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5 At hi ime of great need,
o May the lord blss us and heep us
= gt May the Lord shed His Light upon us

and give us His Peace.
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As the deer pants for streams of water,

so my soul pants for you, my God.
Psalm 42:1
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RE Congress 2020 - Live Mercy Be Holy

Teresa Lee

Religious Education Congress is an annual convention where Catholics
from all the states and many other countries gather. It's a four-day event
with one youth day on Thursday and three adult days from Friday to
Sunday. The event is sponsored by the Archdiocese of Los Angeles Office
of Religious Education, and it’s held at the Anaheim Convention Center. The
weekend is packed with workshops, concerts, exhibitions, fim showcase,
prayer, and Mass.

The theme for the adult days this year is Live Mercy Be Holy. It is taken from
Leviticus 19:2 "Be holy, for | , your God is holy". As Christians, we are
invited to live out mercy and holiness so that the love from God that is
placed in our hearts will carry out in our daily lives to its full capacity.

This gathering of over 30,000 people can be overwhelming for rookies, but
as a veteran of 9 years, | have selected a variety of topics for the workshops
covering youth & young adult ministry, social justice, the voice of women in
the church, music ministry, synod on the youth, and sensitive issues such as
how to minister to the LGBTQ community. | wasted no time looking at the
program book while waiting for the opening ceremony to begin on Friday. |
circled all the publishers | wanted to visit, decided which lunchtime concerts
and Eucharistic liturgies to attend, and juggled the schedule for
book-signing.

“Witness Talk” at opening ceremony was done by a corporate lawyer who
had encountered an undocumented youth a few years ago, who eventually
led her to quit her job to become an advocate for them full time. Her talk was
encouraging and moving, and definitely showed the work of mercy and
courage in this act of kindness.

My first session was "Jesus Justice League: Superheroes of Faith.” Fr. Tony
Ricard used the life of saints as examples of our spiritual superheroes, and
how their lives teach us to live in holiness so that we are able to be in the
same league as Jesus. He also had brought along students from New
Orleans, who shared about people in their lives who were superheroes.
People who lift them up when challenges arise. It's amazing to hear the
stories of hardship from these young people, and yet they are able to
bounce back to live holy lives in Christ.
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The workshop | attended after lunch was "Burning Hearts: Helping Teens
Meet and Fall in Love with Jesus Christ." Katie Prejean McGrady is an
amazing youth minister! One year at book-signing, | told her that | had
chosen her session over Bishop Barron's. It's a challenge to get and keep
young people in church nowadays. Each young person's heart should be
considered holy ground that will bear seeds of divine life. Rather than
listening to them, we have the tendency of providing pre-packaged answers
and ready-made solutions to them. The community has an important role in
the accompaniment of young people by accepting, motivating, encouraging,
and challenging them. Some methods include small-group mentoring and
praying with them.

The last workshop on Friday that | attended was "Start with Jesus: We the
Missionary People" in the Arena. This workshop is a combination of five
speakers sharing their experiences on how to use various ways to reach
people and become missionary disciples. We are all called to remain in
Jesus and be missionaries regardless of circumstances. Jesus calls us to be
his fisherman by “come and see, follow me, remain in me, and go and make
disciples.” He gives us "HOPE". H - heart. O - open. P - pray. E - encounter.

Saturday keynote speaker Sr. Teresa Maya called us to be compassionate
people who carry out God's mercy, using the life of her grandmother as an
example. She walked the streets at 85 years-old to evangelize others, and
took the initiative to build a Catholic community after moving to a place
where there wasn't any Catholic Church. She also brought food to visit the
sick and got to know people in the community. Nowadays, we don't even get
to know our next door neighbors. There are a few things Sr. Teresa talked
about to lead a merciful and holy life. First, to lead a spiritual life, we center
around Jesus and pray often. Secondly, to create a community, we express
the love of Christ by actions. Third, to enjoy God's creation, we enjoy nature
and take care of our earthly environment. Being compassionate helps to
move us forward. We are missionary disciples going out to tell others about
Jesus by visiting the sick, feeding the hungry, and tending the needy.
Compassion creates a place for joy in our hearts. This is what makes us
human; we are the hands and feet of Christ. Despite the troubles in church,
we keep on coming because we are the "church". Sr. Teresa ended the talk
by leaving two questions for the attendees to ponder: "Who are your
witnesses of compassion?" and " How are we being a witness of
compassion to others?"
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The first workshop | attended on Saturday was "Pope Francis to Young
Adults: Grow in Holiness". Fr. Dave Dwyer broke down the Vatican
document “Christ Is Alive”, written following the synod (journey together) on
young people. There were two parts of this talk. First was addressed to
those who work with and minister to young adults. They need to accompany
and trust the young adults by avoiding imposing obstacles and rules. The
Church needs to regain humility and listen. Being in defense all the time,
she will lose her humility, leaving no room for question, and eventually losing
the young adults. We need to make young adults welcome and feel at home
by showing hospitality, such as providing a gathering place for them. The
second part was addressed to young adults of the church. Young adults
need to grow in holiness by discovering who we are and how we carry out
holiness that is different from our peers. Young people need to have hope;
do not be discouraged and let others rob our hope despite our youth.
Because hope comes from Christ. Young people need to be practical: don't
wait for invitation to take initiative for actions. Do not approach life like a
tourist; get off the couch and stop living life behind the screen. Young people
need to discern vocations, this is what we are to do with our lives. It's not a
matter of doing things but doing them with meaning and direction. This
vocation inspires young adults to bring out the best in ourselves for the glory
of God and the good of others. Fr. Dave encourages the young adults to
keep running the race. The church needs our momentum, intuition, and faith
to share the joy of resurrection.

I had two amazing sessions on Sunday. The first was "What Happens When
We Pray". Fr. James Martin talked about emotions, insights, memories,
desires, images, and words that were raised in prayers. As for me, the most
relatable is desire. | often pray for what | want and seek God's help. | never
realize that this desire is a way that God's calling me to be closer to Him. He
calls me to be whom | am meant to be, and meet me where | am at in the
present moment.

"The Voice of Women: Raising Their Voices in Our Church" was the last
workshop of the congress. The speaker, Sarah Hart, is one of my favorite
Catholic musicians. Through songs, stories of women, we explore the
importance of women's voices in our faith communities. Women use their
voices to heal and encourage others to discover themselves, allowing
people to be who they are, and not the expectations of others. It's the voice
of resources that brings comfort to others. It's the voice speaking up for
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those who are not able to do so. Lastly, it's the voice of talent. How am |
using my voice in the church?

Each year the Religious Education experience brings me different insights,
encouragement and challenges to lead a better life as a Christian. | see it as
a different kind of retreat, that | allow myself to step away from my daily
routine and focus on my faith. | have the joy of running into friends from
other parishes, and spending time alone just to reflect and pray. To live
mercy and be holy challenges me to be more charitable and compassionate
with the spirit of love. This is our Christian mission. | need to remember that |
am the temple of God and the spirit does dwell in me. If my heart had
moved, | need to take the initiative for action. | will try my best not to judge
others, but to love them and leave the rest to Jesus. At the closing of Young
Adult Mass, Fr. Pham said the RE congress will be over. What is left are the
faces we see and the things in our hearts. | really hope | will be able to
retain all the touching moments | had experienced and etch them in my
heart; to be holy by exercising the act of mercy in my life.
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