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A Meditation on the Symbolic Utterance of

Mary C. Sullivan, R.S.M.

he history of the Sisters of Mercy is a history
of radiant public symbols: living persons,

<= ODbjects, events, and actions that by their
symbolic character and presence proclaim the en-
during and gracious mercy of God. Some of these
symbols have remained constant in their vitality for
170 years; some have evolved into new symbolic
forms; some have been newly retrieved from the
past; and some await evolution or retrieval. Some
are themselves orally mute, but nonetheless have
voice. All have the graced potential to give public
utterance to the central mysteries of God and, in
that context, to the intended reality of our lives as
Sisters of Mercy. Our very name—"of Mercy”’—is
such a symbol.

A Figurative Utterance of God’s Promise

As areligious institute, our announced ecclesial pur-
pose is to be the poetry and prophecy of the myster-
ies of God: to be a sustained metaphor of the Gos-
pel, an abiding simile of the reign of God, an
enduring symbol of the boundless love and mercy of
God. Our communal purpose is thus to be a public,
figurative utterance of God’s promise to console and
comfort our sisters and brothers in this world.

Itis perhaps a measure of our recent collective
poverty of imaginative symbolizing that when we
and our colleagues in the church reflect on the sym-
bols of religious life we think first, and perhaps
only, of the religious habits most of us no longer
wear. For well over a century, our Mercy religious
habits spoke eloquently to some people, and in
some places they may still speak eloquently. But the
black dress, the coif, and the veil of former days
were not even then the only or the most resonant of
our symbolic utterances in the public sphere. Our
habits had, it is true, the precious quality of public
visibility, but by themselves they were not in the
past, and cannot be now, a complete symbolic

Sistersof Mercy

utterance or an unambiguous statement of the real-
ities of God’s presence or of the deepest meanings
of our lives as Sisters of Mercy. But what symbols
have replaced or will replace our religious habits?
The task before us now, on the eve of the next
170 years of our corporate life, is renewed sym-
bol-making and symbol-offering. Our present task
is to discover, recover, make, remake, create and
then utter in audible, visible, tangible ways the
freshly radiant symbols of the inaudible, invisible,
intangible realities of our purpose and meaning as
Sisters of Mercy, whether these fresh and vital sym-
bols turn out to be “old” or “new,” and whether they
are linguistic symbols (such as “of Mercy” in our
name) or non-linguistic symbols (such as the char-
acter and location of the places where we live).
True Christian symbols are consistent, expres-

It is perhaps a measure of our
recent collective poverty of
imaginative symbolizing that
when we and our colleagues in

~ the church reflect on the
symbols of religious life we think
first, and perhaps only, of the
religious habits most of us no
longer wearr.

sive, sensibly vivid incarnations of God’s meanings
in this world: they are light-giving sacramentals of
God’s gracious acts and commitments. fesus of
Nazareth was in his earthly life, death, and resur-
rection, and is now as the Christ, the absolute sym-
bol of God, the only completely rendered symbol of
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God’s unconditional, merciful redemption of all
creation. But we are called to follow Jesus in that
symbolizing mission, however fragmentarily and
partially, in total dependence on the sighs and
groans of God’s Spirit. !

The Symbolic Expressions of Catherine
McAuley and our Foremothers in Mercy

This i1s not a new task for us. From the very begin-
ning Catherine McAuley and the first Sisters of
Mercy were themselves symbolic utterances of God,
and they created symbolic expressions of God’s
merciful presence among God’s people. The re-
splendence of Catherime’s very lite in her own time,
as well as the vivid memory of her life that still radi-
ates among us, constitutes one of the most pregnant
and enduring symbols of the life and mission of the
Sisters of Mercy. The oft-told story of Catherine
McAuley still speaks in our world, still calls, still in-
vites, still prophetically declares the desires of God
and the intended reality of her followers, Her public
life was a Christian symbol in the 1830s, and the
memory of her life remains an inexhaustible symbol
for those who encounter her story and are moved by
its luminous generosity. Her life-story itself has now
become a sacramental, and her very name now sym-
holizes both God’s merciful presence in the world
and the aspirations of her disciples.

The resplendence of Catherine’s
very life in her own time, as well
as the vivid memory of her life
that still radiates among us,
constitutes one of the most
pregnant and enduring symbols
of the life and mission of the
Sisters of Mercy.

The House of Mercy Catherine built on Baggot
Street, her grave at Mercy International Centre,
her silver ring, her portraits and statues: all these
tangible realities are a silent, but public voice to

those who encounter them. They speak of a human
life surrendered bravely and cheerfully to the mys-
terious call and promise of God. The accounts of
her cloak, her priedieu, her worn shoes, the room
inwhich she died, the candle she held as she lay dy-
ing, and the good cup of tea she offered for our
comfort: all these perceptible objects have become
symbols of the presence of God in her life and in
our corporate life as her followers.

A living symbol is something that stands for or
suggests something else by reason of intimate rela-
tionship or association. Some symbols, better called
signs, are only accidental or merely conventional—
simply superficial ciphers contrived to signal some
reality, but not to stand for it in any existential way.
Red, yellow, and green traffic lights are such signs-—
to be taken seriously, of course, but not experienced
as conveying the intimate self of the sign maker.

"Tiue symbols are intimate expressions of the in-
ner reality of the symbolizer, and they are, therefore,
inexhaustible: there is always more to what they
voice. And the “more” of truly religious symbols,
however human and finite they appear to be, is al-
ways the hidden mysteries of God’s voice and pres-
ence in union with the human reality of the
symbolizer. Such symbols speak without speech, and
reveal what 1s unspoken. In them we hear what is un-
voiced, touch what is mtangible, and see what is in-
visible. The Christian sacraments are such symbols
of the redemptive activity of God and of the unalter-
able hope God’s activity on the Cross has effected.

The simple bodily presence of Sisters of Mercy
in the cholera hospital in Galway in 1849, and at the
bedsides of wounded soldiers in Turkey and the Cri-
mean Peninsula during the Crimean War; the sheer
physical presence of Sisters of Mercy at the gate of
the School of the Americas, and in Honduras during
Hurricane Mitch; the perceptible presence of Sisters
of Mercy at the United Nations, and in hospitals and
all sorts of places where real people suffer: are not all
these bodily presences radiant symbols of larger
Godly realities, beyond the meager, but symbolically
luminous facts of their presence?

Whether it is the silver ring on our finger, the
Mercy Cross we wear, the gestures of our arms and
hands, the places we choose to walk or stand, the
actions we take, the new Morning and Evening
Prayer we pray, the community meals we share, the
vows document In our hands at death: are not all
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these silent symbols expressive of our confidence in
the reality of God’s merciful love for all people and
of the final reign of that love?

Are not the physical places we have created and
where we minister—the schools, hospitals, store-
fronts, colleges, shelters, clinics, drop-in centers,
prayer centers—are not these very buildings sym-
bolic of the mysteries of God, sacramentals of
God’s persistent mercy, and visible tokens of God’s
unfailing love of all humankind?

The Visibility of Mercy Life

Many comimentators have spoken of the recent “in-
visibility” of apostolic religious life. They may be
only partially correctin their assessment. They may
be looking for religious habits walking down the
street or sitting on the bus or kneeling in a row in
church. But they may also be pointing to a certain
anonymity, a certain lack of public identity, a cer-
tain silence about ourselves—all of which are the
humanly understandable consequences, though
not necessary or desirable consequences, of
changes over the last forty years in the church’s of-
ten ambivalent theology about us, in the church’s
treatment of us, and in our own grasp of the essen-
tials of our way of life. Our alleged “invisibility” has
also been in some ways a self-protective, self-
healing taking-cover—a temporary respite from
full collaboration in the public mission of jesus.
After all, we say, even Jesus “took to the hills”: “af-
ter he had dismissed the crowds, he went up the
mountain by himself to pray. When evening came,
he was there alone” (Matt 14:23).

In her essay on “Community Living”: Doris
Gottemoeller, R.S.M,, treats the problem of invisi-
bility as a by-product of other choices.” Recog-
nizing that community living can be “an especially
eloquent sign of ecclesial community, that is, of the
church’s fundamental identity,” she then notes:
“Of course, being a sign of something implies a cer-
tain visibility. We have to ask: To what extent is our
experience of community living visible? Who
knows that sisters are present in an apartment
building, a neighborhood, or a parish, and what
does it say to them?”? The loss of visibility of place,
for example, 1s no small matter:

At one time most local communities were associated
with parishes. The parish convent and the sisters in

residence there were a symbol of the compassionate
face of the church, a center of hospitality and help in
time of need, and a witness to the reality of our way
of life. Today there is no common venue where we
are present. For those who would like to know more
about us, there is no place to “look” for us.*

Gottemoeller concludes with a central, difficult
question: “How does our way of life give visible wit-
ness to simplicity, communal sharing, prayer, love
for one another, zeal for the gosp»el?”5

Sociologist Patricia Wittberg, S.C., raises simi-
lar questions about the necessity of visibility at the
congregational level: “A congregation without a
clearly articulated, visible, and collective goal will
not survive as a group, although its members may
continue to perform valuable services as individu-
als.”® Nor, Wittherg argues, can a handful of mem-
bers carry the “visibility” for the whole group: “If
religious are to be the virtuosi whose lives articulate
a spiritual response to our culture’s most basic
strains and discontinuities, then there will have to
be a fairly large number of them. A small group is
simply not visible enough to make the kind of soci-
etal impact that would need to be made.”?

But the fact of the matter is that, even if we
tried to be so, we cannot be invisible or inaudible—
so long as we are in the body. The question is,
rather, how will we be visible, what of us will we let
be audible, what symbols of ourselves will we
ex-press in our space and time?

To what extent is our experience
of community living visible? Who
knows that sisters are present in
an apartment building, a
neighborhood, or a parish, and
what does it say to them?

Symbols and the Realities of God

The symbols of our lives function as symbolic real-
ity both for ourselves and for others. Our own
selves-are enfleshed in them; they are the continua-
tion of our bodily nature. If these symbols are true
of us and we are truly in them, with little or no gap
between appearance and reality, they express who
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and what we are. They can then be for us tangible
reminders of our deepest convictions and inten-
tions. They can then also be for others a public
testimony to our faith, love, and hope; to our com-
mitment in faith, love, and hope; and to the God
who is the object and guarantor of our faith, love,
and hope. Our symbolic reality is then our own
self-realization, put out there in the public sphere
tor others to perceive and query.

What our symbols can utter are the Spirit’s con-
victions hidden 1 our hearts: the reality of God’s

Only the Spirit of God can
inspire others to explore,
experience, and perhaps even
comprehend the sacramentals
that we are—by the grace of
God. But none of this reception
can occur if we are not “out
there” in perceptible ways.

presence and transcendence; the faithfulness and
mercifulness of God; the truth of Jesus Christ and
the Gospel; the indestructible power of God’s com-
passion and inclusivity in the resurrection of Jesus,;
the hope and joy and endurance of God’s promise;
and our own human desire and effort to live in the
strength of these realities.

We cannot compel others to understand and
embrace what our symbols say. Only the Spirit of
God can inspire others to explore, experience, and
perhaps even comprehend the sacramentals that
we are—by the grace of God. But none of this re-
ception can occur if we are not “out there” in per-
ceptible ways.

For example, if we could normally identify our-
selves as “Sisters of Mercy”; if we could usually wear
our Mercy cross in public; if we could speak of God
and Christ at the bedsides of the dying; if we could
stand up in situations of injustice; if we could bend
down in situations of great suffering; if we could
evince in all circumstances the bedrock joy of God’s
love for humankind; if we could somehow, in some
way, symbolize the compassion and mercy of God

wherever we are; if we could be, somehow, bodily
symbols of what in reality we trust we are: the be-
loved and redeemed of God-—~then we could even
more profoundly “serve the poor, the sick, and the
ignorant” in their deepest and most lonely need.

If our communities could, by their very ap-
pearance and character, say, even without words,
that we are “houses of mercy”; if our properties,
and stationery, and press releases could give a per-
ceptible clue to the nature of the Life that underlies
them; if we could look and sound like something
deeper than corporate businesses or professional
associations or career women; if our true life could
be less hidden from the public-—then we could
hope to do for them more manifestly what our Con-
stitutions say we wish to do: “to follow Jesus Christ
in his compassion for suffering people” (art. 2); “to
proclaim the gospel to all nations” (art. 3); “to wit-
ness to Christ’s mission” (art. b); “to wiiness to
mercy” (art. 8); “to contemplate the Divine Pres-
ence in gurselves, in others and in the universe”
(art. 9); “to discover God’'s movement in us and in
our world,” and to “intercede for ourselves and for
others” {art. 10).

“Bearing Some Resemblance to Christ”

While she did-not explicitly speak of the symbolic
character of our lives as Sisters of Mercy, Catherine
McAuley was implicitly aware of the nonverbal ut-
terance of God that we are or can be. The Limerick
Manuscript, in speaking of her instructions to the
first Sisters of Mercy, notes:

her desire to resemble our Blessed Lord which was
her daily resolution and the lesson she constantly
repeated. “Be always striving,” she would say, “to
make yourselves like your Heavenly Spouse; you
should try to resemble Him in some one thing at
least, so that any person who sees you may be re-
minded of His holy life on earth.”®

Catherine clearly thought of our lives as having the
potential to be symbolic “reminders” of the great
mystery of God’s goodness, as revealed in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus. In the chapter of
her Rule on “Union and Charity”—the chapter that
represented for her the central public characteristic
of communities of the Sisters of Mercy—she writes:

This mutual love, our Blessed Savior desires, may
be so perfect as to resemble in some manner the
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Love and Union which subsists between Himself
and His Heavenly Father . . . . and by this [his fol-
lowers] were to prove themselves to be really His
Disciples.9

While a symbol is never equivalent to the spiritual
reality it represents, there can be enough of a like-
ness to it, a “resemblance” in some unmistakable
way, that the reality itself is somehow pointed to
and invoked. It was Catherine’s spiritual genius to
recognize this potential for symbolizing utterance
and to urge her sisters to deliberate care of the met-
aphoric quality and symbolic character of their
lives. Our bodies, the capacities of our bodies, and
the gestures, silences, and material extensions of
our bodies speak, willy-nilly, and it was Catherine’s
desire that this speaking constitute “some resem-
blance” to the love of God expressed in Jesus, to the
faith we proclaim, and to the hope that is the
world’s greatest consolation. Writing to Elizabeth
Moore on Easter Monday 1841 she was eager that
God impart to us all some portion of those precious
gifts and graces which our Dear Redeemer has pur-
chased by His bitter sufferings—that we may en-
deavor to prove our love and gratitude, by bearing
some resemblance to Him, copying some of the les-

sons He has given us durinngis mortal life, partic-
ularly those of His passion,'?

To “bear some resemblance” to Jesus, and so to the
central mystery of God, is to be a true disciple and to
acknowledge the symbolizing vocation of disciples.
It is a confessional utterance, a declaring of one’s
taith and trust in the very way one lives and acts. The
church, at least in the West, has never, to my knowl-
edge, given the title “Confessor” to awoman, having
reserved this identification for male saints who were
not martyrs, but who bore “witness to the Christian
faith by word and deed.”!! Yet the Sisters of Mercy,
no less than other Christians, lay and clerical, are

- To “bear some resemblance” to
Jesus, and so to the central
mystery of God, is to be a true
disciple and to acknowledge the
symbolizing vocation of
disciples.

called to be “confessors,” to give “an accounting for
the hope that isin you” (1 Pet 3:15), in words and, in
the absence of words, by forms, practices, actions,
and gestures that “resemble” (and therefore evoke
memories of) the ways of God. And so, in the sym-
bols of our lives, we invite others to “look not at what
can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can
be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is
eternal” (2 Cor 4:18).

The Care and Creation of Symbols

Symbols do not acquire long-term radiance of
meaning unless they are endowed with some tem-
poral permanence or quasi-permanence, both in
themselves and in their allusiveness. One cannot
“decide” that today daisies will stand for happiness,
but tomorrow they will stand for dependence on
God (unless of course there is a history of
multivalent meanings, including these, associated
with daisies). Nor can one “decide” that tomorrow
violets, not daisies, will stand for happiness. Sym-
bols are like a pebble thrown into a pond: the rip-
ples of meaning will keep coming for a long time,
but will always be related to the impact of the same
pebble. This is why a history of symbolic meaning
should not be lightly abandoned; it takes time to
build the significance of a new symbol, whereas the
“old” symbol may still be “rippling” and luminous.
For example, we may have lost, through unwit-
ting or deliberate abandonment, though perhaps
not permanently, a powerful communal symbol
that held meaning in most parts of the Mercy world
for at least 130 years: a certain Good Friday custom
instituted by Catherine McAuley. The biography of
Catherine in the Bermondsey Annals tells us:

She had for many years of her life fasted on Good
Friday without taking any refreshment whatever,
until she became a Religious, and then she con-
formed to the custom which she established for the
Communit;, of taking a little bread and gruel
standing.!

This communal gesture of solemn restraint spoke
for well over a century to Sisters of Mercy, and might
still speak to them and to their friends, coworkers,
and employees, about what it means to say that we
are “founded on Calvary, there to serve a crucified
Redeemer,”!® and that “we are disciples of a cruci-
fied Redeemer.”!* Reverence for the Good Friday
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hours of the Paschal mystery is necessary to our re-
newed realization of their utterly gratuitous culmi-
nation in the Resurrection-Ascension-Pentecost re-
alities. The bodily symbol of standing as one eats has
longstanding biblical associations, and Catherine’s
choice of this custom reflects not only her instinct
about the necessity of bodily representation of what
we believe, but also her own exquisite identification
with suffering:

Feeling as she did so sensibly for the sufferings of

her fellow creatures, her compassion for those en-

dured by our Blessed Lord was extreme, so much so

that it was a real pain to her, as she once told a Sister
in confidence, to meditate on that subject.!®

My goal in this essay is not to advocate any particular
symbol of our lives as Sisters of Mercy, but to lift up
for our communal meditation the truth that we are,
as human beings and as Christians, symbol- receiv-
ing, symbol-making, and symbol-offering pecople
whose public visibility will speak in one way or an-
other, whether we intend so to speak or not. Hence,
our great need to care for our symbolizing that it
may be truly emblematic of our deepest desires and
convictions of faith, hope, and love.

In the essays which follow, on the Mercy Rituals
of Reception and Profession and on the Constitu-
tions as a symbol of Mercy life, the authors examine
in detail two major symbols of our way of life. The
ceremonial gestures by which we symbolize our de-
cision to become Sisters of Mercy, and the most sol-
emn document of our lives precisely as Sisters of
Mercy, the symbol which both shapes us and is
shaped by us: both of these are visible public utter-
ances, not solely in their words, but in their charac-
ter as a radiant symbolic action and object.

The Radiance of Good Example

For many years we endeavored to lead a “hidden”
life, believing or being told that that was the best way
to serve God and the gospel, and there 1s a sense in
which that conviction still remains partially true.
Catherine’s personal preference and teaching was
no doubt born of her own very gritty public experi-
ence: “She taught them to love the hidden life, la-
boring on silently for God alone, for she had a great
dislike to noise and show in the performance of du-
ties.”!® Much of our lives is purified, healed, and

deepened in hiddenness, and there is true “resem-
blance” to Christ in that silence and privacy.

But the present state of humankind and of the
church, and the sufferings of the people of this world
and of Earth herself, now call us out of hiddenness
into utterance and visibility, into strong clear symbols
of identification, compassion, action, and advocacy—
or, in Catherine’s words, into example. Catherine
McAuley, we are told, taught “more by her example
than by words” and her lessons were always sup-
ported “by her own uﬁvarying example.”” Exem-
plifying what she believed was her mode of symboliz-
ing, for, as she explained, “the good example which
we give by leading a most holy and Christian life has
the greatest power over the minds of others.” Thus
“we should do first what we would induce others to
do,” for “the way to virtue, and to piety, is shorter by
example than by precept.” 8

When we hang the Institute Direction State-
ment in our classrooms; when we share the Institute
Action Plan, 1999-2005 with coworkers; when we

The present state of humankind
and of the church, and the
sufferings of the people of this
world and of Earth herself, now
call us out of hiddenness into
utterance and visibility, into
strong clear symbols of
identification, compassion,
action, and advocacy

explain our Mercy Cross to patients we attend; when
we tell young women about “Project 1831” and our
desire to found thirty-one new Houses of Mercy;
when we invite our neighbors in for Evening Prayer;
and when we offer countless other gestures, actions,
objects, and events to those beyond our doors, we
are laying human symbols of our lives visibly before
them in the hope that these symbols may speak to
them of God, of Christ, and of our profound desire
to live as servants of God’s mercifulness.
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The enduring public symbols of Mercy life are
those made visible to the wide human company of
all who encounter them, in various places in the
world and at various times. Sisters of Mercy going
house to house during typhus epidemics in Lon-
don and the United States, nursing in military hos-
pitals in the American Civil War, following Irish
emigrants on long sea voyages to Australia and
New Zealand, working in retfugee camps and pris-
ons, living and ministering among oppressed peo-
ple—these and thousands of other Mercy actions
over the past 170 years remain in our memory as
strong radiant symbols of what it has meant and
still means to be a Sister of Mercy.

The enduring public symbols of
Mercy life are those made visible
to the wide human company of
all who encounter them, in
various places in the world and
at various times.

“Small” Symbols of God’s Presence

But in our history over these same years there have
always been countless “smaller,” more private sym-
bols of God’s mercifulness offered quietly to God’s
people wherever any Sister of Mercy has held the
hand of a dying person, brought joy to a neglected
child, written a letter to console someone, helped a
man who came to the door, visited a lonely woman,
or done any of the countless gospel acts that “re-
semble” Jesus’ ministry. Most, if not all, of these
private symbols of God’s compassionate presence
have been perceptible only to the person served.
I would therefore like to conclude this medita-
tion on the symbolic utterance of the Sisters of
Mercy by looking at one little-known symbolic act
of Catherine McAuley—a gift she gave to a child.
In Carlow, Catherine evidently got to know
young Fanny Warde, Frances Warde’s niece, the
child, possibly, of Frances’s older brother William
who had died in Wakefield, England in 1839. 19 How
old young Fanny was when her mother came to live
in Ireland I do not know, but I suspect she was only
five or six. Writing to Frances Warde on November

24, 1840, Catherine enclosed a broach and a poem
for little Fanny. The poem, which Catherine titled
“Little Fanny Warde,” reads as follows:

Though this is very dear to me
For reasons strong and many
I give it with fond love to Thee,
My doat’y “little Fanny.”

Six kisses too from out my heart
So sweet tho’ from a Granny,
With one of them you must not part
My doat’y—"little Fanny.”
What shall I wish, now let me see
Which T wish, most of any
That you—a nice good child shall be
My doat’y—Tittle Fanny.”™®

“Doat’y” is evidently Catherine’s version of “doat-
ing” which can mean “exceedingly fond,” or of
“doughty” or “douty” which means “capable, wor-
thy, virtuous, valiant, brave.”2! But the deepest sig-
nificance of this symbol is revealed in two sentences
Catherine writes near the end of her letter to
Frances Warde. She says: “ I promised my little
Fanny a broach to fasten her collar and six kisses on
the back. It was my dear Mary Teresa’s.”??
Catherine’s beloved niece Mary Teresa Macauley
had died at Baggot Street in 1833.

There are many large-scale ecclesial symbols in
the history of the Sisters of Mercy, public gifts to the
whole church, such as the Institute itself, but there
are also innumerable small sacrificial symbols in
this history, symbolic acts of love whose full mean-
ing may be perceived by only a few. Little Fanny
Warde received this broach as a symbol of a
“Granny’s” love, but also, we can imagine, as a sign
that a great Love was in the world and cared for her
like a Granny. Only God, and to some extent Fran-
ces Warde, knew the depth of Catherine’s love for
MaryTeresa, and thus the full human weight of this
symbolic gift. '

We have in our hands the large and small sym-
bolic broaches of God’s love and mercy, endowed
by our past joys and griefs, but even more by God’s
merciful healing of all grief in the joy of Christ’s
resurrection. May we, like Catherine, have the pub-
lic courage and simplicity to offer these radiant
symbols of God’s presence to the world.
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Notes Catherine spoke in confidence may have been
Mary Clare Moore herself, or her sister Mary

1 A modern theology of Christian symbolizing has Clare Augustine Moore,
been fully argued by Karl Rahner, especially in his 18 [bid,, p. 110.
essay, “The Theology of the Symbol” in Theological 17 Ibid.
Investigations 4:221-52 (London: Darton, 18 “Spirit of the Institute,” in Neumann, The Letters of
Longman & Todd, 1966). Without attempting to Catherine McAuley, p. 391,
summarize Rahner’s metaphysics of the symbol, 19 Kathleen Healy, R.S.M., Frances Warde: American
its basis in his philosophical anthropology, or its Founder of the Sisters of Mercy (New York: Seabury
extension in his theological anthropology, I have Press, 1973), p. 84. However, Healy indicates that
relied on his analysis in the present essay. William Warde’s young children were named
However, Rahner is obviously not responsible for Mary and James. Sister Mary Paul Xavier Warde,
any ways in which I may have misinterpreted his Frances Warde’s grandniece, says that Fanny
intricate arguments and distinctions. His theology Warde was her own aunt, the sister of her father
of the symbol fully supports, it seems to me, our John Warde and Frances Warde’s niece. Fanny
contemporary theologies of the sacraments, of may have been the child of Frances’s brother
sacramentals, and of the significance of the Daniel, or possibly of her brother John. Healy says
ecclesial profession of religious vows. that Daniel “seems to have sought a career in

2 Doris Gottemoeller, R.S. M., “Community Living: Dublin but no record of his future is extant” (13)
Beginning the Conversation,” Review for Religious and that John, Frances’s “favorite brother,” died
58 (March-April 1999): 137-49. while preparing for the priesthood at Maynooth

3 Gottemoeller, p. 142. College (16). Healy also indicates that Frances's

4 Gottemoeller, pp. 14546, “two nieces, Jane and Fanny Warde,” came later

5 Gottemoeller, p. 148. to Pittsburgh, and were enrolled, between 1846
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Constitutions as Symbe! of Merey Life

Ma'ry Celeste Rouleau

¥ n the beginning, the Spirit
I moved over the waters of
40-Catherine’s heart, and the
small community of Mercy was
born. We know its history well.
Catherine was “convinced Al-
mighty God required her to
make some lasting efforts for the
relief of the suffering and in-
struction of the ignorant.”' As
the women of mercy moved out
to the poor and sick “with hearts

novitiate at Georges’ Hill, and
with their profession on 12 De-
cember 1831 the Religious Sis-
ters of Mercy became a reality.
Why were Catherine and
her first companions so intent
on having formal approval of the
church for the works of mercy
they were already engaged in?
She had been reluctant to take
on the identity of becoming a re-
ligious community, since she un-

Since as humans we exist as
spirit-mind-body persons, the materiality of
our being both expresses who we are and
makes of us interpreters of all the world
around us.

centered in God,” their life took
on the look of a conventual
group. What they had begun at
Baggot Street astonished their
friend Archbishop Murray, who
declared he had had no idea of a
convent springing up of itself.
But he supported their discern-
ment that the works should have
stability.” For that, they would
need approval of the church.
Their search through all the
rules then available led them to
choose that of the Presentation
Sisters as most compatible with
their emerging charism. The
first three women made their

derstood the stricture of enclo-
sure to belong to its essence.
When finally she was led by the
Spirit to discern that their iden-
tity was meant to be a public and
ecclesial one, she willingly en-
gaged in the shaping of a consti-
tutions that would authenticaily
express what they had become.
Papal approval of this document
conferred on the group a partic-
ular identity as women of the
church, vowed by public conse-
cration to a distinctive way of fol-
lowing Jesus Christ and to bear-
ing a visible witness to a deep,
personal experience of Christ.?

Since as humans we exist as
spirit-mind-body persons, the
materiality of our being both ex-
presses who we are and makes of
us interpreters of all the world
around us. We create signs and
symbols to convey meaning,
which are interpreted by others
who read the meaning. Thus the
communal aspect of humanity
binds us by our use of visible
symbols, rituals, gestures, lan-
guage. In the important symbols
we craft our identity, and bear
witness to who we are.?

Language is one of these
symbols. But language, oral or
written, is never static. A text
comes to life when the reader be-
comes involved in it and can be
influenced by it.? Thus,

The rule and constitutions
provide a map for the whole
journey of discipleship in ac-
cordance with a specific
charism confirmed by the
church. A greater regard for
the rule will not fail to offer
consecrated persons a reliable
criterion in their search for ap-
propriate forms of a witness
- which is capable of responding
to the needs of the times with-
out departing from an_insti-
tute’s initial inspiration.b

First Phase: Life as -
Criterion for Rule

Since the first Sisters of Mercy
didn’t have a rule of their own
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that would be a tangible symbol
of their new life, the Archbishop
suggested living by the Presenta-
tion chapter on “Union and
Charity” until they could revise
the Presentation Rule satisfacto-
rily. Thus the content of that
chapter became and remains a
core expression of the essence of
what they had become.

In 1833, the Reverend J[ohn]
Rice, a venerable Augustinian
Friar, brother to the holy man
who founded the Christian
Brothers in Ireland, on his way
to Rome visited the convent in
Baggot St., and being much
pleased with what he saw, asked
if he could render any service
to the Institute. Our Reverend
Mother told him how anxious
she was to receive the formal
approbation of the Holy See,
and he promised to remember
her wishes.

Catherine sent to Rome two
original chapters which she had
composed for the new rule, on
the visitation of the sick and the
protection of distressed women.
On 24 March 1835, the Decrefum
leudis not only gave formal ap-
proval for the community itself
and for the two new chapters,
but praised their works of help-
ing the poor, the sick, and dis-
tressed women, adding, “from
an institute of this kind, the
greatest benefit will result both
in civil society and to religion.”8
It took six or seven years to
draw up a new rule. During that
time, they meticulously went
over significant changes and
made many omissions necessary
to shape the Presentation text to
their life. Since it had to be an
authentic external expression of
the charism that was already
alive in the group, Catherine did
not want to ask a confirmation

from Reme until they had “re-
duced it to 1:)1‘21ctice,”9 until it
should truly convey in a clearly
recognizable form what their
Mercy life had become under
the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit. “Many alterations cost
[Catherine] immense labor and
incessant prayer. She often ob-
served to the Sisters, that every
word of the Rule they practiced
was the fruit of prayer.”1? Arch-
bishop Murray carefully revised
Catherine’s text with her appro-
bation. This first version of the
original Rule and Constitutions,
states Mary Sullivan, R.S. M., is
“the most comprehensive writ-
ten expression of Catherine’s
thought now available.”! A fair
copy was sent to Rome in late

Second Phase: Rule as
Criterion for life

For about eighty years, each con-
vent of Mercy lived by the same
Rule. New generations of sisters
learned the way of life by contem-
plating and practicing it accord-
ing to this Rule. This movement
is analogous to what happens in
the Gospels: the early Christians
experienced the risen Jesus in
their midst, and out of their com-
munal reflection on this experi-
ence the Gospels were written.
Then later Christians, we among
them, contemplate these Gos-
pels, internalize their spirit, and
come to the same experience of
the risen Jesus present among
us.!® Likewise, Pope Pius XII
enunciated very simply a basic

Pope Pius XlI enunciated very simply a basic
principle about the twofold effect of liturgy: it
expresses the authentic prayer of the
church, and it also teaches the community
of believers how to pray.

1839 or early 1840, accompa-
nied by letters from each of the
bishops of the dioceses where
the sisters served. In July 1840,
the Congregation for the Propa-
gation of the Faith unanimously
favored 1t and sent it to Pope
Gregory XVI. On June 6, 1841,
just  five months  before
Catherine’s death, the pope
granted full approval, and the
Sisters of Mercy became publicly
incorporated into the church’s
ministry.'? The Rule stood as
tangible symbol of this reality.

principle about the twofold effect
of liturgy: it expresses the au-
thentic prayer of the church, and
it also teaches the community of
believers how to pray.14 Analo-
gously, as Catherine and the first
sisters composed the Rule as an
expression of their way of life, so
later members came to learn and
internalize the spirit of that
charism by the faithful practice of
the Rule.

Foundational documents were
not meant to crystallize forms
and practices so that they
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became unchangeable. They
were meant to express clearly
the faith-vision of the group and
to express the ways that could
assure continuity. . . .Internai-
ized by each member, constitu-
tions were a guarantee of the
evangelical quality of the life
and service of the community. !®

The constitutions or rule of life
of a community mediates the
faith-vision of its founder to sub-
sequent generations; this is
clearly the aim of Catherine and
the first community who were so
concerned for the continuity of
the works of mercy beyond their
personal lifetimes.

In 1218, the massive accu-
mulation of canon law was codi-
fied. Canons pertaining to reli-
gious were to be inserted into the
rules and constitutions. These
canons reduced all women of “ac-

ing it as sacred next to the scrip-
tures, the attitude of sisters of my
vintage was formed.

Third Phase: Renewal of
Life as Criterion for
Renewal of Constitutions

Then came the rushing wind of
the Holy Spirit through the
doors of Vatican TI, after which
the church will never be the
same. The grounding of our
lives—in the gospel of Jesus
Christ, our particular charism,
and the signs of the times—was to
be re-expressed in a new consti-
tutions. For some who had en-
tered before Vatican II (1963-
1965), this was a challenging and
in some respects an upsetting ad-
venture; the external lodestone,
s0 held in honor, was taken away.

In 1918, the massive accumulation of canon
law was codified. Canons pertaining to
religious were to be inserted into the rules
and constitutions . . . The constitutions
then became an awkward juxtaposition of
legal terminology and the original
inspirational wording.

tive” congregations to the same
category, thus effectively wiping
out the consideration of specific
charisms. The constitutions then
became an awkward juxtaposi-
tion of legal terminology and the
original inspirational wording.
When I entered the novitiate, we
reverenced this text by reading it
in chapel on our knees. By treat-

Individual congregations began
to make individual, none-too-
successful attempts at writing
new constitutions. Sisters who
came in the wake of the change
experienced twenty years or
more of having no stable rule to
live by. And we lived together.
Soon we realized that a united ef-
fort was needed.

One of the effects of this
great upheaval, which cleared
the ground for new beginnings,
was a rediscovery and growing
enthusiasm for the Mercy
charism, our special gift in the
church given for others.
Catherine McAuley emerged as
a real person in our collective
consciousness. Studies and con-
templation of her spirituality
nourished our spirit, workshops
explored the implications of our
charism in relation to the signs
of the times, new books ap-
peared. In the spring of 1980, a
meeting was called at Bethesda,
Maryland, to which a sister from
each of the American congrega-
tions was invited. The purpose
was to begin working on a com-
mon constitutions., Many meet-
ings, many congregational con-
sultations, and many drafts later,
based on much prayer, a text was
produced that could be offered
to Rome as a symbol of the real-
ity of contemporary Mercy life.

We came to realize that we
were doing what Catherine and
the first sisters had done, but with
the advantage of our wondrous
heritage to build on. We were re-
flecting on the essence of Mercy
life and trying to express it in a
form that would be both true to
our charism, contemporary in
authentic theology, and sensitive
to the needs of our times.

Meanwhile, the movement
toward a united congregation
was growing toward fruition, and
in July 1991, the Sisters of Mercy
of the Americas came into being.
On the 12th of December of that
same year, 160 years after our
founding in Dublin, the Consti-
tutions of the new Institute was
formally approved. 16
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Fourth Phase: Revised
Constitutions as Criterion
for Mercy Life

The hermeneutic circle contin-
ues. As written text, religious
constitutions comprise three
forms of literature: proclama-
tion of beliefs and convictions
which constitute the specific
charism; canonical norms for ac-
tion, such as conditions for
membership, rights, and duties
of members, responsibilities and
powers of those in authority; and
exhortatory statements which
portray the ideals to which we as-
pire. The task of interpretation
binds together the whole mem-
bership as interpreters, the text
and tradition being interpreted,
and those for whom the inter-

pretation is intended.

All are involved in a cyclic
movement of interaction not
only with the text but with the
lived experience that pro-
duced the text; in turn, the
lived experience of those who
receive and carry on the tradi-
tion echoes and is revitalized
by the text. 17

We, the Sisters of Mercy of the
Americas have proclaimed:

In living these Constitutions
we express fidelity to our
vocation.

We rely on God, on the sup-
port of one another

and on the long tradition es-
tablished by Catherine
McAuley

to serve the needy with cour-
age and compassion.'®

With the ecclesial authentication
of these constitutions, we are
challenged anew to become thor-
oughly familiar with their con-
tent, like Mary to treasure in our

hearts what this external symbol
stands for, and to express the
charism in our current lives with
all the depth of commitment and
spiritual energy that is the heri-
tage of our tradition.
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Going Unto the Altar of God
A Ghmpse of Mercy thuals of Receptmn and meessmn Today

J'u,lze Upton, R.S.M,, Ph.D.

R, ur discussions of Mercy Rituals of Incorpo-
B ration date back to the very beginnings of
b’ The Mast Journal with an essay entitled “Rit-
ual and Symbolism in Religious Communities,”
which appeared in the February 1990 issue of Mercy
Life, intended to serve as a discussion-starter that
would launch the journal the following year. A
1991 article that appeared in this journal was enti-
tled “Rituals for This New Day,” but its narrow per-
spective betrays the fact that 1t was written in the
last century. It is now ten years later, and with the
added decade’s gift of technology, our present dis-
cussion benefits from a worldwide consultation,
giving us a global perspective on the subject for the
first time.' Also, in 1998 the Institute Leadership
Conference approved a set of common Rituals of
Incorporation for use across the Institute, which
are referenced throughout this article.®

Understanding Ritual

Before we delve mto the subject at hand, there are a
few concepts that need to be developed, because
when theologians discuss rituals, we have something
quite specialized inmind, using the constructs made
available through the study of theological anthro-
pology. Anthropologists have observed that for
human beings time is neither homogeneous nor
continuous, but either sacred or profane, and that
by means of special rites, one can pass from profane
time to sacred time.” One way to imagine this is as
two parallel realms, since sacred and profane time
have a continuity of their own. Rather than sacred
‘incursions into profane time, then, rituals are actual
passages from one realm to the other.

Profane time is that realm of ordinary tempo-
ral duration during which one engages in acts that
have no particular religious significance. This is the
time during which most of our day-to-day affairs

13

are conducted. Sacred or heirophanic time, by con-
trast, is qualitatively different and may be
understood as: the time during which ritual takes
place; mythical or significant time that is retained
by a ritual; or that time during which one is acutely
aware of the rhythms of the cosmos.* These quali-
ties of heirophanic time allow it to be indefinitely
recoverable and infinitely repeatable.5

Sacred time or heirophanic time, as men-
tioned earlier; is made accessible to us by means of
rituals—organized patterns of words, symbols and
actions, which enable us to be immersed in that sa-
cred, indestructible time, to celebrate for ourselves
and hand on to others our understanding of reality.
This immersion allows us to deepen our experi-
ence of the sacred time or sacred events, and to
carry that heightened awareness back into profane
time, consequently altering our experience of pro-
fane time. Although not a ritual, per se, a beautiful
sunset can move a person from profane time into
the realm of sacred time. There the person is re-
freshed, relaxed, and allowed to revel in the maj-
esty and magnificence of creation. Regardless of
how subtle the transtormation, the person returns
to profane time changed, if only temporarily. The
religious system, therefore, allows us to do the
impossible—to transcend the overwhelming sense

Anthropologists have observed
that for human beings time is
neither homogeneous nor
continuous, but either sacred or
profane, and that by means of
special rites, one can pass from
profane time to sacred time.
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of transience and stop time. Simultaneously, it al-
lows for the possibility of using such an experience
for future growth.

Because they offer us a means of transcending
profane time, rituals have a sacred quality and need
to be approached as such. Theologians and anthro-
pologists view rituals as means for plunging hu-
mans into primordial time. The time of origin of a
reality has a paradigmatic value and function, by
giving one a sense of rootedness, a purpose for be-
ing, and an opportunity to contact the ground of
that reality’s being. Mercy rituals of reception and
profession, for example, take us back to mid- nine-
teenth century Ireland where Catherine McAuley
and her companions founded our congregation in
their vowing to persevere in this way of life. Without
our consciously intending for this to happen, it
happens. Ritual takes us there.

Because they offer us a means
of transcending profane time,
rituals have a sacred quality and
need to be approached as such.

This year the people in our parish were asked
to bring last year’s blessed palm to Mass on the
Sunday before Ash Wednesday. At the conclusion of
each Fucharistic celebration, the entive congrega-
tion processed outside the church to burn the palm
in a huge cauldron. The pastor urged us to put into
the cauldron all that we wanted God to help burn
away in us this Lent, Many stood praying and
watching the flames leap up, burning away our
dross. Because he knows I am a liturgical theolo-
gian, the pastor told me what happened at an
earlier Mass that day. While people stood quietly
praying, he noticed that the two altar servers spon-
taneously began to do an Irish step dance around
the cauldron. The children, unencumbered by con-
cerns about what others might think, were im-
mersed in primordial time.

Victor "Turner, who specialized in the study of
religions anthropology, delineated specific ele-
ments which constitute those rituals that enable

one to pass from the profane to the sacred time
dimension. Action and awareness are experienced
as a merged flow, as nondualistic, which is made
possible by centering one’s attention on a limited
stimulus field. Consequently, one experiences a
loss of ego, and finds oneself in control of both
one’s actions and one’s environment. The ritual
usually contains coherent, noncontradictory de-
mands for action, while providing clear, unambigu-
ous feedback to one’s actions. Finally, the ritual is
autotelic in that it has no goals or rewards apart
from itself.5 These rituals or flow experiences, as
Turner refers to them, both protect and express the
very truths which liberate individuals from their
status incumbencies. The rituals, therefore, actu-
ally free the participants to contemplate, to pray, to
speculate, and even to invent.

It is a mistake to présume that these rituals
merely repeat the ritual that preceded them.
Rather, one is linked to the other and continues it,
giving a more cyclic quality of liturgical time. In
other words, by professing our vows as Sisters of
Mercy we do not merely repeat what Catherine
McAuley and her first companions in Mercy did; we
actually continue what she did by linking our prom-
ise to hers. This means that the individual is ever
able to deepen the awareness and experience of
sacred time, because the ritual itself both allows
and encourages this possibility.

Rituals in the Mercy Community

Our rituals of reception and profession in the
Mercy community plunge us into sacred time and
immerse us in the experience of our sisters who
trod this road before us. Because our Mercy rituals
have always been rooted in the rites of the Church,
however, differences in rituals over the course of
time reflect changes in the liturgy celebrated by the
Church. Those who entered the community prior
to 1970, for example, were received and professed
using rituals different from the ones we celebrate
today. Following the reforms of Vatican Council 1,
on February 2, 1970, the Congregation for Divine
Worship issued the Latin typical edition of Ordo
professionis religiosae, available in English in 1974.
The impetus for this change is found in Article 80
of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy:
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.. . the rite of religious profession and renewal of
vows shall be drawn up, in order to achieve greater
unity, sobriety, and dignity. Apart from exceptions
in particular law, this rite should be adopted by
those who make their profession or renewal of vows
within the Mass.

It would be praiseworthy for religious professions
to be made during Mass.

Keep in the back of your mind the fact that the
Bishops gathered at Vatican Council II also urged
us to “prudently consider which elements from the
genius and conditions of individual peoples might
appropriately be admitted into divine w'{)rsd’lip.”8
In our struggle to find such examples of “genius” in
the United States of America we have sometimes
incorporated less than prudent and often inappro-
priate elements into our worship. As you read on,
however, you will see several wonderful examples of
inculturation from our sisters in other countries
that bring their rituals to life.

In recent years, even given the fact that we were
all celebrating the rites of the Church, there were
still differences in symbols and actions within the rit-
uals themselves across the Institute. Members of
incorporation teams worked for many years to rec-
oncile these differences. Often that meant surren-
dering ritual elements individual regional commu-
nitics had come to value for the sake of greater unity,
but they finally came to consensus and a common
format was approved by the Institute Leadership
Conference for use throughout the Institute. The
Institute Incorporation Rituals are the final product
of a Ritual/Symbol Committee formed several years
ago at an annual meeting of the Mercy Conference
of New Membership Personnel [MCNMP]. Serving
on the committee were Linda Bechen, R.S.M,,
Maria Cristina Caballero, R.S.M., Marina Culp,
R.S.M., Carolyn McWatters, R.S.M., Patricia Otillio,
R.S.M. and Anna Marie Saltzman, R.S.M, At the
same time that they were developing the rituals, the

MCNMP was also developing a theology of Incorpo- -

ration that is reflected in the rituals.

At the annual meeting of the MCNMP each
year, discussion was held to pull together what was
being done across the Institute so there would be
some recognizable unity in our celebrations. First, a
symbol was agreed upon for each stage of the pro-
cess. Then significant elements of the ritual were
identified. The suggested format indicates that re-
gional communities will adapt these rituals, but

that the symbol and significant elements would be
the same across the Institute. As I mentioned ear-
lier, however, the adaptations outside the United
States of America are both challenging and instruc-
tive for us. A brief excursion to Guam, Guyana, and
Peru will illustrate what I mean.

In recent years, even given the
fact that we were all celebrating
the rites of the Church, there
were still differences in symbols
and actions within the rituals
themselves across the Institute.
Members of incorporation teams
worked for many years to
reconcile these differences.

Learning from Guam

Sister Mary Angela Perez pointed out that there are
four different cultures that need to be taken into
consideration in the incorporation process in
Guam—namely, Chamorro (indigenous to Guam),
Filipinas, Chuukese, and Stateside (U.S.). Al-
though they use the same ritual for all with regards
to the vows, questioning, etc. that are included in
the handbook, they also inculturate with language,
hymns, and other rituals which are unique or sig-
nificant to the culture of the candidate, novice or
temporary professed, “The culture is further ex-
pressed in the feasting, dinner reception, or cele-
bration following the liturgy and rituals. This was
most evident when our two Chuukese sisters, Sis-
ters Grace Joseph and Erencia Saipweirik, made
their final vows in their island of Chuuk.”

These were described by S. Maria Rosario who
wrote:

I remember that we pretty much followed the com-
mumity’s ritual for profession. The only difference
was how the parts of the Mass were executed. At of-
fertory time, the representative from both Grace’s
and Erencia’s families came up to present the gifts
together with our sisters who brought up typically
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the gifts and symbols led by the Mercy Cross carried
by one of the sisters. But the families also brought
up rolls of sleeping mats, home-spun ropes made of
coconut fiber, and the leis and mwarmwars which
they placed around the necks and heads of the cele-
brant, all the priests concelebrating, and other
ministers. The Bible was taken from its place on the
opposite side of the sanctuary from where the ta-
bernacle was and carried by the reader to the po-
dium when it was time for the reading.

Both Grace and Erencia said the preamble to the
official vow formula in their language, which, of
course, they translated. And this was because many
of their people didn’t understand English.

At the ending of the Mass, the recessional was really
different, and this is only because of the people
from Pollap where Sr. Grace is from. They are very
vivacious in their musical compositions and they
included clapping of hands to the sides of their
arms, especially the men, plus dancing motions
with spoken exclamations in between.

If it will be considered part of the ritual, the celebra-
tion after the Mass was really where the cultural ex-
pression took place. The dances, speeches and
songs alternated throughout the program. Espe-
cially significant was a specially composed song
which was taught to all the two family members hon-
oring in story form the two sisters professed within
the context of their island communities. This is the
characteristic of their oral tradition. They recount
important events in songs, and this is how they re-
member the event and persons over the years.”

Glimpsing Guyana

Julie Matthews, R.S.M., Regional Coordinator of the
Sisters of Mercy in Guyana, described their celebra-
tions, which are always filled with music and dance.

At the beginning of the ceremony, there is a rolling of
drums (a call to prayer). It is also an Afro-Guyanese
tradition of calling forth the spirit of God and the
spirits of our ancestors {family, Sisters of Mercy, etc.)

The entrance procession is very festive and celebra-
tory. There is music with steel pans, guitars, drums,
etc.,, and dancing. The dancers may use incense as
they dance in front of the lectionary as it is brought in.

At the offertory, we have dancers carrying incense
in bowls. They dance up the centre of the aisle—
incensing the people. They then do movements
around the altar and the priest and altar servers.
This is done to African drums.

There is an East Indian Religious Festival called
“Diwali” which celebrates the triumph of good over
evil, light over darkness. It is celebrated by Hindu
Guyanese on what is supposedly the darkest night
in the year. In the evening of this festival, dias
(made of mud and the wick is immersed in ghee)
are lighted and placed on the steps and bridges of
the houses. These digs can be used at the ceremony
in the place of candles.

Most of the rituals or symbols that we use are drawn
from the various cultural backgrounds of our peo-
ples. We have not yet explored other rituals from
the other three races that we have. Thope todo soin
the future.

Profession in Peru

Marila Holguin Cruz, R.S.M.,, celebrated her Final
Profession of vows on July 11, 1998 in Sagrada Fa-
milia Cathedral in Chulucanas, Pert. On the fol-
lowing day eighteen sisters, accompanied by Doris
Gottemoeller, R.S.M., then President of the Insti-
tute, traveled to Pacaipampa, Marild’s hometown
in the Northern Sierra, for a Mass of Thanksgiving.
In preparing for this article, [ was able to view the
videotape of Maril@’s profession, which reflected
the same kind of jubilant cultural expression de-
scribed by our sisters in Guyana and Guam. One
notable difference was that Marilti prostrated on a
mat during the singing of the Litany of the Saints,
with four women kneeling at the four edges of the
mat. Concluding that element of the ritual might
have some cultural significance, I asked Theresa
Saetta, R.S.M., to explain its meaning.

The jerga on which Marild prostrated is a very spe-
cial symbol of hospitality and welcome in the north-
ern sierra. When you visit a home in our area, the
jerga is placed down on a bench or chair or wher-
ever the guest is being offered a seat. Tt is hand-
woven on callua, which is a type of loom used in the
sierra, whereby the women tie the loom to their
waist. They choose colors both dark and light sym-
bolizing the contrasts of our lives. The shadows and
the lights are interwoven into something beautiful
and whole.

Marili prostrated during the litany of saints ac-
companied by her two witnesses, Sisters Mercedes
Donohue and Pat Mulderick, and one other sister
from the community, Pat Kennedy. The fourth per-
son was MarilG’s sister, Analilia, representing the
family, The sense of accompaniment is very
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important in Perd although this is not normally a
part of profession rituals in the States.

When Leslie Porecca, R.5.M., made her fmal profes-
sion in September 1999, she also prostrated on a
jerga. Leslie had attended Marilii’s profession in
Peru, and during her visit was given a jerga. Valuing
it as a symbol of hospitality, and desiring to connect
the community gathered in Merion with their sisters
in Peru, Leslie incorporated both the jerga and Pe-
ruvian music into her profession ritual.

Theresa also explained that the first profession
ritual in Peru, like the States, is much simpler, Al-
though it also takes place within the eucharistic lit-
urgy, there is no litany of saints or prostration, and
no ring is given.

In recent vow ceremonies, some form of folk danc-
ing has accompanied the presentation of gifts—in
our case, the Marinera, a northern Perii folk dance.
Recently, we had our first combined reception (Jan-
uary 25, 2000) in Chaclacayo after the Interna-
tional Formation Conference, which took place
from January 15-23, 2000 near Lima. By “com-
bined” I mean that for the first time, two regional
communities from the Institute gathered together
to receive their new novices, two from Burlingame,
Nidia Huanacuni Quispe and Delia Callomamani
Arocutipa, and Jeny Crisanto Salazar from Merion.
This reception saw the melding of the two rituals,
since Chulucanas/Merion’s reception ceremony is
usually very simple, only the community members
invited, and the Puno/Burlingame communnity had
invited even family members. Itwas also a blending
of two cultures . . . the Aymara culture from-the
south (Puno) and the northern coast (Chulucanas).
Here in Perti our pre-novices and canonical novices
live together in the collaborative house of forma-
tion. However, our pre-novices have usually had a
year living in community in their own local area.
Previously, novices have been received in March;
this year we had it in January to coincide with the
presence of other sisters from our own regional
communities and all parts of the world.

Many sisters from the 21 countries present for the
conference were able to stay for the reception. Din-
ner and some dancing followed.

Ritual and Cultural Adaptation

It might seem ironic to you that I took you all over
the world to see Mercy Ritals of Reception and
Profession and made only passing reference to
those rituals in the United States. Ironic or not, it is

the case that cultural elements which give such vi-
tality to religious rituals in other countries are still
largely missing from liturgy in the United States,
unless they are borrowed from another country.

In the Eucharist, Jesus entrusted us with “a sac-
rament of love.” That is the reason why the Bishops
gathered at Vatican Council I insisted that when
the community ts assembled at this mystery of faith,
we “should not be there as strangers or silent spec-
tators.”® In all probability, that was the most
strongly affirmed and enacted reform of the Coun-
cil. Thirty-five years ago we appeared to be totally
passive at this, the most significant celebration of
our faith. Although our hearts were engaged in the
action, little else was permitted us. Truly, the People
of God have now taken their rightful “ownership”
of the eucharistic liturgy, both through their partic-
ipation in the ritual action and in the ministerial
roles permitted them. This is not surprising, for
“the sacraments are in a tongue unloosed now, and
can be celebrated with an imagination and an in-
tegrity that releases more of their grace and power
than before.”!'?

Asked to assess what of the
council’s agenda was yet to be
adequately addressed, pioneer
and scholar Godfrey Diekmann
pointed to his disappointment

that the “cultural adaptation”

had yet to be adequately
addressed in a country with the
cultural pluralism that virtually
‘begs for its implementation.

Asked to assess what of the council’s agenda
was yet to be adequately addressed, pioneer and
scholar Godfrey Diekmann pointed to his disap-
pointment that the “cultural adaptation” had yet to
be adequately addressed in a country with the cul-
tural pluralism that virtually begs for its implemen-
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tation. I concur with him that cultural adaptation is
one of the unfulfilled promises of the Council.
The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy states:

Provided that the substantial unity of the roman
rite is maintained, the revision of liturgical books
should allow for legitimate variations and adapta-
tions to different groups, regions, and peoples,
especially in mission lands. Where opportune, the
same rule applies to the structuring of rites and de-
vising of rubrics.

Such movement to incorporate cultural elements,
particularly from non-Western cultures, has been
very slow and tentative, which is surprising when
we look to the history of the liturgy.

1f you study the early sacramentaries, you see
that both the language in the prayer texts and the
rubrics themselves were clear, direct, and unclut-
tered. It was only when this classical form of the Ro-
man liturgy began to migrate, particularly to the
Franco-Germanic world, that it began to take on
the characteristic high drama and sentimentality of
the North. That hybrid liturgy returned to Rome in
the tenth century, displacing the previous classical
form. In the last thirty-five years, as a result of the
study and direction provided by the Liturgical
Movement, the Roman liturgy has been signifi-
cantly (although not completely) cleansed of its
Franco-Germanic accretions, and consequently
made more available for cultural adaptation.!?

Paulist Father Thomas Kane has traveled the
world documenting cultural adaptation video-
graphically. His work in The Dancing Church clearly
demonstrates the possibilities in cultures far differ-
ent from our own.!3 However, making similar adap-
tations in a “Western” culture still seems to have us
stumped. “Since liturgy is essentially performative,
action takes precedence over material elements”; 14
in order for the liturgy to be liturgy, in fact, it must
become part of the lives of the celebrating commu-
nity. Otherwise, it will remain merely a curiosity.
Often we make feeble attempts to inculturate by
pasting onto a liturgical or paraliturgical celebration
some kind of ritual element that seems to work in
the moment. You have probably had this or some
similar experience: we all wave ribbons on a given
occasion and then never see the ribbons again; or do
a circle dance once and never do such a dance again.
The work that lies ahead requires allowing the lit-
urgy to live comfortably in various cultures, as it

becomes adapted to a particular people in their cel-
ebration. By its very nature, cultural adaptation
cannot be imposed on a people. It will grow in time if
it is cultivated by concern for the theological princi-
ples that underlie the liturgy. Who knows, maybe
Sisters of Mercy will lead the way.
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Matthew 25:31-46:
A Parable of nghteous Mercy

Mary(jmsczone i

Introduction: Who Are “the
Least” and “the Nations”?

“I was hungry and you gave me
to eat, thirsty and you gave me
drink...Whatever you did for
one of these least, you did it for
me.” The separation of the
sheep from goats, the signature
criterion of ministering to “the
least,” the identity of the King
revealed as the surprising object
of ministry—such elements as
these make the final judgment
parable in Matt 25:31-46
among the most well known and
oft-quoted passages in the New
Testament. It has served as the
mspiration for popular piety
and apostolic ministry, as well as
the ctation text in official
church pronouncements on aid-
ing those in need.!

Both popular and ecclesial
interpretations of this passage
today feature a universalizing of
the characters, so that “all the
nations” means “the whole
world,” and the “least brother/
sister” is anyone in need. But
scholarship is not so sure.

In recent decades, New Tes-
tament scholarship has been di-
vided in interpreting this pas-
sage. The basic questions
involve both the identity of the
characters and the target audi-
ence of the passage. Since the
same Greek word (ethnos) can
mean foreigners, people, na-

tions, pagans, Gentiles, who ex-
actly are all the nations (Gk:
pantd ta ethnG? And since “little
ones” is used earlier in Matthew
10 and Matthew 18 to refer to
members of the Christian com-
munity, does “the least” (Gk:
elachistos, superlative for mikros,
“little”) also refer only to certain
Christians, e.g., missionaries or
persecuted members, rather
than to any needy anywhere?

Is the aim of the passage to
encourage care for the needy
neighbor or care for missionar-
ies and other fellow Christians?
Is it meant to warn the commu-
nity of believers to practice char-
ity, or to bolster community con-
fidence in their fmal triumph
and justification vis-a-vis unbe-
lievers? Such questions have
prompted a variety of responses
in recent interpretation.? In pro-
posing some possible answers to
these questions, my brief analy-
sis here will consider the larger

context of Matthew’s Gospel,
similar vocabulary and themes
found in other Matthean pas-
sages, and the particular con-
nection of righteousness and
mercy in Matthew.?

The Context of Matthew’s
Gospel

In terms of the larger context,
Matt 25:3 146 concludes the fifth
and final discourse in a Gospel
carefully tailored to present five
extensive blocks of Jesus’ authori-
tative teaching. If, as it seems,
Matthew’s Gospel was written for
a community composed primarily
of Jesus-believing Jews at odds
with fellow Jews who did not see
Jesus as the Messiah, then a cer-
tain contrasting parallel can be
seen in this choice of “five.” Just as
the teacher Moses gave the five
books of the Torah, so Jesus, the
“one teacher” for Matthew’s com-
munity (Matt 23:8), offers a “new

Both popular and ecclesial interpretations of
this passage today feature a universalizing of
the characters, so that “all the nations”
means “the whole world,” and the “least
brother/ sister” is anyone in need. But
scholarship is not so sure.
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Torah,” a fivefold exposition of
the way to “surpassing righteous-
ness” (Matt 5:20): chs. 5-7 (the
Sermon on the Mount), ch. 10
(Instructions for Mission), ch. 13
(Parables of the Kingdom), ch. 18
(Discipleship and Forgiveness),
chs. 24-25 (Preparation for the
End). Each of these five major dis-
courses ends with a warning
and/or a promise that final judg-
ment will be based on doing, on
effectively putting into practice
what Jesus has taught.* While
Matthew’s Jesus is particularly
characterized by authoritative
speech, this Gospel emphasizes
obedient doing on the part of
Jesus’ followers. “Doing the will”
of the God of Jesus is what is es-
sential (7:21; 12:50; 21:31). Our
passage then fittingly seals not
only this final teaching block, but
also the entire pattern of Jesus’ in-
struction in this Gospel.

Motif of Two Choices:
Ignorance or Readiness in
Action

For the dividing line pro-
nounced between the sheep and
the goats is doing or not: “you
did/did not do it to the least/to
me” (25:40, 45). The separation
here between the righteous and
the accursed is one of concrete
practice, not prayer, piety, or
doctrine. Those who are pro-
nounced “righteous” were no
more aware of the king’s identity
than those who are condemned.
Both are ignorant: “Lord, when
did we see you?” (25:37, 44).
Actually attending to the needs
of the least rather than invoking
pious reasons for doing so is
here emphasized.

The motif of ignorance
found here is also operative in
the passages immediately pre-
ceding. No one knows the day or
hour of the End's approach
(24:36-51). Neither the brides-
maids (25:1-13) nor the slaves
(25:14-30) knew the exact time
for which to be ready. The insis-

for choosing wrong practice:
doors are shut for good
(25:11-12) and “weeping and
gnashing of teeth” await (24:51;
25:30). So, too, our passage as
the final parable in this series
features two choices, two modes
of practice: ministering to the
needy (and so to the Christ) or

The separation here between the righteous
and the accursed is one of concrete
practice, not prayer, piety, or doctrine . . .
Actually attending to the needs of the least
rather than invoking pious reasons for doing
so is here emphasized.

tence then is on constant readi-
ness, constant fidelity in prac-
tice. Jesus’ final teaching to his
disciples in these two chapters is
laced with apocalyptic imagery
and urgency, underscoring the
solemnity and finality of judg-
ment. The parables in 24:45 -
25:46 each present the model
and counter-model for vigilant,
taithful practice in the mean-
time before the End.

The disciples who are Jesus’
audience within the text (24:3)
have to choose between the ways
of the “faithful and wise” slave
who duly attends to his fellow
slaves  (24:45-47) or the
“wicked” slave who is abusive
and arrogant (24:48-51), be-
tween the five wise bridesmaids
who were prepared or the five
foolish who were not (25:1-13),
between the “good and trustwor-
thy" slaves or the fearful, “worth-
less” one (25:14-30). Dire conse-
quences follow in each parable

not. Likewise involved is the dir-
est of consequences for unrigh-
teous practice, “eternal punish-
ment” (25:41, 46).5

Two Choices Presented in
Parables

Previous parables in this Gospel
also portrayed a separation be-
tween two opposites and so pre-
pared for these later teachings.
In 7:24-27, the one who “hears
Jesus’ words and acts on them”
was likened to the wise person
who builds a house on rock. In
contrast, the one who “hears but
does not act” was compared to
the fool who builds a house on
sand—"“and great was its falll”
This emphasis on doing, on
putting into practice that was
sounded in Jesus’ first discourse
(chs. 5~7) is then echoed in the
conclusion to his final discourse
in ch. 25. The dividing of the
righteous from the nonrigh-
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teous featured in this concluding
speech in ch. 25 repeats the mo-
tif already heard in the parables
of separation in ch. 13: the
weeds and the wheat (13:24-30,
36—43) and the net of good and
worthless fish (13:47-50).

But while the angels do the
separating in these two parables
in ch. 18, it is the king himself
who divides the righteous from
the nonrighteous in ch. 25. The
direct involvement of the king
here matches the emphasis on
the royal identity of the one who
was truly served or not.

Vocabulary for Gracious
Righteousness and Mercy

Not only does Jesus’ teaching
previous to ch. 25 prepare for its
impact, but also Jesus’ own prac-
tice defines what it means to be
“righteous” as the “sheep” are
called (25:37, 46). “Righteous-
ness”  (dikaiosyn G sometimes
translated justice) is of central
interest to Matthew’s Gospel,
and its cognates occur over
twenty times in this narrative,
Rich in meanings and associa-
tions, righteousness involves both
gift and demand, the gift of be-
ing set right with God due to
God’s gracious and faithful
mercy, and the demand of living
out this relationship by emulat-
ing divine mercy and justice in
relating with others.

For Matthew's community,
Jesus demands and exemplifies a
particular kind of righteousness,
one that “exceeds that of the
scribes and Pharisees” (5:20).
This “surpassing righteousness”
1s shown to be closely aligned
with mercy. Only this Gospels
Jesus twice quotes Hos 6:6

(“Mercy 1 desire and not sacri-
fice”) and both contexts involve
breaking the religious law. In
9:13, after having called the tax
collector, Matthew, and then eat-
ing with tax collectors and sin-
ners, Jesus responds to the Phari-
sees by saying, “Go and learn
what this means: ‘Mercy I desire
and not sacrifice.” By summon-
ing a known sinner to be one of
his followers and then by sharing

table with those whose sinfulness

defiles their meal companions,
Jesus exhibits the practice of
law-breaking mercy as the higher
righteousness.

With Jesus who “fulfills the
law and the prophets” (5:17), the
eschatological community em-
braces the outcast and the de-
filed and gives them a place at
the table. Similarly, in 12:7, after
his disciples have violated Sab-
bath law by plucking and eating
grain, Jesus’ defense includes

Mercy trumps religious rule
and ritual, In his denunciation
of the scribes and Pharisees,
Jesus includes mercy along with
justice and faith as the “weight-
ier matters of the law,” and he
castigates the religious teachers
for not practicing these (23:23;
again, the emphasis on doing).
Matthew’s Jesus is far from being
an antinomian (see 5:18-20),
but the surpassing righteousness
that he teaches and demon-
strates is inseparable from a
mercy that goes beyond strict ob-
servance. Because of mercy and
the righteousness configured by
it, expectations are upended and
status roles reversed: “the last
shall be first and the first last”
(19:30; 20:16). Bracketing the
parable of the gracious land-
owner and the grumbling labor-
ers (20:1-15), a parable found
only in Matthew, this “last-first”
phrase interprets this story of

Jesus demands and exemplifies a particular
kind of righteousness, one that “exceeds
that of the scribes and Pharisees” (5:20).

This “surpassing righteousness” is shown to

be closely aligned with mercy.

Hosea’s mercy-not-sacrifice quo-
tation, after stating that “some-
thing greater than the temple is
here” (12:6). The “something
greater” is mercy.® For a Jesus
who proclaims that “tax collec-
tors and prostitutes” enter the
kingdom before chief priests
and elders (21:31-32), human
need—whether for forgiveness
or food—takes precedence,

happily surprising (for the last),
enraging (for the first) gracious-
ness in action.

Merciful Healings of Jesus

Jesus’ practice of mercy involves
physical healings as well. Mat-
thew features as a hallmark of
supplicants the request, “Son of
David, have mercy.”7 Whether
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Whoever the “least” are, the ones who
served them practiced effectively the
righteousness that does mercy, and by so
doing served the king himself.

the blind requesting on their
own behalf (9:27; 20:30-31), or
parents asking on behalf of a
child (15:22; 17:15), those who
come for healing ask for mercy.
In the case of the “Canaanite”
{(i.e., non-Jewish) woman who
asks for her daughter’s healing
(15:21-28), Jesus’ own limita-
tion to the “lost sheep of the
house of Israel” (15:24) is bro-
ken open by the woman’s persis-

tence, wit, and faith. She is the

first to see that the righteousness
that does mercy 1s not limited to
Jesus’ ethnic and religious own.
Jesus eventually recognizes her
vision and responds, “O woman,
great is your faith!” (15:28), the
only time in this Gospel that any-
one’s faith is qualified as “great,”
- and this of a gentile woman who
was initially shunned. (By con-
trast, the disciples’ “little faith” is
often noted: 6:30; 8:26; 14:31;
16:8.) The power of righteous
mercy again is boundary break-
ing and reverses status roles.

The “Sheep” as
Practitioners of Mercy

Given this connection of righ-
teousness and mercy found
throughout the Gospel, it should
come as no surprise that in
25:31-46 the “sheep,” as the
ones who have practiced mercy,
are twice pronounced “the

righteous” (25:37, 46). Their on-
going practice of generous
mercy is indicated by the needs
enumerated: the hungry and
thirsty, stranger and naked, sick
and imprisoned all received
their attention. Like the vigilant
in the preceding parables, they
have been constant in their
readiness.

In the countermodel, the
unrighteous have been similarly
habitual in their refusal to serve.
That the righteous were as un-
aware of the hidden identity of
the king as the unrighteous
makes the their practice one of
straightforward care for their
fellow creatures rather than pi-
ety looking for reward, or devo-
tion to a hidden Savior they
knew was there all along. So the
identity of pantd ta ethn G(all the
nations) seems to include half
humanity, as the ones arrayed
before the ultimate throne of
glory (cf. 24:30; 28:18-19).

Those Who Serve are
Righteous

The motif of surprise, of unwit-
tingly having served the king,
would suggest that the righteous
here could include nonbelievers
as well as believers. Those
among the righteous who are
“Christian” have properly un-
derstood that the demands of

the higher righteousness involve
gracious service of the least.?
Rather than “despising the little
ones” (18:10), they have done
just the opposite. Those righ-
teous who are not “Christian”
have nevertheless “done the
will” of the gracious Creator in
attending to the needy least.
Whoever the “least” are, the
ones who served them practiced
effectively the righteousness
that does mercy, and by so doing
served the king himself.

In contrast, the “accursed”
did not serve either the least or
the king. In their question in
25:44, the various works of giv-
ing food and drink, welcoming
and clothing, visiting the sick
and imprisoned are collapsed
into the single verb, to serve
{(dickonein): “Lord, when was it
that we saw you hungry or thirsty
or a stranger or naked or sick or
in prison, and did not serve
you?” (cf. 25:38). Originally as-
sociated with waiting at table,
diakonein (verb)/diakonia (noun)
came to mean to serve or to min-
ister to someone in the more
general sense, and so the sense
of Christian “ministry.” In the
Gospel of Matthew, the verb is
used five times, paralleling
Mark’s usage in every instance
but in this passage unique to
Matthew.? Jesus is the object of
ministering done by angels
{Matt 4:11), by Peter's mother-
in-law (8:15), by the women fol-
lowers (27:55), and here (im-
plied) by the righteous.

Jesus himself understands

* this model of serving/ministering

as defining his own mission and as
the example his followers should
emulate: “whoever wishes to be
great among you must be your
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servant (diakonos), and whoever
wishes to be first among you must
be your slave, just as the Son of
Man came not to be served but to
serve (diakonein) and to give his
life as a ransom for many”
(20:26-28). Female characters in
the Gospel (8:15; 27:55) practice
the type of ministering that Jesus
counsels in 20:26-28 and’ shows
rewarded in the parable 25:31-
46. Directly opposite to “lording it
over” someone (20:25), this type
of ministering is not self-exalting
but self-effacing: “the greatest
among you will be your servant
(diakonos); all who exalt them-
selves will be humbled, and all
who humble themselves will be
exalted” (23:11-12).

Righteousness, Mercy, and
Matthew’s Readers

While the opening of this para-
ble presents a universal vision
(all the nations before the
throne of glory), the placement
of this passage at the conclusion
of chs. 24-25 aims it toward the
disciples as the immediate audi-
ence within the narrative (24:3),
and so toward Christian read-
ers/hearers as the audience out-
side the narrative.!? As with the
previous discourses, this one
ends with an implicit encourage-
ment/warning aimed at promot-
ing righteous practice. The
question is: towards whom?
Some commentators insist
that the “least” are either all

In the parable of the sheep and goats, the
nonrighteous, the “goats,” did not practice
this self-effacing ministry . . . The pattern of

status reversal repeated throughout this
Gospel is what distinguishes righteous
mercy from benevolent charity.

In the parable of the sheep
and goats, the nonrighteous, the
“goats,” did not practice this
self-effacing ministry to the king
in need, and so are condemned.
No mercy, no righteousness.
'The pattern of status reversal re-
peated throughout this Gospel is
what distinguishes righteous
mercy from benevolent charity:
the former is done by a “ser-
vant,” the laiter by a “master.”
Ministry in the pattern of the
Servant Christ is not an exercise
by the elite, but rather a practice
by a “fellow servant.”

Christians or those Christians
who are in need due to persecu-
tion or ministry. They suggest
that the New Testament use of
“brothers/sisters” as in 25:40!!
refers without exception only to
members of one’s own believing
community, never to all fellow
human beings. These scholars
argue further that the “little
ones” in 10:42 and 18:6, 10, 14
are members of the believing
community. So the “least of
these my brothers/sisters” would
be members of the Christian
community.

For those who argue for the
specifically “missionary” defini-
tion of these “least,” the mention
of persecution in 10:16-23 and
giving a cup of cold water in
10:42 suggests that the hard-
ships presented in. 25:31-46
(hunger, thirst, etc.) are the ex-
periences of disciples in mission.
On the other hand, a more uni-
versalist reading of the “least”
{as anyone in need) also has
foundation. While it is true that
“brothers/sisters” in Matthew is
language used to describe the
community of disciples,'? the
door is opened to a wider inter-
pretation by the insistence on
doing God’s will as the defining
characteristic of the new family
(12:50), as opposed to perform-
ing in Jesus’ name (7:21-23),

Graciousness of All to All

As shown previously, God’s will
of mercy over sacrifice breaks
rather than respects boundaries.
The incluston of Gentiles, sin-
ners, tax collectors and prosti-
tutes signals the inbreaking of a
divine kingdom/reign marked
by graciousness towards the out-
cast and denial of those con-
vinced of pride of place. So, too,
the “Golden Rule” in 7:12 (“do
unto others”) together with the
command to love the enemy
(6:43-48) and to love the neigh-
bor (doubly mentioned: 19:19;
22:39) point to an ethic that
transcends narrow restrictions.
The God who showers
bounty upon both good and evil
(5:45-48) is a God whose chil-
dren likewise share in “the divine
nature that is marked by stun-
ning and indiscriminate acts of
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generosity to all.”!® Finally, the
fact that the righteous in
25:31-46 do not welcome the
needy as disciples (as in 10: 42)
nor recognize them as Christ
calls into question the restrictive
definition of the least.

Conclusion: Practical Care
of Needy and Small Mercies

Given the immediate context of
this parable as well as the larger
themes operative in this Gospel,
this parable of the final judg-
ment, like the parables that
precede it, is meant to shake au-
dience complacency.!* Rather
than resting comfortably in the
assurance of final vindication,
the audience both within and
without the narrative is sum-
moned to constant vigilant prac-
tice, the actual doing of mercy
and justice. Not only is the day
and hour not known, neither is
the hidden identity of the Christ.
in the meantime, works of prac-
tical mercy and self-effacing
service are demanded. Like the
audience of Isa 58:6-10, the au-
dience of Matt 25:31-46is urged
to practical care of the needy
rather than to legal/ritual obser-
vance devoid of mercy and jus-
tice.!> While Jesus Emmanuel
(God-with-us, 1:23) has prom-
ised to be with the community in
its prayerful adjudication (18:20)
and in its ongoing mission
(10:40; 28:20), his presence in
the child (18:5) and in the
“least” (25:40, 45) inserts the
constant element of surprise.
As shown in the Hebrew
Scriptures and continued in the
story of Jesus, reversal of status is
forever a feature of the God of
the lowly and the least. So

ministry aligned with this God
must be open to addressing in
love the concrete need of the
neighbor, to doing righteous
mercy, to subverting status ex-
pectations, and—while counting
on the God- with-us—not know-
ing in what surprising places this
Godwill be revealed as the recip-

ient of our small mercies.
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Defining the Sacred Space

Stonehenge stands on a hill near Bath in England.
People come from all over to gaze upon the giant
stones set into a circle. Parts of it are older than the
oldest pyramid. They form a remarkably accurate
celestial calendar. If you take the time to let this
monument speak to you, you can feel its sacred-
ness. You are drawn inward to the center of the
circle where some stones of an altar remain.
Stonehenge is very much a connection between the
wonders of the earth, namely the movement of
the sun, and sacred worship. The very precision of
the placement of the stones makes you aware of the
connection of nature and the worship of the God of
the universe.

"The earth is sacred. Itis a medium of communica-
tion with the God who created it. So, what make a place
sacred? What makes it a sanctuary, a place apart?

Every sacred place implies a hierophany, a manifes-

tation of the sacred that separates a particular spot

from its surroundings, making it qualitatively dif-
ferent.”

The Old Testament contains divine directions for
building. In Numbers 1, there are directions for or-
ganizing the living arrangements in the camps. In
Exodus 26-27, there are directives for building the
wilderness tent of dwelling. Nehemiah 12:27-47
tells about the time after the exile, when the walls of
the city of Jerusalem were rededicated. In Ezra 3,
the temple was rebuilt. Construction was consid-
ered a religious act. Israel’s world was created anew
by its construction.

The Sanctuary as Treasury of Memories

The sanctuary becomes a place of transformation.
The architecture of a space reinforces images of cre-
ation. The more the space is in harmony with the

milieu out of which it arises, the greater the revela-
tion of the One who has created heaven and earth.

Our worship spaces are sacred, not because we
make them that way, but because, by the way we
make them, we help to uncover the sacredness that is
there. Our sacred spaces reflect who we are as a
Christian people. If we have chosen to build our
spaces in such a way that they are harmonious with
the world we live in, they will be a continuation of the
beauty of the earth. We are at once respectful of the
earth and good stewards of its natural resources.
The sacred will be revealed to us in time; we must let
the symbols of our worship space speak the Truth to
us. Our worship space will become a sacred treasury
of stories of a particular people on a journey from
death to new life. It will be a place of transformation.
And the glory of God shall shine forth.

Each worship space holds a treasury of stories
about different events and memories of people’s
lives. “All of my children have been baptized at this
parish.” “I made my first communion at this altar.”
“1 was married in this church.” “This is where 1
made my vows.” When contemplating building a
new worship space or renovating an existing one,
people resist touching anything that would change
what they have. It is because of the connections we
make with places and objects that make it so hard to
adapt to something new.

Challenges to Renovation

People need to sort out what are nostalgic memo-

- ries that they hold dear but don’t need to pass on to

25

future generations and make a distinction between
thern and what s of value to their faith that should
be passed on to future generations. There is a time
to grieve and be angry and a time to let go and
move on. The church of our youth retlects a theol-
ogy where the priest did everything. The role of the
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assembly was to watch what was happening. They
were spectators, with no expectation that they
would be involved.

For many people, the main symbol of the sa-
cred was the tabernacle. It occupied a central place
in the church. People came to church to visit Jesus
in the Blessed Sacrament. With the twentieth cen-
tury, came a change in thinking about sacred
spaces. Instead of shaping a church around the
sanctuary for the priest and the Blessed Sacrament
as the central object of devotion, churches began to
shape their spaces around the altar and the ambo.
These are places of action for the assembly. The
emphasis shifted from a focus on an individual and
his/her faith life to a focus on the assembly.

.. . & space must serve not only as a place for indi-
vidual encounter with the Holy, but also, and pri-
marily, as a place for the enactment of public ritual.
Christian liturgical space is rendered sacred first of
all by the action of the community.

With the twentieth century,
came a change in thinking about
sacred spaces. Instead of
shaping a church around the
sanctuary for the priest and the
Blessed Sacrament as the
central object of devotion,
churches began to shape their
spaces around the altar and the
ambo.

Centrality of Tabernacle in
Pre-Vatican 11 Devotion

There is great fear and anxiety among many Cath-
olics today that the shift of emphasis from the ta-
bernacle to the altar and the ambo is a great lack of
respect for the Blessed Sacrament. For many of
them, devotion to the Blessed Sacrament has been
central to their faith. Moving the tabernacle out of
a central position is deemed disrespectful to the

Blessed Sacrament. “They say that the removal of
the tabernacle is tantamount to forsaking the sacra-
ment. It is easy to understand the seriousness of
this claim because adoration of the reserved sacra-
ment was once considered more important than
eating and drinking the eucharistic elements.”3

Many Catholics yearn for the mystery that en-
shrouded the pre-Vatican II liturgies. Thirteenth-
century Furopean churches have magnificent
stained glass windows with light pouring into the
nave. To the people who created these great
churches, light was a symbol of the transcendence
of God. Their prayers were lifted up to God in these
great spaces. The focus in these churches was the
tabernacle, where Jesus was present. The high al-
tars had intricately carved reredos. It was at these
altars where the priests of old whispered the words
of consecration. Bells rang out at the consecration
to signal to the people that the important time of
the Mass was happening.

Post-Vatican II Changes in Orientation

After Vatican II, in an effort to “modernize”
churches, many parishes removed statues,
changed the configuration of the seating, brought
out baptismal fonts and removed ornamentation
from the walls, leaving churches with more of an at-
mosphere of starkness rather than creating a sanc-
tuary leading people to prayer. What was left out of
this movement was an effort to catechize the people
to help them understand the changes. All they saw
was churches being divested of the things that were
precious in their eyes and held tremendous mean-
ing for their faith, with no explanation.

Did Vatican II change the symbols of our faith?
The work of the Second Vatican Council offered a
shift in the focus of our worship. The assembly has
become the primary symbol of the liturgy. “Among
the symbols with which liturgy deals, none is more
important than this assembly of believers.”*

This shift in emphasis from a focus on Christ in
the Blessed Sacrament to seeing Christ present in
the members of the assembly as equally important
is a major stumbling block for many people. Some
people don't want to be distracted by the faces of
those with whom they worship. They want to go to
church and pray quietly before Mass. They do not
want to be disturbed by those who try to greet them
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before Mass begins. Some of these people are
happy to stand around and mix with people after
Mass, but not before. To them, the liturgy remains a
private affair.

It is with this in mind that new churches are
changing the entryways of the church buildings.
Older churches had small, dark vestibules that
weren't meant for gatherings. They were merely
passageways as people went to pray as individuals
with a group of people.

Importance of the Gatheﬁng Space

Most churches built today include a space where
people can gather before and after the liturgies.
The journey to worship includes a period of transi-
tion from the secular to the sacred. The journey be-
gins at home in the preparations for worship and
continues in the parking lot. Our hiildings help
people to make the transition.
The church’s gathering place is to be designed in
such a way that it elicits from the participant an an-
ticipation of what is to come and facilitates the
gradual assimilation into the larger group. Then

the transformation of the many individuals into the
body of Christ has begun.”

Some churches situate the entrance to the gather-
ing space in such ways that people have to journey
for a bit before they enter into the space. The gath-
ering space should be large enough for the whole
community to gather. Upon entering this space,
one takes the initial steps into the zone of the sa-
cred. It should be a welcoming place, setting the
tone and atmosphere that helps people to make
the transition from one realm into another. Many
secular spaces provide a model for wonderful gath-
ering spaces, Some homes have large porches that
wrap around the front of the house and provide a
grand entrance. Hotel lobbies are decorated with
artwork and beautiful vases of fresh flowers. Chairs
and couches are provided for people to mix and
mingle. Lighting is an important element in creat-
ing ambiance. It helps to create a place where
people want to linger and converse. The overall
purpose of the gathering space is to act as a invita-
tion to what lies beyond.

When people meet each other before worship
they have the opportunity to break down the barri-
ers of individualism which 1s so much a part of the

American identity. They begin to form a commu-
nity. People who care about each other will be more
likely to participate more wholeheartedly and will
not sit back as spectators waiting to be entertained.

Planning for a convergence of pathways to the litur-
gical space in a concourse or a foyer or other place
adequate for gathering before or after liturgies is
recommended. In some climates, this might be
outdoors. Such a gathering space can encourage
introductions, conversations, the sharing of re-
freshments after a liturgy, the building of the kind
of community sense and feeling recognized now to
be a prerequisite of good celebration.

While there may be many doors to the gathering
space, ideally there should be only one main en-
trance into the nave. The doors to the nave should
be beautifully made because they mark a transition.
They are “an opening through which the inexhaust-
ible energies of the cosmos pour into human life.””
By having one set of doors into the nave the in-
dividuals coming from many different paths are
funneled together as they journey to form a com-
munity gathered together in Christ's name. The
doors arouse anticipation of what is beyond them.
In the same way that vital information passes
through the openings of our eyes, ears, nose, and
mouth, architecture touches the surroundings
through the openings of windows and
doors—places where our private lives and the uni-
verse overlap. This overlapping of a building’s in-
ner and outer worlds is altered by the character of
the openings we create.?

~When people meet each other
before worship they have the
opportunity to break down the
barriers of individualism which is
so much a part of the American
identity. They begin to form a
community.

Entrance to Community through
Way of Baptism

The entrance to the worship space has a particular
significance in relation to baptism as the first step
in our “entrance” or initiation into the people of
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God. All life in the Christian community stems
from baptism, the sacrament of initiation. All who
are baptized have equal status in the community.
The role of the community is very important in the
sacrament of baptism. People are baptized into the
life of community. It is the community that shares
its faith with the newly baptized. They promise to
give witness to what it means to be a Catholic.

It is at the portal of the church where the minis-
ters, parents, godparents welcome those seeking to
be members of the Christian community through
baptism and members of the community. This is the
first step on the journey of the Christian life. Ideally
there is room for members of the community to
gather for the reception of the child, the family and
the godparents. The baptismal font is considered to
be the “womb of the church” from where Christians
are reborn through water and the Holy Spirit.

Good symbols don't need
explanations. Good symbols are
multivalent. They reveal an inner

mystery that appeals to the
heart. Signs offer a clear
message that informs. Symbols
invite contempilation.

Current liturgical reform encourages a fuller
use of primary symbols such as water, oil, bread, and
wine. Water and oil that is poured in abundance pro-
vides a more powerful image of death and resurrec-
tion than water that is trickled upon a person’s head
or oil that is dabbed upon one’s forehead. Baptism
by immersion ritualizes the fact that Christian living
is messy and deals with realities more far-reaching
than superficialities. Baptism—a time of ritual
bathing—has mystic significance. Concerns about
efficiency and pragmatsm have led us to
minimalism in terms of the signs of the sacrament.

Above all, we need to let our symbols speak for
themselves. There are some who explain what our
symbols mean. In doing this, they offer one mean-
ing, one insight. Good symbols don’t need expla-
nations. Good symbols are multivalent. They reveal

an inner mystery that appeals to the heart. Signs of-
fer a clear message that informs. Symbols invite
contemplation.

Considering the Symbol of Baptismal Waters

There are many that do not understand all this
“fuss” about wanting to baptize by immersion. It
doesn’t seem practical. Why would you want to get
people all wet? For too long we have been miserly
about our symbols. We have become in some cases
too inteflectual in our faith. We need to be afraid to
die in the waters of baptism and that will not hap-
pen with a cupful of water. We need to feel the wa-
ter poured over our bodies because we are human
beings who need to embrace the experience with
our whole beings. Parish communities struggle
with this whole concept. To many of them, it is a
question of, “Is someone going to fall into the
font?” Or, “Why on earth would you pour water all
over someone when pouring it on their forehead
will do just fine?”

A question to ask when building or renovating
a worship space 1s, “How can we arrange the seat-
ing of the community so that they can be visually
part of this important event?” Instead of looking at
a church building as a space with a “back” and a
“front,” we need to look at it from other angles,
such as places within the space which are focal
points of our attention. These are not spaces to en-
shrine things, but are places of action. Many com-
munities put important things such as the baptis-
mal font “up front” so they can see what is
happening, In doing this, the priest is the only one
who comes into contact with the font on a regular
basis. By this choice, the assembly foregoes the
weekly contact they will have with the font.

We are a human people, needing not only in-
tellectual nourishment but also tactile ways to ex-
press our faith. It is a weekly reminder to place the
water upon our foreheads and renew our commit-
ment to Christ in his death and resurrection. Since
baptism is the work of the entire Christian commu-
nity assembled at worship, all participate in the ac-
tion, whether or not they can actually see the pour-
ing of water. Perhaps a better question to ask is
“How can we arrange the way we are seated so that
people can direct their attention to where the ac-
tion is taking place?” Or, “How can we arrange our
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space so that the community can gather around the
font during baptisms?”

Blessing and Flow of Water

When the community is gathered at the font for the

rite of baptism, the priest blesses the water. The

blessing offers much insight into the meaning of

baptism. ,
Father, you give us grace through sacramental
signs, which tell us of the wonders of your unseen
power, In baptism we use your gift of water, which
you have made a rich symbol of the grace you give
us in this sacrament. At the very dawn of creation
your Spirit breathed on the waters, making them a
wellspring of all holiness.”

A wellspring is a “continuous supply.” It connotes
overflowing abundance. Other images in the blessing
prayer are that of parting of the Red Sea where the Is-
raelites were freed from slavery, so baptism sets us
free from the slavery of sin. The baptism of Jesus in
Jordan, the flowing of water and blood from the side
of Jesus on the cross are recalled. God is asked to un-
seal for the Church the fountain of baptism.

By the power of the Spirit give to the water of
this font the grace of your Son. 10

The baptismal font is a place of cleansing from
sin and a birth to innocence. These are the powerful
images of death and life. They call for a vessel of wa-
ter that connotes a “wellspring” of life. A font with
water flowing into a pool invites people to partake. It
calls for people to touch the water, not with the tip of
one’s finger, but to reach in and generously let it
touch and renew us to the depths. The rite calls for a
vessel that people can experience the death and res-
urrection called for in the rite of baptism.

“Baptism into Christ demands enough water to
die in.” 1

Adult and Infant Baptism

The shape of the font should be designed in such a
way that it is suitable for the baptism of adults as well
as infants. A round font symbolizes birth and a
womb, One is born and begins life anew through the
waters of baptism. A cruciform font is a reminder of
the cross with all its implications. The one to be bap-
tized steps into the font and embraces the cross.

Thus the newly baptized can rise with Christ in res-
urrection. A tomb-shaped font is a symbol of Christ’s
death and resurrection, and, by virtue of our bap-
tism, our own death and resurrection. This shape
makes it very clear that we are dying to an old way of
life, ready to embrace a new one. A hexagonal font
refers to the sixth day of the Jewish week, the day our
Lord had won the world’s salvation. An octagonal
font celebrates the eighth day.
Ambrose of Milan (339-397 CE}, who baptized Au-
gustine, noted that “not only is the font octagonal,
but the baptistry as well, because on the eighth day,
by rising, Christ loosens the bondage of death and

receives the dead from their graves (o fwmulis
suscipil exanimes).” 1%

The baptismal font is a place of
cleansing from sin and a birth to
innocence. These are the
powerful images of death and
life. They call for a vessel of
water that connotes a
“wellspring” of life.

When the baptismal font is in the entryway as peo-
ple enter into the nave of the worship space, the
community has the opportunity to interact with the
water each time they enter and leave the church.
They have the opportunity not only to see the water
but also to interact with it thereby participating
with another of their senses.

Font in Entryway for the
Living and the Dead

By placing the baptismal font in the entryway of the
nave it becomes something that people have to en-
counter each time they enter. It is not something
insignificant. It is not “in the way” of funeral pro-
cessions or the entrance of the bridal party. Itis a
symbol of our entrance into the Christian commu-
nity. Funeral liturgies can emphasize this in the cel-
ebration of the rites. The funeral procession pauses
at the baptismal font, The coffin is sprinkled with
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water from the font as a reminder that in dying with
Christ, we are born to new life in Christ.

Vigils for those who have died can be held
around the font, again as a reminder that the wa-
ters of baptism hold the promise of eternal life.
This is where Christian life begins, not ends. Cou-
pleswho are celebrating the sacrament of marriage
can gather at the font to be sprinkled with water
from the font before continuing their journey. Thus
the baptismal font is an integral symbol mn our
Christian life and in the celebration of our rituals.
The placement of the font facilitates full congrega-
tional participation. There is no audience, no pas-
sive element in the liturgical celebration.

Human beings are more than their eyes and ears.

Ritual and its space is reflective of the fullness of

people atwork and at play. Such work and play is in

the realm of mystery, where participation is predi-

cated on the sensual interplay of symbol, memory
and hope.lg

Paschal Candle and Oils

The Paschal Candle, symbol of the Light of Christ,
is placed near the font. The Holy Oils should also
be enshrined near the font. This is a relatively new
change for most churches. Previously the Paschal
Candle was kept in somewhere in the church where
it could be brought out for baptisms and funerals.
Now it is put by the font since we receive the light of
Christ at our baptism. Most churches kept the holy
oils in the sacristy in oil stocks for the priest’s use
for baptisms and anointing. Now churches are dis-
playing the oils in decanters near the font because
two of them are used for the sacraments of
initiation.

Seating for the Abled and
Disabled Community

The Christian life is a journey. The rituals of the
Church are created with this in mind. As one enters
the sacred space, passing by the first symbol of initi-
ation into the church one enters deeper into the
heart of the Christian community. The Christian
community is called to “full, conscious, active par-
ticipation.” (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, #14)
The arrangement of seating for the community is

very important. The seating arrangement deter-
mines the placement of the altar, ambo, and the

- presidential chair. An assembly sitting in rows all

facing the same way will expect to be entertained
and mstructed. They will watch the action taking
place in front of them becoming spectators, pas-
sively observing. The Constitution on the Sacred Lit-
urgy tells us that it is in the assembly that we first
meet Christin the liturgy. If Christ is present in the
assembly, then the space they occupy is holy.

Seating that provides the opportunity for the
members of the assembly to see each other’s faces
brings the community together. An assembly
seated in a semicircle or facing one another will ex-
pect to participate and to exercise ministry. A
curved seating arrangement brings people to-
gether. Are people looking at the backs of people’s
heads or are they looking at people’s faces? Can
they make eye contact with each other?

An assembly sitting in rows all
facing the same way will expect
to be entertained and instructed

.. . Seating that provides the
opportunity for the members of
the assembly to see each other’s
faces brings the community
together.

The seating arrangement should enhance the
possibility of ease of movement for the assembly.
The pews or chairs used for the assembly should al-
low the assembly to be able to move out of themn for
different rituals within the rites of the liturgy rather
than confine them in the space. In creating worship
spaces that are barrier free, all members of the as-
sembly have access to all parts of the worship space.
Wheelchairs should be able to maneuver about and
not be relegated only to the back of church. The
disabled should be free to sit with their families and
have a choice about where they want to sit.

The assembly seating arrangement is deter-
mined by the needs of the actions that take place
within that space and how much room those actions
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require. The assembly needs to know how they want
to be involved with all the actions that place within
the rituals. The rituals of the RCIA call for the com-
munity to be involved. If the space provides for
this, the community can participate and not just
watch what is happening. Weddings and funerals
require different kinds of spaces. Both those in-
volved and the members of the assembly will per-
ceive an action that happens with the community
surrounding it as being a “communal” event rather
than something that is happening to other people.
With this in mind is difficult to judge a space with-
out seeing how the people use it.

Liturgy of Word: The Ambo

The second place we meet Christ in the liturgy is in
the proclamation of the Word, Christ is not present
in the lectionary but in the proclamation of the Word.
The proclamation reveals a relationship that exists
between the one who speaks and the one spoken to.
The ambo is a place of action. The ambo is “the foot-
stool of the prophet.” The role of the community is to
be actively listening to the Word of God. The ambo
should be situated in a place where people can be en-
gaged. If they are seated too far away, and cannot see
the reader, they will loose not only the visual connec-
tion but also the interaction between speaker and lis-
tener. In some parishes the presider sits amongst the
assembly to listen to the Word. This is a visual re-
minder that all attention is focused upon the lector or
the deacon who is reading.

The Document on Environment and Art in Catholic
Worship calls for the ambo to be “beautifully de-
signed, constructed of fine materials, proportioned
carefully and simply for its function. The ambo rep-
resents the dignity and uniqueness of the Word of
God and of reflection upon that Word.” 14

There is a relationship between the altar and
the ambo and this should be evident in the two
pieces of furniture. The ambo is to be freestanding,
so that it can be encircled or allow for ritual move-
ment. The ambo should also be barrier free so that
all have the opportunity to participate in the minis-
try of lector.

The ambo is reserved for reading of the scrip-
tures, the singing of the responsorial psalm, the
homily, the general intercessions, and the Faster
proclamation. By reserving the ambo in such a way,

the importance of the Word of God is highlighted.
The place of proclzimation is a special place, not to
be trivialized by announcements, the leading of
song, other than the responsorial psalm, or any-
thing else. Itis nota place to putunnecessary things.

The Altar as Sacred Table, Symbol of Christ

The altar is a place of action. In the Rite of Dedication
of a Church the ambo is dedicated by the action of
proclaiming the Word from it for the first time.

May the word of God always be heard in this place,

as it unfolds the mystery of Christ before you and
achieves your salvation within the Church.!?

It is not an icon or shrine, but rather a holy table. It
is not a table of convenience for eyeglasses, flowers,
candles, or papers. The community is invited to sit
around the table of the Lord. Gathering around
the altar helps the assembly to enact the communal
celebration of the paschal mystery. The altar
should be “the most noble, the most beautifully de-
signed and constructed table the community can
provide. It is the common table of the assembly, a
symbol of the Lord . . .”16

The altar should be “the most
noble, the most beautifully
designed and constructed table
the community can provide. It is
the common table of the
assembly, a symbol of the Lord.”

When it is not being used, the altar should not
be covered, but rather; because of'its beauty, should
be unadorned. Because of its importance, the altar is
not a place where extraneous things such as papers,
flowers, candles, or anything else not pertaining to
the liturgy of the Eucharist, are placed. The altar
should be capable of being approached from all
sides. Nothing should obstruct the approach to the
altar. The symbol of gathering around the altar is so
strong that communities should consider this as part
of their discernment of their seating arrangement.
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Relics are no longer placed on the altar, but may be
placed beneath it. Some parishes place their record
books of baptisms and deaths beneath the altar to
keep in mind the community of saints who are pres-
ent in all celebrations. At the dedication of an altar,
the altar is treated as one to be initiated into the
church. It is anointed with sacred chrism.

The anointing with chrism makes the altar a symbol
of Christ, who, before all others, is and is called
“The Anointed One;” for the Father anocinted him
with the Holy Spirit and constituted him the High
Priest so that on the altar of his body he might “of-
fer the sacrifice of his life for the salvation of all” (cf.
Heb 1:9 and Psalm 44).

After the altar is incensed and anointed with the oil
of sacred chrism, it is then clothed with a cloth. This
follows the ritual used in baptism where the newly
baptized is anointed with chrism and then clothed
in a white garment.

The presider’s chair is another focal point in the
seating area of the assembly. The chair should be
placed so that the presider can preside over the lit-
urgy. The chair expresses the office of the presider.

The importance of the personal symbol and func-

tion of the one who presides in liturgical celebra-

tion should not be underrated or under?layed,
because it is essential for good celebration. 1

Public Liturgy and Personal Devotion:
“Beloved Mother”

With the renewal of the liturgy we have come to a
new understanding of the differing needs of cele-
brating the liturgy and of the needs of private

With the renewal of the liturgy
we have come to a new
understanding of the differing
needs of celebrating the liturgy
and of the needs of private
devotions . . . These needs
cannot coexist in the same
space.

devotions. When the church gathers for liturgy,
there is a need for action. There is gathering, sing-
ing, reading, listening, eating, drinking, and pro-
cessions. When people come for private devotions,
there is a need for reflective quiet, for meditation,
for a small group to say the rosary together. These
needs cannot coexist in the same space.

These are some examples of both civic religion
and popular piety connected to our faith. What is
the role of devotion in our lives? Who do we choose
to honor? How do we do it? The function of images
we use is to mediate between the worlds of matter
and spirit. What 1s the power of the image of Our
Lady of Guadalupe? She calls to herself the hurt-
ing, the dishigured, and the disinherited. She offers
hope to the poor.

Many titles have been given to her over the
ages, but I do not know of any that is uttered more
universally and with greater love and confidence
than “Madrecita Querida” (Beloved Mother). Re-
gardless of how dogmatic theologians explain it,
for the people at large, she is the beloved maternal
presence of God.”!® It is like the message of Jesus
who came for the poor, the hopeless, the
marginated people of his time. “She stimulates new
ways to think about God .. .”19

Those who pray before an image of the Blessed
Mother or one of the saints come with concerns ask-
ing that someone in the spiritual world intercede for
their needs. They come interceding for others in
need and also to offer thanks for favors received.

Sanctuario de Chimayo is a devotional shrine
outside of Santa Fe in New Mexico. Pilgrims come by
the thousands to pray there. Outside the chapel,
people mix with other pilgrims waiting to get inside.
People enter the courtyard through a gate. Inside
the courtyard are several tombs. The communion of
saints is very much a part of the milieu where people
are invited to make a connection with the saints who
have gone before us. Off to the side of the chapel is a
small room with a hole in the ground. People believe
that a cross found buried in the earth and now en-
shrined in the chapel has miraculous powers. They
come to Chimayo to pray and to take home some
dirt from the hole in the ground. To them the earth
is a blessing, a source of healing, a sign of God’s
presence. People come to Chimayo to touch the
mystery of God. They bring statues to leave as gifts
in thanksgiving for favors received.
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Placement of Shrines for Personal Devotions

Before Vatican 11, churches were built to house 1m-
ages. The tabernacle became a shrine. This prac-
tice obscured the reason people come together—to
celebrate the Eucharist. The church exists to house
the actions of the liturgy. It is not a gallery of stat-
ues. Shrines should be located in separate and dis-
tinct areas that are conducive to private devotions.
Shrines can be outdoors, off the entranceway, in al-
coves or in other corners of the church complex.
Meditation gardens can provide a place for quiet
devotion. They can offer a connection with the
beauty of the earth and our need to be unified with
the universe in our praise of God. Shrines should
have enough room for the interaction of people
and images, but these spaces shouldn’t impede the
actions of the liturgy nor compete for attention.
Shrines and images are important to our
prayer life. The placement of shrines can help cre-
ate an atmosphere that is conducive to private
prayer. Many times people just want to sit before an
image with their private thoughts and prayers.
Separating spaces for devotion from the place
where the community gathers for communal
prayer does not lessen their importance, such as
casting them off in a corner. Rather it provides the
kind of space that is needed for devotional prayer.
Simplicity and good art go a long way in offering
people a way to get in touch with the mystery of the
sacred. Communities should spend time with an
artist, articulating their thoughts about a particular
saint. In working together, both the community
and the artist create an image that will speak to the
faith of a particular community. The image will
lead the people beyond itself to the world of spiri-
tual reality. It is an awesome task to let beauty un-
fold so that the mystery of the sacred is revealed.

Conclusion:
Exploring the Dimensions of Mystery

The mystery of our faith is a wondrous thing. We
are called to plumb the depths of this mystery and
to explore it from its center to its outer boundaries,
then return to center and start all over again from a
new depth. We are people with a human body. It is
through the fullness of our very humanity that we
will come to discover the sacred. The more we can

be involved in our rituals the better we will under-
stand them. To the extent that we use our symbols
of faith, we will come to discover the mystery of
faith. It is in our seeing, eating, drinking, singing,
touching, smelling, and processing, that our God is
revealed to us. As the oil seeps down our forehead
and the fragrance permeates the room, as water
cascades over our heads and bodies, we will under-
stanid. As the light of a candle illuminates our faces,
as we are nourished by the food we eat and drink,
then our eyes will be opened. By our gathering with
our sisters and brothers, by seeing the light of
God’s miraculous love at work in their lives as evi-
denced by the glow of light in their faces, then we
will know that it is God we see. It is not a static God,
carefully encompassed m a small box, but a God
who is alive, breathing within us and around us.
Come, let us enter into the celebration.
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