Most of you know me, but for those who don’t, I am Ginger Hutton.  I made my cursillo in 1994 ETEC 13 and I was at the table of St. Paul.   With Steve Pacitti, I am on the Diocesan cursillo secretariat as co-coordinator of the Three Days.  Our job is to nominate and form the team rectors and to make sure that they have everything they need to put on an authentic cursillo weekend.  We’re involved one way or another with pretty much every aspect of the weekend.

The reason that Steve and I are here today and the reason for this particular presentation is that we want to share with you the vision of the cursillo that the secretariat in the Diocese of Knoxville shares with the National cursillo movement.  This is particularly important now because recently, National published new manuals which have some changes (mostly minor but a few major) and at the same time, we moved our weekends into a brand new facility.   And both the new manuals and the Apison retreat center have worked very well for us.  The new facility has given us some new opportunities – for example we now have 24 hour on-site adoration in addition to the adoration vigil carried on by the community off-site.  But of course it has also given us some new challenges.  For example we have to have much greater involvement from the community to make sure that things like the kitchen and the palanca chapel are staffed and that clean=up and set-up run smoothly.  That in turns means that we have to rely on the team to help us find appropriate people to serve in those less glamorous positions.  While that is a little more work for everyone, it also better involves the Fourth Day which is a real blessing.   It’s a very exciting time for cursillo in this diocese.  Obviously it is easier for us to make the most of these new opportunities if we all understand why we are doing some of the things we will be doing. 

    One of the more important goals of this secretariat is to open up communications, to let people see what we are doing and to explain why we are doing it. And that’s why Steve and I are giving this presentation to every forming team and trying to make ourselves very available to answer questions that people may have.

The goal of everything we do as a secretariat is to give the candidates on our weekends the best possible opportunity to encounter Christ and to know and love him better.  Concretely what this means is that we want to form teams who will do what will bring the candidates closer to Christ.

1. We want to be people committed to praying for cursillo, for our candidates and for ourselves.

2. We want, as a team, to be an example of love in action, a truly loving community that works together.  

3. We want to be living the cursillo method through grouping, ultreya and the School of Leaders.  And that is why the secretariat is emphasizing commitment and will on future teams be asking potential team members to commit themselves to grouping, ultreya, and attending the School of Leaders for the period of team formation at least.  Although we are not yet at the point where we’re going to say one must do all of these things to be on team, we are going to start encouraging people to consider whether it might be best to say “no” if they aren’t willing to make that commitment. 

4. And on the weekend itself, we want to focus our attention on the candidates and their needs, putting aside our own needs and desires in order to be available to them.  We also need to be mindful of the fact that the cursillo is meant to be a cloistered environment.  There should not be anyone from the outside community there except on the kitchen team or in the palanca chapel.  The palanca people should not be seen; the kitchen team is seen by the candidates but very briefly with minimal interaction.  It is important as a team that should you have interactions with people from outside, you keep those brief and avoid chit chat even with people you know and like well.  The point is to preserve the sense of cloister and to build community among the team and the candidates without any outside distractions.

5. We expect you to be on time for the closing on Sunday.  You must follow the Diocesan schedule –which is in fact the schedule we have always followed and not the one printed in the manual – and you must stay on schedule on Sunday whatever it takes.  We have to have the facility cleaned and inspected by the Tres Dias community before we leave Sunday night and this cannot be done unless the team does their part and ends the weekend on schedule.  Please take this seriously…Tres Dias has been extremely good and generous to us and we owe them the courtesy of living up to our commitments to them and not making them be there at Midnight because we are poorly organized,

Now obviously, this also means that there are some other things that we want to avoid:

1. We want to avoid any cliquishness and the natural tendency to spend more of our time on the weekend with the people we already know.  Most of the time, when people do that, they don’t even notice that they are; it’s just very natural to gravitate to those you are already close to, but we want everyone to be mindful of that tendency and to make a conscious effort to avoid it.

2. We want to avoid controversies in our talks and keep our focus on what is fundamental to being Christian and what is common to all of us.  Now any of you who have followed my exploits in the East Tennessee Catholic are well aware of the irony of me counseling others to avoid controversy – my writing is regularly quite the source of controversy.  But in a sense that is the perfect illustration of what I am talking about.  I have very firm opinions on matters like liturgy and architecture.  And of course, like most people, I think I am right about them and everyone ought to agree with me (Note to Steve and Lois…that will be said in a humorous self-mocking tone that you really can’t convey in writing.)  However it would not be appropriate for me to bring those things into my cursillo talks.  What the Church teaches about the location of the tabernacle or the use of liturgical dance is important, sure.  But in the cursillo we want to share what is fundamental to being Christian and however important those things are they are tangential to that goal.  Our point is to talk to people about the sacraments, about encountering Christ through prayer and learning to think with him and His Church through solid study, about serving him through apostolic action, about using the cursillo method to stay close to Christ and to transform the environment by working together as the body of Christ.  That’s the core of our message and other points though they may be important are outside our scope.  As another example, some people have had very powerful spiritual experiences with apparitions or forms of devotion that are not yet approved by the Church.  Certainly no one would argue with their right to seek out those experiences.  However some candidates are very troubled by any devotion not expressly approved by the Church and would find what they might perceive as promotion of those things distracting and upsetting.   We know this because we have had candidates who had that reaction. Again since these matters are not fundamental to our message and can distract and disturb, they should be left aside during the weekend.  Frankly there is no need to speak of Marian apparitions because one can speak very eloquently about Marian devotion without mentioning any apparition.  However if  one wishes to speak of Marian apparitions the ones that have been declared worthy of belief by Rome: that is Lourdes, Fatima and the one in France that Benedict declared worthy of belief in recent weeks are fine. So too are Guadalupe or the Miraculous medal apparitions which while not declared worthy of belief are of long-standing, and associated with canonized saints or have their own feasts on the universal calendar.  What should be avoided is questionable apparitions or ones that have been specifically condemned by the diocesan bishop of the area as has Medjugorje.  

       Now please understand, I am not saying that you can’t ever say anything that anyone will disagree with.  For example, I have heard some absolutely excellent cursillo talks which used the example of how a couple through reading and trying to form themselves according to the mind of the Church came to accept and practice the teachings of Humanae Vitae against artificial contraception.  Now as you know there are plenty of people who don’t want to hear that.  However the difference there is that there isn’t really any controversy about what the Church teaches; people just don’t want to follow it.  And that is an excellent illustration of some of the core points of our message, thinking with the Church and forming oneself according to the mind of the Church, metanoia and conversion.  So while it might upset a few people, that’s a legitimate challenge to them so long as the example is given with humility and sincerity.  The point is that when you are on team you have to discern carefully what is challenging but appropriate and what introduces needless controversy in the context of the cursillo weekend.  Team members have to be willing to listen to the rector, their fellow team members, the spiritual director and/or Steve and myself if there is a question about appropriateness.

3. Similarly in preparing our talks we need to think carefully about the elements of our life we choose to share and about the examples that we use.  On the women’s weekends particularly there have been some problems with speakers concentrating excessively on negative events in their lives- for example sexual abuse or domestic violence. While there are times when it is appropriate to share stories that are uncomfortable for others we always have to be mindful of the point which is bringing the candidates closer to Christ.  Thus if we are speaking of negative events in our lives the point must not be to dwell on those events but rather to show God working through those events.  The focus must be on showing conversion and not merely on evoking emotion.  We also want to avoid the temptation to focus too much on the extraordinary or the miraculous and rather emphasize normal life and God’s work there.  Not everyone has a dramatic conversion story but everyone has seen God working in their lives in the every day and we should not overlook the importance of those normal every day encounters with God.

4. In a similar vein, it is absolutely contrary to the spirit of cursillo to pressure people to have any particular emotional experience.  We have had team members who made candidates feel that they weren’t getting it because they weren’t crying or who have tried to pressure people into showing more emotion.  Let me be very clear about this: that sort of emotional manipulation will not be tolerated and indeed if it gets back to Steve or I that a team member has been involved in that, that person is not likely to be on team again anytime in the near future.

     Simply, in everything, keep the candidates in mind and do what is best for them, what is most likely to bring them closer to Christ.


Those are some of the very basic elements of what our Diocesan secretariat desires from our team members.  However as you go into this weekend, it is also important that you be aware of some of the changes that the National Office has made and of the reasons behind those changes.  Pope John Paul II in 1998 asked all religious orders and lay ecclesial groups to look back at their foundational charism, that is what “sets a group apart and provides a unique contribution to the Roman Catholic Church.”  It is out of that examination of the roots of cursillo that the current changes to the manual and to some of our practices have come about.

   In returning to the roots of cursillo, the emphasis has returned to the mission of the layperson in the world their own small world, their family, their workplace.  There is a far greater understanding that the layperson’s apostolate, their contribution to the Church is made not so much within the parish as out in the world, in their daily living of the gospel in the secular world.  So when you start looking at the new manuals as you go through team formation you’ll see a lot of little changes.  For example, we’ve returned to a lot of the original language: we have rectors and rectoras again rather than team coordinators, the tripod is piety, study and action rather than holiness, formation and evangelization.  Some of the talk titles have changed and so have the outlines.  Most of the changes are not huge, just small changes designed to bring the focus back to living out our apostolate in the world.  The schedule too has changed.  For example, the “Cursillista Beyond the Cursillo” talk which was formerly given by a member of the Fourth Day community at the closing is now given as part of the weekend and there is no Fourth Day talk at the closing.  The closing itself is significantly changed and is now to be led by the rector of the weekend and not the Fourth Day person.  It will incorporate brief sharing by pre-selected team members, which hopefully will serve as a model for the candidates when they do their sharing.  The candidates sharing will be followed with brief reactions and echoes from pre-selected members of the Fourth Day community – in other words it will be far more like an actual ultreya.   Part of the reason for that is that in returning to our roots, we are also returning to an even more intense focus on getting people into the Fourth Day.  In the past, the idea was that it was the responsibility of the sponsor to get the candidate into a group.  Now that is much more seen as a goal of the team, so much so that we were told by the Regional Team that the weekend team has not finished its work until every candidate is in a group reunion.  Now we do know in reality that we may not be able to get every single one to group but the point is that even in your formation as a team, you should be thinking about the Fourth Day and how to get your candidates into the Fourth Day.  The measure of the success of your weekend is the number of people who come out of the weekend and persevere in the Fourth Day.  If all we give them is a good experience that doesn’t inspire perseverance in the method, we’ve failed.

    One other point we should discuss is palanca. When I made my cursillo, we were given mounds of palanca written for us specifically.  Probably that was true for some of you as well and I am sure that you found it deeply moving, as did I.  Now in recent years the National Office has moved in a different direction and in fact would prefer that all palanca on the weekend be general palanca addressed to all the candidates and team.  There were a lot of reasons for the change: they wanted the emphasis to be more on prayer and sacrifice offered by the community and they felt that in some places the emphasis had shifted to elaborate almost competitive palanca displays that took the focus away from the prayer that was offered with that palanca.  They felt that the emotional intensity of the individual palanca overshadowed the message of the weekend; they also saw that it could cause hurt…obviously some candidates are well known and loved by many in the community before they make the cursillo, others are relative strangers and the differences in the amount and quality of the palanca  received by one candidate as opposed to another could indeed be hurtful.

  My point is that they certainly meant well.  But for those of us who had very good experiences with individual palanca, eliminating it entirely seemed way overboard. We’ve struggled a lot with how to handle this in this diocese.  On recent weekends, we decided to try introducing one piece of individual palanca from either a spouse or sponsor; something that would be particularly meaningful.  The results were just fantastic.  So we talked to National who told us that while they prefer none at all, if that was what our secretariat had decided and it was having such positive results, we had their blessing to continue; the rule being that we have to make sure that everyone has that piece of palanca or we must not give it out to anyone.  Now let me add, people can write other individual palanca but they need to know that it will go home in the take home packets and not be given out in the course of the weekend.

Some in the community will no doubt be disappointed that we aren’t giving out more individual palanca, just as some will be disappointed that we aren’t following National’s lead absolutely.  However we on the secretariat made this decision to try to give the candidates the best of both worlds and so far it seems to be working well.   So that’s the reasoning behind that decision.  And whether or not one particularly likes that decision, we do expect the palanca guidelines to be followed by our teams.

Those are the main points that I wanted to present today.  What Steve and I would ask especially from the team as you go through your formation process is a great deal of patience and charity.  Please know that if you have questions and concerns that come up in your team formation or on the weekend itself, you can call Steve or me for clarifications, help, whatever you need.  And we want you to tell us what goes well and what goes badly on your weekend.  The first few weekends at Apison have been sort of experimental.  What we have tried so far has worked well but you might be able to see ways things could be done better and we want to know about those things. 

Steve and I try to make sure everything works smoothly but chances are that there will be glitches, things forgotten, little frustrations.  Hopefully the difficulties will be small things which can be overcome with joy and charity, giving witness to the candidates of how a loving Christian community can work together and do great things for Christ.

De Colores

