ago that priests and members of

the hierarchy who deny others communion cannot possibly
believe that the Eucharist is the body and blood of Christ.
Otherwise, she said, they would not presume to use Jesus
Christ as a weapon against their sisters and brothers. Can
you imagine the Jesus who said that prostitutes and tax col-
lectors would enter the realm of heaven before the righteous
would forbid the feeding of even one of his lambs? Can you
imagine the Jesus who directed each and every one of us to
forgive seventy times seven depriving his sisters of the bread
of life? Does the one who lived among us as Emmanuel,
God with us, need protection from any of us? Surely these
are the words—and not excommunication and punishment,—

that we acknowledge as “the Word” during mass.
continued on page 2
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GROUP RESISTS EXCOMMUNICATION
OF WOMEN SEEKING ORDINATION

“Excommunicate women seeking ordination as Catholic
priests? We say No. We will not cooperate with our church
leaders’ attempt to exclude such women. We love our church
and respect its leaders’ teaching authority, but in conscience
we must say that this is wrong! We won’t go along with it.”

These were the feelings of a group of nearly fifty Phila-
delphia-area Catholics from several parishes who met this
summer and formed “Catholics for Women’s Equality.” The
unconscionable act that sparked this group’s formation was
a May 30 2008 decree from the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, headed by Cardinal William Joseph Levada,
which stated that women who seek to be ordained as Catho-
lic priests—and those who assist them-are automatically ex-
communicated,

At first blush, this decree might look like just another in a
long line of Vatican efforts to bar women from the priest-
hood. But those who met began to see it as a major escala-
tion of our (male) church leaders’ pressure against women
who believe that God calls them to the Catholic priesthood.
As of the May 30 decree, few if any priests will offer com-
munion to such women. To go ahead and serve them not
only would be a clear act of disobedience to church teach-
ing; it also would likely get the priests fired. Even those who
are sympathetic to women’s ordination (and there are many)
would find it hard, probably impossible, to commit such dis-
obedience and to face such sanctions. What can we do in

Some of those who met know and respect Eileen DiFranco,
ordained by the Roman Catholic Womenpriest movement in
July 2006, one of the now-excommunicated women. “What
if she (or another woman in her position) comes to our par-
ish and approaches the altar?” the gathering asked. “What if
our priest refuses her communion? Do we just stand there
and do nothing? Wouldn’t that make us complicit in a pro-
found injustice? How could we suddenly exclude someone

who maybe has been a member of our parish for years, has
continued on page 2

ROLLING, ROLLING

Equal wRites keeps rolling along, thanks to the gen-
erous support of our many friends. We are happy
with our new publication schedule, and hope you
are, too. Now we will turn our attention to the web
site, www.sepawoc.org, to keep it up to date between
issues. But the most current communication will
always be through our listserv, which is so well
managed by Gaile Pohlhaus. Contact her if you want
to be on this list with moderate but interesting (we
hope) traffic: gaile.pohlhaus@villanova.edu.

And if you responded last year in September,
please contribute again this year to SEPA /WOC,
¢/o Marianne Jann, Treasurer, 49 Driscoll Drive,
Ivyland, PA 18974. We have a rolling contribution
base, too, and we thank you as always for your part
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The really sad part about my excommunication and the
resultant directive by the vicar to the pastor of my former
parish to deny me Eucharitst is the fact that not one of these
men had enough pastoral concern to contact me directly ei-
ther by letter or by telephone. 1 learned about my status
second- or third-hand. To date, I have received exactly one
letter of support from the many priests who passionately
preached justice from the pulpit of my former parish. To be
honest, I expected better. Silly, foolish me! Those words now
sound like hollow cymbals signifying a lot of hot air. In the
end, neither charity nor love prevailed. They have treated
the wounds of their sister carelessly.

I feel heartily sorry for my brothers who believe that
they have been placed in charge of a mighty God, whose
grandeur, as poet Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote, “flames
out shining like shook foil.” I forgive them their ignorance
about women. I forgive their reduction of me to a thing who
is talked about rather than talked to. 1 forgive them their
fear; their blind obedience to other frail men whose sins have
been writ large for all to see. | forgive them for the pain they
have caused me. I know that they are capable of bigger and
better things because I have seen it.

I look forward to the day when the holy words we ac-
knowledge as “the Word of God,” are honored. *You are all
children of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For all of you
who were baptized have put on Christ Jesus. There is nei-
ther Greek nor Jew, slave nor free, male nor female, for all
are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3)

The Holy Ghost, according to the poet Hopkins, broods
over the world with her warm breast and her bright wings.
She is waiting.

Group Resists Excommunication
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raised her children in the church, gone faithfully to mass and
taken on many responsibilities in parish life? Would Jesus,
friend of the marginalized and the oppressed, whom we hold
in our hands as Eucharistic Bread, withhold himself from
her or from women in a similar position? If he would not
withhold himself, how can we?”

Many of those who gathered decided, *“We can’t stand
aside; we must act.”” But how to act in conscience without
disrupting the sacred time of the mass, with its emphasis on
unity with God and one another? Several ideas were dis-
cussed. For example, we could practice a “eucharistic fast,”
refusing to take communion ourselves so long as our sister
is barred from receiving. If a priest refuses her, a eucharistic
minister might serve her. Or, a person who has received the
host might break it and share it with her. Or, everyone who
supports the excluded sister might wear something symbolic
(like a purple stole) to show solidarity with the person being
excluded.

A proposal was made that we not just do this quietly in
our own parishes, but more openly, drawing in others who
may feel the same way and who themselves are looking for a
way not just to talk, but to act. It was further proposed that a
letter be sent to Cardinal Levada, stating our disagreement
with the decree and our commitment to action. Once we have
done this in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, we could spread
it to other dioceses through organizations like national WOC.

What would it be like if hundreds of Catholics from dozens
of Philly parishes were to sign the letter? What if our simple
action in Philadelphia spread across the country, igniting simi-
lar efforts and perhaps thousands of similar letters to the
Vatican? What if people did similar actions in other parts of
the world? What if, all across the country and around the
world, women priests found themselves welcomed at par-
ishes rather than excluded? In this time of women prime
ministers and heads of state, what if the media began cover-
ing the story of courageous Catholics taking risks to stand
up for women's equality, even in the church?

Given its intransigence on women’s ordination, the
Vatican still might not move on the issue. It might continue
to rebuff us, even if it began getting not only letters, but
reports of excommunicated women being welcomed in par-
ishes and continuing to receive communion, this time from
the laity. It might try to spread the excommunication net even
farther or find other ways to sanction those who say that
male gender should not be a qualification for the priesthood.

If punitive measures do fall on us, we can find comfort
and strength in Jesus’ admonitions about taking up our cross
and following him. We can remember his words about being
blessed “when they revile you and persecute you and say all
manner of evil against you in my name.”

Even if we do not reach our goal this time around, at least
we would have the satisfaction of doing what’s right and
acting strongly in the face of profound injustice. And at [east
women priests, whom our church leaders want to exclude
from the Eucharist, would know there are many places where
they would continue to be welcomed and received at the Table
of'the Lord. And what a statement of conscience it would be,
something to inspire future generations in the struggle. And
what an image it would be of the Lord Jesus reaching out to
the marginalized and the oppressed, in spite of the opposi-
tion of religious leaders, just as he did in his own day.

TWO NOTES TO THE READER: (1) The letter to Cardinal
Levada (with places for signatures on the back) appears as
an insert in this newsletter. If you agree with it and want
your signature to appear on it, sign itand send it to Catho-
lics for Women'’s Equality, P.O. Box 965, Southampton, PA
18966-0965 by December 10, Human Rights Day. Please
feel free to make copies and circulate it among your friends
and anyone you think might also want to sign it.

(2) You will note that this article is not signed. It comes from
members of Catholics for Women's Equality who want to take
prudent measures to avoid, if possible, being targeted by
Vatican representatives looking for “leaders” to punish as
an example. However, all of us have said that we are willing
to risk excommunication in support of this cause, as have
other members of CWE.

SEPA/WOC E-MAIL LISTSERV

If you would like to receive and share information
related to the women'’s ordination movement, and
engage in dialogue with others committed to the
cause of full equality in ministry in the Roman
Catholic church, you are invited to join the SEPA/
WOC listserv. To do so, contact Gaile Pohlhaus at

gaile.pohlhaus@villanova.edu.
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