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Dear Sisters, Associates and Friends of Mercy, 

For the sake of safety on the road, I needed to get a hands-free extension for my cell-phone. But a 
visit to Radio Shack proved it was cheaper to commit myself to a phone-service contract for another year 
and take the upgrade of a free new phone, rather than buy an adapter for a headset and keep my familiar 
phone. Despite the many advantages that came with the new model, I hated sacrificing the comfort of my 
dinosaur of four years. It worked just fine, even if an extension would cost a lot. I hated having to reenter 
all my phone numbers onto a pip-squeak pad. I didn't trust how light the new pbone was at less than four 
ounces. A speaker lay at the side of my jaw, not in front of my mouth. I felt resistance at having to activate 
or deactivate the extras that were available-voice commands, caller id, numerical shortcuts, vibration vs. 
ringing, and a hook-up to the internet. Adapting to this wonderfiJI new communication device, I was 
cranky and glad at the same time. 

I felt kinship with my theological ancestors. First century evangelists had to continually adapt and 
upgrade the story of Jesus of Nazareth in response to demographic changes within their communities, 
political threats, and regional theological preoccupations. Studying the composition of the Gospels, pres­
ent scholars recognize a continuous pastoral process of retelling, explaining, editing, subtracting and 
adding stories to the passion-resurrection narrative. Redaction ofthe gospels was like performing a series 
of upgrades. In hardly thirty-five years, from the late 60s to the end of the first century, four strikingly dif­
ferent versions of the story of .I esus were composed: Mark, Matthew, Luke, and .I ohn. These were not the 
only gospels, for many versions of the life and teaching of Jesus were circulating. These four eventually 
became authoritative, each in their uniqueness, despite differences from the other three. 

However, not all theologians were satisfied with this diversity and complexity. Toward the end of the 
second century, about 170 CE, a theologian named Tatian created what was called a Diatessaron, a single 
narrative combining, mixing and harmonizing all four gospels. This harmony had advantages-a single 
point of view, an elimination of repetition and conflict over detail, ease of transport for preachers, and 
economy of production for copyists. It became the standard gospel text in Syria. It was used by missionar­
ies and referred to by early commentators. It's interesting that no single copy of the Diatessaron survived. 
Tatian was expelled as a heretic by the Church in Rome. The "harmonized" gospel which submerged the 
evangelists' diHerent points of view did not become authoritative for the Church. 

Two centuries later, beginning about 382,.1 erome began to produce a Latin translation of the entire 
Scriptures, including all four gospels. When it came to the Hebrew Scriptures, .I erome found he could not 
perform the "upgrade" by simply translating the Septuagint's Greek Old Testament into contemporary 
Latin. To be faithful to the traditions on which the Septuagint itself was based, he had to learn Hebrew, 
Aramaic, Syriac and Arabic. The Vulgate reflects his dialogue with the "dinosaur" commentaries, the 
original Hebrew, the Greek translations, and older Latin versions which preceded his. 

Each generation of believers is faced with the same challenge as the evangelists and Jerome. To per­
form the communication upgrade required to live religious life, teach the faith, reconfigure the Institute, 
or carry out the mission of Mercy, two tasks must be balanced. One is to develop the competence to accu­

rately and faithfully retrieve the tradition from its original sources. The sec­
ond is to resist the sort of harmonization imagined by the Diatessaron. 
Rather, adaptation must preserve the diversity of story and difference of 
viewpoints as the four authoritative gospels themselves record of .I esus. A 
possible sign of successful adaptation to the upgrade is that we are cranky 
and glad at the same time. 

Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M. 
Editor, The MAST Joumal 



Mercy is One of God's Names 
or 

Captured by Compassion 
Elaine M. Wainwright, R.S.M. 

The two titles to this reflection 
represent some of my own jour­
neying as I prepared it. I began 
exploring a general topic "Mercy 
in Scripture, Catherine, and us" 
for a Mercy pilgrimage to Dublin 
lead by Sister Anne Hethering­
ton for partners in ministry.l 
This lead me to think about the 
topic a little differently, to ask 
how we have the story of mercy in 
the Scriptures but also how some­
one like Catherine McAuley was 
captured by mercy so that over 
time it became the passion which 
informed and shaped her life. 
Sisters of Mercy, their associates, 
and their partners in ministry 
have too, in many different ways, 
been captured by mercy, and it is 
shaping lives in a variety of ways. 
Contemporary readings of the 
Scriptures and of Catherine are 
affected by our reading of stories 
that others have written out of ex­
perience that differs from ours. 
We read, however, because those 
stories have been preserved as 
living memories among different 
communities in different ages, 
communities who stand within 
an ongoing, living tradition to 
which we too belong. These sto­
ries help give meaning to our 
own. My reflections move be­
tween three intersecting or spi­
raling layers of storytelling-the 
biblical story, the Catherine 
story, and our story. 

Helen Marie Burns says 
about the "living memory" as­
pect of encountering our sacred 
stories, that "[it] is about incar­
nation rather than replication. 
Living memory requires contin­
ual exchange among dynamic 
realities."2 I want to explore tra­
ditions of mercy within our sa­
cred stories that inform, enliven, 
even inflame our incarnating, 
our embodying of those tradi­
tions today. 

Catherine's Education in 
Mercy 

As I envisaged Catherine cap­
tured by mercy, I found myself 
asking what it was that caused 
her heart to be moved by the 
plight of the poor. What im­
pelled her to respond with her 
whole life in a way that lead her 
along a most extraordinary life 
journey so different to anything 
she had imagined. As I explored 
this question, one answer 
emerged which I think is very 
significant: she learned compas­
sionate attentiveness from oth­
ers who were steeped in mercy 
and who lived compassion and 
justice. The first of these was her 
own father. These words of 
Carol Wheeler have continued 
to echo in my consciousness 
since first I read them: 

2 

Catherine had learned [con­
cern for the poor] at her fa­
ther's knee during the first five 
years of her life. He taught her 
"a different pattern in dealing 
with the poor from that which 
prevailed in upper class soci­
ety." He taught her that conde­
scending distrihution of alms 
was not adequate. On Sundays 
and holidays, James McAuley 
gathered the children of the 
poor into his home, extended 
them good manners, treated 
them kindly, taught them 
about the faith, ministered to 
their needs. Indeed, it is sus­
pected that he embarrassed 
other members of the house­
hold with this behavior. 
Catherine never forgot this. 3 

We can only imagine how this 
shaped Catherine's mind and 
heart. During her twenty years 
with the Callaghans, she both 
learned from them and was en­
gaged with them in their care for 
the poor on their estate and the 
nearby village of Coolock. It 
would seem that hearts that have 
been touched with compassion 
communicate this to others, 
caught in a spiral of compassion. 
Catherine both received love and 
compassion fi'om her father and 
the Callaghans as well as learnt 
that this love and compassion ex­
tended out beyond tlle intimacy 
of these relationships to others, 
especially the needy poor of 
mid-nineteenth century Dublin. 
While we don't know how her 
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father and the Callaghans 
learned their compassion, we do 
know that each knew intimately 
in their lives, albeit in different 
ways, the centrality of God. 
Theirs were lives incarnating the 
God whom they knew and loved. 

Naming the Biblical God as 
Mercy 

From interrogating the process 
of being captured by mercy/ 
compassion in Catherine's ex­
perience, I found myself then 
turning to another story, the 
biblical story, which seeks to 
name the experience of other 
peoples in much earlier eras, 
experience reflected upon and 
then narrated. This experience 
intimately connected life and 
the divine-human encounter. 
They then narrated this experi­
ence in their story, and named 
the divine. Mercy/compassion, 
closely related to justice, are dy­
namics by which Israel de­
scribed its encounter with God. 
When I considered Catherine's 
education in mercy from com­
passionate persons around her, 
who enveloped her and others 
in love, I found myself ponder­
ing how itwas that Israel's story­
tellers were captured by mercy 
to such a degree that they would 
name the divine with this attrib­
ute. Unfortunately, we cannot 
know their experiences, but 
from the way they narrate their 
sacred story, we may be able to 
catch glimpses of what they 
learned from life and hom their 
divine-human encounters. 

I want to turn first to the 
story which is at the heart ofIsra­
elite andJewish storytelling. It is 
the exodus story, a story of 

liberation from oppressive slav­
ery. Here, a people tells its story 
of liberation as merciful and 
compassionate liberation by a 
God who is then named as mercy 
in many different ways. But as I 
let this story intersect with 
Catherine's story, I found myself 
asking why Israel would have 
recognized a God of mercy if 
they had not encountered mercy 
in their lives. And as I turned to 
the beginning of their story, I en­
countered again stories of com­
passion that opened out into the 
story ofa liberating compassion­
ate God. It seems that incarnate 
mere), experienced enabled Is­
rael to know the compassionate 
heart of their liberating God. 

Therefore they set taskmasters 
over them to oppress them 
with forced labor. 

They built 
Pithom and 
Pharaoh. 

supply cItles, 
Rameses, for 

But the more they were op­
pressed, the more they multi­
plied and spread, so that the 
Egyptians came to dread the 
Israelites. 

The Egyptians became ruth­
less in imposing tasks on the Is­
raelites, and Inade their lives 
bitter with hard service in mor­
tar and brick and in every kind 
of f,eld labor. They were ruth­
less in all the tasks that they im­
posed on them. (Exod 1:8-14) 

In the storytelling, the most im­
mediate response to this oppres-

I found myself asking why Israel would have 
recognized a God of mercy if they had not 

encountered mercy in their lives. 

The exodus story begins 
with the narration of human ex­
perience and it is experience of 
extraordinal), oppression, an 
oppression which wears down a 
people. It in, the oppressors in­
crease the suffering relentlessly 
and almost maliciously: 

N ow a new king arose over 
Egypt, who did not know 
Joseph. 

He said to his people, "Look, 
the Israelite people are more 
nUlllerous and more powerful 
than we. 

Come, let us deal shrewdly 
with them, or they will increase 
and, in the event of war, join 
our enemies and fight against 
us and escape from the land." 

sion does not come from God, 
however. It comes from two He­
brew midwives whose names are 
remembered: Shiphrah and 
Puah. Their actions are a re­
sponse to Pharaoh's command to 
them to kill the Hebrew boy chil­
dren as they are being born. Pha­
raoh's action was clearly the last 
straw for this oppressed people: 
to destroy children who were not 
only the love and joy of their par­
ents despite oppression but also 
the hope of the nation. The com­
mand of Pharaoh struck at the 
heart of the midwives own com­
mitment to facilitate birth rather 
than death. What courageous 
women Shiphrah and Puah were! 
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They acted contrary to the com­
mand of the great Pharaoh but 
they also cleverly defied him 
when he interrogated them. In 
response to his question as to why 
they had allowed the boys to live, 
they replied: "Because the He­
brew women are not like the 
Egyptian women, for they are 
vigorous and give birth before 
the midwife comes to them" 
(Exod 1:18). Their compassion­
ate hearts would not allow them 
to destroy life and their courage 
enabled them to act for justice, to 
take non-violent action against 
the regime and to withhold obe­
dience. These women stand as a 
"critique of tbe ideology" of the 
empire.4 In the face of their ac­
tions, oppression is no longer ab­
solute. They begin within and 
among their own people a pro­
cess of critique, hidden though it 
may be and perhaps not even 
understood. The wisdom of the 
ancient storyteller, however, nar­
rates courageous human com­
passion in response to powerful 
and inhuman oppression in a 
way that it stands as a critique. 

story of one mother, later named 
as J ochebed (Exod 6:20), whose 
courageous compassion lead her 
to hide her son in a basket 
among the reeds of the river. 
Her daughter, Miriam, stands at 
a distance watching the child. 
These acts we might explain 
away and say they are typical fa­
milial responses. But these cou­
rageous acts spiral out to include 
the daughter of Pharaoh the op­
pressor, along with her women 
servants. When she discovers the 
child whom she recognizes im­
mediately as a child of the He­
brews, the narrative says that she 
had pity, had compassion on the 
child (Exod 2:6). Her heart was 
moved. It was moved beyond the 
barriers of ethnicity, of class and 
prestige, a compassion welling 
up within her which lead her to 
act. Like the midwives challeng­
ing the regime, hers was subver­
sive activity against her own fa­
ther. She acted in solidarity with 
the oppressed Israelites and she 
raised the child. 

The statement in Exod 2:6 
that she had mercy or pity on the 

These women stand as a "critique of the 
ideology" of the empire. In the face of their 
actions, oppression is no longer absolute. 

Theirs is the first great act of 
compassion in the exodus story 
of liberation. And it sets in mo­
tion a circle or a spiral of other 
courageous and compassionate 
responses. It seems that the mid­
wives' action gives not only cour­
age but a new imagination to 
other women. Thus, we hear the 

child (using the Hebrew root 
chml) is the first narrating of 
mercy in this story of liberation 
and it spreads out to give mean­
ing to the actions and stance of a 
much wider group of women. 
They are the first to respond to 
the oppression and it seems that 
the response is evoked from 

them by those who are most vul­
nerable: newly born infants. 
These cannot even beg for 
mercy as others will do in later 
stories. These children evoke a 
response which begins the spiral 
of mercy. Their silence is like 
that of the poor children, endan­
gered women, and the sick and 
the dying of Catherine's Dublin. 
They are the voiceless and the 
vulnerable in an immense sys­
tem of injustice and they symbol­
ize the extent of the injustice. 

Time seems to allow the Isra­
elites, in the language of Walter 
Brueggemann, to "process their 
pain," a processing which is as he 
says, "an intentional and commu­
nal act of expressing grievance 
which is unheard of and risky un­
der an absolutist regime."5 Out 
of the depths of their experience 
of oppression, they find voice. 
They "groaned under their slav­
ery, and cried out" (Exod 2:23). 
The text continues: "Out of their 
slavery their cry for help rose up 
to God." In this unfolding story, it 
is courageous acts of compassion 
amongst some of the people, 
namely Shiphrah, Puah,Jochabed, 
Miriam, and the daughter of 
Pharaoh, which lead the people 
to find their voice to cry out to 
God, and it is then that the peoe 
pie are open to the divine re­
sponse. Exodus 2:24 continues: 
God heard their groaning and 
God remembered the covenant. 
God looked upon the Israelites 
and God took notice of them. 
The experience and naming of 
human compassion by the op­
pressed, which liberates them 
from pain, creates a foundation 
for understanding God as the 
source of compassion. Bruegge­
mann says that "the relinquish-
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ment of system comes before the 
embrace of the Holy One.,,6 God 
is drawn into this spiral of mercy, 
this spiral of unfolding compas­
sion. We will see a similar pattern 
in the subversive actions of 
Catherine, Mary Anne Doyle and 
the others who joined them in 
those closing years of the 1820s 
when the Irish groaned under 
the British yoke. 

Israel's Proclamation: 
Experience of Liberation 

The exodus story follows this un­
folding with a proclaiming and 
naming of God. As we might 
imagine, one of its earliest such 
proclamations is of divine com­
passion in response to Israel's 
time of greatest pain: Then God 
said, "I have observed the misery 
of my people who are in Egypt; I 
have heard their cry. on account 
of their taskmasters. Indeed, I 
know their sufferings, and I have 
come down to deliver them from 
the Egyptians, and to bring 
them up out of that land to a 
good and broad land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey, to 
the country of the Canaanites, 
the Hittites, the Amorites, the 
Perrizites, the Hivites, and the 
J ebusites. The cry of the Israel­
ites has now come to me; I have 
also seen how the Egyptians op­
press them. (Exod 3:7-9) 

Proclamation has a signifi­
cant place, therefore, within nar­
rative, proclamation which will 
be sung and which will shape the 
imaginations of generations into 
the nlture. Two aspects of this 
proclamation, howevel~ deserve 
attention before we proceed. 
The first is that such proclama­
tion emerges out of particular 

experiences that are reflected 
upon in particular circum­
stances. To take such proclama­
tions out of their context in life 
and in narrative can divorce the 
naming of divine compassion 
from the divine-human encoun­
ter and the profound incarna­
tion of critical and courageous 
compassion in women and men 
of compassion. 

Such separation results in 
the proclamation of divine com­
passion becoming a fixed for­
mula. It can also result in an ob­
scuring of the human response 
which takes a stand against injus­
tice, a stand which enables the 
oppressed to find their own 
voice against the oppressor and 
to raise this voice toward God. 

workers of mercy stand in the 
biblical tradition and are en­
gaged in such naming. 

A second aspect of this proc­
lamation also deserves our criti­
cal attention. It is the recogni­
tion that our naming of divine 
mercy will always be out of our 
limited and contextual human 
consciousness. Israel experi­
enced and named divine com­
passion but in doing so they 
made of themselves a privileged 
people who in liberation would 
bring about the oppression of 
others by driving them from the 
land that they believed their lib­
erating God had given to them. 
This is a profound challenge to 
mercy vision and storytelling. 
The ethic of mercy needs con-

To enter more deeply into one is to enter 
more deeply into the other. The naming and 

narrating must be ongoing in new cultural 
contexts. Engaged workers of mercy stand 
in the biblical tradition and are engaged in 

such naming. 

The dynamism of the divine-hu­
man encounter in compassion is 
lost and proclamation is re­
moved from the ongoing en­
gagement with injustice and jus­
tice, passion and compassion. 
And so I want to hold together, 
as our sacred story does, human 
compassion which shapes a spi­
ral of mercy and divine compas­
sion which is caught in this spi­
ral. To enter more deeply into 
one is to enter more deeply into 
the other. The naming and nar­
rating must be ongoing in new 
cultural contexts. Engaged 

stant critical engagement so that 
the liberation of one does not 
mean the oppression of another. 

Womb Compassion and 
Steadfast Love 

As Israel reflected back on and 
theologized its experience of 
liberation, further proclama­
tions of divine compassion be­
gan to emerge. In these we be­
gin to hear some of the multiple 
facets of divine compassion, the 
multiple naming of the God 
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who heard the cry of the op­
pressed. In Exod 33: 19, the 
reader encounters the divine 
voice proclaiming: "I will make 
all my goodness pass hefore 
you, and will proclaim hefore 
you the name, ; and I will he gra­
cious to whom I will he gracious, 
and will show mercy on whom I 
will show mercy." 

refi-actions of mercy come to­
gether: Tachamim or womh 
compassion is linked again to 
graciousness (chen/chnn) and to it 
is added chesed (steadfast cove­
nant love) and emet (faithfulness). 

The new element emerging 
here in Israel's naming of the 
God of mercy is the chesed of 
God. This is often translated as 

The covenants of rachamim (womb 
compassion) and chesed (covenant fidelity) 

are evoked in terms of mercy which is 
restorative of as well as creative of 

relationship. 

To the chamal, the pity or 
compassion of Pharaoh's daug'h­
tel' is now added the Tachamim of 
the divine in the spiral of mercy 
which includes naming the di­
vine. This word, Tachamim, is a 
significant one in Hebrew. It is 
from the root TChm and one of its 
noun forms is Techem, the word 
for "womb." And so the Tachamim 
of God evokes the womb com­
passion of the midwives and 
Jochehed, mother of Moses, en­
countered earlier in the story. 

As metaphor it will also, as 
Phyllis Trible claims, journey 
through Israel's sacred story and 
it will be refracted through many 
other names.7 Already here in 
Exod 33: 19, itislinked to the gra­
ciousness, the chen (chnn) of God. 
And almost on the tail of this 
proclamation comes another in 
Exod 34:6-7, proclamation of: "a 
God mercifuVwomb compassion­
ate and gracious, slow to anger 
and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfillness." Here four key 

"steadfast love" or "lnercy." It in­
troduces a new element into the 
exodus story, that of an ongoing 
and binding relationship of fi­
delity grounded in love. Out of 
the initial encounter of compas­
sion, a relationship develops be­
tween Israel and their God and 
this relationship structures what 
Brueggemann calls a "new social 
imagination, " a covenant. 8 This 
new social imagination shapes 
the people's relationships 
among themselves and their re­
lationship with God. Both of 
these covenantal relationships 
can be broken. The covenants of 
Tachamim (womb compassion) 
and chesed (covenant fidelity) are 
evoked in terms of mercy which 
is restorative of as well as creative 
of relationship. 

Before the end of the Penta­
teuch, hoth Numbers (14:19) 
and Deuteronomy (30:3) will 
makes these claims. The closing 
verses of Deuteronomy have 
God restoring Israel and show-

ing Tachamim or womb 
compassion toward them as they 
are offered the opportunity to 
choose life rather than death 
(Deut 30: 1 0-20). No doubt this 
insight into the fidelity of God's 
covenanted love contrasted with 
the awareness of the difficulty of 
living such fidelity in their hu­
man community. The Penta­
teuch's insight into divine mercy 
spirals back into Israel's unfold­
ing story and unfolding life jour" 
ney as helievers sought to con­
nect a VISIOn of divine 
compassion with the culture of 
the community. They sought to 
structure their lives on their ex­
perience of womh compassion 
and steadfast love. And this 
structure was a new social experi­
ment' a courageous political act, 
a shaping of spirit. 

Mercy as Catherine's Work 
and Name for God 

It is as if this same spiral charac­
terized Catherine's journey into 
mercy. What she learnt from her 
father, from the Callaghans and 
from her engagement with the 
poor children, women at risk and 
the sick and dying of Duhlin took 
her on a journey into compassion 
poured out and received from a 
loving God whom she came to 
know on that journey. Her suh­
versive action of opening a 
house/school in Baggot Street in 
1827, two years hefore Daniel 
O'Connell secured Catholic 
emancipation in 1829, was a suh­
versive act like that of Shiphrah 
and Puah. It was drawn forth 
fi-om Catherine hecause of the 
plight of Catholic children and 
young women at risk. And like 

l 
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the'Israelites, it was in looking 
back on, reflecting on her experi­
ence that she was able toname dIe 
extraordinary faithful love of 
God for these poor, It was, in fact, 
Mary Ann Doyle who actually 
named the House opened in 
Dublin on 24 September 1827, 
the House of Mercy. Clearly this 
name reflected what was in her 
own heart and what she had per­
ceived of and received from 
Catherine. Mercy as a naming of 
God or of her work, however, 
does not emerge explicitly in the 
earlier writings of Catherine or 
the memories of a yonnger 
Catherine. Rather what is named 
and remembered from those 
years prior to 24 September 1827 
is her courageous compassion 
among those in desperate need. 
Mary Ann Doyle's naming of 
their work as merciful compas­
sion spirals into a naming of the 
God who accompanied them in 
this work as mercy. Like Israel, 
Catherine takes up this divine 
name and makes it the hallmark 
of the congregation and of their 
divine-human encounter: "This 
is the true spirit of the Order, in­
deed, the true spirit of Mercy 
flowing ou us."g 

In this unfolding compas­
sion, Catherine asked those en­
gaged with her in mercy to shape 
a new social imagination, a new 
dream out of the experience of 
oppression. She gave the instruc­
tion that they "should be particu­
larly kind, the kindest people on 
earth, with the tenderest pity and 
compassion for the POO1:"IO 

Within Catherine's growing body 
of women working among Dub­
lin's oppressed Catholics of the 
mid-nineteenth century as in Is­
rael, the human-human and the 

divine-human encounter were 
caught up in a type of perichor­
esis or intimate dance, as one 
gave meaning to the othet: 
Catherine's experience of en­
countering the pain of an op­
pressed people and the enabling 
of this to find expression in the 
wordless cry of the poor children 
and young women she encoun­
tered called forth the mercy of 
God and lead to a new social 
imagination. She prepared a 
Rule and Constitutions just as to­
day leaders in mercy prepare pol­
icies and statements of vision. In 
her documenting of her new so­
cial imagination, Catherine pro­
claimed mercy as "the principal 

sionate dream for the human and 
earth communities. 

Prophetic Vision of God's 
Mercy 

The prophets in Israel were those 
who critically read the signs of 
their times and the living of the 
sacred tradition for their con­
temporaries. They evaluated the 
social imagination envisioned by 
their ancestors as it found ex­
pression in new and different 
times. They critiqued infidelity 
and re-articulated the tradition 
for their era. -They were poets of 
the vision that had captured 
Israel as a result of their experi-

The prophets in Israel were those who 
critically read the signs of their times and the 

living of the sacred tradition for their 
contemporaries. They evaluated the social 

imagination envisioned by their ancestors as 
it found expression in new and different 

times. 

path pointed out by Jesus 
Christ." She did not have access 
to the Hebrew Bible or Jewish 
Scriptures as we do today nor 
may she have been conscious of 
the process of unfolding compas­
sion that we have jnst explored. 
Rathet~ it was the Jesus story 
which inspired and informed her 
vision of mercy. However, in or­
der to explore this vision more 
fully, I will focus briefly on the 
prophetic vision from the He­
brew Bible which shaped J e­
sus, the prophet of God's compas-

ence of oppression and libera­
tion. Divine compassion, there­
fore, was at the heart of dleir 
dream. We hear it in Jeremiah's 
pain: For the wound of my peo­
ple is my heart wounded (J er 
8:21). He hears the cry of the 
poor, near to the heart of Godll 

and n-om that place he takes up 
the prophetic task: 

to pluck up and to pull down 

to destroy and to overthrow 

to build and to plant (Jer 1: 10). 



8 Wainwl'ight: Mcrcy is One of God's Names or Captul'ed by Compassion 

In Jeremiah as later in Jesus, we 
are taken to the heart of the pro­
phetic mission to be compassion 
to the world. It entails the diffi­
cult road of critiquing the very 
core of one's own tradition, one's 
own context, one's own people. 
And Jeremiah gives us an insight 
into this calling in a way that we 
don't hear in other prophets: 

a God, you have enticed me, 
and I was enticed; (earlier 
translations were even stron­
ger: You have seduced me and 
I was seduced) you have over­
powered me, and you have 

ery as they strain toward the vi­
sion of divine compassion that 
they have known, like Jeremiah, 
near to the heart of the Compas­
sionate One. They call on the 
created universe and human ex­
perience to give expression to 
what they have come to know. 

And so Isaiah invites: 

Sing fell-joy, a heavens, and ex­
u�t, a earth; break forth, a 
mountains, into singing! For 
God has comforted God's peo­
ple, and will have compassion 
on the suffering ones. (Isa 
49: 13) 

The prophet's role is to critique the 
ideologies which subvert and silence this cry, 

to enable the processing of the pain of the 
oppressed and to bring forth a new 

imagination. 

prevailed. I have become a 
laughingstock all day long; ev­
eryone mocks me. For when­
ever I speak, I must cry out, I 
must shout, "Violence and de­
struction!" For the word of God 
has become for me a reproach 
and derision all day long. If I 
say, "I will not mention God, or 
speak any more in God's 
name," then ,vithin me there is 
something like a burning fire 
shut up in my bones; I am 
weary with holding it in, and I 
cannot. For I hear many whis­
pering: "Terror is all around! 
Denounce him! Let us de­
nounce him!" All my close 
fi-iends are watching for me to 
stumble. "Perbaps he can be 
enticed, and we can prevail 
against him, and take our re­
venge on him." Oer 20:7-10) 

In the prophets and in the 
psalmists, we hear poetic imag-

Just two verses later, the most 
intimate of human love, the 
love of a mother as we saw in 
J ochabed becomes the lens: 

Can a woman forget her nurs­
ing child, or show no compas­
sion for the child of her womb? 
Even these may forget, yet I 
will not forget you. (Isa 49: 15) 

Then the experience of the fi­
delity and longevity of the 
earth itself enable the prophet 
to proclaim the chesed and the 
mchmnim of God circling a vi­
sion of shalom, the outcome of 
justice: 

For the mountains may depart 
and the hills he removed, hut 
my steadfast love shall not de­
part from you, and my cove­
nant of peace shall not be 
removed, says your God, who 
has compassion on you. (Isa 
54:10) 

The psalmist extends the imag­
ery of the womb compassion of 
God to encompass male and fe­
male. As a father has compassion 
for his children, so our God has 
compassion for those who rever­
ence God (Ps 103: 13). 

It is also a psalmist who pro­
vides what will be the last of these 
poetic images explored in this 
paper. It is that of perichoresis or 
dynamic divine embrace: 

Steadfast love (chesed) and 
faithfulness (emet) will meet; 

Righteousness (zedek) and 
peace (shalom) will embrace. 

Faithfuluess (emet) shall spring 
up from the ground 

and justice (zedek) shall look 
down from heaven (Ps 
85:10-11) 

As we listen to these prophetic 
voices, we are drawn again into 
the spiral of mercy. The prophet, 
the poet who sees, hears and is 
touched by the cry of the most 
vulnerable is, indeed near to the 
heart of God because God also 
sees, hears and is touched by that 
same cry. The prophet's role is to 
critique the ideologies which sub­
vert and silence this cry, to enable 
the processing of the pain of the 
oppressed and to bring forth a 
new imagination. Israel's proph­
ets did this creatively in poetry 
and imagery which shaped a new 
religious imagination that in its 
turn sustained compassionate 
justice. The task of leaders in 
mercy today is to discern the 
prophets and the poets, the ones 
whose compassionate heart has 
brought them near to the heart of 
our God. From this place they 
will offer metaphors and images 
of that divine compassion that 
will ignite the flame in others and 
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sustain them for the difficult 
journey of enacting compassion­
ate justice in a way that IS 

transfonnative of our world. 

Later Prophets of Mercy: 
Jesus and Catherine 

As we look out from this place 
where we have now arrived in 
our storytelling, we see two other 
persons in our sacred stories, J e­
sus and Catherine, both of 
whom incarnate divine compas­
sion. Both of them courageously 
trod the prophetic path. 

As we listen to the stories of 
Jesus and Catherine, we find 
both of them firmly planted geo­
graphically (Palestine and Ire­
land's Dublin) and located his­
torically (the first and nineteenth 
centuries of the common era). 
Both of their lives were affected 
politically (both in contexts of oc­
cupation and its attendant op­
pression making the lives of the 
occupied and poor espt;cially vul­
nerable) and culturally (Hellen­
ised Judaism and Anglicized 
Irish Catholicism). Each read the 
signs of the times in light of a 
compassionate God who was 
moved by the plight of the suffer­
ing poor. A prophetic vision 
shaped the mission and ministry 
of each. It seems from the gospels 
of Matthew and Mark that Jesus 
was impelled by the vision of a 
new basileia (reign or empire). 
The basileia that he and the Pales­
tinian Jews of his day knew was 
that of the empire Rome. Jesus 
subversively used the language of 
empire, and like Shiphrah and 
Puah, critiqued the political ide­
ology of his day. The basileia 
which Jesus proclaimed to be at 
hand was that of God or of the 

heavens. It was an alternative to 
Rome. It was a vision inspired by 
the prophets of Israel, a vision 
that was associated with the com­
passionate divine presence. It 
was the vision of justice, peace 
and steadfast love in an embrace 
that would transform the lives of 
the poor whom Jesus encoun­
tered daily in his home town of 
Nazareth and as he walked the 
roads of Galilee. He went about, 
Matthew's gospel says, proclaim­
ing that this basileia was at hand 
and inviting people to change 
their lives, to process their pain 
and with him to imagine a new 
community. 

As the vision of Jesus was 
shaped by the prophets of his tra­
dition, Catherine's was shaped by 
Jesus, the embodiment of pro­
phetic transformation. In the sec­
ond paragraph of the Rule and 
Constitutions, the document 

(Rule and Constitutions 3.1) and 
says that in their "tender love for 
the poor (Rule and Constitutions 
2: 1) and in undertaking their 
task "to instruct and comfort the 
sick and dying poor" (Rule and 
Constitutions 3;1), workers of 
mercy are continuing the work of 
Jesus. Jesus' basileia vision em­
bodied in first century Palestine 
found new expression in 
Catherine's nineteenth century 
Dublin as mercy poured out. 

Singled Out for Compassion 

What is it that the prophet Jesus 
did to enact the basileia vision in 
remote Galilee in the early de­
cades of the first century of the 
common era? The Gospels show 
Jesus teaching/preaching and 
healing. Repeatedly, the Gos­
pels speak of Jesus being moved 
with compassion. The Greek 

Jesus' basileia vision embodied in first 
century Palestine found new expression in 
Catherine's nineteenth century Dublin as 

mercy poured out. 

which expresses her new social 
imagination, as well as in the first 
paragraph of chapter 3, she artic­
ulates what could be considered 
the vision that shaped her life. It 
was the Jesus who said whatever 
you do to the least shall be con­
sidered done to me (Matt 25:40). 
The significance of this text lies 
in its being used twice by 
Catherine who draws on actual 
scriptural texts quite sparingly. 
She names mercy as "the princi­
pal path pointed out by Jesus" 

verb splangdizomai carries con­
notations of being moved in the 
depth of ones being, one's en­
trails, echoes of the divine womb 
compassIOn of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Jesus sees the crowds 
"barassed and helpless," being 
offered no vision, no leadership 
in their struggle under Roman 
oppression, and Jesus is moved 
with compassion (Matt 9:36). 
These are the crowds that Jesus 
teaches, offering them a vision 
encapsulated in the beatitudes. 
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Education was seen by this 
prophet of divine compassion as 
a way out of oppression. By sub­
versive action, a way of publicly 
processing pain, a new social 
imagination could be shaped. 
.J esus was also moved to compas­
sion by the plight of the sick. 
Many texts speak generally of his 
healing of all sorts of diseases 
and sicknesses (Matt 4:23; 9:35; 

As Catherine sought to em­
body the compassion of .J esus 
who considered what was done 
to the least as done to him, her 
heart was moved toward those 
she saw as most needy. These 
were poor Catholic children, the 
sick and dying and women un­
der threat of sexual exploitation. 
The first paragraph of her Rule 
and Constitutions shows the 

Two stories, read in tandem, one from the 
Gospel of Matthew, and one from 

Catherine's life, show how the needy who 
stood before Jesus and Catherine extended 
the vision of mercy in ways that took them 
more intimately into the heart of the Divine 

Compassionate One. 

Mark 1:32-34; 3:10-12). Lepers 
and the blind specifically draw 
forth Jesus' compassion (Matt 
20:34; Mark 1:41). It is not per­
fectly clear why these two groups 
would have been specifically sin­
gled out for compassion in first 
century Palestine but it was per­
haps because they were the most 
alienating of afflictions. Leprosy 
in particular marked the sufferer 
as an outcast. Jesus also has com­
passion on the crowds who were 
hungry and he fed them, enact­
ing the basileia vision as an act of 
redistributing resources. The 
needs of first century residents 
of Palestine drew forth partiCll­
lar and concrete responses from 
the prophet Jesus who knew di­
vine compassion from the God 
of Mercy, the one who heard the 
cry of the oppressed poor. 

work of mercy characterized by 
"instruction of poor girls, visita­
tion of the sick and protection of 
distressed women of good char­
acter" (Rule and Constitutions 
1.1). It was vulnerable young 
women, uneducated children 
and the sick and dying of her day 
that impelled her to subversive 
action like that of the circle of 
women of the exodus story. 

As noted earlier, she began 
educating poor Catholic children 
in Baggot Street before Catholic 
emancipation. She built a house 
of Mercy on one of the most fash­
ionable streets of Dublin when 
Catholic institutions were sup­
posed to be concealed from public 
view. It is interesting to note that 
Archbishop Daniel Murray was 
not allowed to build his pro-cathe­
dral on O'Connell Street, but was 

relegated to a location one block 
back £i'om the main thoroughfare. 
She placed her schools under the 
National Board of Education and 
she pioneered the monitorial sys­
tem for girls in Catholic Ireland. l2 

She sent young women out onto 
the streets of Dublin to care for 
sufferers of cholera during a num­
ber of epidemics. Mary Clare 
(Georgina) Moore tells a most 
moving story of Catherine's 
bringing of an infant whose 
mother had just died of cholera to 
her own room in order to care for 
iL l3 Hers were subversive actions 
on behalf of the most needy of 
Dublin. They critiqued the ideol­
ogy of oppression and enabled a 
processing of pain. 

Mercy as Expansion of 
Social Boundaries 

Two stories, read in tandem, one 
from the Gospel of Matthew, and 
one from Catherine's life, show 
how the needy who stood before 
Jesus and Catherine extended 
the vision of mercy in ways that 
took them more intimately into 
the heart of the Divine Compas­
sionate One. We can imagine 
that whatever the experiences 
behind each of these stories, that 
they took Jesus and Catherine to 
the boundary, to that liminal 
space where new prophetic vision 
becomes possible. It would not 
have been for either a new place 
but these were new encounters 
with boundary points which 
opened up spaces for a more di­
verse group to participate in the 
fi'uits of the basileia, in the fmits 
of mercy. 

TheJesus story is that of his 
encounter with Justa, the woman 
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called Canaanite (Matt 15:21-28). 
(Justa is a name that might be 
given to replace her anonymity) 
Catherine's story is an encoun­
ter with a young woman who 
came late at night to the House 
of Mercy. 14 Justa's story is one 
which tends to shock us. Jesus 
encounters her on the racial 
boundaries between her space 
and his. Jesus and his coworkers 
for the basileia vision move back 
from the boundary to the center 
and take up a position against 
her. Jesus initially ignores her 
while the disciples object to her 
crying out (15:23). Then Jesus 
claims that the basileia vision 
cannot extend to her crying 
need, the healing of her daugh­
ter who is demon possessed, as a 
threat to social ordelc Readers 
are surprised that the call for 
mercy by Justa meets such oppo­
sition, augmented when Jesus 
asserts his argument with the 
proverb: It's not fair to take the 
children's bread and throw it to 
the dogs (15:26). 

Justa has, howevel; critiqued 
the centralist ideology attributed 
to Jesus and she has processed 
her own pain so that she not only 
cries out for mercy in a way that 
would touch the heart of God but 
she maintains her Cly through 
and beyond attempts to silence it. 
Her response to Jesus' last rejec­
tion is subversive, a critique of the 
centralist ideology attributed to 
him in the story. Justa's coura­
geous compassion for her daugh­
ter broadens Jesus' understand­
ing of compassion. Finally Jesus 
recognizes that she has taken him 
to the velY heart of divine com­
passion. He says, "As you desire 
so too God desires" (15:28). The 
prophetic vision of mercy is never 

complete even in Jesus, the em­
bodiment of divine compassion. 
The cry of the most needy will 
continually extend this vision. 

Mary Ann Doyle tells a gen­
tler story of how desperate need 
can expand the response of 
women of mercy. One evening 
there is a "violent ringing" on the 
door which is by this time "se­
cured by the chain." It challenges 
Catherine and Mary Ann to ex­
tend their boundaries. They cau­
tiously open the door to a "very 
young girl who implored a shel-

some bread and milk. A note 
later in the story indicates, how­
ever, that the young girl had been 
refused admission at the Sisters 
of Charity in Stanhope Street. 
Like Justa in the scriptural story, 
she certainly refused to give up. 
While Catherine procured a "safe 
lodging" for the young woman at 
Little James's Street, she was, in 
the words of Mary Ann Doyle "not 
exactly taken into the house." 
(i.e., the House of Mercy). 
Catherine's care of the young 
woman and her finding of a place 

We need to continually extend the vision of 
compassion narrated in Exodus, the 

prophets, Jesus, and Catherine, a vision 
evoked by people in distress. Those who 
responded to persons in distress learned 
compassion in acting on behalf of those 

cried out to a heart that could hear them. 

ter for the night." The hesitation 
of response is communicated in 
the description Mary Ann gives: 
"the wild glare of her large dark 
eyes, the disorder of her hair and 
dress naturally excited unfavor­
able suspicions." It was, however, 
her "great distress," her coura­
geous refusal to be daunted by 
any suspicions that touched the 
heart of Catherine who "would 
not refiJse her relief." 

It is interesting at this point 
to compare the reference to 
bread in each story. While Jesus 
says that it is not fair to take the 
children's bread and give it to the 
dogs, Catherine brings the young 
girl into the hall and gives her 

for her meant that Baggot Street 
became known as "a great house 
where evelY sort of people were 
let in." 15 Catherine's boundaries, 
like tllOse ofJ esus, were extended 
to include the most vulnerable. 

Conclusion 

These two stories demonstrate 
responses to the theme I posed 
at the outset about being cap­
tured by mercy and compassion. 
We need to continually extend 
the vision of compassion nar­
rated in Exodus, the prophets, 
Jesus, and Catherine, a vision 
evoked by people in distress. 
Those who responded to per-
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sons in distress learned compas­
sion in acting on behalf of those 
cried out to a heart that could 
hear them. In the listening, 
hearing, and responding be­
yond existing boundaries, the 
compassionate individual and 
community discovered the Mer­
ciful One, and were drawn into 
divine compassion. 

I do not suggest that biblical 
mercy is a fixed formula, a fin­
ished product. Rather, I have in­
vited readers into a process in 
which ~e all stand and for which 
we are all responsible. We have 
seen that the prophet of divine 
compassion learns compassion 
among the oppressed. The 
prophet, in turn, embodies that 
compassion in responding to suf­
fering, and names the experi­
ence of divine compassion as 
mercy. Mercy is grounded in the 
unfolding story of prophetic 
awareness which knows and 
names God as merciful. The bib­
lical story and the tradition of 
Catherine offer us the process. 
They invite us into the spiral of 
mercy in our place and in our 
day. They invite us to learn com-
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passion as we encounter the 
plight of the most needy and as 
we come to know and name the 
divine Compassion that em­
braces all our yearnings toward a 
just, compassionate and faithful 
society. We seek to name and live 
this dream of a transformed soci­
ety in our day. The dream is cap­
tured by telling the story of mercy 
as one of God's names. 
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Mary of Magdala 
A Ministerial Partner with Jesus in John 20 

Judith Schubert, R.S.M. 

The name of Mary Magdalene prevails as a fa­
miliar one to Christians today. If asked to 
describe her, most would reply that she was a 

prostitute. However, nowhere in any biblical texts 
or later primary texts is this powerful woman iden­
tified as one. 

Mary of Magdala remains one of the most prom­
inent women leaders within New Testament litera­
ture. She appears in all four of the canonical Gospels 
and receives singular appearances by the risen Lord 
in Mark 16 andJ ohn 20. The tradition of her leader­
ship was so effective in the early centuries of the 
Church that a gospel called the Gospel of Mary, 
which was entitled in her honor, circulated among the 
Christian communities in the early centuries. In John 
20:1,2,11-18, Mary of Magdala emerges as the first 
Apostle of the risen Jesus. She is the one to whom J e­
sus chooses to appear first and alone. 

Background 

Mary of Magdala emerges as an important figure l in 
the gospel after Jesus has been raised from the dead 
in John 20.2 She discovers the empty tomb and 
shares the news with Simon Peter and the other disci­
ple (11: 1-2). She is the first person to whom the res­
urrected Jesus appears (11:11-18). Mary remains, 
therefore, an integral part of the entire chapter. 

John 20 describes both the resurrection and 
Jesus' appearances that follow. The chapter divides 
naturally into two major sections: vv. 1-18 detail 
the events at the tomb on Easter morning; and, vv. 
19-31 describe the experience of the disciples dur­
ing the week after Jesus' resurrection. Each section 
offers two sets of responses about the glorious 
event. The first response at the tomb describes the 
reactions of Peter and the Beloved Disciple (vv. 
1-10), while the second recounts those of Mary of 
Magdala (vv. 11-18). Mary is the recipient of Jesus' 
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only resurrection appearance to one person. John's 
gospel places her twice at the tomb (20:1-2; 11ft), 
an emphasis that marks her prominence. 

Most likely, Jesus' appearance to Mary reflects 
one of the oldest resurrection stories, despite its ab­
sence in 1 Cor 15:5ff, the earliest account of the res­
urrection in the NT.3 In both Mark 16:7 (first end­
ing) and 16:9 (appendix) Mary of Magdala was 
among the first ones instructed to tell the 'good 
news' to the others. Moreovel~ in Mark 16:9 Jesus 
also appears to her alone, rather than in a group. In 
Matt 28:7-10, Mary of Magdala and the other 
Mary, who arrive at the empty tomb first, are given 
orders twice to proclaim the news to the others, first 
by the angel at the tomb and soon after by the risen 
Jesus. While the other gospel accounts (Mark 16: 1; 
Matt 28: 1; Luke 24: 10) include Mary at the tomb 
on Easter morning, they list her among other 
women who visit the tomb. 

In the fourth gospel the Markan appendix t:ra­
dition expands into a brief dialogue between the 
risen Jesus and Mary. It then continues with Jesus' 
command to her to proclaim the news of his resur­
rection to the other disciples. John 20, then, devel­
ops the strong gospel tradition about Jesus' choice 
of Mary.4 Thus, he promotes the undeniable im­
portance of Mary both in the life of Jesus and in 
early Church leadership. 

Mary of Magdala Converses with the 
Resurrected Jesus 
John 20:1-2, 11-18 

John 20 opens with Mary going to the tomb before 
day light. Here darkness signifies not only pre­
dawn but also her lack of understanding as she en­
counters the empty tomb. When Mary finds the 
stone removed, she goes to Jesus' other disciples, 
asserting ignorance of his body's location (v. 2). 
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The question of "where" ] esus is dominates the first 
section of the chapter. 5 

Mary returns to the tomb and weeps outside it, 
lamenting the loss of] esus' body (v. 11). In this 
scene she receives two appearances, one £i'mll two 
angels and the other from the risen]esus. Neither 
Peter nor the Beloved Disciple, who had also been 
to the tomb but who had returned home, is privy to 
such appearances. Both the angels and the risen 
] esus pose the same qnestion to her, namely, 
"Woman, why are you weeping?" (vv. 13, 15). The 
repetition of the question suggests Mary's great 
grief and their superior knowledge. 

Jesus adds, "For whom are you looking?" to his 
original inquiry. The question maintains a central 
christological focus and continues the motif of the 
quest for Jesus' whereabouts. Throughout this 
pericope Mary continually seeks Jesus. Even 
though she hears his voice, she does not recognize 
Jesus because of her grief. Howevel~ when] esus 
calls her by name, Mary turns and recognizes him 
immediately. She had been seeking the body of the 
dead Jesus, but she finds the living Lord of the res­
urrection. 6 Spontaneously, she responds, 
"Rabbouni." (v.16). This respected term of endear­
ment marks her as a true disciple, one who clearly 
recognizes the "teacher.,,7 Her sorrow turns to rec­
ognition and joy as she turns toward the risenJ esus. 

In v. 17,]esus commands Mary to proclaim his 
resurrection and ascension to the others. Thus, 
Mary is the first and only person to whom Jesus first 
entrusts this vital message. This point remains very 
important in the fourth gospeLS In John's gospel 
J esns' only solo postresurrection appearance is to 

When Jesus deliberately 
chooses Mary to be the bearer of 
this vital "good news," he makes 
is clear that women were chosen 

by God to minister to the 
Christian community through 
their courageous leadership, 

strength and example. 
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Mary of Magdala. To this marginalized woman 
.J esus imparts his apostolic mission. Thus, Mary be­
comes the first apostle ofthe risen Lord. 

Mary responds very favorably to Jesus' trust in 
her and to his command. She departs from the 
empty tomb and returns to the other disciples (v. 
18). Mary "discovers that the Lord is now present in 
the community of the disciples. Jesus has gone 
away and has come to them as he promised inJohn 
14:28."9 As such Jesus' whereabouts transcends 
physical location. Subsequently, in] ohn's gospel 
] esus' spirit permeates tllOse who believe in him. 
When Mary arrives, she announces the 'good 
news,' "I have seen the Lord." These powerful 
words echo Paul's assertion to the Corinthians that 
indeed he is a true apostle like the early Christian 
leaders, Peter and] ames. He questions in strong 
rhetoric, "Am I not an apostle?" because he has 
seen the risen Jesus. (1 Cor 9: I). Paul uses his wit­
ness of the risen] esus to assure the Corinthians 
that his apostleship is secured. Being a witness to 
the risen] esus and being commissioned by him to 
preach the gospel meet the criteria of apostle in the 
early Church. The fourth gospel clearly portrays 
Mary of Magdala this way (vv. 17-18). Mary, who 
the risen]esus chooses to proclaim the 'good news' 
to the others, brings new life and hope in her cre­
ative role as model disciple and apostle. 

Conclusion 

In John 20, Mary of Magdala functions as partners 
inJesus' post-resurrection ministry. She emerges as 
recognized apostolic witness and leader of the early 
Church. Truly, her effective role transforms the 
Christian community to a greater belief in] esus. 

Mary's role as apostle in John 20 surpasses 
those of her male associates. When] esus deliber­
ately chooses Mary to be the bearer of this vital 
"good news':' he makes is clear that women were 
chosen by God to minister to the Christian commu­
nity through their courageous leadership, strength 
and example. May Mary of Magdala remind the 
women of to day's Church that their clear vision and 
enlightened wisdom are urgently needed to hring 
growth-filled change to the world today. 
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Notes 

1. This assertion contradicts many male scholars, 
whose harmful biased views either bypass any dis­
cussion of the importance of Mary of Magdala or 
treat the section about her in J olm 20 as a minor 
unofficial visit by the resurrected Jesus. Cf. J. Ash­
ton, Understanding the Fow·t/, Gosj)el, (Oxford: Clar­
endon Press, 1991), 503f; R. Brown; P. Minear, 
"The Promise of Life in the Gospel of John," in 
Theol Today 40:4, Gan, 1993),494; C. Talbert, 
Readingjohn, 250f; B. Witherington, Women in the 
Ea,.liest ChuTehes, (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 1988), 179. 

2. The evangelist does not mention any women from 
the conclusion of the Book of Signs up until John 
19:24, the scene at the foot of the cross where 
Mary of Magdala is first identified. In this instance 
the evangelist follows the Markan tradition, where 
Mary also enters the gospel at the death of Jesus. 

3. R. Brown, "The Resurrection in John 20-A Se­
ries of Diverse Reactions," W01:<hij) 64 (May, 1990), 
198f. 

4. John 21, an appendix of post-resurrection ap­
pearances, centers on the Beloved Disciple and 
Peter in leadership roles within the community. 
The absence of Mary of Magdala in any leader­
ship capacity suggests that one of the purposes of 
John 21 is to correct the earlier powerful tradition 
of Mary as chosen leader of the Easter gospel 
Inessage. 

5' In John 20:1-10 some contrast the belief of the 
Beloved Disciple, who see the linen wrappings in 
the tomb, finally enters it and "believes" (vv. 6, 8) 
with the so-called lack of faith of Mary. However, 
as Dorothy Lee reminds the reader, no text re­
ports that Mary ever saw such clothing inside the 
tomb so that she could believe or disbelieve. 
Moreover, in John 20 her faith deepens as her 
hearing and sight become clearer despite her 
deep grief. D. Lee, "Partnership in Easter Faith: 
The Role of Mary Magdalene and Thomas in 
John 20,"jSNT 58 (1995),40. 

6. The question of seeking in 11: 15b forms an inclu­
sion with John 1 :38ft; the call of discipleship. 
When Andrew and Simon, Philip and Nathaniel 
sought fullness in their lives, they found the living 
Jesus. When Mary of Magdala sought the dead 
body of Jesus, she found Life itself in the risen 
Lord. 

7. Kysar !John'S St01), 87), likens Mary's recognition 
whenJ esus calls her by name to the story in John 
10:3, where the shepherd "calls his own sheep by 
name and leads them out." Cf. Peter Ellis, The Ge­
nius of John, (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1984), 
286; D. Lee, "Partnership in Easter Faith," 44. 

8. In other traditions such as in 1 Cor 15:5 or Luke 
24:34, the risen Lord appears first to Peter. 

9. Schneiders, W,.itten 71wt You May Believe, 182. 
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Martha and Mary 
Integ:rating o:r Disinteg:rating Images fo:r 
Action and Contemplation 

Janet K. Ruffing, R.S.M. 

Symbols and images in our 
Christian tradition tend to 
reside uncritically in our 

imaginations with entire trains 
of associations, feelings, and 
meanings attached to them. 
These meanings and interpreta­
tions often have specific histori­
cal, social contexts which shaped 
them, but which may have be­
come obscured over time. These 
symbols then take on a life of 
their own, especially when they 
are embedded in Scripture and 
reinforced by preaching, art, 
and popular culture. Vve con­
tinue to be influenced helpfully 
or destructively by various as­
pects of this received tradition 
unless we critically reflect on 
their potential to continue to 
maintain oppression or to sup­
port liberating, healthy spiritual 
growth in us. 

It seems to me that part of 
our contemporary difficulty in 
integrating contemplation and 
action in our lives as women, 

religious or lay, has something to 
dowith our failure to criticize the 
images which maintain this di­
chotomy and to creatively imag­
ine this integration in images or 
stories which might foster and 
support such wholeness. Our re­
ceived images sometimes serve 
to reinforce the dichotomy be­
cause of our failure to notice 
other interests at work in the im­
ages or in their uses in the spiri­
tual tradition. 

Schiisslet· Fiorenza's 
Four-Stage Model 

Within feminist biblical inter­
pretation, Elisabeth Schussler 
Fiorenza has developed a four­
fold strategy for reading received 
biblical texts: They are ideologi­
cal suspicion, historical recon­
struction, theoethical assess­
ment, and creative imagination. 
Basically, these four strategies 
help develop feminist critical 

It seems to me that part of our 
contemporary difficulty in integrating 

contemplation and action in our lives as 
women, religious or lay, has something to 
do with our failure to criticize the images 

which maintain this dichotomy 
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consciousness. A hermeneutics of 
suspicion" seeks to detect and an­
alyze not only the androcentric 
presuppositions and patriarchal 
interests of the text's contempo­
rary interpretations and histori­
cal reception, but also those of 
biblical texts themselves." 1 This 
strategy assumes that all biblical 
texts are embedded in a patriar­
chal culture, religion, and soci­
ety' and have typically been inter­
preted by men. 

The second reading strat­
egy, historical reconstruction 
that she has elsewhere2 called a 
hermeneutics of remembrance, 
seeks to discover remnants and 
historical information which 
supports a retrieval of women's 
actual history and roles in early 
Christianity which was subse­
quently obscured in the andro­
centric biases and interests in the 
received texts. This strategy re­
stores a history to women in the 
early church. 

TIle third reading strategy, a 
hermeneutics of proclamation, 
"ethically evaluates and theologi­
cally assesses" how a biblical text 
either contributes to maintaining 
oppression against women or 
how it might foster female em­
powerment and women's strug­
gle for liberation. This assess­
ment takes into consideration the 
present audience of women and 
the effect a given text might have 
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on her within her own context. 
When and for whom might this 
text provide nourishing food? 
For instance, encouraging a 
woman to love another as Christ 
has loved us when the woman is 
in an abusive situation could 
serve to maintain her con tinned 
abnse and the patriarchal as­
sumptions of such a marriage 
which maintains male domi­
nance and female subservience. 

Finally, the fourth strategy, a 
hermeneutics ofliberating imag­
ination rewrites or reenvisions 
the story in a way that supports 
women's empowerment and 
struggle for justice in church and 
society. 

These basic reading strate­
gies may be fi'uitfully employed 
in reading historical texts from 
the spiritual tradition as well as 
biblical texts. These strategies 
point to fruitful processes of re­
flection and entirely new inter­
pretations of traditional stories 
and long-maintained impasses 
in women's spiritual lives. I have 
also been struck how often 
women's contemplative experi­
ence enables them to do such 
creative reimagination and even 
claim authority on the basis of 
recognizing liberating possibil­
ity through their visionary expe­
rience which finds a way through 
impasses which serve to main­
tain women's subordination. 

Martha-Mary Dichotomies 

I propose to explore this theme 
of our inheri ted dichotomy be­
tween contemplation and action 
by something of a meditation on 
the figures of Martha and Mary. 
Tbis is not a piece of technical 
exegesis, although I have been 

influenced by various feminist 
readings of this story over the 
last twenty years3 of feminist in­
terpretations of Luke 10:38-42. 
I am more simply reflecting on 
and playing with the images of 
this story as they may have af­
fected us negatively or positively 
as women reading and praying 
with this story and expanding 
the range of possible interpreta­
tions by drawing on some of 
these principles offeminist bibli­
cal interpretation, extrabiblical 
legends, and a less well-known 
medieval tradition which fa­
vored Martha.4 
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that Jesus himself had to rein her 
in. Yet many women do identifY 
with her in a way which creates 
and maintains internal conflicts 
within themselves as well as di­
minishes the importance or sig­
nificance of women's work or ac­
tivity in any sphere. At the very 
least, Martha's treatment ap­
pears to be unfair regardless of 
any actual defects in her person­
ality or complaints. Mary wins 
the praise prize and there is no 
second prize for Martha. 

Few women necessarily en­
tirely identifY with Mary, pas­
sively sitting at Jesus' feet. After 

If interpreted as mutually exclusive feminine 
archetypes, Martha gradually came to 

symbolize the woman who works too much, 
either at home or in public life and Mary the 
serenely, passive and conflict-free woman of 

contemplation. 

The scriptural parable of 
Martha and Mary has long sym­
bolized seemingly irreconcilable 
aspects of our lives as women. If 
interpreted as mutually exclu­
sive feminine archetypes, Mar­
tha gradually came to symbolize 
the woman who works too much, 
either at home or in public life 
and Mary the serenely, passive 
and conflict-free woman of con­
templation. In patriarchal inter­
pretations of the story, no 
woman in her right mind (the 
one tamed to conformity) wants 
to identifY with Martha, who of­
ten appears so busy, even bossy, 

all, do you know any women, 
cloistered contemplatives in­
cluded, who actually do only 
that? Luke's parable seems to 
give us a caricature of each 
woman. When the parable stands 
alone separated from its larger 
context, we are often troubled by 
the friction even competition be­
tween the two sisters. Not only is 
Mary somehow the better disci­
ple; but also once Jesus, as the 
male guest and authority figure 
affirms her choice, it is nearly im­
possible to restore mutuality be­
tween the sisters or to restore es­
teem for Martba. 
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Friends of Jesus and 
EccIesial Leaders 

Even more disturbing, these two 
sisters, who in John's gospel, a 
completely different story world 
and ecclesial context than that of 
Luke's parable, were among Je­
sus' dearest friends. Their home 
was his place of welcome, hospi­
tality, and refuge. Both women 
were recognized as leaders in 
the J ohannine community. Both 
become positive models of fe­
male disciples. Martha speaks 
resurrection faith in the face of 
her brother's death equivalent 
to the petrine christological con­
fession in the synoptics. Mary is 
the disciple her anoints Jesus for 
burial, the positive example of 
discipleship in contrast to Judas. 

behavior or attitudes but that of 
an increasingly androcentric 
church which is prescribing 
Mary's role, passive listener; as 
the preferred role of women in 
the community. Schussler Fiorenza 
asserts that as women identifY 
with Martha they internalize the 
conflict that is in the text itself, in­
tentionally fulfilling patriarchal 
desires that Christian women re­
linquish leadership within the 
community. 

The strategy of remem­
brance and reconstruction dis­
covers that Luke and Acts has 
eliminated women in the minis­
try of word and table (diakonia) 
which survive in the Pauline 
Epistles and tbeJohannine com­
munity. Here, she notes that the 

Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza's hermeneutics 
of suspicion suggests in her reading of this 

same passage that the story itself is used by 
Luke to mute the role of women like Martha 

in the early Christian community. 

Why is it that Luke's version 
"stuck" in our imaginations, cre­
ating this forced choice between 
the two sisters and what they 
came to symbolize? Elisabeth 
Schussler }lorenza's hermeneu­
tics of suspicion suggests in her 
reading of this same passage that 
the story itself is used by Luke to 
mute the role of women like Mar­
tha in the early Christian com­
munity. Martha's treatment by 
Jesus represents not Jesus' actual 

text enscribes current conflicts 
within the church of Luke's day 
rather than the experience of 
the first disciples gathered 
around Jesus. This text and its 
women-restricting interpreta­
tion served patriarchal purposes 
by restricting active women and 
prescribing passivity and contin­
ues to do so today unless they are 
critically noticed. This parable 
has stuck in our imaginations be­
cause centuries of preaching and 
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interpretation have maintained 
its women-restricting intentions 
up to the present time. 

Was it Actually a 
Harmonious Relationship? 

Yet perhaps, the sisters them­
selves had a better relationship 
with one another than the Lucan 
parable suggests. Perhaps, we 
can retrieve these sisters as an in­
tegrating symbol through the 
play of imagination as Fiorenza 
encourages us to do. 

Most women today have 
grown accustomed to feeling 
fi-agmented or simply pulled in 
multiple directions at once. 
There is a psychological truth to 
the parable which still holds true. 
The story of these two sisters and 
centuries of commentary on it 
only too accurately epitomize the 
split between work (both unpaid 
work at home and all forms of 
public life) and spirituality. Com­
monly, the split might also apply 
to that between work and prayer, 
action and contemplation, house­
work and leisure. There is much 
for reflection! 

As you remember, Martha 
welcomes Jesus into her home 
while "Mary sits at the Lord's 
feet." In the meantime, Martha 
involves herselfin the tasks of hos­
pitality. Eventrrally, Martha ap­
proaches Jesus with the request: 
"Rabbi, tell her to help me ... " 
and he replies, "Martha, Martha, 
you are burdened about many 
things. Mary has chosen the good 
portion and it shall not be taken 
from her." (Luke 10:41-2) 

How we, women, have str-ug­
gled with this story! Its common 
interpretation sets the two sisters 
against one another-maybe 
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even competing for the atten­
tion of the most important male 
in the entourage. We want to be 
like Mary, appareutly free from 
mundane or domestic tasks to 
listen to Jesus, enjoy his pres­
ence, sit down for a change-yet 
we find ourselves serving and 
serving, caught up with our work 
even while we yearn for contem­
plative repose or the enjoyment 
of more mutual relationships. 

Typically, interpretations of 
the story have used Mary as a 
symbol of the contemplative life 
and Martha of the active life, 
identified with being too busy 
about mundane domestic tasks. 
Even in our own feminine imagi­
nations, we see her as too con­
cerned with the details of pre­
paring dinner to enjoy her 
guests. Something about her 
rings true in terms of someone 
who serves ii-om a need to be 
needed, or someone who is com­
pulsively busy. If these are dispo­
sitions with which we struggle, 
the story challenges this. But it 
can do so only if we are free to 
identity equally with either 
woman. So long as one is good 
and the other not; one role ours 
and the other not, the story 
ceases to invite us to integration. 

But is this work/prayer split 
the whole story? Could it be that 
Martha as a type began accum­
ulating negatively charged, 
gendered reactions to a woman 
who is somehow stepping out­
side of her place? Might she be a 
competent, active leader whose 
influence must be constrained in 
order to keep her and women 
like her in their places, restricted 
to the domestic sphere, which is 
not all that important anyway? 
Haven't we often felt such 

gendered reactions in our own 
active ministerial lives? Ought 
we not be a little bit suspicious of 
this line of interpretation which 
most of us have unconsciously 
assimilated? 

Location of Martha-Mary in 
Luke's Narrative 

Placing the story in its wider con­
text opens further lines of inter­
pretation. It occurs in a pivotal 
section of Luke's gospel-the 
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hospitality, a key feature of the 
kingdom of God. When the par­
able is detached from the larger 
narrative, the force of Martha's 
positive activity of "welcoming" 
and hospitality becomes ob­
scured. Jesus and the disciples 
have arrived at Jerusalem, 
Bethany marking the outskirts 
of this destination. 

The episodes sandwiched in 
between these two stories are the 
sending out of the seventy-two 
disciples, the instructions for mis­
sionary life, and the story of the 

We want to be like Mary, apparently free 
from mundane or domestic tasks to listen to 

Jesus, enjoy his presence, sit down for a 
change-yet we find ourselves serving and 

serving, caught up with our work even while 
we yearn for contemplative repose. 

first missionary journey. At the 
beginning of the literary unit, 
the Samaritans refuse hospital­
ity to Jesus and his disciples be­
cause they are on their way to J e­
rusalem, and in so doing the 
Samaritans reject the gospel 
(Luke 9:51-56). They are noto­
riously inhospitable. A general 
principle in biblical interpreta­
tion looks for a chiastic structure 
to illumine meaning and themes 
within a literaryunit.5 The struc­
ture of this section does not dis­
appoint us because it ends with 
Martha's active hospitality, wel­
coming Jesus and his band of 
disciples into her home. Sym­
bolically, she embraces the gos­
pel through her activity of 

Good Samaritan. Jesus' prayer of 
praise to his Abba, expressing 
gratitude for the wonderful works 
of grace done through the evan­
gelizing disciples, is the center of 
the section. In a chiastic structure, 
the center is the main point. In 
this section, it is this praise to God 
for activity in the world through 
the disciples. 

At this central point in the 
story, the disciples meet the law­
yerwhose question about eternal 
life leads to the "answer" in the 
Good Samaritan parable.(Luke 
10:25-37) This parable ends 
with the admonition, "Go and 
do the same," namely, to treat 
one's enemies as a neighbor with 
compaSSIOn. 
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Is the Focus Inclusion of 
Mary in Full Discipleship? 

The next stop on their itinerary 
is Martha's house. Martha ap­
pears to model this inclusivity of 
care intuitively in her hospitality 
without benefit of Jesus' explicit 
instruction about how she is to 
act. She generously welcomes J e­
sus and the disciples into her 
home. She exemplifies the ideal 
disciple-universal hospitality 
being one of the marks of disci­
p�eship along with compassion. 
At the same time, Martha speaks 
her mind, apparently burdened 
by the details of hospitality. I 
wonder how the "Good Samari­
tan" felt as his journey was inter­
rupted by the man left for dead 
by the roadside. His story world 
gives him no one to whom to 
complain or to confide in even if 
he felt like it. 

Jesus does not praise the 
priest and Levite who led the 
scholarly, contemplative life of 
the day available to men in his 
culture. Instead, he advocates an 
inclusive care and compassion 
for everyone, men and women, 
Jews and Greeks, Samaritans 
and ... Is Jesus' remark about 
Mary, his defense of her call to 
full discipleship and apostolic 
life? Could this be a form of in­
clusive hospitality on Jesus' part 
and not a commentary about 
Martha at all? 

This text has been used to 
defend Mary's obliviousness to 
necessary household tasks. She is 
often admired as a symbol of the 
idealized contemplative-off 
somewhere in prayer. This inter­
pretation developed by connect­
ing this story with the chapter on 
prayer which follows rather than 

looking at the larger narrative 
unit to which the story is a conclu­
sion and resolution of the di­
lemma posed by inhospitality. 

Martha and Mary ExemplifY 
Discipleship 

The story itself suggests some­
thing more startling. Mary is 
welcome to participate in the 
disciple group and seemingly is 
excused from "women!s work." 
She is admitted to the public role 
of disciple with the others who 
were traveling with Jesus. "To sit 
at a Rabbi's feet" meant to ap­
prentice oneself as a disciple-to 
study Torah with the rabbi, the 
teacher. Recent feminist inter­
pretation of this section points 
out that Mary is welcome to lis­
ten but not to question and 
speak as even the twelve-year­
old Jesus does in Luke 2:46.6 It 
suggests that this split between 
the sisters is not relational, but a 
strategy which first splits the two 
ministries of preaching and ta­
ble service (diakonia) which were 
a single unity and then subordi­
nates one to the other and until 
women's participation in either 
disappears altogether from the 
text and historical memory. 

Ifwe resist this splitting, both 
women, in different ways, can be 
seen to be exemplary models of 
discipleship. BOtll assume roles 
that are usually performed by 
men. In Middle Eastern culture, 
the head of the household is the 
one who offers hospitality to the 
guest or strangec (Remember 
Abraham entertaining the three 
angelic visitors, while Sarah eaves­
drops fi'om behind the tent?) In 
this instance, we must assume that 
Martha is the head of the house-
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hold. When she appears in John's 
gospel and speaks resurrection 
faith, it is clear that she is the head 
of the house c1mrch and in charge 
of the funeral services. Mary stud­
ies at the feet of her teacher and 
Jesus defends her right to partici­
pate in that form of theological 
education. Androcentric interpre­
tations of the text, ones which 
maintain women's social status 
relative to the male to whom they 
are attached, prefers to lock her 
safely away in a cloister or banish 
her to the desert where she would 
be no threat to her codisciples. 

Both women, we find, are 
focused in different ways on sin­
gle-hearted devotion to the 
Christ. Jesus is the center of at­
tention of Martha's hospitality 
and the center of Mary's as disci­
ple, one who is being taught. In 
the Gospels, women are called 
and follow Christ through the 
symbols of their working world. 
Men leave boats and nets; 
women leave waterjars. Men are 
called at work fishing or collect­
ing taxes; women are called 
while drawing water or cooking. 
All are focused on Jesus and the 
way of life he lived and taught. 
Both leave behind something 
symbolic of their ordinary lives. 

This parable of the (1'10 

women exemplifies two equally 
appropriate responses to Jesus 
and the reigning of God. The 
first is welcome, hospitality, and 
community leadership. The sec­
ond is receptivity to receiving 
the word, the teaching, and the 
one who teaches, the Rabbi. We 
presume both will continue to 
share in the life of full apostolic 
discipleship in which each one 
teaches, evangelizes, and con­
verts others. 
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Were we to welcome these 
expansions of meaning Martha 
and Mary might represent for 
us, once we see through their 
androcentric intentions, we 
would be well on our way to heal­
ing the false dichotomies set up 
by the story and reinforced by 
subsequent interpretation. Re­
trieval of the historical situation 
of women disciples and interpre­
tation yielded by other rhetori­
cal clues has already expanded 
the possibilities for these two 
women to symbolize a diversity 
of gifts functioning in a restored 
harmony among women 
disciples. 

Later Interpretation of 
Martha-Mary by Eckhart 

Interestingly enough, the fertile 
imaginations oflater followers of 
Jesus often did surprising things 
with the figures and themes from 
Scripture or other extrabiblical 
sources which enabled them to 
develop innovative lines of inter­
pretation in order to address a 
contemporary issue through 
these symbols. For instance, 
Meister Eckhart preached a ser­
mon in which Martha's active, ro­
bust, and lively energy is actually 
preferred to the more passive 
and, from a "conventional" male 
point-of-view, less problematic 
Mary. The gist of his interpreta­
tion is not that Martha is jealous 
of Mary but that Mary is still im­
mature, seduced by the pleasure 
of Jesus' company (a symbol for 
becoming stuck in emotional 
consolation in prayer) and needs 
to learn to integrate her God­
centeredness with works of com­
passion. Martha's prayer-request 
is for Mary's development and 

integration and that Jesus' reply 
indicates to her that this will be 
fulfilled. Eckhart's sermon shows 
how Martha is the better model 
for Christian life because of her 
maturity and experience. In 
Eckhart's treatment, Martha 
symbolizes the integrated con­
templative-a woman who does 
uot lose her capacity for contem­
plation when she is fully active 
and engaged with worldly work. 
Would we heard more preaching 
like this! Or better yet, did this 
kind of preaching ourselves! 

Eckhart's Adaptation of 
Legendary Material 
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Further, The Golden Legend, 
compiled around 1260 by 
Jacobus de Voragine, was the 
most widely read book after the 
Bible in the late middle ages. 
These richly embellished stories 
flesh out the gospel images of 
Martha and Mary quite dramati­
cally. In this legendary material, 
both Martha and Mary live an 
apostolic life of missionary jour­
neys, preaching, and miraculous 

Meister Eckhart preached a sermon in which 
Martha's active, robust, and lively energy is 
actually preferred to the more passive and, 
from a "conventional" male point-of-view, 
less problematic Mary ... Would we heard 
more preaching like this! Or better yet, did 

this kind of preaching ourselves! 

Eckhart's cultural world in­
cluded local traditions influ­
enced by women who were 
fi'eshly asserting their ability and 
call to participate in apostolic 
life. Eckhart knew Beguine 
women who lived lives of intense 
contemplation which they com­
bined with the works of mercy 
Eckhart judged this "mixed life" 
of active contemplatives superior 
to and more in harmony with the 
gospel than those contemplatives 
withdrawn from apostolic life. In 
the middle ages, in France, Ger­
many, and Italy, "Martha houses" 
or convents were institutions 
which housed this active-contem­
plative activity. 

healing together with their 
brother Lazarus. They were put 
on a raft or boat without oars, 
but landed at Marseilles and 
worked in Southern France. 
Martha is identified with the 
woman cured from the issue of 
blood and as a powerful protec­
tor who overcomes a local 
dragon, freeing the people from 
its tyranny 7 

Eckhart freely weaves ele­
ments fi'om all of this material as 
appropriate symbols for his own 
theology of the spiritual life. He 
fi'eely adapts the Scripture in or­
der to use the story as a metaphor­
ical vehicle for his teaching. He 
presented his sermon text thus: 
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"Saint Luke writes in the gospel: 
'Our Lord Jesus Christ went into a 
small city. A woman named Mar­
tha received him. She had a sister 
named Mary, who sat at our 
Lord's feet and listened to his 
words. But Martha went about 
and served the dear Christ" (Luke 
10:38--40). Eckhart portrays Mar­
tha's relationship to Jesus as one 
of service and love. Instead of the 
compulsively busy woman irri­
tated with her sister, Martha is one 
who serves a cherished friend. 
Eckhart interprets Martha's re­
quest for help, as not said "out of 
anger." "She spoke rather out of 
loving kindness because she was 
hard pressed. We must indeed call 
it a loving kindness or a lovable 
form of teasing."s 

of the spirit is not affected in the 
place where the spirit is united 
with God's most precious will."g 

The Work Women Do 
Together: Reciprocity 

Patriarchal interpretation when 
internalized by women, unlike 
Eckhart's, has often left women 
divided among themselves. This 
has been especially so, in the 
centuries-long associations of 
Mary and Martha as represent­
ing respectively the contempla­
tive and active lives or laywomen 
and women religious. Lay 
women become jealous of or re­
sentful of nun-women who ap­
pear to them to be in the pre-

Many women feel split between our 
contemplative selves and our active selves 
even though we may be more integrated 

than we realize. 

In this sennon, Eckhart not 
only reconciles the two sisters, re­
storing their relationship of love 
for one another and for Christ, 
but also reconciles action and con­
templation, compassion and love 
of God. He boldly asserts: ". . . 
saints may make so much progress 
that nothing can take them away 
from God. Even though the heart 
of such a saint may be grieved that 
people are not in the state of gTace, 
his or her will remains uniformly 
in God and says: 'Lord, I belong to 
you and you to me!' Whatever 
may happen to such a person 
does not hinder his or her eternal 
happiness so long as the very peak 

ferred or valued Mary-role. 
Nun-women gain greater self­
esteem from having "chosen the 
better part" and not being poor 
"Martha's" yet find they, too, are 
busy about many things. 

Many women feel split be­
tween our contemplative selves 
and our active selves even though 
we may be more integrated than 
we realize. The figure of Martha is 
so unappealing we neglect to 
honor our own work of 
home-making, hospitality, enter­
tammg, discipleship, teaching 
and service. We neglect to appre­
ciate our coo'eation, through de­
velopment of our gifts into com-

Ruffing: Martha and Mary 

petence, and our service to the life 
of the planet. All this work is an es­
sential aspect of our spirituality. 
Eckhart's interpretation moves 
toward integration in its startling 
assertions in favor of an on-going 
centeredness in God, not depend­
ent on activity or inactivity. 

Our work-lives of both 
home and community include 
other settings as places where we 
meet God, work for and with 
God, and mediate God's pres­
ence in the world. God can only 
act in and through us as we work 
for justice, to support and nur­
ture our families and communi­
ties, to further the reign of God, 
and to insure continued life on 
this planet. These are holy works 
and works which make us holy 
because we become more hu­
man, more ourselves through 
the creative engagement of our 
activity and our work. To use a 
phrase from Maria Harris, they 
are one form our "artistry" takes. 
These are holy works becanse 
they are at the service of God's 
life, human life, and the planet'S 
life. These are works worth do­
ing; more than that, these works 
require all the commitment we 
can bring to them if all forms of 
life are to survive. 

We have lived too long with 
a dnalistic active!contemplative 
split within ourselves and unnec­
essary and stupid divisions be­
tween women. How might we 
manage to resist choosing be­
tween Martha and Mary? Some 
women's traditions have advo­
cated a way of choosing both. 
The 1955 Constitution of the 
Sisters of Mercy in the United 
States did just this. "The spirit of 
the Institute is Mercy toward 
those who are afflicted with 
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ignorance, snffering, and other 
like miseries. This requires such 
a combination of the spirit of 
Mary and Martha that the one 
does not hinder but helps the 
oth ,,10 A rd' . er. prowun splntual 
reality of reciprocity and interre­
lationship is implied. 

Considering some of the 
images and symbols evoked by 
the Martha and Mary stories, we 
have come full circle from expe­
nencmg them as disintegrating 
symbols maintaining the splits 
within us, to several lines of in­
terpretation which draw on 
these two sisters as integrating 
symbols. The reinterpretation 
invites identification with both 
women and harmonizes the split 
set up by one line of preaching 
and teaching on contemplation 
and action. 

Howevel~ it seems to me that 
we need something more than 
merely choosing both together. 
We need to seek for ourselves 
images of integration that over­
come the seeming fragmenta­
tion and polarization fostered so 
long by some interpretations of 
this story. 

How is life in God more of a 
unity than two separate identities 
or compartments? How do our 
quiet times which we do need and 
relish help us to find and keep 
our centers in God? How do our 
work-lives express our deepest 
loves, values, and creative ener­
gies? How does one moment flow 
into the next in a reciprocal 
unity-a both/and in which we 
experience ourselves not frag­
mented but essentially whole? 
How do we find ourselves not iso­
lated from others whose energies 
differ from ours but linked with 
them in the dance oflife? 

Catherine's Integration: 
Dance and Compass 

I offer you two images form 
Catherine McAuley, founder of 
the Sisters of Mercy, who in the 
1830s struggled to express an in­
tegral unity of doing the works of 
mercy and prayer. One image 
she drew from the dance: 
"Amidst all this tripping about, 
our hearts can always be in the 
same place, centered in God, for 
whom alone we go fOlward or 
stay back." The other she drew 
from science-the way a com­
pass functions. Women who are 
called to labor in the world 
should be "like the compass that 
goes round its circle without stir­
ring from its center. Now our 
center is God from whom all our 
actions should spring as from 
their source, and no . . . action 
should separate us from God." 
Perhaps other unifYing images 
come to mind which help ex­
press the unity of our God expe­
rience as it weaves its way 
throughout our daily round. As 
women, we will be richer for rec­
ognizing and sharing them be­
cause they will help us resist the 
our present oppression within 
church and society and release 
~ven more energy in contempla­
tion, love, and service. 
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Four Homilies 
Prodigal Son, Baptism, Good Shepherd, Body and Blood 

Barbara Moore, R.S.M. 

Homily: 24th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
-The Prodigal Son 

Exodus 32:7-11,13-14; 1 Timothy 1:12-17; 
Luke 15:11-32 

September 16, 2001 

As a family offaith today, 
this is the place 
we want to be. 

The place we need to be. 

As a human family, we are filled 
with questions, fear, and grief. 

We are emotionally exhausted as we 
come to grips with 
what happened to our nation 
last Tuesday. 
We stared raw evil in the face! 

It occurred to me 
that folks my age and oldel~ 
remember and perhaps experienced 
the horror of Pearl Harbor 
and World War II. 

Our children faced the pain and 
controversy of Vietnam. 

But last Tuesday, our grandchildren 
and great-grandchildren 
111 many ways, 
lost their innocence. 

While answers are few, 
God's Holy Word does offer solace, 
some direction and comfort. 
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For a few moments, 
let us be with Luke's gospel, 
for ironically, 
it has a powerful message for us. 

It is interesting to take 
today's parable 
and relate it to global struggles, 
as well as our national, local, 
and personal conflicts. 

A small segment of the human family, 
last Tuesday, 
violently turned 
on brothers and sisters 
and created devastation and pain. 

Brothers and sisters 
against brothers and sisters. 

What can the gospel about brothers 
say to us? 

But the violence is not just what we saw 
on Tuesday. 

For we also know that ... 

Another father, has two sons; 
one lives in Dublin; 
the other in Belfast. 
He yearns for peace 
among the Irish people. 

A mother has two daughters; 
one lives in Ramallah, 
on the West Bank; 
ilie other in Jerusalem. 
She longs for harmony 
and an end to violence 
in that holy place. 
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And the examples could go on. 

And many of us can also see 
in the gospel story 
our own families. 

For who among us 
has not known sibling struggle; 
children estranged from parents, 
and family members 
who do not speak to one another? 

One conclusion we can reach 
is that many of the above personalities 
often have a similar history, 
cultural roots, and geographic claims. 

All of the above are children of God 
made in God's image. 

We also have deep differences, 
and divisions that are so powerful, 
that violence seems to be the only tool 
some use to seek redress. 
In our gospel this weekend, 
two brothers, 
born on the same land, 
raised with the same values, 
moved in different directions 
and their differences deepened. 

They both moved 
from the center of their lives, 
to a place on the mmgins. 

And they werecalled back 
to the eente?" again. 

The younger son chose to walk away 
from the cente?" of his world 
and through choice and circumstances, 
found himself 
in a very difficult place: 
a place on the margins of his society. 

He lost his money, 
was impacted by famine and hungel~ 
and was far away from home. 

The older son 
was firmly in the cente1· of his family. 
His father said, 
"You are here with me always, 
everything I have is yours." 

There is a powerful universality 
about this story 
because as we look at it, and through it, 
the text becomes a mirror 
and we see ourselves, 
our lives, and our world 
reflected deeply in the words. 

That movement 
from the eente?" to the margins 
is also reflected 
iu our other readings this weekend. 

The ancient] ews 
in our first reading from Exodus, 
were impatient with God 
and turned to the cultural Cente?" 
around them. 

They constructed a molten calf 
and worshipped it, 
just like their pagan neighbors. 

They were a motley crew 
on the edges of their world. 
Their covenant with God 
made them somewhat different. 
God said, "They have turned aside 
from the way I pointed out to them." 

Paul in a different way 
was right in the Cente?" of his world. 

He desperately wanted 
to preserve his ancient faith 
from the outsiders ... 
the followers of] esus. 

So he persecuted and hounded 
the new Christians. 

But his change of heart 
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brought him into the very mmginal community 
he wanted to destroy. 
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Our readings today are filled 
with the human experience 
of moving from places 
we believe or call cente1; 
to places that are or feel 
like 17!wgins in life. 

And then moving back again. 

There can be great life in both places. 

There can be great pain in both places. 

The younger son in today's gospel 
made an effort to return 
to the values he had learned. 

The older brother, 
because of his struggles 
with the younger one's return, 
placed himself on the margins. 

"He refused to enter the house, 
and his father came out 
and pleaded with him." 

The father only wanted to extend 
his love, and care, and example 
no matter where the children 
found themselves. 

That image of God 
as a loving parent 
is at the heart of the gospel. 

And how hard it is 
to hold on to that image 
in light of this week! 

Perhaps, on some level, 
we know that our God is inclusive, 
and a loving parent. 

But the question becomes: 
how can we make that a reality? 
How can the father 
persuade the elder son 
tojoin the family? 
How do we hold on to that image 

in light oflast Tnesday? 
How can we bridge 
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the differences among us? 
How can deep divisions 
within families, between nations, 
among races and religions, 
be healed? 

How can those on the margins 
feel part of the community? 

How can we find any consolation 
in God's Word 
after this week? 

The answers to these questions 
take an enormous amount 
of human effort. 

But often some answers 
come in unexpected ways 
and with small steps. 

We have prayed this week. 
We have given alms, and blood. 
We have volunteered. 
vVe have tried to understand. 

Some may even have made efforts 
at reconciliation 
and many have embraced 
our Muslim brothers and sisters. 

But ... 
More and more, I am coming to accept 
that only the grace of God 
has the power 
to bring the healing and change 
that we and our world need. 

God's grace has the power 
to bring us 
from the margins and centers in our lives 
toward one another. 

Just watch and listen 
to stories as they unfold in the media. 

How does that grace appear? 
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In the parable, 
the Father desperately wanted 
reconciliation with both sons. 

When we can bring ourselves 
to work for reconciliation 
between and among people ... 
God's gmce is active. 

When we can recognize the men and women 
on the margins of our lives, 
our neighborhoods, 
our families, 
God's Gmce can step in 
and move us to act. 

When we can name God's forgiveness 
in our lives 
as it is shown in the gospel; 
we can begin to forgive others. 

When we can feel God's patience 
in our lives 
as it was shown to the ancient Jews, 

And when we can name 
the great mercy of God 
in anI' lives 
as it was in Paul's, 

Then God's grace is active in us 
and we can find the ways 
to extend this forgiveness, 
patience, and mercy 
to our brothers and sisters 
who so often feel on the edges oflife. 

My brothers and sisters, 
the way we can make some sense 
of the tragedy oflast Tuesday 
is to be channels of reconciliation and love. 

As we embrace one another 
while working 
- as our Bishop bas asked -
for a justice 
that does not reduce us 
a the level of those who personified evil, 
God's grace is present. 

My our gracious God give us 
the grace to live this way. 

For it will make a difference. 

Amen 

Homily: A Celebration of Baptism 

Isaiah 42:1-9; Acts 10:34-38; Matthew 3:13-17 

January 13, 2002 

"In truth, I see that God shows no partiality." 

This statement by Peter 
from the Acts of the Apostles 
is absolutely stunning! 

It had to shock both its hearers, 
and its readers. 

"I see that God shows no partiality. 

"Rather, in every nation, 
whoever fears God and 
acts uprightly, 
is acceptable to God." 

Try to convey that concept today 
to extreme fundamentalists 
who are either Christian, 
or Jewish, or Muslim. 

Extremists who are so sure 
that God is partial to them, 
and them alone. And that 
God is partial to their 
inte1pmtations and actions. 

Try to make sense of that statement 
to someone who is so convinced 
that he or she knows the mind of God 
and understands God's Wonl 
and plan for the community. 
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Try to convey the inclusiveness 
of this statement to someone 
who believes they know 
who the sinners aTe, 
and who has any chance oisalvation 
and who does not. 

Peter fudged a bit 
before he could come to this place 
in his faith development. 

But in that way he is so like us. 

It must have been very difficult 
to make such a change in his thinking. 

He moved to a place of acceptance and inclusion. 
The excluded, marginalized Gentiles were 
now part of the community. 

But he got to this place, 
because of God's grace 
and the human experience 
of encountering the family 
of Cornelius: a family of 
good and sincere human beings. 
Cornelius, a centurion, 
of the Italian Cohort, 
a devout man, a family man, 
a Roman, a Gentile. 

We can understand Peter, because ... 
you and I have been 
in the same place. 
Often we have had the same 
problems haven't we? 

It is hard from time to time 
to open our embrace 
to those who are suspect, 
different, threatening, 
whenever they want 
to join our families, 
or are new co-workers, 
or are new neighbors. 

It is hard to avoid judgments 
about people isn't it? 
I think it must be so painful 
to be an Arab American 
or a faithful Muslim these days: 
suspect, hassled, avoided, blamed. 
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For Peter and the early 
Christian community, 
to be willing to embrace 
Gentiles is beyond imagination. 

Just as it seems beyond imagination to us 
that Palestinians and Jews, 
Irish Protestants and Irish Catholics, 
tribes in Africa, 
blacks and whites in some parts of our nation, 
gays and straight folks, 
could ever find peace 
and live in harmony. 

Over the holiday I read a novel 
entitled, "The Red Tent." 

It is the story of the girl child 
of the Old Testament'sJacob and Leah. 

Her name was Dinah. 

The beauty of the novel unfolded 
as the author revealed 
the numerous rituals 
that ushered young men and women 
of the tribe 
into adulthood. 

Rituals that enabled them to belong 
and to assume responsibility 
for the life of the community. 

Baptism is such a ritual 
for the Christian family. 

Baptism is the action 
that visibly states that 
"God shows no partiality." 

Baptism is the sacrament 
that ushers us into a community 
and at the same time, 
places responsibilities on us 
for the life and well being 
of the community. 

Baptism is the sacrament 
that levels the playing field 
between and among us. 
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It is the sacrament that gives us 
new eyes to see 
and new ears to hear 
the worlel around us. 

Ritual washings were part 
of many facets of Jewish life, 
but this action on the part of Jesus and John 
in today's gospel . 
is different and powerful. 

While some texts tell us that John resists, 
Jesus moves forward almost as a symbol 
for the rest of us. 

And the Holy Spirit confirms him 
as "The Beloved 
in whom God is well pleased." 

Scholars question who heard 
the voice fi'om the heavens, saying, 
"This is my beloved son, with 
whom I am well pleased." 

Many believe Jesus, and perhaps John alone, 
heard it. 
The community heard it recounted later, 
and wrote it down 

The beauty of the statement 
lies not just in an affirmation 
of the life and ministry of Jesus, 

But in truth, 
every time we baptize 
an adult or child, 
our God proclaims the same affirmation. 

"This is my beloved daughter, 
my beloved son, with whom 
I am well pleased." 

And we can proclaim with certainty, 
"I see that God shows no partiality." 

Baptism is the fundamental sacrament 
through which our life journey 
and life choices unfold. 

Mter his Baptism, 
.J esus launched his formal ministry 
among and with the people. 

And the life choices 
you and I make in faith 
flow h'om this sacrament. 

Our choices for marriage, 
the single life, priesthood, 
religious life or other options of service 
in the Christian community 
flow from this powerful action 
which initiates us into a community 
and calls us into service and care 
for the community. 

One can understand how the early Church 
saw in the words of the prophet Isaiah 
concepts that fit into the Christian view. 

"Here is my servant, my chosen one, 
upon whom I have put my spirit; 

"I have grasped you by the hand; 
to open the eyes of the blind, 
to bring prisoners out of confinement, 
and, from the dungeon, 
those who live in darkness." 

In reality, Isaiah's view 
is one for all of us. 

The waters of Baptism 
open our eyes and ears 
and grace us to reach out 
to the men, women and children 
in our lives and beyond 
and act in toward others 
in such a way that we show the truth 
that "God shows no partiality." 

Today and this corning week 
two themes will surface 
that will afford us the 
opportunity to act in a way 
that reflects the openness of God. 

First, we are praying today for 
openness on our community's part 
to God's call to service 
in the Christian Church. 
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The call is there, may we pray 
that the response will follow. 

Let us remember, in that call, 
that we are assured that 
"God shows no partiality." 

Secondly, I urge you to find a way this Monday 
to honor a modern martyr, 
Martin Luther King]r. 

He urged our nation to understand 
that God shows no partiality 
when it comes to race 
and economic issues. 

King once wrote, 
"We must act in such a way 
to make possible a coming 
together of white and black people 
on the basis of a real harmony 
of interest and understanding." 

He is a powerful Christian model for us 
as we struggle to live out 
our Baptismal promises. 

"I see that God shows no partiality." 

Homily: Fourth Sunday of Easter 
-The Good Shepherd 

Acts 2:14, 36-47; John 10:1-10 

April 21, 2002 

The life of our Christian Church 
mirrors our own lives 
and our own humanjourneys. 

Vatican II acclaims the Chmch 
as the "People of God," 
and thus similarities are bound to exist 
in om lives and the life of the Church. 

All of us move from joy, to fear, to deep grief, 
and then back to delight and peace. 
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We experience disappointment 
and yet know great satisfaction. 

Sometimes we feel them 
at the same time, 
often on a daily basis! 

There have been moments of great joy 
in the life and history 
of our Christian Church: 

The crowds following] esus 
especially after a miracle 
of profound significance. 
The praise and exaltation 
on Palm Sunday. 

The overwhelming experience 
of the Resurrection. 

We read about the radical way 
people lived the gospel 
after Pentecost: 

Sharing a common purse, 
selling goods to meet needs, 
inspired preaching. 

And in time, a joyful willingness 
to even hand over one's future 
for the gospel, 
and face death 
with calm and peace. 

History tells us of great lives lived, 
compassion shown, 
justice done, 
and care for the poor. 

Amazing moments! 

Amazing people. 

So too our own lives. 

And just as we all know failme, 
and painful experiences, 
and yes, sin, 
now is such a time 
in our Church. 
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Church historians can readily list 
many other examples. 

Peter and the eleven 
pointed to such a example 
in our first readiug 
from the Acts of the Apostles. 

They reminded the community, 
"God has made 
both Lord and Christ 
this Jesus whom you crucified." 

The listeners" ... were cut to the heart 
and asked, 'What are we to do?' " 

Like the crowd in the first reading, 
all of us are asking these days, 
"What are we to do?" 
"What must our leaders do?" 

TIlOmas Troeger, a former professor 
at our Colgate-Rochester Divinity School 
has written a book entitled, "Preaching 
While the Church is under Recoustruction." 
I was struck by the title, 
because this is exactly 
what we Catholics 
are facing and experiencing. 

"What are we to do?" 
is the same question we are 
all raising in light of our 
present scandal. 

The answers to this question come easily 
if we can accept the fact 
that the church is under reconstruction 
and needs change and reform. 

If some in leadership 
can not heed this need for change, 
I believe change will happen 
on levels beyond their control. 

Troeger advises preachers 
that before we judge the world, 
we must come to terms 
with the things that keep us oblivious 
to resurrection now. 

We must, he says, "deal with the violence 
that starts in the household of God." 

And acknowledge 
"how the truth ofJ esus Christ 
has been the sponsor 
of both fantastic and horrible things." 

I have been struck 
by the debates and discussions 
that have been swirling 
around the abuse scandals. 

They focus mostly 
on those in leadership, 
their behavior, 
and the changes t11at need to OCcU1~ 

That is critical 
for any healing and reform to happen. 

But have we heard much 
mentioned about ilie role 
and place of all of this 
in our relationship to Jesus Christ? 

After all, he is the head 
of our Christian Church 
and we bear his name as our own. 

Almost as a gift, the Scriptures today 
offer us a metaphor and image 
of Jesus as the Good Shepherd. 

An image that offers us a model, 
as we face this serious crisis. 

"What are we to do?" 

Throughout John's gospel, 
we find Jesus naming himself 
"the light of the world, 
living water, 
the resurrection and the life, 
the bread oflife, 
the true vine." 

But the image of Good Shepherd 
is far from most of our human experience. 
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Maybe the "good farmer, the good cattleman, 
the good vine dresser and wine maker, 
the good managel:" 

But "shepherd" may be foreign to us. 
Yet it was a powerful image for his listeners. 

This weekend Jesus names himself 
as the shepherd 
but also as the "gate" 
and "voice," 

John tells us, "The religious leaders 
did not recognize 
what he was trying to tell them." 

In Jesus' time, shepherds slept 
at the gate to the fold. 

Their bodies became a shield 
for their flock. 

Thieves and bandits 
had to face them or walk over them 
before they could reach their prey. 

The shepherd cared for 
and protected the vulnerable. 

The image portrays Jesus as the channel 
through which pastures and life 
can be found. 

He is also the "voice" 
who can call each of the flock by name 
and whose uvoice n 

is a source of security and safety 
for the sheep. 

He is the "voice" who 
left the ninety-nine 
to go after the one lost sheep. 

Sadly, his voice has been silenced 
for the victims in our Church. 

Sadly, the gate to the fold 
was left unattended by some. 
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While we are all called 
to shepherd one another 
this gospel speaks so dearly 
to those formally called to this role. 

The most powerful line 
in the gospel today 
is its dosing one. 

"I have come 
that you may have life 
and have it more abundantly." 

A church in the midst 
of reform and "reconstruction" 
must ask itself: 

How have we and our leaders 
fostered life? 

Have our actions denied others 
the abundance oflife? 

If Jesus is the voice, the gate, 
the Good Shepherd, 
how can these qualities be 
reconciled with arrogance, secrecy, 
and the abandonment of many children? 
They cannot! 

The Church is under reconstruction and reform. 
I pray we can recognize it, 
and act upon this opportunity for change. 

I pray that we can find the ways 
to strengthen our faith 
in the one who has come 
that we may have life 
and have it more abundantly." 

I pray that this crisis will enable us 
as members of the "People of God" 
to examine our own lives 
and root out those things 
that have limited abundant life 
for ourselves and others. 

"What are we to do?" 

Amen 
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Homily: Body And Blood 

June 2,2002 

About 15 years ago, 
when 1 was ministering 
in the Monroe County Jail, 
our community was experiencing 
grave anger, fear, and horror. 

A serial killer, who preyed on 
both Black and white prostitutes 
was foiling police attempts 
to capture him. 

One woman, named June, 
was due to be released 
from the jail, 
and as 1 ended our visit, 
1 asked her to be careful. 

1 said, "1 will be devastated 
if 1 see your name 
in the newspaper." 

She responded, "Don't worry, Sister Barbara, 
1 can take care of myself." 

She was his next 
-and last-victim! 

Her body was so broken 
that her casket was closed. 

A simple Mass was celebrated 
in the funeral home. 

As the priest, 
standing behind the closed casket, 
raised the host and said, 
"This is my body broken for you", 
1 was overcome 
by the scene, the symbol, 
and the meaning of it all. 

This woman, whose body and life 
were so totally broken ... 
This woman, blessed 
with a strength ... 

And with gifts and potential 
that were never fully realized ... 
Whose family must have grieved for her 
over the years ... 
Whose choices pushed her 
to life's dangerous corners ... 

And yet, Christ was present 
in the midst of it all. 

Present through 
those who attended the funeral 
and through the sign 
of a broken body, a broken life, 
given for June 
and for all of us present. 

This is the sign 
we remember today ... 
this feast 
of the Body and Blood of Christ. 

A sign of presence, 
fidelity, and commitment to us 
no matter who we are, 
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or what mistakes we have made or will make. 

"1 am the living bread from heaven; 
the bread that 1 give 
is my flesh 
for the life of the world." 

St. Paul once wrote 
that one could almost understand 
someone giving up their life 
for a good person. 

Parents have that capacity 
when it comes to their own children 
and their safety and health. 

But, Paul adds, 
to lay down one's life 
for all of us, 
with our sins and failures 
seems impossible to grasp. 

But that is the reality 
of Christ's actions. 
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I have often marveled 
at the conviction, the love, the courage, 
and the commitment to a cause, 
that would enable someone 
to lay down their life, 
or refuse to be deterred 
from their mission: 

The martyrs of the early Church. 

Clergy like Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
at the hands of the Nazis. 

The 4 church women in El Salvador. 

Bishop Oscar Romero. 

Martin Luther King Jr. 

Jesus Christ. 

It is not that these men and women 
wanted death or suffering, 
but they had come to understand 
the power, life, and indeed truth 
of the gospel. 

They came to understand 
how much God loves the poor, 
the vulnerable, the marginal, 
the Junes of this world. 

They came to understand that 
God calls us to fi'eedom, 
respect, wholeness, and equality. 

And they came to a place 
where they knew 
that the gift oftheir life 
might be the only way 
these dreams would be fulfilled. 

"The bread that I give is my flesh 
for the life of the world." 

Why else would Bonhoeffer 
refuse to endorse 
Nazi rule and policies? 
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Why else would the churchwomen 
return to a dangerous El Salvador? 

Why else would Martin Luther King 
continne his preaching 
even after his home was bombed? 

Why else would Jesus 
continue his ministry 
in the face of such opposition? 

So many stories in the Hebrew Scriptnres 
speak of God 
feeding the Hebrew people. 

Today we hear 
in the Book of Deuteronomy, 
"God fed you in the desert 
with manna, 
a food unknown to your ancestors." 

Jesus fed the crowds 
with loaves and fish. 

But the gift of himself 
in his Word 
and in his body and blood 
is breathtaking. 

"My flesh is true food, 
and my blood is true drink." 

No wonder the listeners 
quarreled among themselves 
when they heard this. 

In a selfless action, 
Jesus gave us not only his life 
but this gift 
that has the capacity to sustain us 
along the journey oflife 
and faith. 

We have the gift of his example, 
the Holy Spirit, 
the good news of the gospel, 
and this meal he celebrated 
before his death. 
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A meal he asked us to continue 
in memory of him. 

Certainly, if we are to live 
our baptismal promises 
in our day-to-day life, 
this gift of the E,ucharist 
is one of the sustaining forces 
we have. 

"My flesh is true food, 
and my blood is true drink." 

In a very real way, 
the celebration ofthe Eucharist 
mirrors the message of Jesus 
and the way he wants us 
to be with one another. 

Note his words, 
"Take this, all of you, and eat it; 
take this, all of you, and drink it" ... 

Words that embrace, are inclusive. 

We walk forward, 
rich and poor, young and old, 
We walk forward, 
rooted in different races and cultures, 
We walk forward 
with our gifts and our failures, 
We walk forward 
as a great community of equals. 

Where else do we see 
such a model of community 
and inclusiveness? 

Paul was pointing to this truth 
when he wrote the Church in Corinth, 
"Because the loaf.ofbread is one, 
we though many are one body, 
for we all partake 
ofthe one loaf." 

Next week, as Christians, 
we return to the season 
of ordinary time. 

It is as if the Church 
is offering us tools, assistance, 
encouragement, and support 
as we approach this season. 

We have been reminded 
of the power of the Trinity, 
the action of the Holy Spirit 
at Pentecost, 
and now the nourishment 
of the Body and Blood 
of Christ. 

But there is one other aspect 
to this feast we are 
celebrating today. 

Yes, we are nourished here 
at the table. 

Yes, we mirror one family 
as we approach the altar. 

But the challenge for all of us happens 
when we head home 
and return to our own ordinary times. 

How can you and I 
become bread and wine for others? 

How can you and I 
nourish, care for, and sustain 
our brothers and sisters? 

"Whoever feeds on me 
will have life because of me." 

It seems to me 
our call as Christians 
is to do and be 
that food for one another. 
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Mercy and Creative Seeing 

Mary Ann Hieb, R.S.M. 

On a brigbt orange day in 
October 2001, Iwas driv­
ing from Philadelphia to 

New York, to facilitate presenta­
tions at a retreat center on the 
Hudson River. The first event 
was an evening class on 
art-journaling. The following 
day, I was leading a day of reflec­
tion for seasoned spiritual in 
which they would experience the 
prayer of art-journaling and 
then examine the ways in which 
they might use this discipline in 
their spiritual direction practice. 

On the drive, a friend and I 
were beguiled by the beauty of 
the autumn that surrounded us; 
at every turn of the road, a new 
source of wonder presented it­
self. In between these sightings, 
our conversations kept drifting 
back to the stories of horror from 
September 11th, and our per­
sonal reactions and fears. Every 
few miles, we would refocus our 
attention on the magnificent 
scenery, lapsing into silence, to 
gaze at the blazing beauty. After 
a few minutes, we would resume 
our lUminations about the trag­
edies encompassing our world 
and our sensibilities. It was in 
this atmosphere that we arrived 
at Linwood. 

Preparing for the evening's 
class, I wrote on an easel pad the 
key words that would help focus 
my presentation: ''Art -:J ournaling 
is the use of simple art materials 

and written journaling. It is a 
prayer, a process, a product, a way 
of presence and a practice." To 
this, I added the words, creativity 
and gazing, as a reminder to em­
phasize these aspects of the 
artjournaling process. As I waited 
in the quiet dark of the room for 
the arrival of the students, I re­
called the beautiful ride, and felt 
how that beauty expanded my in­
nervision. Almost simultaneously, 
my thoughts were constricted by 
the destructive images from the 
World Trade Center tragedy that 
replayed in my mind's eye since 
that terrible day. Moving between 
these two visual experiences, I be­
came conscious of a deeper appli­
cation to include in the evening's 
presentation. 

Seeing and Healing 

Art -J ournaling is the term I have 
coined for a reflective process 
that combines the use of simple 
art materials and written 
journaling to help focus, re­
spond or express prayer. It is a 
way of prayer that has evolved 
from my own personal practice. 
As I studied fine arts, art ther­
apy, spiritual direction and em­
barked then in a ministry that in­
eluded retreat work in the 
context of holistic spirituality, 
art -journaling became a tool 
that integrated aspects of my 
prayer style and professional 
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interests. In the past years I have 
given numerous workshops, fa­
cilitated retreats and used 
art-journaling as a reflective 
process for meetings. This par­
ticular evening, I would find my­
self focusing on a way of contem­
plative seeing that is integral to 
the creative process. 

In my presentation, I gave 
explanations and examples for 
"prayer," "process" and "prod­
uct," and was moving into the 
next category, a "way of pres­
ence." I described the manner in 
which we are invited to gaze at our 
own lives and at creation. Rather 
than looking judgmentally, we 
learn to shift to a contemplative 
way of gazing that is open and re­
ceptive. I recounted my usual ex­
ample of the way we look when a 
beloved child presents us with a 
drawing s/he has done just for us. 
We receive this with delight. We 
gaze at the drawing, the child and 
the experience with awe and love. 
Gratitude is forged. 

Understanding of this phe­
nomenon stirred in the group, 
and evoked smiles from mothers, 
fathers, favorite uncles, aunts and 
teachers at the memory of the ex­
perience. I challenged them to 
use that gaze as they looked at 
their own artjournaling. 

Then I added a second ex­
ample. I told the story of my re­
cent drive through autnmn 
beanty, and the way that nature 
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seemed to offer rest and healing. 
As I described this creative gaz­
ing, I shared the day's insight: " I 
realized today how very essential 
it is for each of us, at this paJ·ticu­
lar time in our history, to look at 
beauty. We have experienced in­
jury in our seeing. We have been 
through such trauma to our vi­
sual sensitivity. We were shown 
the image of the destruction of 
the World Trade Center over 
and over again. We have 
watched the images daily over 
time. Our vision has been trau­
matized and we need to gaze at 
beauty, to be healed by nature. 
This wound to our vision, our 
seeing, needs care, compassion 
and healing ... " The silence in 
the room was overwhelming. 
Some of the people sitting there 
had driven up from Manhattan 
that day in order to attend the 
class. The reality that I could 
only dimly imagine was their 
daily experience. Truly, they had 
felt the scarring, but hearing it 
in those terms came as a new in­
sight. They knew the truth of this 
visual trauma and how deeply it 
was affecting their spirits. 

Our time together became 
dedicated to the quest for mo­
ments of visual healing. We paid 
attention to the autumn beauty 
that surrounded us. We deep­
ened our visual awareness by 
learning and applying the disci­
pline of art-journaling in per­
sonal prayer and m the 
companioning of others on the 
spiritual journey. In the weeks 
that followed this class, I re­
flected on the experience. I real­
ize that much of my own journey 
in Mercy has been about dark­
ness and light, blindness and 
seeing and, symbolically, about 

the healing of sight. I began to 
think more about Mercy as com­
passionate and creative seeing. 
As an artist, I know the healing 
power of beauty. I am taught by 
creation. Nature, the subject of 
much of the beauty I encountel~ 
gives hope. I know the deep and 
revelatory mystery of images. 
Being an art therapist opened 
me to a world of art as a healing 
tool for others. Being a spiritual 
director and retreat leader con­
nected that healing to the great 
tradition of sacred creativity and 
the Word. 
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and resurrection are present in 
the Divine life of creativity. We 
follow this pattern when we faith­
fully manifest God's life. We are 
most faithful when we create. J e­
sus teaches us through the visual. 
Many of the parables draw us into 
contemplative seeing in order 
that we learn from the inner wis­
dom that our creator God has im­
planted within us . .J esus invites us 
to consider the lilies. He tells us 
to observe the conditions under 
which a seed does or does not 
take root. He gestures to the 
birds of the air and then is silent, 

All aspects of life, death and resurrection are 
present in the Divine life of creativity. We 

follow this pattern when we faithfully 
manifest God's life. We are most faithful 

when we create. 

The marism of Mercy em­
braces this grace of seeing. His­
torically, individually and corpo­
rately, we see pain and poverty 
and are empowered to respond. 
Seeing grants us recognition; 
naming injustice and margina­
lization enables us to act. Our 
seeing and naming share in a spir­
ituality of creativity, the trans­
formative dynamic that gathers us 
into a greater compassion. 

Spirituality of Creativity 

God in Genesis teaches us best 
about the creative process. The 
Creator calls out of maos, speaks 
a word, gazes, sees and names as 
good. All aspects of life, death 

allowing us to learn from our see­
ing as we gaze at the lessons they 
manifest for our own lives. Jesus 
names sight as an awesome bless­
ing. "Blessed are your eyes, for 
they have seen what prophets 
longed to see, and did not." 
(Luke 1O.24f) 

Jesus says much about heal­
ing our seeing . .J esus gazes on the 
multitudes and has compassion 
on them. He feeds the crowd. 
This is a direct act of service. It is 
mercy in action. It is also the 
height of creativity, making 
something for the many out of 
nothing, out of sparse materials, 
reaming great numbers, chang­
ing them, bringing delight, 
amazement, awe and gratitude. 



38 

Catherine's Merciful Gaze 

What about Catherine and cre­
ativity? Catherine had discrimi­
nating vision that could gaze at 
the world around her and create 
action. She possessed a discerning 
vision that was oriented towards 
the needs of real people. That 
creative discernment narrowed 
her choices until the newness de­
manded of her became inevitable. 
This is a different face of creativ­
ity, but one just as authentic. 

that she knows Catherine's judg­
ment. Indeed she writes with 
delight, "She (Catherine) loves 
to watch me work."2 

Prior to the renovations that 
transformed Mercy Convent into 
Mercy International Centre, I 
spent some magical days in the 
basements of Mercy convents in 
Dublin, paging through books of 
Clare's breathtaking illumina­
tions. I was oven"helmed at the 
intricate beauty of leaf, flower 

It is told that, as a child, Catherine's 
imaginative vision found the Cross in the 
tracing of branches and in the structured 
lines of doorframes. This creative vision 

never left her. 

It is told that, as a child, 
Catherine's imaginative vision 
found the Cross in the tracing of 
branches and in the structured 
lines Of doorframes. This cre­
ative vision never left hel~ al­
though it was not frequently ar­
ticulated in her letters to us. She 
was a person at odds with herself 
around the scope of creative gaz­
ing. You are probably familiar 
with the account of Catherine 
McAuley and Mary Clare Augus­
tine Moore. In that famous pas­
sage in which she complains to 
another Sister about Clare 
Moore, we see tbe ambivalence 
of that gazing. This sensitive 
place in the letters describes 
Catherine's reaction to the 
length of time it took to paint 
several leaves. l Clare, on the 
other hand, gives no indication 

and each letter of each word. 
What a gift Clare handed down to 
us through her persistent hold­
ing to the creativity that was her 
own way of Mercy. Our charism 
needs the compassionate sight of 
both of these women, bound in 
relationship, in order to push for­
ward the great work that results 
from this creative tension. 

Inconvenient Creativity 

Part of creativity is frequently an 
inconvenient pressure, an un­
yielding barrier against which one 
must push in order for something 
to be born. Catherine was not 
originally about creating some­
thing new. Rather, she was told 
she couldn't live at Baggot Street 
and continue the work she loved 
in the manner in which she was 
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doing it. Circumstances forced 
the newness, and drove her to 
found a new religious community. 
Here is an example of "inconve­
nient creativity." This phenome­
non is a familiar one to each of us, 
her daughters. Sometimes cir­
cumstances lineup against us. As 
we take reluctant action, some­
thing new comes into being. This 
is at times the way God worked 
with Catherine. So she grumbled 
through some of the events that 
yielded life for her and for us. 
Having to go to tlle Presentation 
Community and do a novitiate 
was far beyond inconvenient, and 
I'm sure fuat Catherine would 
have something to say to me 
about the mildness of this word in 
relationship to her experience. 

Jesus was up against incon­
venient creativity at the wedding 
feast of Cana. He was cornered 
by his mother's wishes and by the 
need of tbe wedding guests. We 
hear him grumble under his 
breath, "Mothel~ my time has 
not yet corne!" Mary replies, "Do 
whatever he tells you." In a mo­
ment that was sheer but reluc­
tant creativity, the water be­
comes wine. 

vVe all have many personal 
experiences of "inconvenient 
creativity." When pushed into a 
cornel~ when met by resistance, 
when unable to move in the fa­
miliar ways, the forced newness 
can be a catalyst for the next 
piece that wants to be born. 
Once, I was asked about facilitat­
ing a creativity workshop as part 
of a national conference. I indi­
cated my willingness. Howevel~ 
following an initial conversa­
tion, the committee did not con­
tact me. I concluded they had 
decided against including me. 
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Months latel~ an acquaintance 
called me to congratulate me on 
being the keynote speaker for 
the conference. I replied that 
this could not be possible. She 
told me she had the program 
brochure in her hands. This was 
my introduction into the world 
of public speakiug! A committee 
miscommunication assigned me 
not to workshop facilitator but to 
be a m~or presenter. I had four 
months to tremble and put into 
words things I had never articu­
lated. The result was "Spiritual 
Direction as a Work of Art," a 
forty-five minute presentation 
with slides that was the begin­
ning of a whole new direction for 
me. Had they asked me to do a 
keynote, I would have declined 
with no qnalms; I don't do talks! 
Because I found myself at a place 
of inconvenient creativity, I was 
pushed up against an extreme 
and something new and valuable 
was born. It forced me to put in 
writing my thoughts on art­
journaling, spiritual direction 
and the creative process. Since 
then, the discipline and my abil­
ity to articulate it have increased. 
Growth, despite the way it might 
OCcUl~ is one of the sure signs of 
the process at work. 

Creative Processes and 
Mercy Ministry 

Sisters of Mercy have a reputa­
tion for being, among other 
things, solid, down to earth, and 
practical. Service is the bench­
mark against which things are 
measured. Within this reputa­
tion, creativity can seem indul­
gent. Yet consider, we are 
daughters of the woman who 
created a new Institute, a new 

way of being religious, and a new 
model ofliving community in re­
lationship to service. This is a 
woman who used the creative 
approach to redeem a bad situa­
tion, making a movement out of 
what could have been a barrier. 
All creativity presses up against 
walls and the product yields 
from that sustained pressure, 
from fidelity to staying there. 
The Institute of Mercy IS 

Catherine's major opus, al­
though she had many mlllor 
works along the way. 
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and our documents are manifes­
tations of a mercy that sees 
creatively. Many small, subtle 
things: choices, movements, ad­
aptations and changes may have 
originally sprung from a reluc­
tant or inconvenient creativity 
that yielded pieces of who we are 
now. The results point the way 
toward which we are journeying. 
On the other hand, many aber­
rations in ministry and in com­
munity life can be related to re­
sistance to creativity. When we 
do not extend mercy to ourselves 

Sisters of Mercy have a reputation for being, 
among other things, solid, down to earth, 
and practical. Service is the benchmark 

against which things are measured. 

What she did not bequeath 
us is a language with which to ac­
knowledge this creative river 
that runs beneath onr surface. 
Without the language, we fre­
quently do not look for and 
name the creative aspects of our 
works, our institutions, our plan­
ning, and our lives in Mercy. Our 
coming together in 1991 as the 
Institute of the Sisters of Mercy 
was an act of creativity. Yes, it was 
good and practical planning; 
yes, it was grace; yes, it was faith­
ful listening to the signs of the 
times. But at its essence, it was 
the creative process, discerned 
and made manifest in an organi­
zation. Moreover, our everyday 
gatherings, our community 
structures, our problem solving, 
our discernment, our history of 
leadership, our prayer styles, 

and to each other, we abort cre­
ative process and tlle dark 
shadow side of the charism is ac­
tivated. In Catherine and in us, 
that temptation comes in pro­
ductivity separated from creativ­
ity, therefore separated from 
Mercy. The creative spirit cannot 
live in the atmosphere that is 
negative, critical or judgmental. 
And when we resist creativity, we 
are resisting Mercy. Catherine 
was at her best in the places in 
which she was able to exercise 
her creative vision. So, too, with 
her followers. Whenever we 
strangle that spirit, in ourselves 
or in others, we contribute to the 
lack of Mercy in our culture. 
Mercy cannot exist apart from 
creativity. In Mercy, we are made 
whole; we are renewed. This is 
creative work. 
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Creativity and Newness 

One of my great delights has 
heen to be artist for two of our 
Mercy: Journey to Wholeness 
Retreats, and for Mercy: Still 
Captivating. At this latter re­
treat, Mercy Sister Lilyan 
Fraher's presentations touched 
on Mercy history and spiritual­
ity. Participants used art pro­
cesses to reflect on and integrate 
the theme. We visited the 
charism in a new way, finding 
images and colors that deep­
ened our understanding of our 
histories and of each other by 
telling stories in clay, healing re­
lationships with twisted wire, ar­
ranging bits of materials found 
in nature, drawing open win­
dows, using pen and ink to inte­
grate loss, exploring living in 
community all happened in 
color, line, shape and form. We 
were privileged as sisters and as­
sociates to catch glimpses of 
each others' souls. Creativity 
and working in solitude together 
forged bonds that were unique. 

that she could not explain be­
cause of confidentiality. A~ others 
learned about her position, she 
began receiving what she de­
scribed as "uncreative looks" 
even fi'om her good friends in the 
community. Here was the same 
person they had known and 
loved, but because of a misunder­
standing', she was being regarded 
differently. As that dynamic con­
tinued, she began to feel as if she 
were changing, becoming less 
worthy, less able. The destructive 
glance disempowered her. 

With her permission, I uti­
lized the painful grace of her ex­
perience as a theme for a work­
shop, "Healing our Stories in the 
Creative Gaze of God." Using 
pictures of faces cut from maga­
zines, I provided each partici­
pant with a "new acquaintance." 
I instructed them to gaze on 
their new acquaintance with the 
creative gaze that God might 
use, to pray with this experience, 
then to use an art-journaling 
process of responding in art and 
written journaling. I then asked 

Pay attention to the invitation to 
inconvenient creativity. Something new will 

be born in you with the potential to send 
down roots, not just for you but for the 

larger whole. 

The words, "Behold, I am 
doing something new" are not al­
ways proclaimed joyfully. Several 
years ago, the theme for a new 
workshop came out of a conver­
sation I had with another Sistelc 
She was distressed because she 
had made an unpopular decision 

them to shift their gazing, to 
look at this same face with dis­
valuing, with disregard, to see if 
in mustering those feelings, they 
could see what happened to 
themselves interiorly. They did a 
drawing and journaled about 
that feeling. Finally, I asked 
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them to recall if either experi­
ence had been theirs. Did they 
recall the experience of being 
gazed at creatively, and what 
were the consequences of that? 
Did they ever experience being 
looked at with disdain, and what 
was the fruit of that? 

The results were profound. 
When participants shared it be­
came very dear that both creative 
and destructive gazes were within 
their experience. A positive re­
gard was creative, allowing them 
to flourish. Receiving the de­
structive look had affected their 
abilities; for some, to love them­
selves; for others, to perform with 
confidence. Some expressed 
grief for that which was lost, oth­
ers marveled over the startling 
realization of the power we have 
to affect each other by the intent 
of a glance. We used prayer with 
classical icons to end the experi­
ence, placing our trust in the cre­
ative gaze that God showers upon 
us freely and with Mercy. Try this 
way of gazing at your place of 
ministry or on a community day. 
Some familiar colleague or com­
~unity member begins to speak. 
You know from long experience 
what slhe is going to say. The bar­
riers to seeing and hearing are al­
ready forged. With the grace of 
God, drop down to that place 
where slhe is known and loved by 
God, and where you and she are 
mutually connected in Mercy. Pay 
attention to the invitation to in­
convenient creativity. Something 
new will be born in you with the 
potential to send down roots, not 
just for you but for the larger 
whole. As we look at the trends of 
people entering religious life 
these days, we have realized for a 
while now that we are not going 
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to be recreated from the outside 
with a great influx of new life. 
The influx of new life can come 
from within, as we look at each 
other with new eyes. 

Creativity and Culture 

As we continue to develop as an 
Institute, we enter more com­
pletely into the embodiment of 
Mercy through the arts. They 
are the integral expression of 
culture; they are the inroads into 
each other's spirit. Navigating 
the seas of multiculturalism, we 
realize how much of our ap­
preciation of diversity occurs 
through our inner and outer vi­
sion. We see how culture is ex­
pressed, mediated through the 
arts. The traditional pottery of 
Peru, the tribal dress of Africa, 
the painted gourds, the litera­
ture, the wall hangings, the ab­
original art, the calligraphy, the 
sculpture, the poetry, the dance, 
the stories, the music and song, 
the color, the energy, and the in­
tensity: these all have to do with 
the creative process manifest in 
a person and a place. This 
beauty is our manifestation of 
Mercy at its most creative. After 
the World Trade' Center trag­
edy, the creative arts became ve­
hicles of expression and spiritu­
ality. The things that are so hard 
to express in words can begin to 
be approached in a prayer that 
uses clay to express anguish, or 
uses movement to seek direc­
tion. Music can be a place that 
speaks to our spirits, expressing 
our depths, lifting us up. 

When I present art journal­
ing, I spend some time with the 
elements of art: line, shape, and 
color. I show how this is a deep 

language, one we already know 
and one that can help us in a par­
able way to listen to our inner 
wisdom. As part of the 
art-journaling day for spiritual 
directors, I provided an oppor­
tunity to gaze at slides affine art 
paintings. I invited the partici­
pants to prayerfully notice which 
elements attracted them, and 
which repelled them. After a 
time of receptive gazing and 
journaling, one of the men 
shared this insight. "I was drawn 
to areas in the paintings that 
were transparent. Places of sim­
plicity called to me, and I be­
came uncomfortable with paint­
ings that were cluttered. My soul 
sought open spaces." -nans­
lating that into a spiritual yearn­
ing, such a person might find 
congruency spending time in 
spacious nature, or entering into 
a practice of centering prayer. I 
invite people to be silent and to 
journal, to prayerfully make the 
connection with what they notice 
in the artwork to what is happen­
ing in their lives right now. 
Whatever speaks to them sym­
bolically can be a vessel of revela­
tion, gently holding out some­
thing that God desires to 
communicate. For our final 
prayer that day, people walked 
outside to be refreshed by the 
beauty of nature, intentionally 
breathing in the spirit of God, 
and to listening for the word of 
God. One woman was drawn to 
the beauty in the gnarled roots 
of on old tree. She was experi­
encing her life as complicated, 
twisted and tense and recog­
nized some of those qualities in 
the lines formed by tree roots. 
She was able to gaze at their 
beauty. She realized that, at this 

41 

point, she was unable to change 
what was going on in her life, but 
she had received the grace of 
seeing it in a new way, recogniz­
ing its beauty. She gratefully ac­
knowledged the parable, that 
this was a time in her life for 
rooting, and was necessary for 
the anchoring and grounding 
she needed. This insight came as 
a consolation. Gently, it sup­
planted a felt sense of emptiness 
and absence of God into which 
she had been flinging cries of 
frustration. When we gaze at the 
world around us in a way that 
seeks wisdom, we are drawn into 
the source of our mystical under­
standing. The earth is the 
ground of Mercy, the home that 
teaches us about creativity and 
compassion. As we grow in com­
passion for our earth, we deepen 
in Mercy. Mercy changes things. 
When I am merciful, I am creat­
ing a newness. When I receive 
mercy, I have been transformed. 
Something new is born in me. 
What else is this but creativity? 

Notes 

I. Sister Mary Ignatia Neumann, 
R.S.M., ed., Letters of Catherine 
McAuley (Maryland: Helicon 
Press, Inc., 1969), 311. 

2. Mary C. Sullivan, RS.M., 
Catherine McAuley and the Tm­
,zition of MeTeY (Notre Dame, 
Indiana: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1995), 194, 206. 



The Art of Mercy 
Images of Redemption 

Jayme M. Hennessy 

Margaret Miles, in Image and Insight, empha­
sizes that religious communities need art 
to "orient individuals and communities, 

not only conceptually but also affectively, to the real­
ity that creates and nourishes, n solitude and in 
community, human life."! Although art has long 
played a distinguished role in the Church's life, it is 
now necessary to retrieve the vitality and richness of 
a tradition somewhat vitiated by the stark vision of 
modernism and diluted by a proliferation of reli­
gious "kitsch." Moreover, in reclaiming this tradi­
tion it is essential to address the need for the 
recovery and creation of images that can orient the 
person and community to feel and act in accord with 
the remembering activity of mercy: the practice of 
redeeming the fi'agmented realities of human exis­
tence through restoring persons and relations to the 
wholeness envisioned in creation and the human vo­
cation to become the image of God. 

Traditionally the Church has valued the power 
of images to instruct, delight and move" the person 
to faith, and the faithful to greater devotion. From 
the earliest Christians of the first century tot he 
churches of the twenty-first century, icons, mosaics, 
paintings, stained glass, statuary, and architecture 
have communicated the narrative, values and de­
sires integral to the Christian community's identity 
and mission. While theologians in the church have 
debated, at times, the legitimacy, veneration, and 
fimction of religious images, the power of these im­
ages has never been contested. For in their appeal 
to senses, imagination and heart, images can exer­
cise a revelatory, formative and affective power 
demonstrating a potential to shape the "patterns of 
desire" that interiorly move and dispose a person 
to faith and action. 

In functioning as "texts," images exhibit a re­
velatory capacity in representing the events of 
Scripture and the beliefs of tradition to the viewer. 
Although these are depictions of events, they are 
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not merely illustrations of scriptural narratives. 
Images, instead, are representations, attempts by 
the artist to interpret and render the significance of 
particular scriptural events and teachings to the 
viewer. Because of their visual drama and powel; re­
ligious images can leave a lasting impression on a 
person's memory, thus affecting a person's charac­
ter and actions. For when a viewer is drawn beyond 
looking to contemplation, there is a surrender of 
one's consciousness to the image and a longing to 
appropriate the virtues, values, character and de­
sires presented to the viewer's eyes. The represen­
tations of] esus and the saints, therefore, serve as 
models for imitation as they reveal that redemption 
and the striving for spiritual perfection are embod­
ied realities that unfold within the world. In short, 
the viewer is moved b the image of the Incarnation, 
of the enfleshed God who can be materially repre­
sented and "imitated" by humanity. This openness 
to the image also creates the possibility of affective 
transformation, for the emotions embedded in the 
image can move the viewer to become a co-desirer, 
to share in the vision and desires it represents. 

The tradition of the church, in maintaining the 
inter-relation of art and the Incarnation, reminds 
the viewer that the world is the arena of Jesus' reo 
deeming work, and that salvation from the 
brokenness of sin is directed to the embodied exis­
tence of humanity. The images of] esus, Mary and 
the Saints, therefore, not only serve as models for 
the faithful to imitate, but also remind the viewer of 
the physicality and historicity of redemption as 
lived and embodied in the world. Image, then, with 
its power to direct human attention to the physical 
realities oflife and redemption, can be a powerful 
means of shaping both a person's mind and heart 
about the nature of and the desire for the practice 
of mercy. Thus, in its power to represent and to af~ 
feet, image can show us why mercy is so urgently 
needed in the world; it can offer the viewer models 
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of merciful action for contemplation and imitation; 
it can act upon the viewer to shape emotions for 
mercy, and ground all of this in the revelation of the 
God of mercy, incarnate in the world. 

The General and Particular Nature of Image 

Religious images, as cultural artifacts, are tied to 
particular beliefs, emotions, and values within the 
context of overarching topics. All religious pic­
tures, therefore, while addressing the representa­
tion of similar subjects, will reflect the theology, 
spirituality and moral concerns of their particular 
culture. Consequently, the meanings of certain im­
ages may not be fully clear to an audience unfamil­
iar with the artistic symbols, characters and narra­
tive associated with the particular beliefs 
represented in some works. This distinction be­
tween the general and particular nature of image is 
illustrated in the following images, for example, as 

Figure 1. Christ as the Man of Sorrows 
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both treat the general subject of the suffering ofJ e­
sus, but differ in the theological and spiritual 
significance of Jesus' sufferings: 

Figure 2. The Sacred Heart of Jesus 

CizTist as the Nlan OfS01TOWS, an oil painting from the 
1520s, depicts Jesus as the Suffering Servant ofIsa­
iah 53. The artist's intent is to direct the viewer's at­
tention and feelings to the sufferings of Jesus. J e­
sus' hands are bound, and he wears the crown of 
thorns mockingly prepared for bim by his tormen­
tors.2 Gabriele Finaldi comments on the artist's at­
tempt to move the viewer to compassion for the suf­
ferings ofJ esus: 

The painter has employed all the artistic 
means at his disposal to induce feelings of compas­
sion and contrition in the viewel~ from the small 
scale of the image, which already assumes intimacy, 
to the catchlights in the tear-filled eyes, which 
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make our response for immediate. Even the droop­
ing lines of Christ's shoulders reflect the plaintive 
character of the painting. This was undoubtedly an 
object for private contemplation, and in the pri­
vacy of prayers it was intended to elicit tears and 
empathy, directing the viewer's attention to the 
pain of] esus' sufferings by engaging the Jesus' eyes 
and large tears which stream down his face. 3 

The Sacred Heart of Jesus is an anonymous mid­
twentieth century image; mass-produced for the 
popular private devotions of Roman Catholics. 
The concern of this image is to cultivate a devotion 
to the love of Jesus, and accordingly directs the 
viewer's gaze to the vividly stylized heart exposed 
on Jesus' chest. In this image,J esus' wounded heart 
functions as a metaphor for his emotional and 
moral life; it symbolizes his deep love for humanity 
and his willingness to embrace the sufferings of the 
cross to conquer sin.4 This particular devotion to 
the Sacred Heart probably developed from the de­
votion of the Five Wounds: a popular practice of the 
15th century through which divine protection and 
mercy were gained by those who venerated he 
physical wounds of Christ's passion.s . 

In comparing the image of The Saaed HeaT[ of 
Jesus with Christ the Man of So1'1'01os, it is evident that 
these images reflect particular Christologies and 
desires. First, the humanity of Jesus in Gln'ist the 
Man of So1'1vws is palpably present and more ap­
proachable tan the humanity ofJ esus figured in The 
Sacwd HeaTt, who is seemingly unaffected by his 
physical wounds. Secondly, each painting radically 
differs in its depiction of the sufferings of Christ, 
thus reflecting and reinforcing the attitudes to­
wards suffering held by its particular culture. 
Thirdly, while both images are of Jesus, they do not 
share the same intent. Christ the Man OfS01'1'OWS, with 
its vivid depiction of suffering, seeks to elicit com­
passion from the viewel: The intent of The Saaed 
Hem't, in contrast, is to move the viewer to seek 
compassion and protection £i'om Christ. 

An image, therefore, while addressing a gen­
eral theme (e.g., Jesus) also possesses a particular 
intention and interpretation that it presents to the 
viewer. This distinction between the general and 
particular nature of an image becomes helpful in 
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discerning the relevance of an Image to the 
re-membering activity of Mercy. 

Images of Redemption 

HUlllan beings, in a certain sense are unknown to 
themselves, Jesus Christ not only reveals God, but 
"[ully reveals luau to man." In Christ, God has rec­
onciled the world to himself. All believers are called 
to bear witness to this: but it is up to you men and 
women, who have given your lives to art, to declare 
with all the wealth of your ingenuity that in Christ 
the wmld is redeemed; The human person is re­
deemed, the human body is redeemed, and the 
whole creation, which according to St. Paul, "awaits 
patiently the revelation of the children of God " 
(Rom 8: 19) is redeemed. The creation awaits the 
revelation of the children of God also through art 
and in art. This is our task, Humanity in every age, 
and even today, looks to the words of art to shed 
light upon its path and its destiny6 

In this except from his Letter to Artists, John Paul 
II describes the role of artists in communicating the 
Good News of redemption. Art, with its radical at­
tention to the embodied realities of human exis­
tence, is well suited to this charge, as it can depict 
both the suffering and alienation effected by sin, as 
well as the restoring power of mercy. Here, in this 
following images, mercy directs redemption be­
yond the satisfaction of sin to overcoming sin 
through restoring persons and relations to greater 
life and wholeness. This collection of images, 
therefore, begins with a representation of the life­
orienting beauty and harmony of life to which 
mercy redeems and re-orders creation. It is this vi­
sion of creation, as both human origin and destiny 
that provides the lens through which the 
re-membering experiences of redemption, resto­
ration and resurrection are viewed. 

All of the following images represent some as­
pect of this re-membering: the beauty and har­
mony of creation, the redeeming work of Christ, 
the restoring power of forgiveness, and the 
transformative power and promise of resurrection. 
Each image, in its own way, reminds the viewer of 
the re-membering power of mercy found in the gap 
between the vision of creation and the fragmented 
reality of the world. 
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Figure 3. Creation Window 
Katherine and Frederick Breyedert, 1979 

These stained glass windows, designed by Katherine 
and Frederick Breydert, are intended to both de­
light and instruct. The windows tie in the beauty and 
majesty of creation with the redeeming work of J e­
sus. In the original installation, in the Church of St. 
Andrew, Block Island, Rhode Island, the viewer was 
directed through the six days of creation to the 
events of the Incarnation and Death of Christ, estab­
lishing that God who creates is the God who re­
deems. The main window of the collection depicts 
the glory, beauty and power of the created world. 
Soaring birds, vibrantly colored fish, the fertility of 
the earth and the balance of the sun and mood all 
express an exuberant sense of the vitality and har­
mony of creation. TIlis window marks not only tlle 
life-orienting relations of creation, but also the des­
tiny of creation that groans, awaiting its fulfillment. 
(Rom 8:19-22). Carefully cut and fitted, the pieces 
of glass are veined by lead channels that depict both 
the powerfill rhythm oflife and the underlying fra­
gility and fragmentation of the world. 

The leaded glass of the creation windows offers 
an overall lighter texture and a greater transpar­
ency than the materials used in the production of 
the Mary and Christ windows. Crafted of a thicker 
glass, which is coarsely molded and filled with im­
perfections, these windows seem to bear the weight 
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of materiality, thereby creating a sense of the physi­
cality of the Incarnation. These representations of 
the Incarnation and Passion ofJ esus with their lack 
of facial features initially provoked some contro­
versy within the parish community. The artists pur­
posely omitted he facial features in these images 
with the intent of creating a space that could en­
gage the viewer's imagination and move him or her 
to contemplation. A number of viewers, howevel; 
experienced these blank faces as a hindrance to en­
gaging the images in any meaningful way, and un­
derstandably so, for a great deal of a viewer's ability 
to enter into communion with an image is aided by 
empathy, by seeing another self and another hu­
man person in the image. 

Figure 4. The Mary Window 
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Figure 5. The Christ Window 

Consequently, the lack of facial features in these 
images was disorienting for many of the viewers 
who were quick to pronounce their criticism. Pasto­
ral persuasion and time eventually softened the 
clamor, but the experience illustrates the gap 
sometimes found between artistic intent and public 
reception. 

The theology of mercy presented in these two 
images is consistent with the teachings of John Paul 
II in his encyclical Dives in Miseric01dia, which locates 
mercy in the Church's sacramental tradition. The 
Mmy Window symbolizes Mater Ecclesia who pres­
ents Jesus, the Word become Flesh, to the Church. 
Redemption and communion are the chief themes 
of The Christ Window with its clear depiction of the re­
lation of Eucharist to Jesus' sacrifice on the Cross. 

The Breyderts, as survivors of the Nazi oppres­
sion of Germany, were well aware of the gross evil, 

Hennessy: Art of Mercy 

or anti-mercy, that militates against hnman life, re­
lations and love. And as Christians, they believed in 
the power of God's mercy to redeem humanity 
from the darkness of a world disordered by sin and 
to restore the wholeness of creation. 

Redemption, in Stanley Spencer's work, trans­
forms human existence. In his painting Christ 
Canying the Cmss, Spencer locates the scene of the 
passion in his home of Cook ham, England, thus re­
orienting the viewer's attention to the sphere of the 
ordinary and immediate. Susanna Avery Quash, in 
her commentary on this painting, refers to 
Spencer's acute sense of the incarnationality of 
mercy: "Spencer thought that Christ's decision to 
enter our humanity gave human life great dignity, 
by undertaking a mission of teaching and healing, 
Christ made all human tasks worthy, even holy."7 

Spencer uses a blindingly bright light to illu­
minate the scene symbolizing both the joy of re­
demption and the transformation of human life. (A 
light made noticeably brighter by remembering 
that the scene is set in England, which is not famous 
for its sunny weatherl) The light is so bright that 
two of the characters in the lower left-hand corner 

Figure 6. Christ Carrying the Cross 
Stanley Spencer, 1920 
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of the painting shield their eyes from its intensity 
and glare. The light beams down from the right 
hand corner of the sky and falls on.J esus and the 
cross that he carries almost imperceptibly through 
the crowded street. 

Spencer believed that the redemption of hu­
mankind from sin was the job assigned to .Jesus: 
"He believed that Christ's sacrifice had led to a rec­
onciliation between humanity and God, and he was 
able to view Christ's cross without sadness.,,8 

Moreovel~ while.J esus has his job, humanity is 
called to its own job, to the imitation of.J esus' love 
that necessitates the carrying of our own crosses. 
The image of.J esus carrying his cross is almost ob­
scured b the cluster of factory workers that pass b 
and by the carpenters who follow him, with their 
ladders carried symbolically on their shoulders. 

These vvorknlen are engaged in an activity very 
similar to Christ's: Spencer deliberately chose to 
use the ,,,,ford "carrying"~not "bearing" in the title 
of the picture because he particularly wished to 
convey the relationship with the carpenters behind 
him carrying the ladders and Christ in fi'ont carry­
ing the cross, each doing theirjob ofwork9 

Spencer reminds the viewer that we are called to 
the imitatio Cin'isti, to follow the example of Christ's 
mercy in meeting the needs of family, friend, 
neighbor and stranger. 

Restoration 

In the Book of Genesis, we learn that the unravel­
ing of the life-orienting relations of creation is the 
consequence of human sin. The Scriptures record 
the steady disintegration of the relations of man 
and woman, siblings, community and finally the 
entirety of creation itself. It is this existential and 
spiritual alienation that is addressed by the re­
membering of mercy which overcomes fragmenta­
tion through openness and embrace offorgiveness 
and love. 

Depictions of Adam and Eve are often con­
cerned with the disgrace and alienation of their sin, 
but not so in this painting by .Janet McKenzie. In 
this interpretation McKenzie moves beyond sin to 
reconciliation, as love overcomes the alienating 
consequences of sin. The canvas is delineated by 
strong horizontal lines that push Adam and Even to 
the sides of the canvas, distancing them from each 
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other. Their faces and gestures are animated by a 
strong sense of humility and respect as they reach 
out towards each other from the edges of the paint­
ing. The oppression of the strong horizontal lines is 
broken as the half-eaten apple, the tell talc sign of 
their sin, falls from their hands while roses flow in 
to fill the void that separates them. 

Figure 7. Adam and Eve 
Janet McKenzie, 1999 

Here, in this image, the re-membering of mercy is 
experienced in the reconciling power of forgive­
ness that restores relations so that love and life can 
flourish: 

The betrayal in the garden has been portrayed 
again and again, yet rarely with such luscious and 
redeeming features. Here I see the reconciliation 
between man and ·WOlnan. At this mOlnent, the gift 
is not the source of temptation, but a symbol of for­
giveness, a vestige of the forsaken garden. Their 
nakedness clothed in beautiful tapestry, their cre­
ativity surviving their fall from grace, and y'et still 
connecting them to their God, the Creator. 10 

The restoration of relations is also depicted in 
Rembrandt's Return ~f the Prodigal Son, which 
brings the viewer into the moment of the father's 
embrace of his waY'vard son. In interpreting the 
parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32), Rem­
'brandt depicts the subversive nature of mercy ex­
perienced in the forgiveness of sin and the restora­
tion of relations. Mercy, in this parable, is 
subversive because it does not moralize, but rather 
it sets warranted punishment aside to emhrace and 
address the person in need. While the father would 
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bejustified in ignoring his son's pleas, his fidelity to 
his identity as father related to son exerts the stron­
ger claim, and his son is welcomed home. 

Figure 8. The Return of the Prodigal Son 
Rembrandt von Rijn 

The colors of the painting, rich red and golden 
browns, fill the canvas with warmth and welcome. 
We see the broken and tattered condition of the 
son who buries himself in the protection and com­
fort of his father's robes. The father, in turn, ten­
derly leans over his son to embrace him, restoring 
the son to relations with his family. Henri Nouwen, 
in his reflections on this painting, is drawn to the 
tenderness expressed in the father's hands: 

As soon as I recognized the difference between the 
two hands of the fathet; a new world of meaning 
opened up for me. The Father is not simply a great 
patriarch. He is mother as well as father. He 
touches the son with a masculine hand and a femi­
nine hand. He holds, and she caresses. He confirms 
and she consoles. He is, indeed, God, in whom both 
manhood and womanhood, fatherhood and moth­
erhood, are full present. That gentle and caressing 
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right hand echoes for the words of the prophet Isa­
iah: "Can a \von1an forget her baby at the breast" 
feel no pity for the child she has borne? Even if 
these were to forget, I shall not forget you. Look, I 
have engraved you on the palms of my hands." 11 

Although they are the center of the action, the fig­
ures of the father and son do not occupy the center 
of the canvas. There the viewer finds the figure of 
the eldest son who is either receding into the 
shadow or brooding as he watches his Father's re­
ception of the youngest son. This presence of the 
eldest son effectively de-centers the painting artic­
ulating the mercy of the father against the resent­
ment ofthe eldest son. This de-centering does not 
allow the viewer to rest in the mercy of the Father, 
but to drift into that stance of tbe eldest son, and to 
confront the tension found in the space betvveen 
mercy and resentment. 

Figure 9. The Family of Christ 
Linda Sehapper, 1994 

Recently displayed at the Encuentro 2000 gather­
ing in Los Angeles, California, this tapestry literally 
set the stage for the millennial celebration of the di­
versity of the Church. A stunning work of brilliant 
colors, assembled from more than 12,000 separate 
pieces, the tapestry fills a 20-foot by 40-foot space 
with a cruciform image of the Church formed by 
the people of God with Christ as their head. The 
imagery symbolizes the re-membering power of 
mercy in addressing and overcoming tlle alien­
ation resulting from the sin of racial and ethnic 
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prejudices while affirming the beauty, dignity and 
diversity of God's creation. 

The tapestry appeals to the Pauline imagery of 
the diversity and unity ofthe Body of Christ (I Co­
rinthians 12) and embodies the unity of the Church 
effected through the grace of Jesus Christ. 
"Through him the whole structure is held together 
and grows into a temple sacred in the Lord; in him 
you are also being built together into a dwelling 
place of God in the Spirit." (Eph 2:19-22) 

The artist's own description of her tapestry re­
fers t the re-membering activity of mercy as re­
flected in her work: 

The tapestry consists of almost 200 people place in 
family groups with Christ at the heart of the cross. In 
His arms he holds two babies of different races; an­
other child bides gently behind I-lis back. All races 
and many mixtures of families are represented so 
that no one will feel left out because he or she does 
not belong to the "ideal family." .. A, long as we be­
long to the family of Christ, we all belong to each 
other and none of us will ever be alone or nnloved ... 
I placed the families in the shape of the cross be­
cause love always involves a degree of surrender. 
Even though our family situations may not be per­
fect, every relationship is a gift helping us to give 
back-what we are to the family of Christ. 12 

Resurrection 

These following images by William Congdon, 
Peruko Ccopacatty and Cindy Kelly all point to the 
possibility of new and transformed life through nar­
rative or formal depictions of rescue. Congdon's 
work unfolds within the experience of his mid-life 
conversiou to Catholicism, while the works of both 
Ccopacatty and Kelly are secular creations with an 
inherent spiritual significance. In their different 
ways, all three artists assert the power of re­
membering revealed in Ezekiel's vision of the Dry 
Bones: "Thus says the Lord god to these bones: See! 
I will bring spirit into you, that you may come to life. 
I will put sinews upon you, make flesh grow over 
you, cover you with skin, and put spirit into you so 
that you may come to life and know that I am the 
Lord." (Ezek 37:5-6) 

Figure 10. Lazarus 
William Congdon, 1961 
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"Lazarus, come out!" Jesus summons his fi'iend 
from the grave in the Raising of Lazarus a ohn 
11: 1-44). The central focuses of the image is the 
tightly bound body of Lazarus who is poised be­
tween the forces of death and life, between the 
tomb and Jesus. An explosive energy seems to fill 
the canvas, with the door of the tomb looking as ifit 
has been peeled back by some powerful force. 
Black shards, the residual fragments of death, fly 
from Lazarus' body compounding the energy of 
the image. Wrapped in a dark blue sheet, with 
deeply incised lines accentuating the tightness and 
oppression of the bindings, Lazarus stands before 
the powerful figure of Jesus. This figure of Jesus 
anchors the right hand side of the image, his arms 
open in a cruciform pose reflecting his authority 
over death, his eagerness to embrace his risen 
friend, and his own impending death. The sweep­
ing arcs deeply incised into the figure of Jesus, 
seem to draw Lazarus forward, into the embrace of 
Jesus. 

Congdon's experience as an ambulance corps­
man of World War II, and his assistance in the liber­
ation of prisoners from the Bergen-Belsen death 
camp, exposed him to the cruelty of war and the de­
pravity and evil of the Nazi concentration camps, 
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where human relations were perverted by hatred, 
cruelty and apathy. 

It was an insane asylum in reverse. The insanity 
having been superimposed upon the normal by the 
insane, who watched overthem ... It was the wholly 
unrelated an revolutionary concept of humanity, 
that salvaged teeth fillings, fingernails and hair, 
stored them in warehouses with catalogued corsets 
and buttons, so as not to waste any raw products 
convertible to the war potential. 13 

Having witnessed first-hand the forces of anti­
mercy at work in the world, Congdon's depiction of 
Lazarus is all the more powerful for its assertion of 
life in the face of the destruction and evil of the 
twentieth century. 

The sculptures ofPeruko Ccopacatty witness to 
the re-membering activity of mercy in both their es­
sence and appearance: the rescuing of what has 
been cast off and the promise of resurrection. 
Ccopacatty works witb the metal that has been 

Figure 1l. Unity 
Peruko Ccopacatty, 1987 
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consigned to landfills and dumps. What had been 
deemed useless by his colleagues and tossed away 
cried out to Ccopacatty for new life. "Save us! Get us 
a life!" the scraps called out to him. And so he does. 
He responds by taking these inert scraps of metal 
and fashions them into forms that pulse and strain 
with the energy oflife. 

Sometimes you can recognize the past life of 
the rescued materials: the automotive bumpers, 
stair treads, boiler panels and construction rebar 
transformed into the limbs, muscles, tendons and 
flesh of the human and animal figures that he liter­
ally wrestles into existence. 

Ccopacatty's larger woks are commissioned or 
often intended as public works, directed to the 
rehumanization of the technological world. His 
sculptures dramatically insert powerful human 
forms into the public square to assert the beauty, 
hope and strength of the human form. The particu­
larwork, entitled Unity, was privately commissioned 
for installation at a family community center in West 
Virginia. There it stands as a model for finnily unity 
structured and strengthened by the bonds of love. 
Particularly valuable is his portrayal of masculine 
figures whose evident physical strength is often tied 
to familial love or brotherly tenderness. 14 

These following mosaics by Cindy Kelly are a 
powerful metaphor for the re-membering activity 
of mercy. Kelly works with fragments of broken pot­
tery and china, fitting each piece carefully into a 
new composition. 

Figure 12. Platter 
Cindy Kelly 1998 
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Figure 13 Planter 
Cindy Kelly 1999 

In her work she aims to recover the preciousness of 
articles once cherished but now broken, discarded 
and forgotten. It is a work of patience, imagination 
and vision. Pieces are carefully sorted through, 
chosen and fitted into a new pattern of form, shape 
and color. There is a hint of resurrection in her 
work as fragments of dishes, cups and plates are re­
worked into a mosaic, thus taking on a new and 
transformed existence. Herworks preserve the dis­
tinctive patterns and colors of the individual frag­
ments by subsuming them into a larger pattern and 
overall new form. The works featured here are vi­
sual metaphors for the re-membering of mercy, for 
brokenness is the not the end, but the beginning of 
a new and transformed existence. IS 

As diverse as these images are, they all point to 
the re-membering activity of mercy directed to the 
embodied existence of humanity. Art, in its capacity 
for representing the significance and reality of the 
Incarnation, can challenge the dualistic notions of 
redemption and mercy that focus exclusively on the 
other-worldly salvation of the soul. In this light, 
these images establish that the re-memberingwork 
of mercy begun by God at creation, continued by 
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Christ, and addressed to the daily existence of hu­
manity, is work that the church is called to continue. 
Mercy, as represented in these images, refrains 
from moral judgments about sin and suffering. In­
stead, it acts to relieve suffering by restoring per­
sons and relations to greater life and wholeness. 
Through re-membering, mercy can draw the 
brokenness of human existence into the larger pat­
terns oflove, forgiveness and grace of the "already 
but not yet" reality of the Reign of God. 
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-' " Discussion Questions ~, 

(Hennessey) "Art, in its capacity for representing the significance and reality of the Incarnation, can ~~ 
challenge the dualistic notions of redemption and mercy that focus exclusively on the other-worldly ~ 
salvation of the soul." Which artistic image most effectively conveys to you a redemption or transfor- I' 
mation that is taking place nOw, rather than later? 

(Hieb) "As we look at the trends of people entering religious life these days, we have realized for a 
while now that we are not going to be recreated from the outside with a great influx of new life. The 
influx of new life can come from within, as we look at each other with new eyes." Which persons can 
you gift with this creative gaze? 

(Moore) 

PTodigal Son: What are gentle ways you try to mend the relations of "sibling struggle; children es­
tranged from parents, and family members who do not speak to one another"? 

Celebmtion of Baptism: Who in the community or place of ministry do you find "suspect, different, 
threatening" and what basis do you can find for including them? 

Good Shephe1Yl: What initiative are you are taking to "deal with the violence that starts in the 
household of God"? 

Bod)' and Blood: For what cause would you lay down your life, risk your job, or compromise your 
reputation? 

(Ruffing) "Eckhart's interpretation moves toward integration its startling assertions in favor of an 
ongoing centeredness in God, not dependent on activity or inactivity." What kind of activity, as well 
as inactivity, would interfere with centeredness in God, available to both Martha and Mary in such an 
interpretation? 

(Schubert) 

How would you explain the choice Jesus made of Mary of Magdala as first witness to the resurrection, 
the one to take the message back to the rest of the disciples? How does Mary embody the qualities 
needed for effective mission? How does the narrative in] ohn 20 differ from homiletic stereotypes of 
Mary Magdalene? 

(Wainwright) From whom have you learned "compassionate attentiveness"? What particular forms 
of suffering move you to take action without having to reflect very long on what needs to be done? 
What have you learned fi'om people who have received your help? 
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