Report:  World Union Catholic Women’s Organization 

Centenary Assembly JERUSALEM -October 2010


The World Union Catholic Women’s Organizations (WUCWO) Centenary Assembly was held in Jerusalem October 5th – 11th, 2010. 
“You will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8)

Of the more than 60 countries and close to 500 attendees there were 31 Canadians in attendance. Twenty –eight were there because of their Catholic Women’s League roots and three represented the Ukrainian Catholic Women’s League. Kim Scammell, the Executive Director, President Velma Harasen, president-elect Betty Anne Brown Davidson and I were there as official representatives of the Catholic Women’s League of Canada. Agnes Bedard, Honourary Life Member, and North American vice-president of WUCWO was part of the organizing committee and she played a vital role because of her gift of singing, in the majority of the liturgical celebrations. This report includes my personal experience at WUCWO. 

The Canadians did not have the advantage of staying at the site of the assembly, Pontifical Institute Notre Dame of Jerusalem. When we arrived, by bus from the airport at the assembly site to register, we were told that we had to walk to our hotel and that our luggage would follow as the bus could not go into the old city, the site of our hotel.  After a long flight arriving in 30 plus degree weather, no one, least of all me, wanted to hear that. There was a need to walk further to the hotel. At that precise moment I discovered that as a member of the Catholic Women’s League, I was indeed spoiled because of the sites where the convention was held and the organization of our conventions.  The Gloria Hotel had two sections, one with and one without an elevator. As luck would have it the room that Velma and I shared was in the section without an elevator and we had to walk up more than 42 steps daily. This proved to be an easy climb for Velma as she arrived at the top breathing easy but it turned out to be a daily test for me. Betty Anne and Kim were in the section of the hotel with the elevator and they missed the opportunity for additional exercise each day.
The majority of us, Canadians, were housed at the Gloria Hotel which meant we had to walk to the assembly site daily through the old city of Jerusalem. Some of us, like me, found this daily trek to be a challenge based on a variety of reasons such as our inability to walk or keep up with the group. Still others within the group found the walk to be a mere hop, skip and a jump and they were even invigorated by their start to the day. Those of us at the Gloria experienced not only the armed guards at the entrance to the old city but a glimmer into the lives of the citizens whose lives play out inside the walls. 
The kittens along the route vying to get one’s attention were cute and added a bit of entertainment to each day. There was an opportunity to experience a car travelling from time to time as it made its way down the very narrow cobblestone streets. Of course we saw the very tiny parking spaces that explained the bumps on the cars parked within them. There were the school children going to and from school at times one could hear their voices as they played outside. There were the Jewish people in traditional dress, others who made us wonder if they were Muslims or Christians, all the while shy smiles and quiet good mornings were exchanged between us. Daily we saw the garbage trucks going about their business and the trucks that brought supplies to the street front shops along the route. Interaction with the shopkeepers, as we usually purchased water to keep ourselves hydrated in the heat, was an interesting part of the daily journey. It goes without saying that getting to know, the journeying participants from within Canada and from the African countries and Mexico all added to the joy of the Gloria experience. 
In the end I could walk the route with my eyes closed. I was in fact privileged to be at the Gloria for what first appeared to be a disadvantage turned into an advantage or if you will a storm, no place at the Assembly Inn, turned out to be a brilliant rainbow proving once more that every cloud has a silver lining.
WUCWO’ s General Assembly is proceeded by Study Days and this year along with the celebrations of the Holy Eucharist, prayer reflections, speakers there were visits to some of the Holy Places incorporated into the days leading up to the Statutory Assembly. I would like to report on some of those Holy Places.
Our pilgrimage took us to the village of Ein Karem and the two churches named for St. John the Baptist.
We left the busses and our guide lead us through the cobble stone streets which were lined with souvenir shops and vendors selling water. The guide told us that there were a number of steps (my personal challenge) that lead to the churches. He said the first one was the easiest to climb.   I entered the first church which was built on the remains of two much earlier churches. It is said that John the Baptist was born at the spot marked by a small marble circle under the altar.

The second church was a long climb to the top of a hill. It is known as the Church of the Visitation. The site is said to be John the Baptist's parental summer house, where Mary visited them. This is the site where tradition tells us that Mary recited the Magnificat. There are 41 tiled representations of the Magnificat on one of the walls.
In the crypt of the Church there is a rock where, traditionally, the infant John was concealed during the Massacre of the Innocents.
The upper chapel housed the most beautiful murals that I have ever seen. One in particular struck my heart it depicted Mary visiting her cousin Elizabeth. 
At the end of one of our busy days of speakers and visits to other sites we visited the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.  

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is in the Old City of Jerusalem and it is considered to be the holiest Christian site in the world. It is said to stand on a site that encompasses Calvary, where Jesus was crucified, and the tomb where He was laid to rest and His Resurrection. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is an important pilgrimage destination. When my group arrived at this Holy Place it was near the end of our day and the site was filled with many pilgrims like ourselves all anxious to visit the place where Jesus died, was buried and finally ascended into Heaven.

The site is a series of ruins that have been affected by fire, earthquakes and war. From the steps we looked, in confusion, towards the arched doors and marble pillars.  As visitors we were anxious to follow Jesus’ last days and to visit His burial site. Inside we were met by heat, confusion and noise. Inside the entrance pilgrims were kneeling and praying over the Stone of Anointing which is believed to be the spot where Jesus' body was prepared for burial. Our guide lead us towards the area where we would enter the Holy Sepulchre . We were bunched together in what could not be called a line to wait our turn to enter the tomb. Once in the group it was difficult to move and the crowd pushed to and fro many complaining all the way until finally you entered the narrow opening that lead to the line.  Those of us who stayed the course were finally rewarded by an all too short period of time as we entered the sepulchure. It was a very tiny chamber; we had to be careful not to bump our heads. The tomb is covered with a marble slab, and decorated with bas reliefs which portray the Resurrection. I knelt down put my hand on the slab and a chill went through me. Our time was all too short as we were rushed out in order to allow more people to enter. It was very moving and participants were reduced to tears.
Because of the lack of time my group was unable to experience all that this very special site had to offer, such as the site of the Crucifixion.

The visit definitely left us awe struck and filled with gratitude. 
On the Friday evening we travelled The Way of the Cross on the Via Dolorosa, Latin for way of grief, is said to be the route followed by Christ from the place of his condemnation to Calvary for his crucifixion. The Via Dolorosa is in the old city of Jerusalem. This was a very emotional experience as the over 400 participants winded their way along the route that Jesus took to his crucifixion. The Via Dolorosa is in the old city of Jerusalem, and the route is lined with shops. On this occasion there were crowds of people coming and going living their daily lives as our procession made its way to the final destination Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Many of the participants felt like they were being mocked and jeered at as they made their way in prayer.  For me it was as the dictionary says “an arduous or distressing course or experience”.  As our leg of the journey began president Velma carried the cross and Agnes Bedard lead us in prayer at the stations along the route. The route is about 400 meters long and encompasses 14 stations. The route was covered with rough cobble stones, wet in many places. At one point, I looked up and could see that there were hundreds of women in front of me and the journey ahead was up hill. I said to, Shauna Bedard, the woman next to me “I don’t think I can make it, I can’t go any further”.  Shauna took my hand and said, “We’ll do it together”. For me her gesture, one of human kindness, characterized the essence of Christianity and in that moment I was transformed, together we were walking with Jesus to the end.
One of the most amazing sights, to me, was the Garden of Gethsemane. For some unknown reason it was not difficult to picture Christ in the garden praying on the night he was betrayed. The garden is at the foot of the Mt. of Olives and today is inside the walled grounds of the Church of all Nations. The garden contains olive trees that are thousands of years old. When we were there olive pickers were gathering olives that were on blankets on the ground.
The Church Of All Nations was built with funds from twelve different countries. The inside of the church is decorated with beautiful mosaics that depict the events in the Garden of Gethsemane. In the center, there is a large slab of rock which is said to be the rock where Jesus prayed. 
. 
On the Sunday participants were scheduled to attend Mass at some of the local churches. Agnes Bedard, who had asked the Canadians to bring school supplies, to give to a Christian school in Bethlehem, arranged for us to attend Mass in Bethlehem at the Church of the Nativity.
We met with a young man Agnes’s contact, his wife and a female Palestinian Christian. We presented the school supplies. They were appreciative of the supplies but asked us for our support through prayer. Through conversation, lead by Agnes, the contact indicated that he would like to see an exchange between student to student, mother to mother, grandmother to grandmother where emails and or 
letters could be exchanged in order that we could learn from each other and perhaps provide encouragement to our new found friends in the Holy Land. 

Bethlehem has a population of about 30,000 people the majority of the residents are Muslims with Christians making up a minority; Christians are leaving in great numbers for a variety of reasons including conflict and the economic situation for Christians. There was definitely a lack of peace and for some a loss of hope in the City. The main entrance to Bethlehem from the direction of Jerusalem is surrounded by concrete walls. There is a diminishing Christian population mainly because of the injustice within the walls. 
This has had an impact on Bethlehem politically, socially, and economically. The entrance and exit into Bethlehem were subject to Israeli checkpoints and roadblocks. We were told to have our passport at the ready. When we left the city border guards carrying machine guns entered the bus from both doors walked through, looking right, left and straight ahead. After the walk through we were given the go ahead to carry on. Travel for Bethlehem's Palestinian residents from the West Bank into Jerusalem is regulated by a permit-system. The young wife that we met had a permit that allowed her to go into Jerusalem on specific days for 2 hours. Our contact spoke of the wall as a prison not only a physical one but a prison of the mind that paralyzed the residents into not being able to leave the walls.
I overheard one of the drivers, a Christian, talking to a participant. He indicated that he had a university degree in physics and was unable to find a job in his field. It was clear from the conversation that he believed that Christians were not given the jobs that they qualified for in university. This man did not display any bitterness; he said that Jesus tells us to love all people. He was grateful to have his job as a van driver because it allowed him to help his father with the family. 

“You will be my witnesses” the Christians in the Holy Land live these words on a daily basis; they gave me a whole new outlook on what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ.

We attended Mass at the Church of the Nativity; this church is the oldest church in the Holy Land still in use, commemorating the birthplace of Jesus Christ. The church is built over a grotto where the Virgin Mary is said to have given birth to Jesus. 

The mass was in totally in Arabic but yet to us English speaking Canadians it was a beautiful experience one were we were united with the Christians in attendance.

The Grotto of the Nativity contains the manger that is believed to be the place where the baby Jesus was laid after he was born. The grotto is encased in white marble. The site of the birth is marked by a 14-point star on a marble stone and an altar standing above the Grotto. 
We visited the Shepherds Field said to be the site where the shepherds kept watch on the night of Jesus’ birth. This is said to be the site where the angel appeared to the shepherds announcing the birth of Jesus. The beautiful chapel is decorated with murals depicting the events that took place at the site on the night of Jesus’ birth. The chapel was built with donations from Canada.  As a group we sang Angels We Have Heard On High, at the top of our lungs. The experience reduced many of us to tears. 
While I was in Jerusalem to attend the WUCWO conference I would definitely say that the visits to the Holy Places have brought me much closer to Jesus Christ than the speakers or anything else that I took part in during the assembly. 

I would like to share a couple of thoughts that stayed with me and will, I hope, influence my life and my interaction with others as a travel the journey. 

First is from a reflection of Fr. GianMaria Polidoro, WUCWO Ecclesiastical Assistant. Father Polidoro said that the Kingdom of God is among us and that we have to be prophets in the world in order to help anyone believe in God we must speak about God with humility all the while knowing that God is with us. Speak with simplicity and humility, if people see that we love one another they will convert. Father laid the responsibility of changing the world at the feet of women. I found that Father Polidoro lead by example as each of his reflections demonstrated simplicity and humility all the while giving me as listener a strong sense of the presence of Jesus Christ. 
For me, by far, the most inspirational of the speakers were the two panels’ one interreligious panel of young women from the Focolare Movement and the second was panel of three Catholic Women from the Holy Land.
The panel of Christian women was very grateful for our presence in the Holy Land. It was as if our presence had lifted them, gave them hope. We were an outward sign and perhaps a light for others in the Holy Land. It was clear that these women love their homeland and all of them are dedicated to making the lives of their people better through their respect work with Caritas, assisting troubled families in Bethlehem and shaping young minds at the university. 

It was the panel of young women their faces, their words and the sincerity with which they spoke that gave the audience hope for the future perhaps even peace. These panelists had spent 10 days together learning of the cultures and norms of each religion Christian, Muslim and Jewish. They visited each others holy places and spent time in activities unburdened by the boundaries surrounding their daily lives.
The following is an attempt to capture the essence of their presentation:

· One young woman said ‘along with the buildings in Gaza my world beliefs crumbled” in ten days she learned to love and respect and to see others first as human beings

· Love only way to build a better world even in the most difficult of situations

· The Koran teaches us to love 

· Faith in God reciprocal love can, maybe, change the world

· When you look at the other person you can learn that other doesn’t mean enemy but a person , I can understand

· Unity remains alive within my heart 

· Peace, love, new hope, new friends

· One young Jewish women, not present, had to begin her two years of service in the military, others sent her good bye cards and were worried for their friend

· They were committed to being builders of peace no matter where they were

· One activity saw the participants from Israel joining hands in a dance one young women when criticized by her friends for joining in and holding hands with a Jew replied I am a Christian my religion asks me to love one another

· Young Christian woman indicated that when at school she tries to reach out to her Jewish colleagues by being friendly, it is not always reciprocated
· Changed ideas about Arabs, One  never expected an Arab to be as kind as you are 

· Every day one young woman takes every opportunity to express her joy

· A young Christian woman living in a Jewish neighborhood tries to live the Golden Rule she fails many times but tries again 

· She falters when she thinks of her family and that they need a permit to visit

· Blinded by hate, with love we can build a bridge

· We need to love everyday with every person we meet if we fail we try again.

These young women received a much deserved standing ovation. They are the future of the Holy Land if their ideas and beliefs are permitted to flourish there is indeed hope. 
At the end of the day on Monday the 11th of business sessions and pilgrimage sites there was a farewell dinner, in Bethlehem, where as members of the North American region we joined with our American sisters in a combined arrangement, by Agnes Bedard, of the national anthems of the United States and Canada and our own rendition of This Land Is Your Land.

After we went through the checkpoint and the guards left our bus President Velma made a presentation to North American vice-president Agnes for her excellent service to WUCWO as our representative. Agnes has been an excellent ambassador for WUCWO in Canada and other countries throughout the world. 

As a participant I left the WUCWO General Assembly grateful to have been given the opportunity to represent the Catholic Women’s league of Canada and most especially to walk in the footsteps of Jesus Christ. 
The journey has made me more aware of the blessing it is to live in Canada where we are free from wars within our borders, there are no armed guards as we move place to place and have many reasons to hope for our future, for the future of our children to be free to roam the land, to practice our religion. 

After being in Bethlehem I now have some appreciation of what it means to be restricted, to have to battle daily to be a woman of peace and hope. I am reminded of a quote from Pope John Paul the Second “Freedom consists not in doing what we like but in having the right to do what we ought” 
We must always be mindful of the plight of the people of the Middle East, particularly the Christians, keep them in our prayers, to become more educated and to assist in whatever way we are able. We must pray that all citizens of the world may live free from war, that we all may live in peace with hope for the future.
Prepared by Danielle McNeil-Hessian-Past President


