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OCTOBER 24, 2019
From Guyana to Rome, the Synod has proved to be a rich place of encounter
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2019/10/24/guyana-rome-synod-has-proved-be-rich-place-encounter
Fr Luke Hansen SJ, October 24, 2019
An indigenous woman who is the youngest participant at the three-week Synod of Bishops for the Pan-Amazonian Region has characterized the synod as a rich place of encounter, listening and learning about the diversity of the universal church.
Leah Casimero, 26, a member of the Wapichan indigenous group in southern Guyana, also described the presence of women as “very strong, very evident” in her local church, and she said she supports the proposal in the synod to ordain women as permanent deacons.

“I think that’s very possible,” she said of the proposal in an interview with America on Oct. 23. “Why not? We are already doing so much.”

Ms. Casimero was appointed by Pope Francis as an auditor for the synod, which concludes on Oct. 27 in Rome. Even though she cannot vote in synod deliberations, she was able to participate and make contributions in one of the synod’s small discussion groups and also address the whole synod assembly with a four-minute speech—the same time allotted to voting members.

Among the 80 auditors and experts at the synod, there are 33 women. The 184 voting members are mostly bishops but also include some priests and a religious brother.

Ms. Casimero described the synod process as a place where Catholics with differences are “coming together” and “able to listen to one another” while also “trying to see and understand from the other person’s point of view.”
She gave the example of conversations about the priestly ordination of married men and some of the opposition she has heard coming from places like the United States. “But if you were living in these areas where you are Catholic but you don’t get Mass for one whole year, two years,” she said, this experience “would change the way you think” about it.

At first, Ms. Casimero found her small language group “very intimidating,” especially since the first-ever visit by a cardinal to Guyana was only two years ago, but at the synod there are eight cardinals in her small group, she emphasized.
“I really thought it would just be the synod fathers talking,” but each person in the group has been given the “same opportunities” to speak, she said.

“As the week progressed, I really enjoyed the dialogue,” she said. “I learned more about the church in that small room, more than anywhere I’ve been.”

A major theme of the Amazon synod has been the inculturation of the faith and becoming a church “with an Amazonian face.” One proposal is for the creation of an Amazonian Indigenous rite that would incorporate more indigenous practices into liturgical celebrations.
Ms. Casimero described the inculturated liturgies that already take place in villages in southern Guyana where, “from beginning to end, the service is in Wapichan,” the local indigenous language.

The New Testament has been translated into Wapichan, she said, and they are hoping to have the Old Testament translated by 2023.

At liturgies on feast days, she added, the community wears traditional clothing, does traditional dances and shares food. The liturgy “is already Wapichan” in those aspects, she said.

Like other communities in the Amazon, she said “the presence of women is very strong, very evident in our church” in southern Guyana. All four extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion are women who not only distribute the Eucharist during the service but also go out to the sick or dying, she said. And the catechists “are mainly women.”

“They are very committed,” she said. “The amount of work they put in, voluntarily, is amazing.”

In response to the proposal at the synod to ordain women to the permanent diaconate, Ms. Casimero said, “I think that’s very possible.”

“Why not? We are already doing so much,” she said. “It is something we can do.”
Ms. Casimero also noted the support and accompaniment of Jesuit priests who have worked in Guyana, the presence of Pope Francis who has shown he is “a leader by example” in the synod hall and her specific hopes for what will come from the synod.
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Ms. Casimero said she was invited to the synod as the academic coordinator of the Quality Bilingual Education Program for Wapichan children. She said the most important thing she wanted to include in her speech to the assembly was about her experience of studying in the city as a young indigenous person. There she learned the importance of having an “integral education” that ensures that young indigenous people learn their language and culture from a very early age.

Reflecting on the synod during its final week, she said, “The action part comes next.”

After all the work and rich encounters, “what will come out of it?” she wondered. “That is what I want to know.”
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