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MICHAEL PRABHU, OCTOBER 9, 2019
The Synod of Bishops meet on Amazonia and women are finally heard
At a time when priests are hard to find in the rainforest region, the 'fairer sex' is becoming ever more influential
https://international.la-croix.com/news/the-synod-of-bishops-meet-on-amazonia-and-women-are-finally-heard/10995
By Nicolas Seneze, Vatican City, October 9, 2019
Among the participants in the Synod of Bishops' special assembly on the Amazon are 35 women. They are the voice of all those women in the Amazon who are essential to the Church's witness.
Admittedly, the synod hall is filled mainly with men, but with their 35 representatives in various roles, women have never been so numerous.

And if they are still far from representing an important part of the Synod, their stories and testimonies are strong enough to reach an essentially male ecclesiastical hierarchy.

"Help us to defend our Mother Earth, we have no other home!" said Laura Pereira, a Franciscan catechist with the Karipuna people in northern Brazil.

Appointed auditor at the Synod, this frail young woman recently traveled 150 km through the lands of the Karipunas Indians to document and denounce the amputation of their lands. Sometimes at the risk of her life.
'We're here when the priest is not here'

"Satellite images showed a road leading straight to indigenous lands," she says, before bursting into tears as she explains her terror at the "death threats from organized crime" that often forced her to hide.

Sister Teresa Cediel, a member of Mary Immaculate and Saint Catherine of Siena, a congregation founded at the beginning of the 20th century for the evangelization of Indians by Mother Laura Montoya, the first saint canonized by Francis, says: "Women are very important in the Amazon."

And to sum up the commitment of women in the Church, this strong religious says their contribution should not be underestimated.

"We are there when the priest is not there," she told journalists gathered in the Holy See's Press Room.

'We even listen to confessions'

"We do everything a woman can do: baptisms and even marriages. We accompany people. Sometimes we even listen to confessions," she says. Before adding with a smile: "Obviously without giving absolution!"

Priests, on the other hand, come to celebrate the sacraments when they visit each community from time to time,, but this "visiting church" does not go without posing many problems.

Thus, they leave behind a need for their presence in those communities.

In the first debates between the Synod priests on Oct. 7 and 8, this question of abandoning communities that find themselves without a priest was at the forefront of the agenda, alongside the dramatic social and ecological situation in the Amazon region.

The two are not unrelated.

"As the magnificent jaguar is threatened by the extinction of its habitat, the ecclesial ecosystem is unable to generate and support enough priestly and religious vocations. There is a kind of deforestation of Catholic culture," warned one participant.

While the observation of the lack of priests was unanimously shared, the Synod fathers also warned against "a functionalist conception of the priest," explained Paolo Ruffini, prefect of the Dicastery for Communication and spokesman of the Synod.

"If the Eucharist edifies the Church, then peoples are justified in asking for a permanent presence and not only visits," he said. "Nevertheless, if everyone says that there is a demand and that an answer is needed, this answer is not always the same."
The issue of 'viri probati'

In the course of the debates, some thus insisted on a formation of priests that took better account of the indigenous question, others on the viri probati (married clergy), while some also mentioned the establishment of new ministries, distinct from ordained ministries.

The role of women has been clearly mentioned here, with several citing the female deaconate or priestly ordination of women.

For Sister Cediel, it was clear that "the role of women must be more important in the Church."

"We will succeed, but without pressure," she said, 'little by little, through dialogue and encounter."
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