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Dear Sisters, Associates, Co-Workers, and Friends, 
I read a description of the growing ranks of minority entrants into religious life in "A Por­

trait of Those Who Enter Religious Orders" by Gustav Niebuhr (New YOTk Times, January 31, 
1998). According to a United States Catholic Conference Survey, women candidates polled 
were mostly white, but 15 percent were Hispanic, II percent Asian and 3 percent Ati-ican­
American. Membership is going to be influenced by minorities who have, as a class, suffered 
oppression in American society. Are some attracted by the commitment of the Sisters of Mercy 
to work for equality of women in church and society? 

A Sister of Mercy ofJ apanese ancestry in her late 70s remarked, when I was complaining 
about problems with community governance, "We are not powerless." Her counsel was all the 
more striking because her family had been incarcerated in civilian camps during WW II. She 
had known discrinlination as a citizen, and marginalization as a nun because of her ethnicity. 

What evidence will new members have that we are resisting injustice to women and mi­
norities? American Catholics enjoy an advantage. To me, there is no better translation of bib li­
cal ideals of justice for the poor and oppressed than Title VII civil rights laws and anti­
discrimination legislation developing since 1965. In their protection of the rights ofworkers, 
women, and minorities in the workplace, these laws are a prophetic challenge to some parish 
practices. Civil law is a better guarantee of fair employment policies in the church than eccle­
sial custom. 

It's worth a long struggle to get religious women and clerics to comply with American law, 
and to measure their in-house, and intra-church policies by compliance with civil law govern­
ing such areas as due process, conflict of interest, discrimination, and contracts. This does not 
mean ending protection for religious institutions. It does mean resistance to the institutional 
practice of using religious or non-profit "exemption" as a license to bully women working in 
church-affiliated institutions, hiring and firing them at whim, then touting their authority un­
der so-called "at will" contracts. 

An "offer it up" spirituality doesn't advance justice for women. It is a fiction that vows ab­
rogate women's civil rights. An education program would be timely, outlining the guarantees 
of our rights under both canon and civil law. If we are going to spend money on counseling, we 
should pay less to psychologists, and more to legal advisors. The damage done to us individu­
ally and collectively by unfairness in the workplace won't be redressed through private healing 
sessions with spiritual directors. It is appropriate for religious women to demand due process 
and redress, and to seek compensation for economic damage done to our congregations by the 
national epidemic of pastors firing nuns. We should mandate our leadership teams to advo­
cate for us in the workplace, not leave us to face our ecclesially related troubles alone. 

Why should a Hispanic, Asian or African-American woman join a community if she sees 
that its Caucasian members don't defend the rights of their own race? If Caucasian members 
want to attract women of color to join them in religious life, they should be ready to act side by 
side with them in their historical struggle for redress of wrongs, for equal protection, and for 
equal advantage. The equality we have not claimed for ourselves, we cannot hand on to anyone 

else. From this vantage point, some of the most powerful vocation min­
isters in the Institute are canon lawyers and civil lawyers. As they work to 
protect the rights of their clients, they assert on behalf of us all, "We are 
not powerless." 

Sincerely, 

Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M. 
Editor, The MAST/oumal 



The Prophetic Life and Work of Catherine McAuley 

and the First Sisters of Mercy 

THE WORD "PROPHETIC" is 
often used in relation to relig­
ious life: as an exhortation, a 
complaint, a compliment, an 
assurance, a definition, a de­
scription. In fact, it is currently 
quite a fashionable word: if 
one can say that someone or 
something is "prophetic," one's 
theological vocabulary, at 
least, is not outmoded. I my­
self have used this word in the 
past as if it made no demands 
on my life, and as if something 
could be made "prophetic" 
simply by declaring that it was 
"prophetic." But today I am 
conscious of the superficiality 
of such talk, and of our need to 
explore more deeply the pre­
cise and thorough nature of 
the prophetic vocation. 

I hope to show that the 
life and work of Catherine 
McAuley and the first Sisters 
of Mercy was indeed pro­
phetic, in the truest biblical 
sense. But as I do so, I am 
aware that I will be holding up 
a contrasting mirror to my 
own life and work, and I may 
also be holding up a contrast­
ing mirror to your life and 
work. 

The Silver Ring 

I would like to situate our re­
flections around the very 
plain but enduring symbol of 
Catherine's silver ring, the 
plain silver band which she re-

Mary C. Sullivan, RS.M. 

ceived at her profession of 
vows and which every Sister of 
Mercy since that day, and 
every Sister of Mercy in this 
room, has received. This ring 
is not a piece of ornamental 
jewelry, perhaps one among 
many; and it is not simply a 

Then Jesus said to his disci­
ples, "If any want to be my 
followers, let them deny 
themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me. For 
those who want to save their 
life will lose it, and those who 
lose their life for my sake will 
find it. For what will it profit 
them if they gain the whole 

This silver ring is not a piece of 
ornamental jewelry and it is not simply a 

convenient tag or code-object. It is a 
visible sign of the call to prophecy, a call 

received, accepted, and lived. 

convenient tag or code-object, 
worn toward off potential suit­
ors on subways or in super­
markets! This silver ring, ifit is 
what it is meant to be, is a visi­
ble sign of the call to proph­
ecy' a call received, accepted, 
and lived. 

In the ceremonial for pro­
fession of vows that was used 
by the first Sisters of Mercy, 
and was printed in the cere­
monial booklet Catherine 
adapted ii-om that used by 
the Presentation Sisters, the 
bishop blesses the ring by 
sprinkling it with holy water 
and incensing it, but the words 
of blessing are not a liturgical 
formula of blessing, but a 
proclamation of the Gospel of 
Matthew. The Gospel text 
reads in part: 

1 

world but forfeit their life? 
Or what will they give in re­
turn for their life? 

In Catherine's day, when the 
bishop, later in the ceremony, 
put the blessed ring on the 
third finger of the left hand of 
the newly professed sister, he 
said: 

May Jesus Cbrist, Son of the 
living God, who has now es­
poused you, protect you 
from all danger. Receive 
then the ring of faith, the 
seal of the Holy Spirit, that 
you may be called the 
Spouse of Christ, and if you 
are faithful, be crowned with 
him forever. In the name of 
the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit. 

In Catherine's day, the pro­
fessed sister then stood and 
said aloud, in Latin: 
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I am espoused to Him whom 
the angels serve, and at 
whose beauty the Sun and 
Moon stand in wonder. 

Mter a further prayer of bless­
ing, the newly professed sister 
then said aloud, still standing: 

Regnum mundi, et omnem 01'­

naturn saeculi, cante1npsi, jJ1"Op­
ier amorem Domini nostri J esu 
Christi, quem vidi, quem amavi, 
in quern C1~didi, quem dilexi. 

[The kingdom of the world, 
and all the ornaments of 
the earth, I have set aside 
for love of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, WhOlll I have seen, 
whom I have loved, in whom 
I have believed, and toward 
whom I incline.] 

This silver ring, which is 
all we have retained of the visi­
ble attire of the first Sisters of 
Mercy, is not only a most im­
portant symbol of Catherine 
McAuley's prophetic life and 
work, and that of the first Sis­
ters of Mercy. For if we wear it 
truthfully, and if we accept the 
call and response it signifies, 
this ring can also be the most 
tangible daily symbol of our 
own corporate prophetic 
identity. 

For the ring is intended to 
be a statement about an expe­
rience of God and about the 
consuming commitment that 
flows from that experience. 

This speaking of, from, and for God is the 
very purpose of the profession of religious 

vows: this is the call and the response 
signified in the silver ring. 

We may once have interpreted 
the "spousal" language in this 
ritual in too anthropomorphic 
a way, or worse, in too indi­
vidualistic a way. We may now 
think that we have grown or 
should grow beyond such lan­
guage and such interpreta­
tion. We may therefore be sat­
isfied with the brief statement 
in our Constitutions: 

In keeping with our Mercy 
tradition, we wear a silver 
ring, as a sign of consecra­
tion. (Constitutions 32) 

But I would like to suggest that 
it is time for us to focus more 
intently on the meaning of the 
silver ring of our profession. 

Therefore, this ring has more 
in common with the "live coal" 
that touched Isaiah's mouth 
(Isa 6:6), and with the hand 
that touched Jeremiah's 
mouth (Jer 1:9), and with the 
scroll Ezekiel was asked to eat 
(Ezek 3: 1), than we have per­
haps realized. The silver ring 
is a personal and communal 
identification; it is a mutual 
pledge between the wearer 
and the God to whom she put 
out her hand and to whose 
word she opened her mouth. 

The empowering obliga­
tion of this ring is like Isaiah's 
saying: "Here I am; send me!" 
(Isa 6:8); it is like the "burning 
fire" within Jeremiah (Jer 
20:9); it is like Deborah's chal-

lenging Barak to assemble 
forces to liberate the Israelites 
from the Canaanites (Judg 
4:8-9); it is like the aged Anna's 
speaking "about the child to 
all who were looking for the 
redemption of Jerusalem" 
(Luke 2:37-38). This ring is 
meant to declare-in a simple 
but visible way-the wearer's 
public acceptance of a public 
responsibility to speak for God. 

The Call to Prophecy 

The biblical call to prophecy is 
not an invitation to say what is 
on one's own mind. It is a call 
to a much more disciplined 
and self-effacing speech act. It 
is a call to submit to the purifi­
cation of one's mind and heart 
and lips so that one may receive 
from God the word to be ut­
tered. And then it is a hum­
bling, consuming call to go 
where one is sent, and there to 
speak for God-to utter aloud, 
before all the people, in 
speech and in action, the word 
of and from God. 

This speaking of, from, 
and for God is the very pur­
pose of the profession of relig­
ious vows: this is the call and 
the response signified in the 
silver ring of the Sisters of 
Mercy. And this is the biblical 
explanation of the prophetic 
life and work of Catherine 
McAuley and the first Sisters 
of Mercy: their surrender to 
the purification of their lips, 
and their proclamation of 
God's word. 

I would like to dwell on 
these two intimately related 
aspects of the life and work of 
Catherine and the first Sisters 
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of Mercy: 1) their constant and 
ever more deeply purifying 
realization that it was God's 
word and God's mercy and 
God's love and God's revelation 
that had seized their lives; and 
then 2) their consuming will­
ingness to utter that word, 
that mercy, that God-love, 
publicly, in speech and in ac­
tion, such that their public 
identity was precisely as speak­
ers of, from, and for God's val­
ues and God's presence. 

First, let us talk about 
their purifying, seizing expe­
rience of receiving the word of 
God into their lives. 

It is so easy to walk around 
as Sisters of Mercy unseized by 
the call of God: preoccupied 
by the distracting or comfort­
able calls of the "world," very 
busy dressing our professional 
sycamore trees (Amos 7:14), 
not wanting to become a 
"laughingstock" (Jer 20:7), 
taking cover in our alleged 
youth or age or inability to be 
eloquent (J er 1 :7). It is so easy 
to lead a life, even as a Sister of 
Mercy, that does not make it­
self available to the live coal of 
God's call to prophecy. It is so 
easy to hunker down before 
God's revelation and not open 
our mouths to the transform­
ing touch of God's word. 

Catherine McAuley and 
the first Sisters of Mercy were 
not like this. Their whole con­
ception of prayer and of spiri­
tual reading was to make 
themselves deliberately avail­
able to the call of God; to place 
themselves docilely before the 
revealing, transforming pres­
ence of God's Spirit; to let 

themselves be touched by and 
purified by God's word; to 
open themselves to the ever 
more fiery and demanding re­
alization that they were called 
to be not just a nice group of 
women who did helpful things 
for other people, but rather a 
religious community who were 
seized by the presence and 
word of God. 

Let me recall for you the 
scenes and sayings you know 
so well: 

• from the very beginning, 
the community on Baggot 
Street prayed together 
several times a day, but 
always in the early morn­
ing and before they went 
to bed; 

• at least in the beginning, 
Catherine herself rose 
earlier than the rest, so 
that she might pray 
alone, or with a few oth­
ers, the Psalter ofJ esus, a 
prayer which by its repeti­
tion of Jesus' name and 
by its content helped her 
to remain centered in the 
realization that it was 
God's work, not her own, 
in which she was en­
gaged; 

• the whole consciousness 
of the Baggot Street com­
munity was a readiness to 
hear God speak to 
them-an awareness that 
God had spoken to them 
and was, even now, speak­
ing to them; 

• there was in Catherine 
and in the first sisters a 
deep desire to be recol­
lected, to be mindful, that 
they were acting from, 

for, and because of the 
action of God; 

• in the Rule she com­
posed, Catherine said of 
the "Visitation of the 
Sick": the sisters shall 
pass through the streets 
"preserving recollection 
of mind and going for­
ward as if they expected 
to meet their Divine Re­
deemer in each poor 
habitation" (Rule 3.6, in 
Sullivan, ed. 298); 

• the community meditated 
every day on the scrip­
tures, especially on the 
life and ministry of Jesus: 
they used Catherine's 
J oumal of Meditations fm' 
E ve1Y Day in the Year, a 
highly respected volume 
of scripturally-based daily 
meditations originally 
composed in Latin in the 
seventeenth century; 

• Catherine and the first 
Sisters of Mercy read 
from the lives of the 
saints every day; and in 
the lives of the saints they 
experienced the call of 
God in the inspiring ex­
ample of other Christian 
lives; 

• Catherine repeatedly 
urged the first Sisters of 
Mercy to contemplate the 
example of Jesus Christ 
and to seek to bear "some 
resemblance to Him, 
copying some of the les­
sons he has given us dur­
ing His mortal life, 
particularly those of His 
passion" (Neumann, ed. 
330); 

• Catherine was so con­
vinced that the physical 
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presence of a Sister of 
Mercy should be, for 
others, a presence of 
God, that Mary Vincent 
Harnett says: 

her desire to resemble our 
Blessed Lord ... was her daily 
resolution, and the lesson 
she constantly repeated. "Be 
always striving," she would 
say, "to make yourselves like 
your Heavenly Spouse; you 
should try to resemble Him 
in some one thing at least, so 
that any person who sees you 
may be reminded of His holy 
life on earth." (Limerick 
Manuscript, in Sullivan, ed. 
181 ) 

• Catherine and the first 
Sisters of Mercy em­
braced silence, not in an 
oppressive way, but as, as 
she said, "the faithful 
guardian of interior rec­
ollection," as a help to in­
terior reflection on who 
one was before God and 
what one was about on 
God's behalf (Rule 8.1, in 
Sullivan, ed. 303); 

• they treasured what they 
called "mental prayer," as 
a means that God would 
use "to imprint deeply on 
the mind the sublime 
truths of religion, to ele­
vate the soul, and en­
flame the heart with the 
love of God and of Heav­
enly things" (Rule 11.2, in 
Sullivan, ed. 306); 

• they suffered in their own 
personal and communal 
lives-in countless, con­
stant ways: poverty, hun­
ger, illness, heavy work, 
numerous deaths-but 
they consciously chose to 

receive that suffering as 
the Cross of Christ, to let 
the continuing redemp­
tive work of the suffering 
and death of jesus Christ 
enter their own lives as 
the revealing call of God; 

• and in 1841 Catherine 
herself said of her Lenten 
reflections: 

The impression made on 
our minds by forty days 
meditation on Christ's hu­
Iniliations, meekness, and 
unwearied perseverance will 
help us on every difficult oc­
casion, and we will endeav­
our to make Him the only 
return He demands of us, by 
giving Him our whole heart, 
fashioned on His own 
model-pure, meek, merci­
ful and humble. (Neumann, 
ed.333-34) 

What I am trying to say, byac­
cumulated references to the 
earliest documentary sources, 
is that Catherine McAuley and 
our first sisters in Mercy con­
ceived of themselves and de­
fined themselves as women 
addressed by the voice of God, 
and they allowed themselves 
to be so addressed. They did 
not use the word "prophetic" 
to describe the purifYing call 
they felt in their lives, but that 
is the biblical name for what 
they allowed themselves to ex­
perience and for what jeremiah 
experienced: 

Tben I said: "Ah, Lord God! 
Trnly I do not know how to 
speak, for I am only a boy [or 
a nineteen-year-old girl, or a 
fifty-two year old woman]." 
But the Lord said to me, "Do 
not say 'I am only [this or 
that], ... for you shall go to 
all to whom I send you, and 
you shall speak whatever I 

command you ... " Then the 
Lord put out his hand and 
touched my mouth; and the 
Lord said to me, "Now I have 
put my words in your mouth. 
See, today I appoint you 
over nations and over king­
dams ... stand up and tell 
them every thing that I com­
mand you." (Jer 1:6-10,17) 

The Prophetic Mission 

To speak as a prophet is, as the 
Hebrew prophets understood 
and as jesus himself demon­
strated, to speak of, for, and 
from God. It is to declare, in 
one's human words or deeds, 
the will and revelation of God. 
To speak of, for, and from 
God does not require that one 
use the word "God" every time 
one opens one's mouth, but it 
does require that one's words 
and actions witness to God's 
revelation, that they announce 
God's true character, attitude, 
relationship, and action with 
respect to human life. 

If we study the life and 
work of Catherine McAuley 
and the first Sisters of Mercy 
we cannot fail to be struck by 
the" of God" character of their 
utterance-I mean, the utter­
ance of their whole lives, the 
public expression of God 
which their lives declared, 
whether in words or in deeds. 
But before we look at their 
lives in detail there is one other 
characteristic of true prophets 
that we see in Catherine and 
the first sisters: absolute de­
pendence on the help and vir­
tue of God. 

The true prophetic mis­
sion appears and is over­
whelming. To accomplish 
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what God asks, to go where 
one is sent, and to speak what 
one is asked to speak, is always 
beyond the prophet's own 
personal capacities and vir­
tues; the true prophet always 
knows that he or she is in radi­
cal need of God's help and 
presence, if his or her pro­
phetic utterance is to be truly 
"afCad," 

So the most prominent 
prophetic qualification of 
Catherine McAuley was her 
profound humility and purity 
of heart (Clare Moore even 
spoke of Catherine's "self­
contempt" [Sullivan, ed. 93]), 
but the first Sisters of Mercy 
also grew into such humility 
and purity. Certainly they 
were from the beginning con­
scions of their youth, their lack 
of know-how, their timidity, 
their lack of public skills, their 
inexperience before the world 
and before the Gospel, their 
lack of any sort of personal 
authority, and the fi'agility and 
sickness of their community. 
Added to all these weaknesses 
were the social and ecclesiasti­
cal incapacities attributed to 
their gender. Naive as the first 
Baggot Street community were 
about some things, they were 
not unaware that their parish 
priest "had [as Clare Augustine 
Moore recognized] no great 
idea that the unlearned sex 
could do anything but mis­
chief by trying to assist the 
clergy" (Dublin Manuscript, in 
Sullivan, ed. 208). 

Yet Catherine McAuley 
and these very ordinary 
women, who had initially no 
special genius of their own, 

were willing to open their 
minds and hearts and lives to 
the live coal of God's call to 
live and speak propheti­
cally-to be publicly seen as 
women of, for, and from God. 
And the early history of the 
Sisters of Mercy in Ireland and 
England is filled with their 
prophetic deeds and utter­
ances. 

We see in all these deeds 
and utterances some of the 

• her defense of the sacra­
mental needs and rights 
of the servant girls and 
women in the House of 
Mercy, against the inade­
quate arrangements con­
ceded by Rev. Walter 
Meyler, the parish priest 
and a close friend of the 
archbishop; and her of­
fering to him, in vain, a 
greater annual salary for 
these sacramental services 

The outstanding prophetic qualification 
of Catherine McAuley 

was her profound humility 
and purity of heart. 

classic forms of prophetic 
speech on behalf of God: the 
promise, the reproach, the ad­
monition, and occasionally 
the threat. For example: 

• Catherine's own decision 
to give up her entire in­
heritance and all her fn­
ture personal security to 
build a House of Mercy 
for poor women and chil­
dren because Jesus had 
said: "Whatever you do to 
the least of these who are 
mine you do to me" (Matt 
25:40); 

• her declaring God's re­
gard for the precious hu­
man life and the blessed 
eternal life of those dying 
of cholera by the way she 
cared for them, knelt by 
their cots, prayed with 
them, protected them 
from premature burial, 
and consoled them with 
assurances of God's love; 

than she could ever af­
ford-all because she 
sought the power of the 
Risen and Eucharistic 
Christ in the fragile lives 
of homeless girls; 

• her daring to walk with 
her sisters, as middle­
class women, into and 
through Dublin's worse 
slum districts, and to visit 
hovels where the poorest 
of the poor were sick and 
dying, so that she might 
tell them of the love and 
mercy of God; 

• her going through miles 
of snow and mud in Birr 
in order to visit families 
long estranged from the 
church and to explain to 
them chapter 13 of Paul's 
first letter to the Corinthi-
ans; 

• and all the dignity and self­
effacement of Catherine's 
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last year of life, a year of 
her own increasing illness 
and debility, during 
which she established two 
new foundations and pre­
pared for a third, all the 
while teaching her sisters 
to bestow themselves 
"most freely" and to rely 
"with unhesitating confi­
dence on the Providence 
of God" (Neumann, ed. 
353). 

their vocation to speak of; for, 
and from God? 

The time is long past 
when we can do them justice. 
Despite their goodness in writ­
ing detailed Annals, when 
they were just as busy as we 
are, and despite the insights 
available in their archives, the 
full prophetic lives of these 
women are mostly hidden 
from us. We can catch only 
glimpses of their prophetic 

One sees, in Catherine's own life 
and in the lasting effect of her work, 

all that one could hope to see of 
prophetic utterance 

from, for, and of God. 
Whether one looks at the be­
atitudes, the spiritual and cor­
poral works of mercy, or the 
account of the last judgment 
in the Gospel of Matthew, one 
sees, in Catherine's own life 
and in the lasting effect of her 
work, all that one could hope 
to see of prophetic utterance 
from, for, and of God. One 
can see why, on her death, her 
good friend Bishop Michael 
Blake said of her: 

A lTIOre zealous, a more pru­
dent, a lTIOre useful, a more 
disinterested, a more suc­
cessful benefactress of hu­
lnan nature, I believe, never 
existed in Ireland since the 
days of St. Bridget. (Ber­
mondsey Annals, in Sullivan, 
ed. 125) 

(That is a span of1300years!) 
But what of Catherine's 

first associates-and the earli­
est Sisters of Mercy? What of 

declarations of the mercy of 
God: 

• Mary Vincent Harnett 
compiling a Catechism of 
Scripture Histmy that was 
eventually used in Mercy 
schools throughout Ire­
land-probably the first 
such scripture textbook 
for Irish Catholic chil­
dren; 

• Mary Ann Doyle repeat­
edly begging the Bishop 
of Meath, unsuccessfully, 
to allow the sisters to visit 
the patients in the fever 
hospitals in Tullamore 
during an epidemic of ty­
phoid; 

• Frances Warde choosing 
to go to serve in the 
United States when she 
realized that her words 
and work in Carlow would 
never be understood by 

Bishop Haly of Kildare 
and Leighlin; 

• Mary Clare Moore, Mary 
Francis Bridgeman, and 
twenty-one other Sisters 
of Mercy going, on very 
short notice, to Turkey 
and the Crimea to nurse 
wounded and dying sol­
diers during the Crimean 
War-and living there in 
barracks and tent huts, 
with unbelievably harrow­
ing privations, illnesses, 
and squalor; 

• Mary Winifred Sprey dy­
ing of cholera and Mary 
Elizabeth Butler dying of 
typhus-among sick and 
wounded soldiers in the 
Crimea to whom they had 
shown the tender face of 
God; 

• Mary Gonzaga Barrie, 
Mary Stanislaus Jones, 
and other sisters strug­
gling for over two years 
with Archbishop Henry 
Manning to keep open 
the hospital they had 
founded for incurable 
sick poor on Great Or­
mond Street in London; 

• Mary Clare Moore corre­
sponding with Florence 
Nightingale for almost 
twenty years, until Clare's 
death, and sending her 
books of spiritual reading 
which Florence treasured: 
works by Gertrude the 
Great, Catherine of Siena, 
Teresa of Avila, andJohn 
of the Cross. 

This list does not even begin to 
tell the story of our foremoth­
ers in Mercy. But of one thing 
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I am sure, from all the evi­
dence I have seen: 

in the letters these women 
wrote to those they served, 
in the places where they 
chose to live, 
in their visits to the sick and 
dying and imprisoned, 
in the classrooms where they 
taught, 
in the adult instruction they 
gave, 
in the hospitals where they 
nursed, 
in their conversations with 
dying bishops and homeless 
orphans, 
in their public appearance 
and in the example of their 
lives, 

these women of Mercy explic­
itly spoke of,ft'mn, and for God. 

They used God's name 
and spoke aloud of the God 
they understood. They were 
not timid about explaining 
God's love for humankind; 
they were not reluctant to 
name the great mysteries of 
Jesus' redemptive life; they 
were not afraid to declare pub­
licly their own faith and hope 
in God, and their own confi­
dence in the loving, active 
presence of God's Spirit in the 
world. Their voices did not 
melt into the secular wood­
work. They knew the explicit 
meaning and the prophetic 
vocation of their silver ring. 

Catherine McAuley's 
Silver Ring 

The biblical precedent for our 
silver ring is not a wedding 
ring, but a signet ring. In the 
Old Testament, the finger 
ring was almost always a ring 
engraved with a seal. The seal 
was used to mark the personal 

authority vested in the wearer 
of the ring or to give personal 
authority to a document. The 
ring with its seal served as a 
signature and a pledge. It was 
vital to the authenticity of the 
seal that the clarity of its en­
graved image be preserved, 
and that the seal be kept on 
the person at all times. 

When Catherine McAuley 
died, her silver ring was taken 
from her finger and subse­
quently given to Mary Juliana 

done); and on the outside, the 
words, "Ad rnajorern Dei glo­
riarn" (To the greater glory of 
God). I think these mottoes 
describe well her interior re­
sponse to God's call to proph­
ecy and her public prophetic 
work-her utterances of, 
from, and for God. These 
mottoes speak of the interior 
purification of her desire and 
of the greater revelation of 
God's mercy to which she gave 
her life. 

The biblical precedent for our silver ring 
is not a wedding ring, 

but a signet ring-almost always 
a ring engraved with a seal. 

The ring with its seal served as 
a signature and a pledge. 

(Ellen) Delany when she pro­
fessed her vows. Juliana even­
tually served in the Belfast 
community, and Catherine 
McAuley's silver ring is now 
preserved there. At a gather­
ing of Irish archivists on Bag­
got Street last June, those of us 
who were present had the 
privilege of holding and put­
ting on Catherine's ring. For 
each of us that silent encoun­
ter with Catherine's ring was 
full of meaning. We put our 
own silver rings back on with 
much deeper understanding 
of what they mean and what 
they oblige. 

Catherine's silver ring has 
two mottoes engraved in it: on 
the inside, Mary's words, "Fiat 
volnntas tna" (Thy will be 

We don't have Catherine's 
own ring here today. Her sil­
ver ring cannot be our ring. 
Her historical times are not 
our times, and she cannot live 
our prophetic vocation for us. 
But we can find in the example 
of her life the inspiration to 
take our own silver rings seri­
ously, not simply as the record 
of a past event, but as the en­
graved seal and sign of a pres­
ent reality and a present obli­
gation. 

In the ring of each of us is 
an engraved motto-one we 
chose "in oUl'youth," when we 
perhaps little realized the full 
call of the live coal of God's 
word in our lives. It is perhaps 
time for us to examine those 
mottoes, those seals of God 
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upon our lives. If these 
motto-words are still the voice 
of God for us, then let us live 
them. If these motto-words 
are no longer the language 
that most urgently expresses 
the empowering call of God in 
our lives, then let us re­
engrave our rings with the pu­
rirying words of the voice call­
ing us to prophecy. 

Those who collaborate 
with us-as associates, co­
workers, and followers of 
Catherine McAuley-are also 
joined to the pledge and 
meaning of these rings, in 
whatever ways they hear their 
own calls to prophesy God's 
Mercy. They join the company 
of dozens of lay women and 
men without whose help the 
Sisters of mercy would never 
have been founded, and with­
out whose continuing com­
panionship the prophecy to 
which the community of 
Mercy is called will not be 
widely and visibly proclaimed. 

known in this world as women 
of God, women acting jimn 
God's desire, women speaking 
for God andfo1' God's mercy. 

And they understood 
themselves in that way: 

• as messengers of God's 
consolation, 

• as bringers of God's com­
fort, 

• as defenders of God's 
poor, 

• as pro claimers of God's 
realm, 

• as teachers of God's word, 
• as nurses of God's 

healing, 
• as a human house of 

God's Mercy. 

When Catherine made new 
dresses for two hundred very 
poor little. girls in Bermond­
sey; when she rejoiced to think 
of all the bazaar money in 
Limerick that would be 
changed into "bread and 
broth and blankets" for the 
poor (Neumann, ed. 275); 

Has the prophetic call of our silver ring 
been somewhat hidden 

from public view? 
Has the visible seal of God's claim upon 

our lives been somewhat blurred? 

What I have most wanted 
to stress in these reflections on 
the prophetic life and work of 
Catherine McAuley and the 
first Sisters of Mercy is the visi­
ble, audible oj, jimn, and for 
God character of their pro­
phetic voice. They moved 
through this world and were 

when she grieved the deaths of 
three sisters in twelve days in 
1840-in Dublin, Cork, and 
Limerick; when she struggled 
mightily to create a commer­
ciallaundry on Baggot Street, 
so that the girls and women in 
the House of Mercy would 
have a source of employment 

and income-in all these ordi­
nary events of her life she 
sought to speak publicly of 
and for God and to nurture a 
visible prophetic community 
who by their words and deeds 
declared the revelation of 
God. 

Reinvigoration 

In speaking of the wonder­
ful reinvigoration of Mary 
Aloysius Scott's life, once she 
went to Birr as superior of the 
new foundation, Catherine 
said of Mary Aloysius's former 
behavior: "We put our candles 
under a bushel" (Neumann, 
ed.291). 

Even now, Catherine does 
not want us to put our light un­
der a hushel-as undemand­
ing and unfatiguing as that 
might be-but rather to "let 
our light shine before others, 
so that they may see the good 
works of God and give glory to 
our God in heaven" (Matt 
5:16). 

We perhaps have to ask 
ourselves whether our light 
has been, to some extent, un­
der a hushel in recent years­
our personal and corporate 
prophetic light. Has the pro­
phetic call of our silver ring 
heen somewhat hidden from 
public view? Has the visihle 
seal of God's claim upon our 
lives been somewhat blurred? 
Has our prophetic utterance 
been somewhat inaudible? 

In .June 1841, Bishop 
.J ohn England visited Baggot 
Street, hoping to recruit a 
community of Sisters of Mercy 
for a foundation in Charles­
ton, South Carolina. Although 
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Catherine could not spare any 
sisters at this time, she enlisted 
the smallest postulant in the 
community to playa joke on 
the bishop, and then de­
scribed the fun in a letter to 
Mary Aloysius Scott: 

After breakfast ·we assem­
bled all the troops in the 
community room fi'om all 
quarters-Laundry, Dining 
Hall, etc., etc. By chance 2 
were in from Kingstown-we 
made a great muster. The 
question was put by his 
Lordship from the Chair: 
"Who will come to Charles­
ton with me to act as Supe­
rior?" The only one who 
came forward offering to fill 
the office was Sr. Margaret 
Teresa Dwyer which af­
forded great laughing. I had 
arranged it with her before, 

bnt did not think she would 
have courage. His Lordship 
was obliged to acknowledge 
that we are poor dependents 
on the white veil and caps. 
We certainly look like a com­
munity that wanted time to 
come to maturity, reduced to 
infancy again as we are. 
(Neumann, ed. 347) 

In the rhythm of the history of 
our prophetic call as Sisters of 
Mercy we are perhaps, once 
again, "reduced to infancy" 
and wanting "time to come to 
maturity." May the God of all 
true utterance touch the lips of 
all of us with the live coal of the 
words and deeds God wishes 
us to utter. 
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Catherine McAuley 
A Strange Attractor in a Quantum World 

Christian Koontz, R.S.M. 

IN THE QUIET BEFORE writ­
ing, I see an image of Catherine 
McAuley swimming gracefully 
through the turbulent, some­
times treacherous, waters of 
mid -nineteenth -century Ire­
land. Her strokes are strong as 
she bends her head to plunge 
deeper. Attracted by her 
grace, strength, and courage, 
other swimmers quickly join 
her. Strengthening and en­
couraging one another, the 
school of swimmers makes its 
way farther and deeper into 
the waters, attracting still oth­
ers as it goes. 

Before long, the swim­
mers find themselves in a 
place where the light blue wa­
ter before them turns sud­
denly dark. They swim toward 

with a more diverse multitude 
of creatures than they have 
ever seen before, each one 
unique and intriguing. Such 
abundance. Such beauty. As 
they gaze, awe transfigures 
them. This is where they want 
to be. Here they are alive. 
Here is where they decide to 
stay. They have reached the 
edge of chaos. 1 

In complexity science, the 
edge of chaos has become an 
icon for the creativity imma­
nent in complex adaptive sys­
tems. In human systems such 
as the Sisters of Mercy, this 
edge constitutes a fluid and 
fertile matrix, the source of all 
creative ideas, projects, art­
works, and actions. Poets and 
prophets, mystics and saints 

In complexity science, 
the edge of chaos has become an icon for 

the creativity immanent in complex 
adaptive systems. 

this dramatic line dividing 
light from dark. Curious, a bit 
frightened, they peer over the 
edge to see an inclined plane 
gradually descending into 
greater and greater darkness. 
As their sight adjusts to the 
deepening shadows, they no­
tice that the slope is teeming 

are most at home here. To this 
teeming edge, poised between 
chaos and frigidity, is perhaps 
where evolution is again beck­
oning the Sisters of Mercy of 
the Americas. 

Fundamentally, matter 
evolves through images. 2 Im­
ages are in constant motion 

10 

below the level of our con­
scious awareness. We cannot 
demand that these images re­
veal themselves to us. Nor can 
we manufacture them or make 
them up. What we can do is to 
cultivate within ourselves and 
within our communities that 
atmosphere of depth and 
those attitudes of openness, 
honesty, and reverence most 
receptive to them. 

As we have often experi­
enced, when we let go control 
of our thoughts and feelings, 
we find ourselves dropping 
into a state of consciousness 
between wakefulness and 
sleep. In this place, the edge of 
chaos within us, those images 
that we are ready, willing, and 
able to receive will appear. 
These pre-verbal images may 
manifest themselves through 
memories, feelings, hunches, 
and intuitions, as well as visual 
and auditory images. In this 
fringe of conscious awareness, 
we are awake, so we are able to 
make note of these images. 
But we are not keyed into con­
trolling them. Rather, we are 
simply relaxed and free and 
open to them. 

Whether we recognize 
them or not, these images are 
the seeds of our imagination. 
Whether we honor them or 
not, these images give rise to 
our questions, the seeds of our 
intelligence. Whether we work 
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with them or not, these images 
work their magic by motivat­
ing our words and actions. 
They hold tbe key to our fu­
ture. 

To the extent that we rec­
ognize, honor, and work with 
them appropriately, these im­
ages can provide ns with the 
two things we most need to be­
come the persons we are capa­
ble of becoming and doing the 
things we are capable of do­
ing, as individuals and as Sis­
ters of Mercy: spiritual energy 
and clarity of vision. Surely it 
was Catherine's spiritual en­
ergy and clarity of vision that 
made her snch a powerful 
strange attractor in nineteenth­
century Ireland. 

We have often experi­
enced that energy and vision 
in the past. Perhaps today we 
can gain greater access to 
Catherine's energy and vision 
by dwelling in some of her im­
ages, as these can be refreshed 
and enlightened through the 
evocative images and lan­
guage of the new sciences, es­
pecially quantum physics and 
complexity science. 

In a letter to Sister M. de 
Sales in December of 1840, 
Catherine spoke of her life as 
being like a dance called 
"Right and Left." Over a hun­
dred years later, that image 
motivated the Gathering of 
Artists in Belmont, North 
Carolina and guided the 
Grand Right and Left, a trav­
eling art show weaving Sisters 
of Mercy from around the 
country together in dynamic 
new ways. This image of the 
dance continues to motivate 

and guide many of us today, 
but we can see it afresh 
through the lens of quantum 
physics which holds that real­
ity is a network of relation­
ships. 

A~ the dancers move, to­
gether they create a dynamic, 
ever-changing pattern of rela­
tionships. While scientists 
once believed that under­
standing the properties of the 
parts would yield an under­
standing of the whole, quan­
tum physics reveals that, in re-

"Catherine McAuley: A Cloak 
of Many Colors," exploring 
"The New York Experience: A 
Contemporary View of the Vi­
sion of Catherine McAuley." 
That image gnided confer­
ence organizers in their choice 
of presentations and also at­
tracted many of us to partici­
pate in the conference. The 
image of Catherine's silver ring 
gave rise to Mary Sullivan's in­
spirational address and set the 
tone for the second day of the 
conference. 

While scientists once believed that 
understanding the properties of the parts 

would yield an understanding of the 
whole, quantum physics reveals that, in 

reality, apart from the whole there are no 
parts. 

ality, apart from the whole 
there are no parts: the dance 
gives rise to the dancers. Yet 
without the parts there can be 
no whole: the dancers create 
the dance. "As we move into 
the new millennium," Marion 
Woodman points out, "we are 
dancing deep in the flames­
physical and psychic." Through 
the flames, "Sophia calls to us 
as she has called through the 
centuries. "3 We Sisters of 
Mercy need not fear dancing 
in the flames because we 
dance with Catherine's wis­
dom flowing through our 
vems. 

The image of Catherine 
wrapping a sick child in her 
cloak to carry the child home 
motivated this conference, 

The images of the dance, 
the cloak, and the ring will no 
doubt continue to motivate 
and guide many of ns in the 
days ahead. But there are sev­
eral others that may still touch 
and move us. In a brief epi­
logue to CatheTine McAuley and 
the Tmdition of MeTcy, Mary 
Sullivan draws our attention to 
the importance of images as 
"Indirect revelations of some­
thing deeper" in Catherine's 
character. She then chooses to 
"dwell briefly" on four images 
that emerged from her long 
immersion in the primary 
documents significant in the 
history of the Sisters of Mercy: 
fire, Catherine's homemade 
boots, her blessed candle, and 
her memory of "dejected 
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faces.,,4 Perhaps viewing these 
four images through the lens 
of quantum physics can rekin­
dle their energy in our own 
lives and cast new light on 
where we are as Sisters of 
Mercy and where we are trying 
to go. 

to a packet of energy and 
evokes the image of a quan­
tum leap, which requires a 
build-up of tremendous en­
ergy. Our world is a constant 
and dynamic interplay of en­
ergy patterns. Perhaps one of 
the first associations from the 

Life wants to discover itself. 
Individuals explore possibilities 

and systems emerge. 

The image of fire has re­
emerged in recent years as 
one of our most compelling 
images, as we saw in the Sec­
ond Institute Chapter and, 
more recently, in the Institute 
Education Congress held in 
Scranton, Pennsylvania in 
July: "Tending the Fire in the 
New Millennium." Fire was 
clearly a compelling image for 
Catherine. She made deliber­
ate reference to Jesus' claim­
ing that he came to "cast fire 
upon the earth." Catherine 
saw herself as kindling for that 
fire and referred to postulants 
as being some of the fire 
Christ cast on the earth.5 In 
Teilhard de Chardin's famil­
iar vision, after humans have 
mastered winds, waves, and 
tides, a day will dawn when we 
harness the energies of love. 
On that day, for the second 
time in the history of the 
world, we will have discovered 
fire. 

Quantum physicists look 
at everything in the universe, 
including matter, as energy. 
The very word quantum refers 

quantum world associated 
with fire is energy. Energy cre­
ates, destroys, transforms, and 
consumes. 

A second image possess­
ing great power for Catherine 
was that of homemade boots. 
The year before she died, the 
community at Baggot Street 
undertook a project especially 
dear to her heart-making 
cloth boots. Inexpensive, warm, 
and sturdy, they were rein­
forced with leather. At about 
two in the morning of the day 
of her death, Catherine asked 
a sister for paper and twine, 
tied up her boots, and asked 
that the package be burned 
until it was completely con­
sumed. As Sullivan reflects: 

This simple gesture of qui­
etly burning her boots in the 
middle of the night stands as 
a remarkable symbol of 
Catherine's final abandon­
ment of herself to the provi­
dence of God. In this act of 
self-surrender she accepted 
the end of her walking, she 
relinquished her historical 
work as a Sister of Mercy, 
and she turned barefoot to-

ward God who stood before 
her in death. Like Moses 
who removed his sandals be­
fore the burning bush (Exod 
3:5), and Joshua who put off 
his sandals before the mes­
senger of God (Josh 5:15), 
Catherine McAuley deliber­
ately and reverently entered 
the holy encounter of her 
death6 

Perhaps no other image is 
more evocative of the essence 
of Catherine and her "walking 
nuns" than these boots. Sim­
ple, homemade, and sturdy, 
these boots were made for 
walking. It was in the walking 
that Catherine and her com­
panions became who they 
were. It was in the walking that 
they ministered to others. Like 
the poet Theodore Roethke in 
"The Waking," they learned 
by going where they had to go. 

"Life wants to discover it­
self," Margaret Wheatley re­
minds us. "Individuals ex­
plore possibilities and systems 
emerge. They self-transcend 
into new forms of being. New­
ness appears out of nowhere. 
We can never predict what will 
emerge. We can never go 
back. Life is on a one-way 
street to novelty.,,7 Catherine 
and her sisters simply put one 
foot in front of the other, and 
the Sisters of Mercy emerged 
out of the chaos. 

Catherine further ex­
pressed her abandonment to 
God just hours before her 
death by reaching for the 
blessed candle, an ancient 
symbol of the risen Christ. As 
recorded in the Limerick 
Manuscript, she had exhorted 
her sisters to let their lives 
burn noiselessly, like a pure 
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candle: "How silently and bril­
liantly the lamp in the sanctu­
ary burns . . . when the oil is 
pure and good; it is only when 
it is otherwise that it twinkles 
and makes noise."s 

Carefully observed, a 
burning candle becomes em­
blematic of the wave/particle 
duality, which constitutes 
quantum physics' most revolu­
tionary understanding of the 
nature of matter. Light is both 
a particle and a wave. It all de­
pends on how we look at it. 
The flame of the candle can 
represent the particle aspect 
of reality and the rays oflight 
emanating fi-om the flame 
represent the wave aspect. 
Seen in this light, the flame of 
a candle symbolizes us as indi­
vidual persons who stand in 
our own right, but also as 
members of a community 
whose light intermingles and 
intersects as it stretches to the 
farthest reaches of the uni­
verse. 

In quantum physics, notes 
Danah Zohar, "both waves and 
particles are equally funda­
mental. Each is a way that mat­
tel' can manifest itself, and 
both together are what matter 
is. And while neither 'state' is 
complete in itself, and both 
are necessary to give us a com­
plete picture of reality, it turns 
out that we can never focus on 
both at once."g In holding the 
blessed candle in her last mo­
ments, perhaps Catherine was 
gathering both herself and 
her community into the one 
flame of Christ. 

The fourth image that 
Sullivan reflects on is the im­
age of the dejected faces of 

persons who were poor. Their 
faces haunted Catherine. In a 
letter to Catherine Meagher 
about Dublin's widespread 
unemployment in November, 
1840, she wrote of two young 
women whom she had seen 
the day before: "Their de­
jected faces have been before 
me ever since."lO 

Quantum physics oilers 
an especially evocative lens for 
viewing this image of the de-

from a clockwork worIdview to 
a quantum worldview. Partici­
pation has become an organ­
izational buzzword. The ever­
present demand of large 
organizations for "strategic 
plans" calls for the participa­
tion of everyone involved in 
the enterprise. Grant funds 
are awarded to those who 
partner, who can demonstrate 
that everyone in a given or­
ganization has participated in 

In quantum physics, 
both waves and particles are equally 

fundamental. Each is a way that matter 
can manifest itself, and both together are 

what matter is. 

jected faces afresh. That lens is 
participation. An emergent 
world demands our participa­
tion. We are made to partici­
pate in life, to participate in 
the co-creation of the world. 
Participation is both our birth­
right and our responsibility. 
In a participative world, there 
is no place for either coercion 
or mere conformity. There is 
only the fi-eedom of equal part­
ners in the enterprise of life. 
There are no bosses, only part­
ners' as Margaret Wheatley re­
minds us. 11 All beings have an 
equal right to be here, and all 
beings have an equal right to 
participate in determining 
what the here will be. What 
does it mean to participate? 
That is the question. 

Organizational theorists 
today are being influenced by 
the growing awareness of the 
paradigm shift now occurring 

the planning of the project. 
But what does it really mean to 
participate? Perhaps the om­
nipresence of dejected faces in 
our culture signals our mas­
sive personal and collective 
failure to allow and arrange 
for and encourage and accept 
and establish the optimum 
conditions where all can genu­
inely participate. 

If you, my reader, have 
read this far, I invite you 
now to participate further in 
Catherine's five images sketch­
ed here: the dance, the fire, 
the homemade boots, the can­
dle, and the d"jected faces. 
Take some time to play with 
these images, in whatever 
form or media appeal to you. 
See how the images interact 
with one another, enlighten 
and influence one another. Be 
present to them and let them 
be present to you. Savor them, 
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touch them, taste them, attend 
to whatever pictures, memo­
ries, and associations they 
evoke in you. Be free to let 
Catherine's images evoke oth­
ers. Let her images and yours 
play together and see what 
happens. 

Then pay attention to the 
one image that most stands 
out to you and focus on it. 

whatever comes to you. Be­
come the image, and let the 
image become you. 

In other words, embody 
the image. If we embody an 
image, it becomes part of our 
cells, bone of our bone, flesh 
of our flesh. Our cells do not 
forget such images. They flow 
in our veins. Through those 
images of Catherine's that still 

Embodying these images, each of us 
alone and together can become strange 
attractors drawing order out of chaos. 

Turn the lens of your aware­
ness on that one image. Taste 
it, touch it, smell it. Be with it, 
evoke it. Do not try to figure it 
out. Forego the temptation to 
interpret it literally because 
literal interpretation can dis­
tort and even kill it. Simply ex­
perience it. Be in it, and let it 
be in you. Free associate with 
it. Allow yourself to feel its 
meaning. Move with the im­
age, intellectually, imagina­
tively, and emotionally. Draw, 
paint, dance, sing, or play 

have power to touch and move 
us, Catherine lives through us. 
Embodying these images, 
each of usa lone and together 
can become strange attractors 
drawing order out of the chaos 
of the end of the twentieth 
century. Let us plunge into the 
Mystery and swim together 
into the new millennium. 
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A Ministry to Ministers 

A FEW YEARS AGO, when I ad­
dressed the graduates of the 
Class of 1964 from Mercy 
High School in Baltimore, I 
was asked to name my greatest 
accomplishment in the last 
thirty years. 

Without hesitation, I re­
sponded, "Marrying a priest, 
and working toward a married 
priesthood." Since then, I 
have pondered over and over 
again exactly what that meant, 
even though the spontaneity 
of my reply did not surprise 
me. The pain and the privi­
lege of my life choices are ever 
with me in ways that none of us 
dreamed of in the late 1960s 
when we thought that optional 
celibacy would readily follow 
the change to vernacular litur­
gies and the abandonment of 
starch, serge, and fish on Fri­
day. How wrong we were to 
underestimate the forces of 
power and patriarchy that 
continue to affect every Ro­
man Catholic woman to this 
day. And mandatory celibacy 
for priests is really about 
women and their second class 
citizenship in the Church. 

The universality of the 
inequality issue exploded in 
my consciousness as never be­
fore when I read in Angela 
Bolster's book, Catherine 
McAuley Venemble fi!1' MeTCY, 
the account of her clash with 
clerical authority. Bolster re­
ports: "Mounting opposition 

Carol Ann Breyer 

(was) spearheaded by Rev. 
Matthias Kelly ofSt. Andrew's, 
who, according to sources, did 
not believe 'that the un­
learned sex could do anything 
but mischief by trying to assist 
the clergy .. .' He was preju­
diced against the Foundress 
whom he considered a par­
venu," 

And those of us involv­
ed in movements now as 

their vocation to serve God 
and God's people never in­
cluded a vow of celibacy. And 
they leave rather than com­
promise their position. 

But the institution has 
treated them shamefully. 
Abandoned by a Church they 
love, they have suffered pov­
erty, indignity, and exclusion. 
Years ago, married priests 
struggled for jobs often as 

Mandatory celibacy for priests 
is really about women 

and their second class citizenship 
in the Church. 

"un-Catholic" as Catherine 
McAuley's project was re­
garded then forge new bonds 
with the heroic woman who, 
like many of us will do more 
than a hundred and fifty years 
later, spanned two centuries of 
conflict. 

In her day, she reached 
out with boldness and com­
passion to the poor and de­
prived, and sought to establish 
the congregation of Mercy 
only for that purpose. In our 
own time, many of us extend 
our hearts and hands to those 
whom the system has at best 
rejected, and at worst ostra­
cized-priests who marry, 
stating with their lives that 
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lowly as pumping gas, and 
even today, there is an enor­
mous struggle of resigned 
priests to receive the pensions 
they earned during their years 
of service as canonical priests. 
In many dioceses across the 
country, priests who left were 
blackballed in thejob market. 
It is true that such harshness 
has modified in recent years, 
but even in the best of circum­
stances, some stigma persists, 
and scars often remain. 

At the same time, the 
appropriateness of married 
priesthood is rapidly becom­
ing a non-issue since the 
Roman Catholic Church wel­
comes to service as active 
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priests converted Protestant 
clergymen with their wives 
and children. Likewise, in an 
effort to stave off the priest 
shortage, a growing number 
of married males are beiug 01'­

daiued as deacons. But the 
discrimination against women 
continues through the policy 
that frowns at the idea of re­
marriage after orders. 

In an era where family val­
ues are all but incorporated in 
a new Pledge of Allegiance 
supported by all denomina­
tions, Church authority still 
has difficnlty with the equality 
of Matrimony and Holy Or­
ders in the sacramental sys­
tem. Is this not further evi­
derlCe of the gender problem 
which exists in the Church 
when the greatest punishment 
is reserved for those who wit­
ness to the compatibility of 
Holy Orders and Matrimony 
after ordination? 

Although it would not have 
been possible for Catherine 
McAuley to anticipate the in­
justice of the Church toward 
its own, the concern she evi­
denced for the oppressed peo­
ple she served is still relevant. 
Making the application of 
Catherine's message to the 
present time, Carmel Bourke 
inA Woman Sings a/MeTcy con­
cludes: "We too must bring the 
touch of Jesus as we minister 
his mercy to the poor, the for­
gotten, the marginalized in to­
day's broken world." 

Such a ministry may seem 
an oddity, yet its lack of ortho­
doxy does not in the least de­
tract [rom its authenticity. 
Catherine McAuley recog­
nized and responded wher­
ever there was need. The 
situation of the married priest 
is one of estrangement from 
all he has known and cher­
ished during his years of for-

The movement for optional celibacy in 
the priesthood is clearly about much 

more than allowing priests to marry. It 
strikes at the heart of clerical superiority 

and gender exclusivity. And as a 
"women's issue," women need to 

respond. 

The movement for op­
tional celibacy in the priest­
hood is clearly about much 
more than allowing priests to 
marry. It strikes at the heart of 
clerical superiority and gen­
der exclusivity. And as a "wo­
men's issue," women need to 
respond. 

mation. An enormous sense of 
disenfranchisement marks his 
existence which is truly an ex­
ile tempting many to turn 
from the Church and seek 
other refuges for priestly func­
tions. Still others lose interest 
altogether in exercising their 

ministry and abandon formal 
religion. 

In her address to women 
religious who also at times feel 
themselves distanced from the 
institutional Church, Sr. Doris 
Gottemoeller, President of the 
Institute of the Sisters of 
Mercy, in an address to the 
Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious in 1994, 
warned against that reaction, 
stating: "To allow ourselves to 
be alienated from the Church 
is to surrender our birthright; 
it is to deprive ourselves of 
life-giving nourishment; it is 
to be exiled from our true 
home. Furthermore, public 
estrangement from the 
Church deprives its other 
members of the witness of our 
love, our truth, and our fidel­
ity." 

Her words ring equally 
true for the married priest 
who is disallowed from exer­
cising the role for which he has 
been educated and trained, 
often for all of his adolescent 
and adult life. The loss to 
the Church of these resources 
is lamentable, as Richard 
Schoenherr, himself a mar­
ried priest, noted with dismay 
in his thoughtful account Full 
Pews, ErnptyAltan. But the sub­
ject here is the plight of the 
married priest who, denied his 
faculties, is forced to retool his 
life and calling. 

It is to these modern 
"Shepherds in the Mist" that 
we must direct our attention. 
Even when we may disagree 
with their choices, we owe 
them affirmation and respect, 
support and encouragement, 
and opportunities to use their 
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talents and draw from their 
background. 

For example, there's a 
Franciscan in South Florida 
who wrestles with the empti­
ness of his life and his attrac­
tion to a potential female com­
panion. He needs to assess his 
situation, not just in the soli­
tude of a retreat setting, but in 
the living room of a married 
priest in his area who wel­
comes the chance to counsel 
and advise his fellow priest. 
Someone needs to be there to 
connect tlIem, to forge the 
link that males find so diffi­
cult, but which is so crucial to 
psychological and spiritual 
healili. 

And there is ilie parish 
priest in Alabama who with his 
young wife must start a new 
existence. He requires the re­
assurance ofa small faith com­
munity where he is acknowl­
edged and accepted. And 
someone needs to be there to 
identify a nearby group and, 
most of all, to extend to him 
an invitation to come and see. 

A deacon who married in 
South Carolina misses desper­
ately ilie intellectual stimula­
tion he once shared with 
fledgling and ordained clergy. 
He still reads voraciously, and 
is anxious to communicate. 
And someone needs to be iliere 
who understands his condition 
and can involve him with oth­
ers like him to exchange books, 
reviews, and comments. 

The married missionary 
who opens a small retreat cen­
ter in Georgia wants it to serve 
others seeking solace and re­
newal. He promotes it as best 

he can and hopes the word will 
spread. And someone needs to 
be there who will come and 
bring companions for the jour­
ney, thus reinforcing the con­
cept and affirming the ideal. 

A married priest ap­
proaching his 75th year re­
cently wrote to his pastor: 
"You and I gratefully share 
faith in God's love for each of 
His other children. We con­
sciously witness His provi­
dence every day. My formal 
dispensation to marry in 1973 

come our ministry in the true 
spirit of mercy. As members of 
the Church in good standing, 
religious sisters can offer more 
than can be attained other­
wise. From you can come the 
recognition of the priestly 
identity and its gifts for God's 
people. Through your re­
spect, you can extend encour­
agement and hope. And, most 
of all, you can utilize the po­
tential of married priests. 

Consider calling upon a 
married priest to anoint the 

Through your respect, 
you can extend encouragement and 

hope. And, most of all, 
you can utilize the potential 

of married priests. 

may have denied permission 
to celebrate Mass publicly, but 
it did not take away this more 
important duty of my Holy 
Orders: that of sharing this 
faith and love, respecting each 
one's uniqueness." 

In many ways, what is 
been described here repre­
sents the mission of CORPUS 
which exists not only to secure 
acceptance of a married 
priesthood, but also to serve as 
a network of contacts and rein­
forcements for those outside 
the canonical ministry. With a 
membership of over fifteen 
hundred, CORPUS brings to 
the next century the vision of a 
priesthood of equals within 
the people of God. 

And what has been to date 
"my" ministry needs to be-

dying when the regular chap­
lain is unavailable, or time is of 
the essence in an emergenc), 
room. Bob Scanlan, a married 
priest in Illinois, carries a 
beeper after hours to respond 
to the critical calls he receives 
from a local hospital. 

Ask a married priest to as­
sist in a nursing home when 
pastoral care is called for. The 
absence of clergy to serve the 
elderly in nursing homes in 
New England prompted Louise 
Haggett, a zealous Catholic 
woman from Massachusetts, 
five years ago to found the 
C.I.T.I. (Celibacy Is The Issue) 
movement, which has already 
become a national phenome­
non involving married priests 
in all aspects of ministry. 
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Invite a married priest to 
lead a retreat or day of recol­
lection. Anthony Padovano 
served as retreat master for a 
group of nuns a few years ago 
in Jacksonville after he spent 
the summer on the theological 
faculty of Notre Dame. John 
and Mary Jane O'Brien of Bal­
timore conduct retreats now 
and then for a small commu­
nity of lay apostles in Western 
Maryland. 

Include married priests in 
your own services to celebrate 
a jubilee or to honor the de­
parted. Or simply arrange for 
them to conduct a scripture 
study or home discussion on a 
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spiritual topic. But, most of all, 
regard them as fellow Chris­
tians sharing the discipleship 
of Jesus. 

In her remarks at the Bal­
timore Regional Community 
Chapter earlier this year, 
Janet K. Ruffing, R.S.M., re­
minded her audience that "it 
is a time for gratitude and a 
time for forgiveness and rec­
onciliation." Religious women 
are in a situation not unlike 
that of National Public Radio 
and TV, which asks, "If we 
don't do it, who will?" 

Support for married 
priests as individuals is an­
other step toward the full par-

ticipation of women in the 
Church. Sr. Joan Chittister, 
O.S.B., commended the mar­
ried priests at the CORPUS 
conference in 1995 for their 
endorsement of women's ad­
vocacy, and warned, "The 
Church will not prosper until 
it gets right with women." 

The married priest has 
forfeited all in his belief that 
priests with partners further 
the ministry of both. He has 
affirmed the equality of 
women and given his life for 
this belief. Greater love than 
this cannot be found. 
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Catherine McAuley and the Option for the Poor 
Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow 

IN A PRESENTATION in EI Es­
coria!, Spain, in 1972, Gustavo 
Gutierrez used the phrase 
"option for the poor." I'd like 
to explore the option for the 
poor in Catherine McAuley's 
life and writings. I will do so by 
situating Catherine's love of 
the poor within tbe context of 
the treatment of the option for 
the poor in the Latin Ameri­
can Bishops' Medellin and 
Puebla documents, the United 
States Bishops' pastoral letter, 
Economic Justice for All, and 
Pope John Paul II's encyclical 
letter, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis 
(On Social Concern). I reflect 
upon the option for the poor 
as central to Catherine 
McAuley's original vision of 
living Mercy. Then, I con­
clude with some challenges 
and suggestions for all who de­
sire to extend Catherine's love 
of the poor into the next mil­
lennium. 

The Option for the Poor 

Who are the poor? They are 
those who lack basic necessi­
ties. They are persons who live 
on the margins of life. The 
poor are the materially disad­
vantaged and economically 
deprived in the global com­
munity. The majority of the 
world's poor are women and 
tbeir children. In professions, 
politics, and churches, many 
women still find themselves 

Marilyn Sunderman, R.S.M. 

barred from high salaried and 
high level decision-making 
positions. Hence, in tbe hu­
man community, poverty 
maintains a distinctly femi­
nine face. 

The option for the poor 
entails a commitment to stand 
witb the economically disad­
vantaged against their pov­
erty. Such a stance involves a 
transformation of conscious­
ness. It requires learning to 
view reality through the eyes 
of poor persons. One who un­
dergoes such a conversion be­
comes quick to heed Jesus' call 
to hear aud respond to the 
cries of the poor. lOne takes 
up the cause of the poor by 
working with them to enable 
them to satisfy their basic 
needs for food, clotbing, hous­
ing, education, and health 
care. 

employed, the homeless, per­
sons dying with AIDS, and the 
lonely elderly. It is to make 
Christ's preferential love of 
the poor one's own. It is, in es­
sence, to become sensitized to 
the supreme privilege of lov­
ing one's disadvantaged sis­
ters and brothers. It is to con­
sciously and actively take up 
their cause in solidarity by 
sharing their struggles and 
concerns. 

Medellin and Puebla 
Documents 

In August-September, 1968, 
tbe Second General Confer­
ence of the Latin American 
Bishops took place in Me­
dellin, Colombia. The docu­
ments of this conference re­
flect tlle conversion of heart of 

In the human community, 
poverty maintains a distinctly 

feminine face. 

To opt for the poor means 
to see poor persons in Christ 
and Christ in them. It involves 
recogmzlng the suffering 
Christ in the faces of under­
paid workers, children lacking 
proper nutrition and clothing, 
the underemployed and un-
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the Latin American Bishops. 
This resulted in their more 
wholehearted response to the 
cries of their exploited sisters 
and brothers through a com­
mitment to a preferential op­
tion for the poor. 
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In the following excerpt 
from one of the Medellin 
documents, the Latin Ameri­
can Bishops clearly and dy­
namically enunciate their op­
tion for the poor: 

We ought to sharpen the 
awareness of our duty of soli­
darity with the poor, to 
which charity leads us. This 
solidarity means that we 
make ours their problems 
and their struggles ... This 
has to be concretized in criti­
cism of injustice and oppres­
sion, in the struggle against 
the intolerable situation 
which a poor person often 
has to tolerate, in the will­
ingness to dialogue with the 
groups responsible for that 
situation in order to make 
them understand their obli­
gations.2 

work, housing, health and rec­
reation. 3 

The Puebla Final Docu­
ment reaffirms the commit­
ment of the Bishops at Me­
dellin to the preferential 
option for the poor. It gives 
faces to poor persons: peas­
ants, laborers, shanty dwell­
ers, the unemployed, and the 
underemployed.4 It insists 
that the option for the poor is 
not optional. Rather, it is a 
constituent of the gospel mes­
sage. 

Economic Justice for 
All 

In their 1986 pastoral letter, 
Econornic Justice fOT All, the 
Bishops of the United States 

Decisions must be judged in light of what 
they do for the poor, what they do to the 

poor, and what they enable the poor to do 
for themselves. 

A decade after the Medellin 
conference, the Latin Ameri­
can Bishops met again in 
Puebla, Mexico. The Puebla 
conference affirmed and in­
tensified the content of the 
Medellin documents. The 
Puebla Final Document 
stresses that fundamental hu­
man rights must be recog­
nized, protected, and pro­
moted. It specifies that human 
rights include the right to life, 
the exercise oflegitimate self­
determination, equality for 
all, and the right to education, 

reflect on the meaning of the 
option for the economically 
poor. Like their Latin Ameri­
can counterparts, the Ameri­
can Bishops assert that this op­
tion is essential to following 
Christ. It is a moral impera­
tive. 

In Economic Justice fOT All, 
the Bishops insist that those 
who determine local, national, 
and international social poli­
cies must give preeminent 
consideration to the impact 
such policies will have on the 
lives of poor persons. The 
Bishops emphatically assert 

that "Decisions must be 
judged in light of what they do 
for the poor, what they do to 
the poor, and what they en­
able the poor to do for them­
selves.,,5 

In their letter, the Bish­
ops describe the principle of 
participation whereby they 
call upon members of the hu­
man community to support 
poor persons in their efforts to 
actively engage in shaping 
their own future. 6 According 
to the Bishops, such empower­
ment is key to addressing the 
reality of economic poverty 
which plagues much of the 
world community. In addi­
tion, the Bishops stress that 
education is crucial to effect­
ing change in the lives of those 
who suffer economic depriva­
tion. 

Sollicitudo Rei Socialis 

In December, 1987, Pope 
John Paul II promulgated Sol­
licitudo Rei Socialis (On Social 
Concern), an encyclical which 
commemorated the twentieth 
anniversary of Populomrn Pm­
gTessio (On the Development 
of Peoples). On Social Concem 
is in organic unity with Pope 
Paul VI's Populomrn PmgTessio 
which "called upon the devel­
oped nations to assist the 
poor nations in their self­
development." 7 

John Paul II's On Social 
Concem treats the option for 
the poor in reflecting on the 
meaning of human dignity, 
rights and freedom, dehuman­
izing social structures, devel­
opment versus superdevelop­
ment, and the ecological 
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crisis. The Pope notes that, in 
the human community, "an 
innumerable multitude of 
people-children, adults and 
the elderly-are suffering un­
der the intolerable burden of 
poverty."s 

The situation of poverty 
prevalent in developing coun­
tries is reflective of the ever­
widening gap between rich 
countries in the Northern 
hemisphere and poor ones in 
the Southern parts of the 
globe. Within this context, the 
Pope cites the dehumanizing 
situation of a drastic shortage 
offood, lack of potable water, 
inadequate health care, and 
sub-standard housing in the 
Southern hemisphere. 

In On Social Concern, 
John Paul II contrasts the 
situation of underdevelop­
ment of nations in the South 
with the superdevelopment of 
countries in the North. The 
Pope insists that superdevel­
opment in Western society is 
the primary cause of poverty 
in the developing countries of 
the world. According to John 
Paul II, 

Superdevelopment, which 
consists in an excessive avail­
ability of every kind of mate­
rial goods for the benefit of 
certain groups, easily makes 
people slaves of "posses­
sion" and of ilnmediate 
gratification, with no other 
horizon than the multiplica­
tion or continual replace­
ment of the things already 
owned with others still bet­
ter . . . An object already 
owned but not superseded 
by something better is dis­
carded, with no thought of 

its possible lasting value in 
itself; nor of some other hu­
man being who is poorer. 9 

The Western culture of con­
sumerism, in effect, results in 
real suffering for the poor of 
the world by making resources 
unavailable to them which 
they need to survive and de­
velop. 

crete expressions of love and 
serVICe. 

Solidarity embraces the 
way of interdependence which 
requires that those who have a 
greater amount of goods and 
services share them with those 
in need. Likewise, interde­
pendence is evidenced when 
wealthy countries cease to en-

The Pope insists that superdevelopment 
in Western society is the primary cause of 
poverty in the developing countries of the 

world. 

The Pope reflects on the 
superpowers' irrational need 
in recent decades to procure 
caches of nuclear weapons. 
This has resulted in an unpar­
alleled use of both material 
and financial resources to 
stockpile these instruments of 
mass destruction not only for 
superpower countries but also 
for their allies. As a result, 
there has been no substantive 
global response to the desper­
ate economic and social ueeds 
of developing countries. 

The virtue of solidarity is 
the appropriate antidote for 
superdevelopment. This vir­
tue binds members of the 
global community in a prefer­
ential love of the poor. It 
causes persons to be disturbed 
when they encounter others 
who are "suffering under the 
intolerable burden of pov­
erty."IO It compels those who 
opt for the poor to express 
their concern for them in con-

gage in exploitative practices 
against poor persons. Interde­
pendence also manifests itself 
in the mutual support of those 
who are economically disad­
vantaged. In On Social Con­
cem, John Paul II links eco­
logical concerns to the option 
for the poor. The word "ecol­
ogy" derives from oikos, a 
Greek word which means 
home or household. The 
earth is home for all created 
reality. Each part of the earth 
mirrors the Divine. Trees and 
toads, water and rocks, mead­
ows and mountains, birds and 
bees, women and men all 
uuiquely contribute to the 
whole. ll To exploit any part 
of the earth is to violate its 
God-given value. 

The option for the poor 
and the option for ecology are 
inter-related. 

There is no way we can at­
tend to the pam; the mar­
ginalized, the oppressed, 
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unless we attend at the same 
time to the "poor" of endan­
gered species, strip-mined 
hills, eroded croplands, pol­
luted rivers, acidified lakes 
and gutted mountains. It is 
all of a piece,justice for poor 
people, justice for the earth. 
If we divorce people from 
the earth and pretend we are 
working for the poor while 
ignoring what is happening 
to their life-support systems, 
i.e., oceans, ait~ soil, plant 
and animal species, we are 
dupinf'2 ourselves and 
them. 

scious that their option for the 
earth had been violated. 

Catherine McAuley and 
the Option for the Poor 

Catherine McAuley, a nine­
teenth century woman with 
Irish roots and heritage, lived 
out the option for the poor as 
depicted in the various 
Church documents cited in 
this study. Catherine upheld 
fundamental human rights. 
She promoted the principle of 

It is all of a piece, 
justice for poor people, 

justice for the earth. 
If we divorce people from the earth and 

pretend we are working for the poor while 
ignoring what is happening to their 
life-support systems, we are duping 

ourselves and them. 

An example of consciousness 
of the inherent connection be­
tween the earth and human­
kind lies in the fact that the 
people of Enriquillo, Domini­
can Republic, tolled the 
church bells all day when their 
ecological reserve-nineteen 
ancient ceiba trees-was felled 
to make way for the construc­
tion of high-priced homes. 
The people felt a deep inter­
dependence with the trees 
which had companioned them 
in their sojourn in life. They 
decried others' lack of rever­
ence for this part of the earth 
community. In effect, the peo­
ple of Enriquillo were con-

partiCipation in relationship 
to the poor in the Ireland of 
her day. Hers was a stance of 
solidarity and interdepend­
ence with the economically 
disadvantaged. Furthermore, 
she engaged in efforts to effect 
systemic change of dehuman­
izing social structures in the 
society in which she lived and 
worked. 

Catherine rooted and 
grounded her preferential 
love of the poor in Mercy. At 
the heart of her understand­
ing of Mercy was an intimate 
connectedness between loving 
God and loving those who suf­
fer poverty. Catherine pas-

sionately loved the poor. Dur­
ing her life, she became 
completely dedicated to them. 
Her devotion to the poor ani­
mated her whole being. It was 
reflected in her choice to 
bring all her energies and re­
sources to bear on supporting 
the poor in her society. Ac­
cording to Clare A. Moore, 
one of Catherine's compan­
ions in Mercy: "Every talent 
and every penny tbat our dear 
foundress possessed had been 
devoted to the poor." 13 

Catherine was born into 
the monied class. From her fa­
ther James, early in life she 
learned what it means to em­
brace an option for the poor. 
Catherine's father modeled 
for his daughter how to reach 
out generously and compas­
sionately to disadvantaged 
persons. On Sundays, for ex­
ample, he gathered poor chil­
dren in his horne where he 
provided them with religious 
instruction and offered them 
food and clothing. 

Firsthand Experience of 
Economic Poverty 

By the time Catherine was 
twenty years old, her mother 
and father were both de­
ceased. When she went to live 
with her uncle Owen Conway 
and his family, Catherine ex­
perienced firsthand the mean­
ing of economic poverty. Dur­
ing her stay with the Conways, 
there were times when she and 
the others had only a little 
bread to eat at night and the 
floor on which to sleep.14 
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Life with the 
Callaghans 

The twenty years Catherine 
spent living with the Callaghans 
contrasted markedly with her 
days with the Conways. The 
Callaghans possessed ample 
financial means. They real­
ized 

their responsibilities before 
God to share their wealth 
with the pOOl; particularly 
tho~ewhowere employed on 
their estate, and the many 
poor families who existed in 
real destitution in the 
nearhyvillage of Coo lock. 15 

Catherine's experience at 
Coolock shaped her vision of 
Mercy as a concrete way ofliv­
ing out a preferential love for 
the poor. There she was able 
to bring comfort and help to 
the sick and needy families, 
train young girls for employ­
ment, teach poor children, 
and gather the staff at the 
house for prayer and religious 
instruction. 16 

Perhaps the experience 
that most defined Catherine's 
vision of Mercy occurred when 
a young girl from nearby came 
to Coolock House and, 

confiding that she feared 
she would not be able to 
withstand much longer the 
approaches of her young 
master, begged Catherine to 
find her shelter until she 
could get other employment. 
Without delay, Catherine 
journeyed to Dublin to seek 
a place for her in a ... home 
in the city. Greatly to her 
chagrin, she was told that all 
applications were dealt with 
by the Ladies' Committee 
which met weekly. Catherine 
pointed out that the need 

was urgent, but to no pur­
pose. Sad to tell, when shel­
ter was offered it was too 
late. In her grief Catherine 
then and there resolved that 
if ever she had the means 
she would provide a roof for 
girls in a similar plight. 
Never could she forget that 
girl who sou!{ht refuge and 
found none. 17 

This experience etched itself 
permanently in Catherine's 
memory. It sparked her 
dream of eventually renting at 
least a few rooms to provide 
for women in similar urgent 
need. And perhaps it was this 
experience that compelled 
her to declare: "The poor 
need help today, not next 
week." 18 

St. Mary's Parish 

At St. Mary's Parish, Catherine 
volunteered to teach religion 
to poor children who were stu­
dents there. Following in her 
father's footsteps, she pro­
vided food and clothing to the 
pupils in the school. She vis­
ited the poor in the vicinity 
and sought to empower them 
to help themselves. To this 
end, she taught needlework 
and crafts to students at St. 
Mary's. Furthermore, she 
rented a nearby house where 
the students' work could be 
exhibited and sold. 1 9 

Bridge Between Rich 
and Poor 

Catherine's experience of 
both wealth and poverty in her 
own life enabled her to be­
come a personal bridge be­
tween the two classes and cul-

tures. "With the aristocrats 
she could be one; and an hou;' 
afterward, she could place 
herself on a level with the 
poorest family in Ireland."20 
Having experienced poverty 
first hand, Catherine was able 
to guide others in compas­
sionately responding to those 
in need. She inspired the rich 
to join her in efforts to help 
the economically disadvan­
taged. 

At her Baggot St. House, 
Catherine nurtured her origi­
nal vision of Mercy as embrac­
ing a preferential love of the 
poor. By the time this house 
opened, Catherine had almost 
completely expended her in­
heritance on this project and 
various others. Hence, she de­
cided to send a letter to her 
wealthy friends inviting them 
to support this new endeavor. 
How deep was Catherine's 
trust that God would enable 
the work of housing and edu­
cating needy children and 
providing a residence for 
working women to proceed at 
Baggot St.! 

Catherine's vision of 
Mercy was one of responding 
to poor persons with great ten­
derness and affection. She de­
sired that the poor consider 
her own and her Sisters' "serv­
ices as rendered to those of 
their own family, since by the 
religious adoption of poverty, 
they were united in a common 
bond with all the poor."21 
Catherine was deeply con­
vinced that the preferential 
love of the poor meant work­
ing with them, especially 
through education, to Im­
prove their condition. 
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The Passion of Christ, 
Simplicity, and Prayer 

Catherine grounded her op­
tion for the poor in her special 
devotion to Christ's passion. 
For Catherine, the crucified 
Christ was identified with the 
poor. Christ's complete self~ 

divestment on the cross in the 
name of love deeply inspired 
her to follow Him in living in 
solidarity with the poor. 

Religious who, like the poor, 
must be satisfied to want 
conveniences. 24 

Prayer was a central part of 
Catherine's reaching out in 
love to the unemployed, illit­
erate, sick and dying poor. 
She began and ended her 
works of Mercy with prayer. 
She urged her Sisters to live 
out their option for the poor 
in a similar contemplative 
fashion. In so doing, she and 

Catherine 
expressed her 

preferential love of the poor 
by embracing a life of simplicity. 

Catherine expressed her 
preferential love of the poor 
by embracing a life of simplic­
ity. She insisted, for instance, 
that she be the last to be served 
at meals in her community.22 
This action demonstrated her 
desire to identify with the poor 
who seldom if ever are first to 
be seated at table and then 
have to accept whatever is left 
to eat. 

Catherine's way of view­
ing dress demonstrated her 
resolve to live out her option 
for the poor. She often "de­
prived herself of articles of 
dress ... to relieve the necessi­
ties of her neighbors."23 Re­
garding dress, Catherine ad­
vised her Sisters: 

Let us even love to want what 
is convenient and necessary 
to us, and rejoice, if possible, 
when we are not supplied 
with everything we require 
or wish fOl~ since we are poor 

her Sisters acknowledged that 
doing Mercy is God's work, 
i.e., that God seeks to be pres­
ent to the needy through oth­
ers' love of them. 

Ministry to Jesus 

Catherine considered herself 
privileged to love the poor of 
her day. She instructed her 
Sisters: "What an ineffable 
consolation to serve Christ 
himself in the person of the 
poor and to walk in the very 
same path which he trod!"25 
In the faces and lives of the 
poor, sick, and uneducated, 
Catherine met Christ. She 
sought out the poor to pour 
out Christ's love upon them. 

Catherine stated in her 
Original Rule of her Mercy 
community: 

Mercy, the principal path 
pointed out by Jesus Christ 
to those who are desirous of 

following Him, has in all 
ages of the Church elicited 
the faithfi11 in a particular 
manner to instruct and com­
fort the sick and dying 
poor.26 

Testifying to the fact that 
Catherine lived out this Rule 
in her own life, Dr. James 
O'Mahony, O.F.M., Cap. de­
clared: "In her the spirit of 
Christ went out in love and 
tenderness and mercy to the 
Christ. .. in the very poor."27 

Path of Mercy: Path of 
Preferential Love of the 
Poor 

For Catherine, the path of 
Mercy provided a concrete 
way to enflesh her preferential 
love of the poor. In true Mercy 
hospitality, she and her Sisters 
welcomed the distressed into 
their lives. They demon­
strated a deep respect for oth­
ers' dignity. Through educa­
tion, they empowered poor 
persons to meet their own and 
others' needs. They reached 
out to the homeless, the dying, 
and the depressed with com­
passionate hearts. 

The ultimate example of 
Catherine's preferential love 
of the poor occurred on the 
day she died. She asked that 
her homemade shoes be 
placed in the burning coals of 
the kitchen fire. 28 Catherine's 
shoes symbolized her identifi­
cation with the poor. Perhaps 
through dispossessing herself 
of her shoes, the message she 
sought to communicate was 
her desire that the love of 
poor persons which con­
sumed her life enspirit her 
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Sisters throughout their lives 
in Mercy. 

Catherine urged the Sis­
ters associated with each of the 
original Mercy foundations to 
preach Jesus' good news to the 
poor. Catherine's very life in­
spired her Sisters to live out a 
preferential love of the poor. 
Catherine once declared: "I 
would rather be cold and hun­
gry than that God's poor 
should be deprived of any con­
solation in my power to afford 
them."29 Furthermore, she in­
structed her Sisters: "It is bet­
ter to relieve a hundred im­
postors-if there be any 
such-than to suffer one really 
distressed person to be sent 
away empty.,,30 This last state­
ment sums up Catherine's 
deep and abiding commit­
ment to a preferential love of 
the poor. 

Challenge for Today 
and Tomorrow 

The challenge today is to keep 
Catherine's preferential love 
of the poor alive in Mercy. The 
circle of Mercy must continu­
ally widen to more and more 
fully embrace the diversity of 
needs of poor persons. The 
mission of Mercy today, like 
that of Catherine and her 
original companions, is to re­
spond wholeheartedly to such 
needs as they arise. 

Catherine's contemporary 
companions are meant to be 
agents of change in society. In 
making the works of Mercy the 
business of her life, Catherine 
expressed her social con­
sciousness. Likewise, today 
her spiritual daughters and 

sons must continue to bring 
Mercy to many by embracing 
the social dimensions of the 
gospel. 

Today and tomorrow, 
Catherine challenges others 
to make personal and corpo­
rate choices to live out a pref­
erential love of the economi­
cally disadvantaged. This 
option can take shape in vari­
ous ways in individual and col­
lective lives. Adopting a sim­
pler lifestyle, for example, is a 
way individuals and groups 
can more closely identifY with 
poor persons. 

The worldwide commu­
nity ofthe Sisters of Mercy en­
joys a rich tradition of embrac­
ing the option for the poor 
in and through a panoply of 
both institutional and non­
institutional commitments. It 
is tempting to rest on past or 
current accomplishments to­
ward bettering the situation of 
the economically disadvan­
taged. Nonetheless, the ur­
gency in Catherine's reminder 
that the poor always and for­
ever need help compels us to 
continue to respond to God's 
grace to stand with the poor in 

Today and tomorrow, 
Catherine challenges others 

to make personal 
and corporate choices to live out a 

preferential love of the economically 
disadvantaged. 

Another way to live out 
the option for the poor is by 
developing a critical attitude 
toward socio-economic poli­
cies. Such hermeneutical sus­
picion can lead to engaging in 
public witness against unjust 
social policies and sometimes 
experiencing radical conse­
quences such as periods of in­
carceration. 

Experiences with persons 
in situations of economic dep­
rivation in one's own country 
or in developing countries are 
helpful. They provide one 
with the opportunity to learn 
what one's sisters and brothers 
need in order to effect change 
toward their own betterment. 

new ways into the next millen­
mum. 

The current Mercy Insti­
tute Direction Statement ech­
oes Catherine's vision of em­
bracing the option for the 
poor. The Statement reiter­
ates Catherine's preferential 
love of the poor, especially wo­
men and children. It includes 
a commitment to follow in 
Catherine's footsteps by work­
ing to bring about systemic 
change. In a society that re­
tained a Penal Code which was 
designed to deprive persons 
of the opportunity of a Catho­
lic education, for example, 
Catherine boldly opposed this 
system of injustice. She did so 
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by initiating multiple educa­
tional endeavors, beginning 
with the establishment of a 
classroom in the Baggot St. 
House. 

The present Mercy Insti­
tute Direction Statement sets 
forth the ecological dimen­
sian of the option for the poor 
by developing the connected­
ness between being at one with 
the poor and with the earth. It 
reminds us that we bless the 
earth through choosing to live 
simply. In this way, we rever­
ence earth's fragility and her 
need to replenish her re­
sources. Furthermore, by so 
doing, we enhance the possi­
bility of our less advantaged 
sisters and brothers' sharing 
in stewarding the precious re­
sources of our common home, 
earth. 

Finally, as we follow today 
in Catherine's footsteps by 
embracing a profound prefer­
ential love of the poor, we 
need to consider what solidar­
ity with the poor means for us 
individually and corporately 
on a day-to-day basis. What in­
novative ways can we discover 
to build better bridges be­
tween the rich and the eco­
nomically poor in society? As 
Catherine did, so must we 
trust that our provident God 
will be with us as we discern 
how to respond to the needs of 
our time. Just as Catherine be­
gan new endeavors such as in­
augurating a soup kitchen i'll 
the Baggot St. House, so are 
we called to creatively live out 
our preferential option for the 
poor in the here and now and 
into the future. 
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Catherine Josephine Seton and the New York Mercy 
Experience 

Ann Miriam Gallagher, R.S.M. 

IT HAS BEEN WITH MUCH in­
terest that I have devoted con­
siderable time during recent 
years in researching the life of 
Catherine Josephine Seton. 
Who was Catherine Josephine 
Seton? She was the daughter 
of Elizabeth Ann Seton who 
founded the Sisters of Charity 
in Emmitsburg, Maryland, in 
1809 and who, in 1975, be­
came the first native born citi­
zen of the United States to be 
canonized a saint of the 
Church. She was also the first 
New York Sister of Mercy, who 
at the age offorty-sixyears en­
tered the Mercy Community 
several months after the 1846 
foundation had been made in 
New York City from Dublin, 
Ireland; and, she continued as 
Sister Catherine or Mother 
Catherine in the Mercy Com­
munity until her death in 
1891. 

What has my research re­
vealed thus far? It has shown 
that Catherine Seton's life of 
almost forty-five years as a Sis­
ter of Mercy was one ofsignifi­
cance to the history of 
nineteenth-century American 
women religious. It has also 
indicated that her life of 
forty-six years before becom­
ing a Sister of Mercy was a fas­
cinating one which could only 
have enhanced her life as a re­
ligious. I am pleased to share 
with you selected highlights of 

the first forty-six years of 
Catherine's life, after which I 
will present an overview of her 
forty-five years of Mercy Life, 
pointing out some of the ways 
she became an important part 
of what I call "The New York 
Mercy Experience." 

The First Forty-Six 
Years (1800-1846): 
Secular Life 

Early Years, 1800-1821 1 

Catherine Josephine Seton 
was born on Staten Island, 
New York, onJune 28, 1800to 
Elizabeth Bayley Seton, 
prominent New York social­
ite, and William Magee Seton, 
eminent New York import 
merchant. This second young­
est of the Seton's five children 
was about three-and-a-half 
years old when her father died 
in 1803. When her mother 
converted from Episcopalian­
ism to Roman Catholicism in 
1805, so also did she along 
with her sisters, Anna Maria 
(Annina) and Rebecca, and 
her brothers, William and 
Richard. In 1808 she left New 
York to live in Baltimore 
where her mother opened a 
school for girls. In 1809 the 
nine-year-old Catherine trav­
eled to a new home in Emmits­
burg, Maryland, some sixty 
miles northwest of Baltimore, 
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where her mother founded 
the Sisters of Charity and St. 
Joseph's School for girls. 

Her home from the early 
summer ofl809 to late Febru­
ary or early March ofl82 1 was 
in Emmitsburg. There she at­
tended classes in her mother's 
school where she eventually 
became a successful teacher, 
especially of piano and voice. 
She served as secretary to her 
mother, mainly when it came 
to correspondence relating to 
family matters. She accompa­
nied members of her mother's 
sisterhood on their travels into 
town on errands of mercy and 
to purchase supplies for the 
community and schoo!. She 
formed deep and lasting 
friendships with the sisters 
and students of St. Joseph's. 
She did the same with mem­
bers of the nearby Mount 
Saint Mary's College and 
Se,minary community, par­
ticularly with Father John 
DuBois, the institution's 
founder, and future third 
bishop of New York, who be­
came a father-figure for her. 

Catherine rejoiced with 
her mother in witnessing the 
growth ofSt.Joseph's and the 
extension of the Sisters of 
Charity to Philadelphia in 
1814 and to New York in 
1817.And, she had a fair share 
of sorrow in Emmitsburg. 
During her almost twelve 
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years there, she experienced 
the loss of many members of 
the religious sisterhood and 
her own family. These in­
cluded her sisters, Anna Maria 
and Rebecca; her aunts, 
Cecilia and Harriet Seton; 
and, ultimately her own 
mother. 

Charles Carroll in his elegant 
mansion on the Severn River 
where she delighted in par­
ties, including those he hosted 
for French officers on leave 
from their vessels in the bay, 
and with whom she was able to 
converse adequately in 
French. In Philadelphia, she 

In Annapolis, she delighted in parties, 
including those hosted for French 

officers on leave from their vessels in the 
bay, and with whom she was able to 

converse adequately in French. 

Although her home was in 
Emmitsburg for almost twelve 
years, there was a life for her 
elsewhere at periods during 
that time. After seven full 
years in Emmitsburg, she set 
out in 1816 at sixteen years of 
age on a series of at least five 
lengthy excursions (ranging 
from several weeks to more 
than three months at a time), 
arranged by her mother for 
health and social-cultural pur­
poses. The trips took her to 
Baltimore, Annapolis, Phila­
delphia, New York City, and 
Carrollton Manor in present­
day Frederick County, Mary­
land. In Baltimore she studied 
art and music with private in­
structors and became ac­
quainted with Mrs. Catherine 
Harper, daughter of Charles 
Carroll of Carrollton, the last 
and only Catholic signer of the 
Declaration of Independence 
and one of the wealthiest men 
of the nation. In Annapolis, 
she was the guest of the same 

was introduced to the social 
life of Julia Scott, her mother's 
wealthy Protestant widow­
friend and benefactress, who, 
after Elizabeth Seton's death, 
became her "second mother." 
In New York City, she visited 
with relatives on both the ma­
ternal and paternal sides of 
her family, almost all of whom 
she had not seen for many 
years. She also toured parts of 
the city, being especially 
charmed by observing women 
in the newest fashions prome­
nading on Broadway. At Car­
rollton Manor, the summer 
home of Charles Carroll, lo­
cated on his vast estate about 
forty miles south of Emmits­
burg, she socialized with ce­
lebrities such as the widow of 
Stephen Decatur, hero of the 
Tripolitian War and one of the 
most distinguished members 
of the U.S. Navy, while also 
serving as tutor to Carroll's 
grand-daughters, Emily and 

Elizabeth Harper, on vacation 
from her mother's school. 

Her last excursion, the 
one to Carrollton Manor, 
ended sometime in August 
1820 when she returned to 
Emmitsburg. By the end of 
that month, her mother's 
health had deteriorated so 
rapidly that death seemed im­
minent. Preparing for death, 
Elizabeth Seton renewed her 
religious vows on September 
24, 1820 in the presence of 
Catherine, some of the Sisters, 
and Father Simon Brute (fu­
ture first Bishop of Vincen­
nes), Elizabeth's spiritual di­
rector from Mount Saint 
Mary's. While her mother lin­
gered, Catherine sent ac­
counts of her physical condi­
tion to Julia Scott in 
Philadelphia. On December 
26 she relayed news that her 
mother was becoming weaker 
and was reduced "almost to a 
skeleton in appearance." "As 

" h "I you suppose, s e wrote, am 
chief nurse and too happy to 
be so-this employment is 
dearer to my heart than can 
ever be imagined or ex­
pected. "2 Elizabeth Seton 
died about a week later, J anu­
ary 4, 1821. Catherine was the 
only of her children present 
when death came. Anna Maria 
and Rebecca had died some 
years earlier, and William and 
Richard were now making 
their own way in a world far be­
yond Emmitsburg. 

Adventures and 
Restlessness, 1821-1846 

An extremely sad and broken­
hearted Catherine Seton left 
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Emmitsburg in late February 
or early March of 182l,just a 
few months short of her 
twenty-first birthday. She de­
parted, knowing that she was 
the sole heir of her mother's 
$2500.00 funded family es­
tate. Further, she took with 
her some of her mother's per­
sonal property, including fur­
niture, correspondence, and 
her wedding ring.3 For the 
next quarter of a century her 
home was in Baltimore with 
her friends, the Harpers, and 
in New York City with her 
Aunt Mary Post and with her 
brother, William, after his 
marriage to the wealthy Emily 
Prime of Westchester County. 
She enjoyed a wide circle of ac­
quaintances, and in the words 
of an admirer, became known 
for her "beauty, wit, and social 
accomplishments. ,,4 She re­
ceived marriage proposals. 
They included one made by 
the British Ambassador to the 
United States, Mr. Stratford 
Canning (later the famous Vis­
count Stratford de RedcJiffe, 
British Ambassador at Con­
stantinople), to whom she was 
first introduced by Charles 
Carroll of Carrollton. 

Catherine traveled exten­
sively in Europe. Her lengthy, 
detailed, and exciting travel 
journals along with corre­
spondence related to her for­
eign travel will constitute the 
basis of a separate study some­
time in the future. For now, a 
sampling. All told, she made 
three European trips between 
1829 and 1840, totaling al­
most six years of residency 
abroad. The first was made 

witb her brother, William, 
while he was on an extended 
leave from the U.S. Navy in 
1829 and 1830. With old and 
new friends, she visited many 
parts of Italy and France, 
sight -seeing and socializing, 
and keeping abreast of politi­
cal events of the day. Spend­
ing much time in Florence, It­
aly (then the Grand Duchy of 
the Austrian Dukes of Lor­
raine), sbe became acquainted 
with Florentine nobility, po­
litical exiles and their families, 
American and European so­
cialites, diplomats, and busi­
ness people residing in the 
city. In Rome, she lived for 
several months at the re­
nowned Convent of the Sacre 

1830 and joined Lafayette, 
Talleyrand, and others as they 
hosted victory celebrations 
marking the overthrow of the 
Bourbon Monarchy. 

The second trip took 
place in 1835 and 1836. In the 
company of Mrs. Harper and 
her daughter, Emily (who 
would be a life-long friend of 
Catherine and a great philan­
thropist of the Sisters of 
Mercy), she journeyed 
through parts of England, 
France, Italy, Switzerland, 
Germany, Austria, Belgium, 
and Holland. Her countless 
adventures included climbing 
the Swiss Alps at least twice. 
Among her many new ac­
quaintances were Cornelia 

All told, she made three European trips 
between 1829 and 1840, totaling almost 

six years of residency abroad. 

Coeur Sisters where she had 
the leisure to study Italian, 
French, and the guitar, par­
ticipate in religious exercises, 
entertain visitors, and make 
friends with other women 
who, like herself, took advan­
tage of the privileges afforded 
them by tlle institution. While 
in Rome, she also toured parts 
of the city with her dear friend, 
Bishop John DuBois, then on 
a begging trip in Europe for 
his New York diocese. In 
France, after staying for a 
while at the country home of 
the venerable statesman, 
Lafayette, she took up resi­
dence in Paris. There she was 
caught up in the Revolution of 

Peacock Connelly, future 
foundress of the Society of the 
Holy Child Jesus, and her hus­
band, Pierce, for whose formal 
abjuration of the Episcopal 
faith and acceptance of Ro­
man Catholicism in Rome she 
was present. 

The third European trip 
occurred from 1838 to 1840 
when she traveled with her 
brother, William, his wife, and 
their children. For a time, they 
constituted part of the elite 
"American Circle" in Nice, 
France (then ruled by the 
House of Savoy), after which 
they settled down in :Florence. 
In Florence, she renewed old 
friendships and formed new 
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ones. She frequented balls, 
banquets, concerts, ballets, 
operas, designer dress shops, 
museums, and churches. It 
was especially during the 
"Florence phase" of this last 
European trip that she experi­
enced a severe case of restless­
ness. In a letter to Julia Scott, 
she confessed that "the nov­
elty of Europe" was over for 
her, that her destiny seemed 
to be that of a wanderer who 
was "always on the go," and 
that she was simply "weary to 
death of it [all]."s Leaving 
William and his family in Flor­
ence, she returned to New 
York City alone in April 1840. 
She was almost forty years of 
age at the time. 

kept him informed of issues 
dealing with the Church of the 
United States, including the 
crucial Catholic school ques­
tion in New York; and she 
shared with him something of 
her personal life, noting at 
one point that she was likely to 
remain in her "status quo"­
the single state-even though 
gentlemen admirers contin­
ued to show an interest in 
her. 6 

Catherine spent time at 
St. Joseph's in Emmitsburg in 
the spring of 1842, having first 
written to the Superior, 
Mother Xavier Clarke (who, 
like herself, had been with 
Elizabeth Seton when she 
died), the reason for the con-

I trust to live for God now, though I may 
truly exclaim with St. Augustine, "Eternal 
Beauty how late have I known thee, how 

late I have loved thee." 

Back in New York she en­
gaged in numerous works of 
charity, guided by Bishop 
John DuBois. She kept up an 
extensive correspondence 
with her first-cousin, James 
Roosevelt Bayley, future first 
bishop of Newark and eighth 
archbishop of Baltimore, par­
ticularly during his studies 
and travels in Paris and Rome: 
she encouraged him in his 
conversion from Episcopali­
anism to Roman Catholicism; 
she sought his advice on what 
should be read by new and po­
tential converts to the Faith 
whom she was instructing; she 

templated visit: "I long to visit 
my early home once more, to 
see again several friends.,,7 
The Emmitsburg trip was fol­
lowed by visiting old acquain­
tances in Baltimore, by assist­
ing with music for the 
Requiem Mass at the Balti­
more cathedral for the re­
cently deceased Bishop John 
England of Charleston, and by 
making a lengthy spiritual re­
treat at the cathedral. Mter 
returning to New York, she re­
flected on the graces received 
from the Emmitsburg visit and 
the Baltimore retreat. Writing 
to Mother Xavier of those ex-

periences, she said: " ... I trust 
to live for God now, though I 
may truly exclaim with St. 
Augustine, 'Eternal Beauty 
how late have I known thee, 
how late I have loved thee. ",8 

In 1842, Catherine lost 
two people who had been very 
significant in her life: Julia 
Scott, her "second mother" 
since Elizabeth Seton's death 
in 1821, andJohnDuBoiswho 
had been a father figure for 
her since they first met in Em­
mitsburg in 1809. She was with 
Bishop DuBois when he 
passed away. What he meant 
to her over the years is per­
haps best summed up in what 
she wrote to James Roosevelt 
Bayley following his death: "I 
knelt by his dying bed as his 
spirit departed, and mourned 
him as my oldest best friend."9 

With the loss of Bishop 
DuBois, Catherine depended 
a great deal on the support 
and counsel of Bishop (later 
Archbishop) John Hughes, 
DuBois' successor to the see of 
New York. Many years earlier, 
her mother had helped per­
suade DuBois to admit 
Hughes to his seminary at Mt. 
St. Mary's where he was em­
ployed as the institution's gar­
dener and over-seer of slaves. 
Now the same Hughes was to 
playa key role in her daugh­
ter's future. Catherine was 
fully aware of the work of the 
two communities of women re­
ligious in New York City at the 
time-the Religious ofthe Sa­
cred Heart and her mother's 
community, the Sisters of 
Charity. When she expressed 
interest in pursuing some 
form of religious life, Bishop 
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Hughes encouraged her to 
hold off on a final decision un­
til after the arrival of the Sis­
ters of Mercy he was bringing 
over from Dublin. He intro­
duced her to them soon after 
they made their New York 
foundation on May 14, 1846 
while living as guests of the 
Sisters of Charity at Saint 
] oseph' s Select School in East 
Broadway. 10 

The Last Forty-Five 
Years (1846-1891): 
Religious Life 

Entrance to Silver Jubilee 
of Profession, 1846-1874 

Several months after that in­
troduction, on October 11, 
1846, at the age of forty-six 
years, Catherine Seton en­
tered the Mercy Community 
at the Convent of Mercy, in 
Manhattan's No. 18 Washing­
ton Place West II as the first 
New York Mercy choir postu­
lant, bringing to the commu­
nity $1000.00 in funds and an 
open-ended family pledge of a 
$500.00 annual stipend. A few 
days later, the thirty-one year 
old superior, Mother Agnes 
O'Connor, in a letter to the 
Mercys in Dublin, recorded 
the event in these words: 

I consider the entrance of 
our new Sister Catherine 
(Miss Seton) a singular favor 
from Providence, she being 
a person very influential 
amongst Catholics and Prot­
estants of the first distinc­
tion. She sings delightfully; 
her voice is of the highest 
note and cultivation. 12 

Mother Agnes' hopes for 
Catherine Seton expressed in 
that letter as one who might 
play a vital role in helping 
mold the Mercy Community 
in New York were echoed a 
few years later by Bishop] ohn 
Hughes. In a letter written 
April 16, 1849 to Archbishop 
Samuel Eccleston of Balti­
more, Hughes declared: 

Miss [Catherine] Seton 
[now known as Sister Mary 
Catherine] is to make her 
solemn Profession of relig­
ion tomorrow; and judging 
by the fervor and unbound­
ed self-denial of her noviti­
ate, if ever [a] daughter ri­
valed the sanctity of such a 
mother as hers, she is the 
one. 13 

About forty years later, Mercy 
chronicler Mother Austin 
Carroll, in her multi -volume 
work, Annals from the Leaves of 
the Sisten of Mercy, presented 
vivid accounts of how the New 
York Sisters of Mercy, in help­
ing to meet the overwhelming 
needs of New York's mush­
rooming population, engaged 

cate and prepare them for fu­
ture employment, and to serve 
as a placement agency from 
which they might find respect­
able work and earn a decent 
living. She wrote of their circu­
lating libraries, schools, or­
phanages, sodalities, visita­
tions of the poor, sick, and 
oppressed in homes, in hospi­
tals, and in prisons. In com­
menting on their prison min­
istry, Mother Austin Carroll 
gave special recognition to 
Catherine Seton. Her words 
follow: 

The experience of the Sis­
ters [of Mercy] in the [New 
York] city prison, or Tombs, 
would fill volumes. Malefac­
tors of every country and de­
gree have there claimed 
their ministrations. Num­
bers have been converted of 
whom some died true peni­
tents, and others have be­
come useful members of 
society. In reclaiming these, 
Mother Catherine Seton 
spent the greater part of her 
active life as a Sister of 
Merey She even took the 
trouble, at her somewhat 
mature age to keep up by 

She even took the trouble to keep up by 
study, her knowledge of modern 

languages that she might be able to 
instruct or console the prisoners of all 

nations. 

in a range of almost unlimited 
ministries permitted by the 
rule of their foundress. She 
wrote of the House of Mercy 
which they established mainly 
to shelter immigrant women 
(especially ofIreland), to edu-

study, her knowledge of 
modern languages that she 
might be able to instruct or 
console the prisoners of all 
nations whom she encoun­
tered in this awful abode, 
which she did to the great 
comfort of many a poor for­
eigner ... This good woman 
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is loved and venerated by 
thousands, in the prisons 
and outside of them ... She 
is trul4' the prisoners' 
friend.! 

Catherine Seton's involve­
ment in prison work dates 
back to the very early history 
of the New York Sisters of 
Mercy. Within a year of their 
arrival in New York, the Sis­
ters were approached by the 
City's Commissioners of Char­
ity who offered them free ac­
cess to the city's prisons as well 
as to its hospitals and other in­
stitutions. Catherine, possibly 
while still a novice, began to 
organize prison ministry for 
the young community. As it 
developed, the ministry in­
cluded visits of a few Sisters 
several times a week not only 
to the Tombs, the city prison, 
but also to the more distant 
state prison of Sing Sing at 
Ossining, and to the peniten­
tiary on Blackwell Island (now 
Roosevelt Island) in the East 
River. "The Annals of the New 
York Sisters of Mercy," in de­
scribing Catherine's initial en­
thusiasm for this work, state: 

As soon as she began thevisi­
tation of the Tombs, she set 
herself the task of learning 
German and Spanish [being 
already fluent in Italian and 
French], in order that her 
usefulness among the un­
happy inmates might find 
no limit.!5 

The same "Annals," her let­
ters, and other sources pro­
vide additional information 
on the continued zeal she 
manifested almost exclusively 
with male prisoners at the 
Tombs, at Sing Si\lg, and on 
Blackwell Island. She kept 
them supplied with spiritual 
reading materials, rosaries, 
medals, stamps, writing pa­
per, clothing, tobacco, and 
toilet articles. She personally 
instructed them in the Faith 
and encouraged them to join 
the Leagne of the Sacred 
Heart, a confraternity for pris­
oners, founded by the Sisters 
of Mercy and designed to pro­
mote the prisoners' spiritual 
and moral growth. She as­
sured them that she would 
look after their families in 
time of need. She provided 
spiritual consolation to them 
as they awaited their execu­
tions. She rejoiced with them 
when their executions were 
commuted (and in some cases, 
partly because of her influ­
ence). And she labored ar­
dently to improve their living 
and working conditions by 
urging wardens, doctors, and 
others to seriously pursue 
over-all prison reform. 

Once released from 
prison, these men often kept 
her informed about their lives. 
They visited her, they wrote to 

Catherine, possibly while still a novice, 
began to organize prison ministry for the 

young community_ 

her, and they sometimes sent 
her gifts and remembrances of 
themselves. On one occasion, 
she received a "gift" from a 
former prisoner who was liv­
ing in Philadelphia shortly be­
fore he died. It was a trunk 
containing a small assortment 
of clothing for distribution to 
the poor, and a wide variety of 
pistols, jimmies (crowbars), 
and other burglar's tools for 
whatever use she might have 
for them. Gifts associated with 
her prison work also came 
from her Mercy community. 
When she celebrated the Sil­
ver .Jubilee of her profession 
in 1874 (April 17), she was de­
lighted to receive as presents 
from the Sisters several suits of 
men's clothing with twenty­
five dollars in silver concealed 
in a pocket of each suit. It was 
clothing for prisoners and 
former prisoners, and money 
for them and their families. 

Silver Jubilee of Profession 
to Death, 1874-1891 

At the time of her Silver.J ubi­
lee of Profession in 1874, 
Catherine Seton was almost 
seventy-five years old. Shortly 
afterwards, she found it neces­
sary to withdraw from active 
prison ministry. However, al­
most until her death many 
years later, she was entrusted 
with the general supervision 
of that work. Community rec­
ords note that "it was a matter 
of course for the sisters who 
had visited the prison[ s] to 
turn into Mother Catherine's 
room at evening recreation 
and give her [an] account of 
the day."!6 



GALlAGHER: CATHERINE SETON AND THE NEW YORK MERCY EXPERIENCE 33 

Throughout her entire 
religious life, she was much 
immersed in a vast number of 
other ministries. She helped 
place many women in jobs af­
ter they had been trained in 
the Community's House of 
Mercy. She received countless 
numbers of the poor who 
came to her for religious in­
struction, advice, food, cloth­
ing, medicine, and money in 
the same House of Mercy. 
When she was refused permis­
sion because of her age tojoin 
other New York Mercys in giv­
ing service at the soldiers' hos­
pital in Beaufort, North Caro­
lina during the Civil War, she 
kept the sisters informed of 
the "home front" with inter­
esting and humorous letters, 
while also offering them spiri­
tual comfort in the midst of 
their difficult work. She visited 
the sick at homes and in hospi­
tals, including Bellevue and 
Harlem and Blackwell Island. 
She threw herself whole­
heartedly into fund raising 
and development projects to 
help subsidize Mercy minis­
tries. She utilized her musical 
talents not only in New York, 
but also in Providence, Rhode 
Island where as early as 1851 
she helped with music for its 
first Mercy Reception cere­
mony. She encouraged one of 
her nieces to enter and perse­
vere in the Mercy communi­
ties of New York and Provi­
dence17 She helped arrange 
Mercy vacations in Newport, 
Rhode Island at the summer 
home of her close and wealthy 
friend, Emily Harper. She cul­
tivated friendships with 

women religious of other com­
munities, especially with the 
Sisters of Charity at Mt. St. 
Vincent-on-Hudson where 
she and other Sisters of Mercy 
sometimes went for rest and 

several years (1864-1871). 
She supported several sepa­
rate New York Mercy founda­
tions extending fi-om Worces­
ter, Massachusetts to Eureka, 
California, and the establish-

In spite of the tremendous dedication she 
exhibited in all of these activities, her 

deepest love was that of prison ministry. 
Her community knew and remembered 

Catherine mainly as one who "rejoiced in 
the title of Prison Sister." 

relaxation. She served as a 
consultant to Edward 1. White 
in his publication of the first 
major biography of her 
mother. She actively sup­
ported the work of Father 
Isaac Hecker and his new Pau­
list Community. She pub­
lished and circulated works of 
a religious nature (sometimes 
after translating them from 
French). She read extensively 
and wrote beautiful medita­
tions and poems. She carried 
on a voluminous correspon­
dence with relatives, members 
of the American Catholic hier­
archy,18 and others on any 
number of events and issues 
ranging from the First Vatican 
Council, to Bismarck's unifica­
tion of Germany, to finding a 
way for transporting a desti­
tute Irish woman from New 
York City to a better life with 
her brother near Cincinnati, 
Ohio. She served as Assistant 
Mother of the community for 

ment of branch houses in 
Greenbush and Balmsville, 
New York. In spite of the tre­
mendous dedication she ex­
hibited in all of these activities, 
her deepest love was that of 
prison ministry. Her commu­
nity knew and remembered 
Catherine mainly as one who 
"rejoiced in the title of Prison 
Sister." 19 

Catherine Seton died of 
pneumonia and the grippe at 
St. Catherine's Convent of 
Mercy on the corner of Madi­
son Avenue and 81st Street in 
New York City on April 3, 
1891 at the age of almost 
ninety-one years. Requiem 
Mass was celebrated for the re­
pose of her soul in the convent 
chapel on April 6 by her 
nephew, Monsignor Robert 
Seton (the future titular arch­
bishop of Heliopolis), after 
which she was buried in the 
Sisters of Mercy lot at Calvary 
Cemetery on Long Island. In 
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eulogies and obituaries, she 
was lauded as the daughter of 
a saintly woman whose relig­
ious sisterhood had expanded 
remarkably after its founda­
tion, and as a member of a 
family of other distinguished 
persons. She was hailed as one 
who had been well-acquainted 
with a long line of eminent 
clergy and bishops who had 
been among the leaders of the 
nineteenth-century American 
Catholic Church. In consider­
ing her life as a laywoman, at­
tention was given to the 
prominent people she knew 
and the wide variety of inter­
esting places she lived and vis­
ited. In reviewing her years as 
a Sister of Mercy, acknowledg­
ment was made of her count­
less contributions to works of 
the Mercy Community, but 
the greatest emphasis was 
placed on her love for and 
service to the poor, the sick, 
and most especially to those in 
prison. Perhaps The New YOTk 
Catholic News (April 5, 1891) 
summed up her prison work 
best of all in these words: 

Noone probably ever ac­
quired such influence and 
control over the thieves and 
robber class of New York. 
Though complete reforma­
tion was seldom the reward 
of her zeal and prayerful la­
bors, she was able to prevent 
much evil and inspire much 
good in the minds and 
hearts of this dangerous and 
apparently irreclaimable 
class. They came to her for 
years to seek advice and 
guidance, they endeavored 
to make her trustee for their 
wives and children, so ilU­

plicit was their confidence in 
her. She would be called to 

the [ convent) parlor to meet 
at the same time some rela­
tive moving in the best cir­
cles, and perhaps some 
unfortunate whose steps to 
the convent door had been 
followed by a detective.20 

What a marvelous tribute to 
Catherine Josephine Seton, 
daughter of a saint, and the 
first New York Sister of Mercy! 
What a marvelous tribute to 
Catherine Josephine Seton, to 
a woman who certainly played 
a very vital role during the first 
forty-five years of "The New 
York Mercy Experience"! 

Notes 

1. Her life as a secular, mainly 
fi'om 1800, the year of her 
birth, to 1821, the year of 
her mother's death, was 
treated in detail by the 
author in "The Early Years 
(1800-1821) of Catherine 
Josephine Seton 
(1800-1891): Daughter of a 
Saint, First N ew York Sister 
of Mercy" in the Annual 
Catholic Daughters of 
America Lecture, The 
Catholic University of 
America, Wash., D. C., April 
5, 1992. It is being prepared 
for publication. 

2. Archives of St. Joseph's 
Provincial House, 
Emmitsburg, Maryland 
(hereafter cited as ASJPH), 
1 - 3 - 3, XI B58, Catherine 
Seton to Julia Scott, 
Philadelphia, Pa., Dec. 26, 
1820. 

3. For information on 
Elizabeth Seton's will see 
Annabelle M. Melville, 
Eliwbeth Bayley Seton, 
1774-1821 (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1976), 373, n. 66. It is 
unclear exactly what 

furniture was taken by 
Catherine. The 
correspondence very 
probably included letters of 
Father Brute to her mother. 
(See ASJPH, Early 
Correspondence, # 1 08, 
Sister Catherine Seton to 
Mother Euphemia 
Blenkinsop, Emmitsburg, 
Md., Feb. 22, 1884.) 
Catherine wore her 
mother's wedding ring when 
she left Emmitsburg and 
continued wearing it until 
her death, shortly after 
which the New York Mercys 
returned it to the St. 
Joseph's Provincilate in 
Emmitsburg, where it now 
graces the museum 
honoring her mother. (See 
ASJPH, Early 
Correspondence, #41, 
Sister Bonaventure, R.S.M. 
to Mother Mariana Flynn, 
Emmitsburg, Md., April 20, 
1891.) 

4. Monsignor [Robert) Seton. 
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Scotla,nd and Arnerica (New 
York: Bretanos, 1899), 325. 

5. Archives of the University of 
Notre Dame, Notre Dame, 
Ind., "The Robert Seton 
Collection" (hereafter cited 
as AUND, RSC), II - I - a, 
Catherine Seton to Julia 
Scott, Philadelphia, Pa., 
Nov. 28, 1838. 

6. Archives of the Archdiocese 
of Baltimore (hereafter cited 
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letters of Catherine Seton to 
James Roosevelt Bayley, 
Paris and Rome, 
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7. ASJPH, 1 - 3 - 3, XI B63, 
Catherine Seton to Mother 
Xavier Clarke, Emmitsburg, 
Md., February 23, 1842. 
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Catherine Seton to Mother 
Xavier Clarke. Emmitsbnrg, 
Md., April 29, 1842. 
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Catherine Seton to James 
Roosevelt Bayley, Paris, 
France, March 20, 1843. 

10. The "founding sisters" were: 
Mother Mary Agnes 
O'Connor (Superior); Sisters 
Mary Angela Maher, Mary 
Austin Horan, Mary Monica 
O'Doherty, Mary Camillus 
Byrne, Mary Teresa Breen 
(Professed Sisters); Sister 
Mary Vincent Haire 
(Novice); and, Marianne 
Byrne (Postulant). 

11. This was the first of the New 
York Mercy Motherhouses. 
Catherine Seton lived there 
from 1846 until 1848. She 
lived at a new Motherhouse, 
St. Catherine's Convent of 
Mercy, located at the cor­
ner of Houston and Mul­
berry Streets from 1848 to 
1885; and, she lived at 
another new Motherhouse, 
St. Catherine's Convent of 
Mercy, located at the corner 
of Madison Avnue. and 81st 
Street from 1885 until her 
death in 1891. (See Archives 
of the Sisters of Mercy of New 
York [hereafter cited as 
ASMNY], "History of St. 
Catherine's, Houston Street," 
H 100 - 15 - 2 - 1 - 1 and 
"History of St. Catherine's 
.. . Madison Avenue," 

H 100 - 15 - 1 - 2 - 2.) 
12. Archives of the Sisters of 

Mercy, Dublin, Ireland, 
Mother Agnes O'Connor to 
Mother Cecilia Marmion, 
Dublin, Ireland. October 15, 
1846. 

13. AAB, 25 E 15, Bishop John 
Hughes to Archbishop 
Samuel Eccleston, 
Baltimore, Maryland, April 
16, 1849. (Catherine Seton 
received the Mercy habit on 
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given the name, Sister Mary 
Catherine.) 

14. Mother M. Teresa Austin 
Carroll. Leaves ji-mn the 
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15. ASMNY, "Annals of the 
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16. Ibid. 
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Catherine McAuley's Quaker Connection 

SINCE THE PUBLICATION of 
TendeT Com'age by Joanna 
Regan and Isabelle Reiss in 
1988, I have been fascinated 
by the "Quaker Connection." 
Regan and Keiss framed the 
issne by describing Catherine 
McAuley's twenty year stay 
with the Callaghans as her 
"hidden life" in a Quaker 
household. In 1987, Carmel 
Bourke published her volume 

Janet K. Ruffing, R.S.M. 

sumptions were made by 
Americans and an Australian 
who have been deeply influ­
enced by a pluralistic experi­
ence of religion in their own 
cultures. For Sisters of Mercy 
who live in religiously plural­
istic cultures, to discover 
within the personal history of 
the foundress not only a pro­
totype of religious tolerance 
but of ecumenism as well is 

Sisters of Mercy recognize an affinity with 
Friends in sharing similar contemplative 
traditions and concerns for people who 

are poor or oppressed. 

on Catherine's spirituality, A 
Woman Sings o/MeTey and, like 
Regan and Reiss, asserted that 
there was a strong Quaker in­
fluence on Catherine. Bourke 
assumed that the Callaghans 
"were religious people, Mrs. 
Callaghan in particular being 
a very devout Quaker who 
practiced her religion with 
fervor." 1 Carmel identifies 
several dominant themes in 
Quaker theology and practice 
which she incorporates into 
her portrayal of life in the 
Callaghan's home at Coolock 
House. 

It is probably no accident 
that these reflections and as-

genuinely appealing. Further, 
Sisters of Mercy recognize an 
affinity with Friends in shar­
ing similar contemplative 
traditions and concerns for 
people who are poor or op­
pressed. Finally, from a femi­
nist desire for mutuality in re­
lationship and participation 
in governance, it is reasonable 
to expect, given their loving 
and familial relationship2 last-
ing more than twenty years, 
that these two women would 
have influenced each other in 
important ways. As we have . . 
grown 111 our own appropna-
tion of discernment and con­
sensual models of decision-

36 

making, we discover that 
Friends have a longer history 
than do we in these processes 
which were modeled on those 
of the early church. 

These possibilities excite 
our American imaginations 
but not ordinarily Irish ones,3 

unless the Irish in question 
happen to be Quakers! And 
they have excited mine, espe­
cially in terms of the potential, 
mutual, spiritual influences 
that may have been part of 
Catherine's experience with 
the Callaghans. I first became 
aware of this radically differ­
ent imaginative response to 
the possibility of Catherine's 
having been influenced by the 
Quakers when Angela Bolster 
responded in writing to some 
of my queries about these as­
sumptions and then in person 
at a MAST meeting held in 
Pittsburgh. From the perspec­
tive of promoting Catherine 
McAuley's cause for canoniza­
tion, Angela's portrayal dem­
onstrates Catherine's absolute 
fidelity to her Catholicism, ap­
parently completely uninflu­
enced in matters of religion by 
the Protestants with whom she 
lived. At that same time, Rita 
Vallade was working on her 
thesis which explored Quaker 
patterns of governance and 
compared them with Cather­
ine McAuley's approach. I re­
alized that if we continue to 
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make assertions about Quaker 
influeuce, we had best estab­
lish what we can according to 
the historical record and sort 
out our American or Austra­
lian projections onto Irish 
Quakerism on the basis of 
what we can establish from 
Quaker records themselves. 

Quaker Sources 

To that end, I began a search 
of Quaker materials and rec­
ords, first attempting to locate 
any verifiable historical link of 
Catherine Callaghan to the 
Irish Quakers. Friends main­
tained extensive records and 
consolidated their historical 
archives in the Religious Soci­
ety of Friends Historical Li­
brary housed at Swanbrook 
House, Dublin. There I read 
the entire record of Women's 
Meeting Minutes from 
1757-1813, and much of the 
Men's Meeting Minutes 
1767-79, and 1789-95. In 
reading the records of the 
business meetings and in talk­
ing with the curators of the 
collection, I discovered that 
the Friends disowned mem­
bers who married before a 
priest or who paid tithes (usu­
ally multiple offenses) for the 
support of clergy, either Ro­
man Catholic or Church of 
Ireland. The Men's Meeting 
Minutes record every letter of 
"disunity" sent to such dis­
owned members. 

Quaker "Catherines" 

In the Dublin Meeting rec­
ord,4 there were only three 
"Catherines" who were dis-

owned for marriage before a 
priest during years that might 
be plausible for Catherine 
Callaghan. A Catharine Hunt 
who married outside the soci­
ety before a priest was issued 
her notice, 23, 5 mos, 1769. 
There was no birth record for 
her in the Edenderry records 
(the meeting from which she 
transferred) that might have 
established her identity as 
Mrs. Callaghan were the date 
to match that in the obituary. 
Catherine Tracy married a 
Walter Knott in 1756 outside 
the society. Ifthe Tracy-Knott 
marriage were a fIrst marriage 
for Mrs. Callaghan, she would 
have been about seventeen 
when she married Walter 
Knott. In 1773, a Catherine 

suggested that a newspaper 
notice of the Callaghan wed­
ding might be the only way of 
identifYing which, if any, of 
these Catherines is our Mrs. 
Callaghan. I have not yet 
heard from Frances that she 
has discovered anything fur­
ther in those sources. 

The information available 
from the Friends is, I believe, 
significant in spite of our 
inability to verify Catherine 
Callaghan's name on Quaker 
membership rolls. Because of 
her marriage before a priest 
or to a non-Quaker, Mrs. 
Callaghan would not have 
been able to participate fully 
in Quaker life throughout her 
nearly fifty years of marriage. 
The lack of birth records for 

Because of her marriage before a priest or 
to a non-Quaker, Mrs. Callaghan would 
not have been able to participate fully in 

Quaker life throughout her nearly fifty 
years of marriage. 

King (already married) came 
to the Dublin Society from 
Carlow. These were the only 
Catherines in the records ex­
cept for an indigent woman, 
Catherine Cornwall, who was 
dependent on the Women's 
Meeting for all her needs. Sis­
ter Frances Lowe, R.S.M., who 
works at the National Library, 
suggested that with potential 
last names it might be possible 
to search the parish registers 
for the Callaghan marriage. 
Because some of those records 
were destroyed by fires, she 

the disowned Catherines indi­
cates that Mrs. Callaghan's 
parents most likely joined the 
Friends through conversion 
(or "convincement" to use 
their terminology). The chil­
dren would have attended 
meetings with the parents, but 
would not have been listed in 
the birth record. Because of 
the disownment, there would 
be no death record among 
the Quaker archives. Mrs. 
Callaghan was buried in the 
Protestant cemetery in Coo­
lock Village. Because she had 
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been baptized a Catholic with­
out her husband's knowledge 
before she died, she was 
buried from the Church of 
Ireland. 

Mary Nathy described 
some strange cloud darkening 
Mrs. Callaghan's life in the 
form of anonymous letters 
threatening disclosure about 
something connected with her 
marriage. Could this trouble 
"connected with her mar­
riage" be her disownment by 
the Quakers?5 It seems odd to 
me that something so gener­
ally known about Quakers in 
Ireland would not have found 
its way into any descriptions 
of Mrs. Callaghan, who was 
so obviously known to be a 
Quaker. 

Mercy Sources 

All of the biographies6 that 
treat this period of Catherine 
McAuley's life identify Mrs. 
Callaghan as a Quaker, most 

a dissenting tradition other 
than the Quakers.s Sister M. 
Vincent Harnett's description 
of the Callaghans' reaction to 
Catherine's desire to fully em­
brace her own Catholicism af­
ter she had made an informed 
doctrinal and historical inves­
tigation of both Protestantism 
and Catholicism suggests that 
they both respected decisions 
of conscience. 

It was but natural to suppose 
that they would have wished 
her to be of the same relig­
ious persuasion as them­
selves, but as her conscience 
and conviction led her oth­
erwise, they were unwilling 
to exert even the smallest in­
fluence and allowed her the 
same freedom of choice in 
the matter of religion, which 
in similar circumstances 
they would have desired for 
themselves. She continued 
to go to Mass, they to 
Church without any diminu­
tion of their mutual esteem 
and affection9 

Many people of that time continued to 
worship with Friends and to consider 
themselves Friends, and to practise a 

Quaker lifestyle even though they were 
deprived of membership. 

likely based on the Mary Ann 
(Anna Maria) Doyle letter: "I 
cannot say much of Revd. 
Mother's life in the world. I 
know she had much to con­
tend with regarding religion, 
being constantly with Protes­
tants and Quakers.,,7 It is pos­
sible that William Callaghan 
may actually have belonged to 

Given that both Callaghans by 
the time Catherine lived with 
them attended a Protestant 
church occasionally, in what 
ways might we describe the 
particular effects on Catherine 
ofliving for more than twenty 
years with Protestants? And 
particularly in what ways 
might she have encountered 

Catherine Callaghan's Quak­
erism? 

Catherine Callaghan 
and the Irish Quakers 

Clearly, Mrs. Callaghan must 
have continued to identify 
herself as a Quaker despite 
her disownment, for any men­
tion of her Quakerism to occur 
at all. Potentially, as Ross 
Chapman wrote, "many such 
people of that time continued 
to worship with Friends and to 
consider themselves Friends, 
and to practise a Quaker life­
style even though they were 
deprived of membership."IO 
However, it is important to 
recognize some of the particu­
lar features of the Society of 
Friends in Ireland. 

My recent historical re­
search on the Irish Quakers 
revealed discrepancies from 
contemporary generalizations 
commonly made about Quak­
ers. Irish sources agree that 
Quaker life in Ireland in the 
early and mid-eighteenth cen­
tury was in decline. Journals 
indicate that many Irish 
Quakers had abandoned plain 
dress.1 1 The more spiritually 
fervent Quakers expressed 
concern at assimilation, re­
porting that Friends were in­
volved with "drinking healths, 
gaming, frequenting play­
houses, music meetings and 
other such diversion."12 Irish 
Quakers were primarily of 
English ancestry and did not 
show much interest in convert­
ing the native Irish13 They 
had accumulated considerable 
wealth which "led to social 
acceptance and pressure to 
identify with their Protestant 
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peers.,,14 Isabel Grubb de­
scribes an obsession with the 
maintenance of discipline by 
1750 which "had brought the 
Society to a very low ebb." 15 Of 
course, periodic revivals oc­
curred through the ministra­
tions of visiting Friends and 
from the Evangelical move­
ment lead by Wesley which in­
fluenced the Society of 
Friends. But Irish Quakerism 
in the eighteenth century was 
not at its most vibrant level. 

Since Irish Quakers were 
primarily converts from the 
Church of Ireland or from the 
Calvinistic traditions, they 
were unsympathetic to Irish 
Roman Catholics both theo­
logically and ethnically. They 
were, however, less bigoted to­
wards others than were Angli­
cans. Because of their own be­
liefs about dependence on the 
"Inner Light," the inward 
guidance of the indwelling 
Spirit within as the only thing 
religiously necessary, they op­
posed sacraments, creeds, 
rituals, and the external, ma­
terial, religious culture of Ro­
man Catholicism. Hence, the 
prohibition in the Callaghan 
household of popish objects 
such as crucifixes, pictures, 
statues, etc. 16 They did not ob­
ject to church attendance. 

On the other hand, there 
were strong points of inter­
connection between these di­
verse Christian traditions. 
They shared the same Scrip­
ture and a desire to imitate 
Jesus. In spite of the relig­
ious controversies of the day, 
Catherine learned by living in 
Protestant homes that these 
were good people who were 

often sincerely following what 
they believed. She had, as a re­
sult, a broader view of Christi­
anity than that of someone 
who was raised within the lim­
ited confines of Catholic belief 
and culture alone. 

Quakers recognized the 
authenticity of the Catholic 
mystical tradition. They par­
ticularly liked to read the 
French Quietists of the previ­
ous century, most especially 
Madam Guyon, but Francis 

really been an essentially 
Catholic phenomenon . . . 
brought at least a small meas­
ure of appreciation of the 
devotional attitude of each." 19 
Harnett states that Catherine 
often "read from some book of 
moral or religious instruc­
tion,,20 to Mrs. Callaghan 
when she was an invalid. In ad­
dition to the Scriptures, some 
of these mystical writings may 
have been among the books 
read aloud. 

Quakers recognized the working of the 
Inward Light in all men and women 

regardless of their particular religious 
traditions. 

deSales as well. The Imitation 
of Christ by Thomas a Kempis 
was a volume shared by both 
groups. Most Quaker homes 
had a copy of Bar day' sApo logy 
faT the TTUe Christian Divinity. 
Barclay had been reared a Cal­
vinist, but was educated in 
France by Jesuits17 Quakers 
recognized the working of the 
Inward Light in all men and 
women regardless of their 
particular religious traditions. 
For them, this was an experi­
enced reality and not a matter 
of creed or something effected 
by ritual. Irish Friends con­
sider the late eighteenth cen­
tury to have been a Quietist 
period in their own history,18 
This was a distinct contrast 
with the early Friends who 
wanted to change the world. 
Maurice Wigham reports that 
this "alignment with what had 

Wigham also reports a se­
ries of first-day meetings in 
Dublin in which the silence 
was broken on only one occa­
sion in twenty-two consecutive 
meetings. 21 Worship had be­
come less "enthusiastic" or 
"charismatic" by this period of 
time. Both Mrs. Callaghan 
and Catherine McAuley would 
have been comfortable with 
this deep interior, silent 
prayer. I also suspect that 
Catherine's interior life was 
fostered rather than hindered 
by the lack of devotional ob­
jects in the horne. Further­
more, these friends might 
never have needed to speak 
about their interior experi­
ences to one another, but 
rather simply sensed God 
dwelling in one another. 
Wigham also tells us that "the 
Bible was a constant source 
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book, and family reading after 
breakfast became the 
norm."22 A minute from the 
Yearly London Meeting of 
1815 gives a sense of how 
Quakers viewed this practice,23 

It has afforded us much sat­
isfaction to believe, that the 
Christian practice of daily 
reading in families a portion 
of Holy Scripture, with a 
subsequent pause for retire­
ment and reflection, is in­
creasing amongst us. We 
conceive that it is both the 
duty and the interest of 
those who believe in the doc­
trines of the gospel, and who 
possess the invalnable treas­
ure of the sacred records, 
ti'equently to recur to them 
for instruction and consola­
tion. We are desirons that 
this wholesome domestic 
regulation may be adopted 
everywhere. Heads of fami­
lies, who have themselves 
experienced the benefit of 
religious instruction, will do 
well to consider, whethel; in 
this respect, they have not a 
duty to discharge to their 
servants and others of their 
household. 

egalitarian and non-paid min­
isters led by the Spirit traveled 
widely, visiting local meetings 
and individual families. These 
visitations included conversa­
tion about mutual concerns 
and usually included silent or 
spontaneous prayer. Among 
Quakers, such visitation 
helped keep the community 
gathered around similar con­
cerns and provided mutual 
encouragement in the prac­
tice of their faith. This practice 
of visitation was a primary 
means of fostering individual 
processes of discernment un­
dertaken with community 
support. Women Quakers 
were remarkable for their par­
ticipation in this itinerant 
ministry in which they often 
traveled far beyond their re­
gion of origin. They traveled 
two by two in order to main­
tain their respectability, but 
in every other way they equal­
ed the men in this ministry. 
Catherine McAuley certainly 
seemed to be aware of this 

Women Quakers were remarkable for 
their participation in this itinerant ministry 

in which they often traveled far beyond 
their region of origin. 

The Bible was not, however, 
the only book read for devo­
tional purposes. Quakers also 
read journals of traveling min­
isters, history, poetry, travel, 
and biblical studies. 

Among Quakers there 
was a ministry of peer visita­
tion. The Society was radically 

Quaker practice since she is 
recorded as having her com­
panion address her on the 
trip to England, as "friend 
Catherine" instead of using ei­
ther any term associated with 
religious or her familiar nick­
name, "Kitty."2'1 Visitations 
were also used by other relig-

ious groups for proselytizing. 
Catherine McAuley was skill­
ful at visitation, in her case, in­
ternally as a means for animat­
ing her newly founded young 
communities and apostoli­
cally, like the Quakers, for 
both instruction and encour­
agement in the faith. Her visi­
tations included conversation, 
practical response to needs, 
and prayer. 

According to Wigham, 
the Quaker ambiance per­
vaded the whole life of the 
family. Before each meal, 
there were always moments of 
quiet worship sometimes bro­
ken by prayer. "25 And "The 
problems of the household 
were often subject to quiet 
waiting and prayer rather 
than argument. The way will 
open' it was said, 'there will be 
a leading from the Spirit. ",26 I 
wonder if Catherine McAuley 
might have absorbed some­
thing of this waiting on God 
for guidance and for the way 
to be shown £i'om Mrs. 
Callaghan. Mercy documents 
describe the foundress as rely­
ing on God's providence and 
of having an extraordinary 
trust in God enabling her to 
move step by step in the direc­
tion she felt God wanted. The 
terminology is slightly differ­
ent, but not the reality of dis­
cernment. 

Moral Goodness 

In addition to a bond in an in­
terior way of life, Catherine 
was free of anti-Protestant 
prejudice. She experienced 
among the Protestants with 
whom she lived even prior to 
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the Callaghans Protestant 
generosity in taking in family 
members dependent on tbeir 
charity. The Callaghans were 
generous beyond their imme­
diate family and described as 
genuinely loving. Catherine 
judged people on the basis of 
character rather than on their 
membership in any particular 
group. She discerned good 
character regardless of the 
conditions of wealth or pov­
erty or religious belief. She 
recognized that the moral 
goodness she witnessed in her 
friends and family members 
were authentic expressions of 
the religion which they prac­
ticed. Although she suffered 
from painful anti-Catholic 
verbal abuse, she attributed 
such statements to ignorance 
rather than malice. Her re­
sponse was to educate, per­
suade, and enlighten. 

Care for the Poor 

The strongest link between 
Catherine and the Quakers 
may well be a shared concern 
for people who were poor. 
Mary Nathy describes Mrs. 
Callaghan's generosity to the 
poor of Coolock Village as 
representative of her Quaker 
practice.27 It was not until 
1822 that tbe Quakers initi­
ated any large scale relief 
schemes.28 Prior to this time, 
they assumed total responsi­
bility for their own poor, usu­
ally through the local 
Women's Meeting,29 while in­
dividual Quakers extended 
help to some people beyond 
their own community. During 

the Great Famine, Quakers as 
a group responded to desper­
ate need with great generosity 
without using their relief ef­
forts as means of coercing con­
verSIOn. 

In addition, in the Ireland 
of Catherine's day, some ac­
tivities were determined solely 
by gender. The poor, some­
times called "cottagers" who 
lived in villages or on the land 
near the large manor houses 
and estates, were the responsi-

cipal protagonist, against 
whom the cottager, Margaret, 
argues her understandings of 
Catholic practice and teach­
ing. Not only is Catherine's di­
rect experience of caring for 
the poor a result of her shar­
ing responsibilities for the 
Callaghan household, but 
there are Quaker versions of 
this genre, in which two 
women discuss a number of 
topics related to moral behav­
IOr, parenting, and other 

The strongest link between Catherine and 
the Quakers may well be a shared 
concern for people who were poor. 

bility of the lady of the 
house, who actually saw to the 
management of the entire es­
tate, grounds as well as the 
household. Such was Mrs. 
Callaghan's position as mis­
tress of Coolock House. How­
ever, as she grew more frail, 
Catherine acted as her surro­
gate in the charity she offered 
in her friend's name. She vis­
ited the families and saw 
both their ignorance and 
their poverty. When Catherine 
McAuley "initiated a crusade 
for the unfortunate" she at­
tracted the competitive jeal­
ousy of the local vicar's wife 
who tried to outdo her in char­
ity.30 

Anyone familiar with 
Catherine McAuley's Cottage 
ContTovenies, immediately rec­
ognizes the vicar's wife as the 
model for Lady P _, the prin-

practical topics. The Quakers 
carefully omitted all sectarian 
themes from their tracts so 
that their distribution would 
not be proscribed by either the 
Catholics or the Anglicans. 31 

Catherine used the same 
genre creatively as a catecheti­
cal tool. 

Mary N athy describes 
Catherine as not only distrib­
uting provisions, but spend­
ing hours listening to the 
villagers, instructing and con­
soling them. Catholics were 
frequently employed on the 
estates as servants, footmen, 
coachmen, gardeners, etc. 
Many of these retainers lost 
employment when the coun­
try estates were closed because 
the gentry moved to London 
where the new social scene 
unfolded after the Act of Un­
ion. Quaker sources indicate 
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serious commitment to care 
for needy persons. The Dublin 
Yearly Meeting of 1800 ex­
horted: 

a loving concern was felt to 
excite friends to come up in 
the practice of what we 
ought to be-humble self­
denying followers of Christ­
that our lives and conduct 
might be brought to this 
standard-and in a particu­
lar manner that we might 
be engaged to relieve the 
distresses of our fellow­
creatures by affording them 
the means of obtaining a 
comfortable livelihood for 
themselves; by visiting the 
sick and affiicted in their 
habitations, by promoting 
the education of their poor, 
neglected children, and by 
doing our part to render 
their situation altogether as 
comfortable as we would 
others should do to us were 
we in a similar situation. 

Historically, this approach 
was adopted by the Dublin 
Quakers shortly before the 
Callaghans moved out to Coo­
lock House. It is extraordinar­
ily similar to Catherine's inter­
pretation of the works of 
mercy which she practiced 
long before she opened the 
house of mercy. Quakers did 
not proselytize the recipients 
of their charity, and they re­
sponded to absolute need re­
gardless of religion, class, or 
political alignments. 

A point of divergence oc­
curs, however, in attention to 
the social causes of human 
misery. Catherine McAuley 
did not develop any form of 
social analysis or social criti­
cism similar to that which was 
evolving among the Quakers 
during the time she was associ­
ated with the Callaghans. A 
Quaker woman, Catherine 
Phillips, who traveled in both 
Ireland and America, pub­
lished Considera.tions on the 
Ca.uses of the High PTice of Ora.in 
in 1792. 

Phillips offered a detailed 
analysis of why the prices 
went up and stayed up, trac­
ing the deprivation of the 
poor to the increasing pen­
chant for luxury among the 
rich and middle classes. The 
seeds of poverty and vio­
lence, she believed, were 
sown in the taste for luxury 
... She then proposed a de­
tailed and carefully con­
structed land-nse policy, 
addressing ... the needs of 
all concerned parties.32 

By 1827, Elizabeth Fry and 
her brother Joseph Gurney 
who were horrified at the 
conditions in prisons and 
charitable institutions re­
proached the Lord Lieuten­
ant of Ireland: "To preserve 
the poor from starvation, it 
is a duty which appears to 
devolve not only on the be­
nevolence of individuals, but 
in case of absolute need, on 

Although Catherine chose to live frugally, 
she did not connect this choice as a way 
of redistributing resources among social 

classes. 

the justice of the whole com­
muuity.,,33 

These citations from Quakers 
contemporary with Catherine 
McAuley reveal a more radical 
social or systemic analysis of 
the causes of poverty than 
Catherine herself ever sug­
gested in writing. 

Although Catherine chose 
to live frugally, she did not 
connect this choice as a way of 
redistributing resources among 
social classes. She often seems 
more intent on religious in­
struction and on securing sal­
vation in the next life as much 
as she sought to relieve suffer­
ing in the present life. She was 
preoccupied with the loss of 
one's soul if one died unbap­
tized or unrepentant. She 
does not appear to envision 
the possibility of social change 
nor does she concretely pro­
mote it. She does not seem to 
imagine a step beyond rescu­
ing the victims of various 
forms of injustice. 

Likewise, she does not re­
flect on the effects of bigotry 
as an ideology which fosters 
hatred, anger, and scape­
goating, leading to both civil 
and domestic violence. Relig­
ious bigotry was so violent in 
her milieu that she literally 
risked her own financial secu­
rity by broaching the possibil­
ity of conversion and baptism 
to Mrs. Callaghan, and her life 
when her brother-in-law dis­
covered that both his daugh­
ter and wife had become 
Roman Catholics; Catherine 
responds in a non-violent 
manner, but does not appear 
to reflect on the interrelation­
ships among all of the factors 
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involved. Although Catherine 
lived before the first great pa­
pal social encyclicals appeared 
influencing Catholics in rela­
tionship to socialjustice issues, 
the Quakers already had be­
gun to analyze the causes of 
poverty and the oppression of 
the poor as well as to seek so­
cial changes which would 
make temporary reliefunnec­
essary. 

Despite this lack of social 
analysis in Catherine McAuley 
and perhaps in Mrs. Callaghan 
as well, I, nonetheless, want to 
assume that there was a recip­
rocal, mutually reinforcing 
spiritual or religious influence 
in the Callaghan household. 
Were that not the case, I doubt 
that the Callaghans would 
have been open to Catherine's 
invitation to embrace the 
Catholic faith on their 
deathbeds. Although neither 
of the Callaghans entirely 
"practiced" their respective 
religions if measured by church 
attendance, they were both 
good people who loved others 
despite their economically 
comfortable lives. They both 
respected conscience and 
were religious in their own 
way. They were both generous 
to the poor and entirely will­
ing to support Catherine's 
plans to relieve the needs of 
poor women. They shared 
their lives and their resources 
with Catherine in a mutually 
loving relationship, although 
she no doubt felt her lesser so­
cial position resulting from 
her dependence on their be­
nevolent generosity. 

Conclusion 

I do not believe that much 
more can be retrieved about a 
direct Quaker connection for 
Catherine McAuley through 

butions to the works of mercy 
organized by the sisters at Kin­
sale.34 Quakers developed 
methods of non-violent theory 
in the early twentieth century 
through direct contact with 

Catherine McAuley freely moved across 
the Protestant-Catholic divisions in Ireland 

and England. 

Mrs. Callaghan. Catherine 
McAuley had become con­
vinced of the truth of the 
Catholic faith when she re­
solved her religious doubts 
about whether or not she 
could embrace the Protestant 
faith which most of her family 
shared. Once convinced 
through an intellectual pro­
cess rather than a devotional 
one, she seemed to question 
only specific Catholic customs 
or cultural practices rather 
than anything related to the 
understanding of Catholicism 
in her day. There are, though, 
wonderful convergences, simi­
larities, and actions related to 
the Quakers which have subse­
quently become part of Mercy 
life and practice as a result of 
developments in Catholic so­
cial teaching, ecumenism, and 
the evolution of apostolic re­
ligious life. 

A more u'uitfulline of re­
search might be to trace in Ire­
land, England, and America 
concrete intersections be­
tween the Sisters of Mercy and 
Quakers from the first founda­
tions to the present. For in­
stance, Quakers made contri-

Ghandi. This mutual influ­
ence later supported Sister of 
Mercy efforts in the U.S. when 
they often joined with Friends 
in social justice activities in 
various parts of the country 
from the late 1960s on. 

Catherine McAuley freely 
moved across the Protestant­
Catholic divisions in Ireland 
and England. As she organ­
ized the House of Mercy and 
other works, she studied all of 
the available models. She in· 
spected the Kildare Society 
Schools, uncovering their 
methods of proselytizing. The 
most stunning direct influ­
ence on her of Quaker con­
cern for the poor was the Lan­
castrian educational system. 
Joseph Lancaster (1778-
1839) pioneered a method of 
education in the slums of Lon­
don. In 1801, he 

opened a school, promising 
to educate all children who 
wished to come to him freely, 
if they were too poor to pay 
the tuition, or for a small fee 
where the parents had the 
means for it. Not having any 
source of income from which 
to pay assistants, Lancaster 
hit upon the plan of employ· 
ing older pupils to teach the 
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younger ones. This system 
of pupil instructors, guided 
by Lancaster's native apti­
tude for teaching and gift for 
winning the confidence and 
affection of the children, 
succeeded even beyond the 
enthusiast's expectation. 35 

When Catherine organized 
her own schools, she studied 
Lancaster's successes and fail­
ures and modified his system 
in ways which were extremely 
successful in Ireland. Mercy 
sources do not make this par­
ticular Quaker connection ex­
plicit. Mary Sullivan charac­
terized it as: 

a modified systenl wherein 
senior girls served, under 
the direction of the sister­
teachers, as lTIonitresses who 
heard the recitations in secu­
lar subjects and corrected 
the written assignments of 
small groups of young'er 
children. This was the 
method generally following 
many of the early Mercy 
schools, there being too few 
sisters to handle the com­
plete instruction of the hun­
dreds of children who 
attended each school ... Ac­
cording to Courtney, the 
monitresses from "the be­
ginning were paid by the 
comnlunity even during the 
hard years of the Famine" 
and Saturday classes in sing­
ing, drawing, and piano 
were provided to them. 
TIley, in turn, if they "as­
pired to be governesses," 
gave piano lessons in the 
school where "there was a pi­
ano for lessons and also one 
for practice." 36 

This modified Lancastrian 
system revolutionized educa­
tion for poor children in Ire­
land once the penal laws were 
repealed and poor Catholic 
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children could receive an edu­
cation. Although there were 
limitations to the depth and 
scope of education provided 
in those early years, nonethe­
less, education made a signifi­
cant difference both to the 
children served and to society. 

I suggest that many more 
sucb influences and connec­
tions might be discovered 
were Mercy scholars to do the 
careful historical work which 
alone justifies accurate claims 
about such influences and 
connections. There is a tnlth 
in the imaginative leap some 
of us have made to Catherine's 
Quaker connection. It may say 
more about us than about 
Catherine. It may say more 
about what we are becoming 
than about how Catherine un­
derstood her own situation. 
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Catherine McAuley 
Going to the Threshold for Mercy 

Neil J. Draves-Arpaia, M.Div. 

THE THEME OF THIS confer­
ence, "Catherine McAuley: A 
Cloak of Many Colors," re­
minded me of something I 
read in PeTipheml Visions, by 
Mary Catherine Bateson, a 
professor of anthropology 
and English at George Mason 
University. Bateson, who is 
Margaret Mead's daughter, 
writes: 

Many tales have more than 
one meaning. It is important 
not to reduce understanding 
to some narrow focus, sacri­
ficing multiplicity to what 
might be called the rhetoric 
of merely.! 

Imaging Catherine McAuley 
as a cloak of many colors sug­
gests a diversity of visions 
about someone whose imme­
diate influence positively im­
pacted the impoverished so­
cial conditions in early 
nineteenth -century Ireland. It 
also suggests the tremendous 
possibilities that are still be­
fore us for fostering a richer 
appreciation for Catherine 
McAuley. I hope that my con­
tribution to the conversation 
about Catherine McAuley will 
in some small way help rescue 
her from the sacrificial altar of 
being "merely" a nineteenth­
century Irish nun. 

This enhancing effort, so 
to speak, presents any histo­
rian, biographer or commen­
tator with special challenges. 
One immediate task is to care-

fully scrutinize Catherine's life 
or legacy, beyond the aspects 
that already stand in bold re­
lief; to discern critical aspects 
that may only be visible pe­
ripherally such as its political 
implications and dimensions. 
For example, Mother Austin 
Carroll's Life of Cathe1'ine 
McAuley devotes a chapter to 
the presence and influence of 
Daniel O'Connell, the Irish 
Liberator, in the life and mis­
sion of the Sisters of Mercy. It 
states that O'Connell fre­
quently visited Convents of 
Mercy on his travels through 
Ireland. These were more 
than courtesy or social calls. 
O'Connell "addressed" the 
children in the schools, and 
Catherine herself often re­
ferred to O'Connell, some­
times reading from some of 
his personal letters.2 Despite 
the fact that Carroll makes a 
point of saying that Catherine 
did not meddle in politics3 

and that she even instructed 
the sisters that religious were 
to disengage from conversing 
about it, Catherine obviously 
kept herself informed about 
human realities. 4 This will be 
a critical consideration if 
Catherine's life and work are 
to speak to contemporary 
audiences where political, eco­
nomic, and global issues are a 
part of daily discourse. Of 
course, politics in Catherine's 
day was a frequent cause of 
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violent ruptures in Irish social 
life and one can see why she 
would discourage involve­
ment in political discourse. 

Another task is to present 
Catherine's qualities and con­
tributions in such a way that 
she holds relevance to a wide 
range of people from all walks 
of life. This means searching 
for ways to endear her, say, to 
contemporary males just as 
she was in her life-time dear 
to individuals like William 
Callaghan, Daniel O'Connell 
or to the many Irish ecclesias­
tics. It also means finding 
ways to endear her to married 
and single women just as she 
was significant in the life of 
her sister, Mary, Catherine 
Callaghan, Mrs. O'Connell, or 
Miss Louisa Costello. 

In speaking of Catherine 
McAuley, one also needs to ex­
ercise caution. Austin Carroll's 
biography recalls an incident 
that occurred shortly after the 
dedication of the House of 
Mercy chapel, 1829. A priest, 
who was not in favor of 
Catherine's new project, wrote 
her a contemptuous and de­
meaning letter which brought 
Catherine to tears. It reports 
that a few days later the priest 
dropped dead in the street 
which was seen by some as di­
vine retribution. Catherine, of 
course, was her magnanimous 
self and spoke of the clergy­
man's good intentions and 
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had him remembered in pray­
ers.5 

My approach is eclectic. It 
is partly biographical, partly 
interpretive and partly theo­
logical. First, I want to present 
a historical cameo of Catherine 
as a risk-taker. I believe this is 
a relevant pursuit in a culture, 
such as ours, that is a conglom­
erate of perennial pioneers or 
venturesome types, on the one 
hand, and staunch comfort 
seekers, on the other. In this 
way, I hope Catherine's story 
both appeals and challenges. 

Second, Catherine re­
peatedly showed her own zeal­
ous missionary spirit, which I 
conjecture was part of her re­
sistance to enclosure. I will of­
fer some thoughts about the 
missionary dimension of the 
Mercy charism and its impli­
cation for ourselves as church­
persons. 

The third perspective I 
will introduce here is that 
Catherine fostered a commu­
nity of allies united in compas­
sionate service. I believe this 
also holds relevance at a his­
torical moment where su­
premacy is a tired idea and 
closed systems are increas­
ingly failing. 

In the introduction to 
Catherine McAuley and the Tm­
dition of Mercy, Sister Mary C. 
Sullivan notes that Catherine 
founded an "enduring move­
ment."6 To speak of Catherine 
as having initiated a move­
ment places a slightly differ­
ent, but significant, nuance on 
her life. In one sense, it can be 
said that Catherine initiated a 
certain type of women's move­
ment, that is, a movement un-

dertaken by women religions 
for women, children, and the 
sick poor regardless of age or 
gender. In another sense, it 
can also be demonstrated that 
Catherine initiated an eccle­
sial movement that was inclu­
sive of both women and 
men-for women, men, and 
children-with the nucleus of 
this movement being the Sis­
ters of Mercy. In order to de­
velop this latter aspect, it is 
necessary to see Catherine's 
work as part of a whole sce­
nario, a collaborative effort, or 
a movement within a move­
ment that was simultaneously 
ecclesial and political. Just as 
one person does not a proces­
sion make, neither does one 
person constitute a move­
ment. While the core group 
who joined in and furthered 
Catherine's vision was mainly 
women religious, by no means 
was it only nuns. 

Going to Thresholds 

The first time I heard Sister 
Angela Bolster speak about 
Catherine McAuley was at the 
McAuley Conference held in 
November, 1995, at St. 
Xavier's University, Chicago. 
At that time Sister Angela de­
scribed Catherine's life in two 
phases: her hidden (or mar­
ginal) years and the ad limina 
years. She defined ad limina as 
"going to the threshold." As I 
reflected upon Sister's Angela's 
presentation I found that go­
ing to the threshold was a cen­
tral action in Catherine's life 
and for accomplishing the 
works of mercy. Ad limina was 
both figurative and literal. On 
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the literal side, going to the 
threshold occurred in the con­
crete circumstances and 
events in Catherine's life. 
Here are some examples. 

The first incident in­
volved a young servant girl 
that Catherine was unable to 
save from some form of sexual 
victimization by the son of her 
male employer. The young 
woman brought her predica­
ment to Catherine's attention 
at the time when Catherine 
was living with the Callaghans. 
This problem was not uncom­
mon since many domestics 
came from the country to work 
in Dublin. They were rarely of­
fered lodging with their em­
ployer and their minimal sal­
ary forced them to seek 
sleeping accommodations in 
places that were not the best. 

Catherine was deeply af­
fected by the plea of the young 
woman and personally ap­
pealed to the Irish Sisters of 
Charity to give this young 
woman safe lodging. The ac­
counts note that an admissions 
committee comprised ofsecu­
lars was responsible for these 
decisions and the committee 
wasn't scheduled to meet for 
another two weeks. Catherine 
went so far as to plead for 
them to take the young 
woman in. Her attempts 
failed. The young woman re­
turned to her morally imper­
iled situation and Catherine 
never saw her again. 

This incident so affected 
Catherine that it even dis­
turbed her sleep.7 As a result 
of her failure to secure safe 
lodging for this person, she 
decided that at some future 
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date she would do what she 
could to provide safe lodging 
to women and that her thTeshold 
would provide quick response to 
the velY best of its ability; quanti­
tative limitations understood. 
It also made Catherine very 
determined not to place such 
decisions in the hands of a 
non-resident or external com­
mittee. This decision was later 
reinforced when she visited 
the Convent of the Irish Sis­
ters of Charity as she concre­
tized her own plans for Baggot 
Street during its building 
phase.s 

The points I wish to make 
here are two-fold. First, the is­
sue was not about the involve­
ment of seculars per se in the 
works of mercy undertaken by 
Catherine. The issue is a non­
Tesident committee deciding 
matters pertaining to the min­
istrations of a house ofrefuge. 
It is important to keep in mind 
that Catherine arrived at this 
decision while she was, techni­
cally, a laywoman herself. One 
can easily see that this was 
more than a practical concern; 
it was also a pastoral and hu­
man concern. The second 
point is that it provides a pic­
ture of Catherine going to the 
threshold of the Sisters of 
Charity on behalf of a young 
woman. 

A second noteworthy inci­
dent occured after Catherine 
became the heiress of the 
Callaghan estate. She had be­
gun to devote herself to the in­
struction of poor girls at St. 
Mary's School, Abbey Street, 
Dublin.9 This had not been an 
easy time for Catherine since 
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one hlmily illness after an­
other demanded her energies. 
Nevertheless, Catherine initi­
ated her plan of opening a so­
cial service center to assist 
young women and to offer in­
struction to poor children. To 
gain insight into the best 
teaching materials of the day, 
Catherine visited reputable 
institutions sponsored by the 
Kildare Place Society, a gov­
ernment subsidized educa­
tional service for the poor. 

In these schools, she en­
countered many poor Catho­
lic children who were being 
brainwashed against Catholi­
cism. Presuming Catherine to 
be Protestant, the personnel at 
the Kildare School even 
shared with her their methods 
of undermining Catholic 
faith. Catherine made it a 
point to find out the names 
and addresses of the Catholic 
children and then personally 
visited their homes to alert 
parents to the pending open­
ing of the Baggot Street Poor 
School where children would 
receive religious instruction as 
well as the educational advan­
tages provided in the Kildare 
Street Schools. 

The Annals of· .. Sisters of 
MeTeY, St. joseph's, Tullamore 10 

reports this incident in such a 
way that is hard not to see 
the political dimensions of 
Catherine's action of starting 
up a school under Catholic 
auspICes: 

she [Catherine McAuley] 
did not disdain to attend the 
schools of the Kildare Street 
Society which was then, as 
now, a very hotbed ofProtes­
tantism and Proselytism. 

This must have been an he­
roic act for one whose strong 
faith and indomitable cour­
age urged her on to the great 
work of defeating the machina­
tions of a hostile Government in 
its wiles of poisoning youth 
.. 11 [italics added.] 

Again, there is a point worth 
noting in this event. Recogniz­
ing the "machinations" and 
the consequences, Catherine 
went out of her way to inform 
the parents of what was hap­
pening to their children and 
that there was another option 
forthcoming. Certainly, she 
could have done nothing, but 
the fact remains that once she 
had this first-hand informa­
tion, she did something about 
it both immediately and re­
motely. 

The third telling incident 
occurred during tbe time of 
the cholera epidemic in Dublin 
in 1832. The Bemwndsey Manu­
script notes that Catherine 
McAuley "had a natuml dread of 
contagion" yet "ovename the 
feeling and scanely left the 
hospital. ,,12 It's not clear if 
Catherine's natural dread of 
contagion was strictly for her­
self or for the Sisters in gen­
eral. The fear was not unreal­
istic given the fact that there 
was no common inoculation 
against the disease and a con­
tagious illness, such as chol­
era, could have easily wiped 
out a fledgling community. At 
any rate, Catherine and the 
Sisters ministered to the chol­
era patients at the Townsend 
Street Hospital from April 
through December, 1832. 

The poor, who were the 
most affected by the cholera, 
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resisted going for treatment at 
the hospitals because they 
heard it rumored that the 
poor were poisoned to death 
or buried alive. Consequently, 
these persons often concealed 
their illness, which meant that 
the disease went untreated 
and spread more quickly. 
MeTey Unto lIzousands states 
that Catherine assured one 
poor individual that the 
"walking nuns" would be at the 
Townsend St. Hospital "every 
day, all day, as long as the 
cholera lasted.,,13 Catherine 
obviously overcame her dread 
to such an extent that she even 
returned to the House of 
Mercy with an infant whose 
mother had died.I'l Again, the 
profile we are given shows a 
woman who went to the 
threshold of her own fears and 
moved beyond them for the 
sake of mercy. It also demon­
strates a teaching she passed 
on to the novices, ''Abundant 
oppoTtunities of selfconquest will 
present themselves. ,,15 

Each of these isolated pic­
tures presents a particular 
contour of Catherine's call to 
mercy, uamely, that it was 
risk-taking. In the first story, 
Catherine's sleep (comfort) 
was disturbed; even her 
dreams were not immune to 
the demands of compassion 
and the pressing needs of oth­
ers. To follow in Catherine's 
footsteps, is to risk our per­
sonal comfort. In the second 
story, Catherine risks her 
reputation as well as social ac­
ceptance inasmuch as she 
takes a political action by point­
ing out the treachery of a 
state-subsidized project to de-

stroy Catholicism. In the third 
story, Catherine and her col­
leagues risk their own health 
by actively nursing the sick 
with a contagious disease. 

Mission to the 
Marginated 

An important consideration in 
this legacy is that by going to 
the threshold for Mercy, 
Catherine was simultaneously 
withdrawing more and more 
from the "mainstream" life of 
Dublin. We sometimes think 
that this was the result of hav­
ing become a nun and the ac­
companying demands of be­
ing the superior and a 
foundress. While conventual 
religious life played its part, 
another primary reason for 
Catherine's withdrawal from 
the "mainstream" was that she 
increasingly spent much of 
her time in the margins with 
the poor, either those who 
came to Baggot Street or in 

The church's mission is per­
vaded by the sense that in 
the neighbor or stranger 
whom we greet with a cup of 
cold ·water or stand with in 
resistance to oppressive 
powel; solidarity with Christ 
is being forged. The focus is 
not on Jesus alone in a sort 
of J esus-ology, but in look­
ing with him in the same di­
rection toward the inclusive 
well-being of the body of 
Christ, that is, all suffering 
and questing people. 16 

Looking in the direction to­
ward suffering humanity in 
the hope of fostering human 
and spiritual flourishing is the 
initial step in any missionary 
endeavor. Catherine took this 
step repeatedly, so much so, 
that by the end of her life her 
shoes were worn out. This in 
itself serves as a type of final 
reminder, along with her re­
quest to be buried in the earth, 
that her pathways chose pov­
erty as the preferable way to be 
in true solidarity with persons 
who are poor. 

By going to the threshold 
for Mercy, Catherine 
was simultaneously 

withdrawing more and more from 
"mainstream" life. 

their own environment. In a 
way, Catherine's earlier mar­
ginallife also prepared her to 
live among the marginated 
who had been imprisoned on 
the fringes of society by 
generations of oppression. 
Elizabeth Johnson states in 
She Who Is: 

Catherine's example, I 
believe, establishes a mission­
ary call at the heart of the 
Mercy charism. This mission­
ary call involves not only 
teaching and proclaiming the 
kerygma tic message of the 
gospel; it also involves build­
ing up the relationships of be­
lievers between themselves 
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and the larger human­
cultural context in which this 
ecclesial community exists. 
Certainly Catherine invested 
her energies in both dimen­
sions particularly by educating 
women for the good of society. 

At the 1991 NCCB Sym­
posium on The ChuTCh: Sal­
vation and Mission, Bishop 
Francis George noted a fea­
ture of a missionary church 
which Catherine lived, and 
lived well: 

Churches are cultural sys­
tems, tissues of culturally 
mediated relationships and 
networks of culturally condi­
tioned actions. When rela­
tionships are extended and 
when actions unite across 
cultural boundaries, new 
ways of understanding de­
velop. Inculturating the 
faith locally can increase 
sensitivity to possible new 
horizons for Christian unity. 
It can also open new hori­
zons for human unity. 17 

Catherine's life opened new 
horizons for both Christian 
and human unity. The Derry 
Large Manuscript notes that 
in 1828, both "Pmtestants and 
Catholics of the best fashion carne 
in great nurnbeTS [to Baggot 
StTeetj to see the children at dinner 
and Daniel O'Connell, Esq., then 
Mernber of Clare, who has ever 
been a benefactor to our institu­
tion," carve the dinner. 18 Also, 
the Limerick Manuscript pro­
vides a picture of Catherine 
seeking to restore church 
unity, in this case in Birr, 
1840: 

[Catherine's 1 exertions were 
most unsurpassing to with­
draw the people from the 
Schism which had unhap-
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pily disturbed the peace of 
that town. Almighty God 
blessed her efforts most 
wonderfully, and she had the 
consolation to see nUlnbers 
restored to their lawful pas­
tors, who had obstinately 
held out for so long a time 
against all efforts made for 
their conversion,19 

As for fostering human unity, 
Catherine was ingenious. In a 
letter to Frances Warde writ­
ten from Limerick, 1838, 
Catherine states, "Evely place 
has its own pmticular ideas and 
feelings which rnust be yielded to 
when possible. "20 Her attitude, 
obviously far from rigid and 
unyielding, reveals a woman 
who was open to "local culture" 
and sought to meet people on 
their terms for the greater 
good. In Austin Carroll's biog­
raphy, a lengthy footnote ex­
tols Catherine's ability "to be 
perfectly at horne" amidst the 
cultural diversity ofIreland.21 

These fragments strongly sug­
gest that Catherine not only 
had the type of personality, 
but also an attitude and style 
that were conducive to uniting 
people and transcending cul­
tural, religious, and class dif­
ferences. Having certain natu­
ral abilities or acquired skills is 
one thing, using them effec­
tively is another. Her encour­
aging poems, consoling and 
affirming letters, or her levity 
during recreation are only fur­
ther examples of Catherine's 
efforts to promote an oasis of 
unity in the midst of Dublin, 
an oasis of unity between 
wealthy and poor persons 
throughout Ireland and be­
yond. Mter all, Mercy hospi-

tality has to do with a lot more 
than simply tea. 

Perhaps I should point 
out the differences between 
being isolated, mainstream, 
and marginal. Isolation im­
plies disconnected or cut-off, 
like being quarantined, se­
questered or cloistered. This is 
not something Catherine 
chose for herself or the com­
munity. Mainstream implies 
being part and parcel of the 
status quo. This clearly was not 
Catherine's lifestyle. Marginal 
implies the fringes or the pe­
ripheries where generally lots 
of exciting, creative, and pow­
erful opportunities lay in wait 
and where horizons are seen 
in their fullness. It can also be 
a lonely and painful place, a 
place of neglect and need, the 
most suitable place for mercy. 
This was Catherine's home. 
Consequently, I find that 
Catherine's life invites critical 
reflection particularly for any 
who seek to build on her cha­
rism and draw new life ii'om 
her legacy. Are we, like she, 
ready to pull up whatever 
stakes are driven into the 
status quo of social and eccle­
sial life and relocate to the 
margins? It's a disconcerting 
question, I realize, but one 
that has tremendous potential 
for generating new life. 

A New Eco-System of 
Compassion 

Catherine's journey into the 
margins was not a "hit or miss" 
un-thought-out venture. She 
just didn't pull up stakes one 
morning and head down the 
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road without a basic plan in 
her head. She may not have 
known the whole plan, but she 
did have an agenda. In the 
process, she consulted numer­
ous people. She went out of 
her way to acquire necessary 
skills. She discerned what con­
tacts and fhendships would be 
important to maintain and 
new ones to be sought out. She 
prayed and trusted. It was all 
part of going to the threshold. 

Consequently, Catherine 
was one of those gifted leaders 
who is like a scenario-planner. 
She continuously re-adjusted 
her filter to let in more and 
more information about the 
world around her. To accom­
plish this she provided for 
herself a constant stream of 
rich, diverse, and thought­
provoking information; much 
of which was generated by 
people who were marginal to 
early nineteenth-century Dub­
lin life, though from our his­
torical perspective they ap­
pear otherwise. And, a major 
contributor to this rich stream 
was the lived reality of the 
poor, sick, and ignorant. 

This diverse information 
enabled Catherine to make 
sound decisions. To assure that 
the stream was rich, Catherine 
embarked upon creating a 
new eco-system of compassion, a 
community of allies, who 
would have the potential for 
seeing the larger picture and 
what role they could realisti­
cally fulfill in it on behalf of the 
poor and to the personal sanc­
tification of the members in it. 
Here I want to identity some of 
these key allies who were not 
Sisters of Mercy. 

First, there is Catherine's 
friend and spiritual mentor, 
Redmond O'Hanlon, O.D.C., 
who for years, even after 
Catherine's death, served the 
Sisters of Mercy in varying ca­
pacities throughout Ireland.22 

Dr. Michael Blake was another 
staunch supporter who en­
couraged Catheriue to build 
on Baggot Street, personally 
contributed money to it and 
encouraged vocations to the 
new community. Later, as 
Bishop of Dromore, he wrote 
to Catherine, " .. and with you 
and all the holy members of the Or­
der I 1·etU17/. my most fervent 
thanks to God for its happy in­
CTease and diffusion . .. "23 

Additionally there were 
Daniel Murray, Archbishop 
of Dublin, who supported 
Catherine in securing papal 
approval of the Rule and Dean 
Myles Gaffney, who is consid­
ered to be the author of a pub­
lic postlmmous tribute to 
Catherine that states, "How 
shott the time, but how numerous 
and how wondeiful the works of 
that mighty mind, of that expen­
sive hemt!,,24 

Also, in the beginning 
there were the "secular" ladies, 
the Costigans and Costellos 
who taught in the school. Nor 
can we forget to mention those 
women who came forward 
with bequests that launched so 
many apostolates, such as 
Elizabeth Pen tony in Tul­
lam ore , Mary Clanchy French 
in Charleville, and the poor 
old cook, who refused to iden­
tity herself when she sent 
Catherine a hundred pounds. 
These directly and indirectly 

51 

are all part of the movement, 
the eco-system of compassion. 

On the eve of the new mil­
lennium, it's apparent that an 
entirely new eco-system is be­
ing birthed. Creating cooper­
ating communities of compas­
sion is vital to survival. Being a 
strong member of this eco­
system is more viable than try­
ing to be the dominator or de­
finer of the overall vision of 
the world community. In 
Catherine and the Sisters of 
Mercy and their associates, 
there are plentiful examples 
to encourage us to go forward 
as part of this new reality. Yet 
it requires an uneasy shift and 
lots of risks. 

It opens us to the poten­
tial loss of friends and bene­
factors. It may mean enduring 
the criticism and rejection of 
some church people and 
authorities. It may entail 
abandoning some of our cher­
ished institutions that were 
more suitable to the "old habi­
tat." (Coolock must be sold out 
of deference for Baggot 
Street!). It foreseeably in­
cludes re-evaluating every­
thing about ourselves from 
how we appear in public, 
where we appear in public, 
what connections we make, 
what priorities we hold indi­
vidually and in common, right 
down to our "God" language. 

Conclusion 

As Sisters and associates, we 
have a particular obligation to 
allow Catherine's legacy to in­
spire our own collaborative 
venture as an Institute in the 
works of mercy and justice 
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required by our times. The 
Spirit of Mercy that animated 
Catherine can empower us to 
be more attentive to the 
women and men who are vic­
tims of contemporary forms of 
sexual exploitation. The Spirit 
of compassion can strengthen 
us to take action against the 
cultural forces that seek to un­
dermine the faith of youth. 
The consoling Spirit can en­
able us to face courageously 
the very possibility of our own 
diminishment as we move on 
our knees from bed to bed, or 
heart to heart, or soul to soul 
because the poor are still be­
ing plagued by racism, sexism, 
and political systems diseased 
by their own greed and apa­
thy. Mercy can take us, as it did 
of Catherine McAuley, to 
thresholds we cannot now 
imagine. Most of all, the same 
vitalizing Spirit can enable the 
Mercy community to be driv­
ing force in a community of al­
lies committed to compassion­
ate service that preludes the 
reign of heaven. 
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An Invitation to Resymbolize Our Lady of Mercy 

Introduction 

THE SIGNS OF A resymboliza­
tion of Mary the Mother of 
God that are emerging within 
the context of the "new evan­
gelization" in Latin America 
present us, Sisters of Mercy, 
with a challenge to resymbol­
ize, "re-present" Our Lady of 
Mercy to each other and to the 
people with whom we associ­
ate in ministry. 

I have been teaching phi­
losophy and theology in the 
seminary of a new Guatema­
lan missionary society dedi­
cated to Mary for over 5 years. 
From my first days in Guate­
mala, I had been impressed 
with how strong and vital is 
Marion spirituality, not only 
among the seminarians, but in 
the Guatemalan church. Later 
I came to realize, as the Puebla 
documents note, that indeed 
the spirituality of the entire 
Latin American church is pro­
foundly Marion. They cherish 
Mary's images, shrines, and 
processions, and have great 
faith in her capacity to effect 
miraculous solutions to their 
problems. 

When I inherited the 
Mariology course a couple of 
years ago, I welcomed the op­
portunity to do it because it 
would give me an opportunity 
to "rediscover" Mary. As the 
students and I have been re­
acting to various images of 

Elizabeth McMillan, R.S.M. 

Mary, created by artists over 
the centuries, I became more 
and more aware of how abso­
lutely fundamental is our way 
of pictw'ing her and symboliz­
ing her. The students, like us, 
all have their favorite image of 
her. but virtually all of them 
related to her as a simple 
woman, unadorned by jewels 
and crown, who walked with 
the people, the poor strug­
gling folk. 

and feminist consciousness. As 
we seek to articulate a com­
mon Christian understanding 
of Jesus Christ and his church, 
an unavoidable question is 
Mary's role in salvation, for 
Catholics a vital dimension of 
Christology and ecclesiology. 
The feminist challenge both 
within the Catholic commu­
nity and in the wider social 
context is complex and multi­
faceted. What is most prob-

A few years after Vatican II, Paul VI urged 
a renewal of Marion piety based on 
biblical, liturgical, ecumenical, and 

anthropological criteria. 

A few years after Vatican 
II, Paul VI issued an important 
encyclical on devotion to 
Mary, Marialis Cultus, in which 
he urges a renewal of Marion 
piety based on biblical, liturgi­
cal, ecumenical, and anthro­
pological criteria. He is clear 
about the meaning of anthro­
pological in this context. Ifitis 
authentic, it will reflect the his­
torical Mary, and for that rea­
son, it will also reflect the ex­
perience of the women of our 
generation. 

In the United States, it 
seems to me, a call to resym­
bolize Mary is emerging from 
the pastoral challenges pre­
sented by ecumenical dialog 
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lematic for feminists about the 
Marion tradition can be sig­
naled best perhaps by the 
"New Eve" interpretation of 
her role in salvation. This 
reading suggests that only 
Mary, the new immaculate 
Eve, is blessed among women, 
while the rest of us are daugh­
ters of the temptress Eve, oc­
casions of sin who need to be 
kept nnder close surveillance. 

Among ourselves, the Sis­
ters of Mercy, the Spirit is also 
stirring around the figure of 
Mary. Patricia Fox, an Austra­
lian Mercy, in an article in 
their journal, Listen, suggests 
that the challenge of "renam­
ing" Mary is implied in our 
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call as Sisters of Mercy to name 
the God of Mercy more clearly 
for our contemporaries. This 
challenge demands of us that 
we allow ourselves to see the 
feminine face of God, even to 
name God as our Mother of 
Mercy. 

Entering into this new 
symbolic space will require of 
us not only that we be pre­
pared to rename God, but also 
that we be open to questioning 
our Catholic Marion tradition, 
which is contaminated by the 
penchant for divinizing Mary. 
In our admiration for her we 
seem to be unable to refrain 
from adorning her with divine 
attributes. The authentic Mary, 

threshold a new millennium 
in a world in which the vast 
majority of the people are des­
perately poor, living on the 
edge of survival. UN, IMF and 
World Bank statistics testifY to 
the fact that the m<!iority of 
these people are women and 
children. Our Direction State­
ment, articulated in the 
founding chapter of the Insti­
tute in Buffalo and reaffirmed 
in Dayton, calls us to go to 
these women and children as 
Catherine McAuley did. The 
signs of the historical emer­
gence of women are evident in 
the UN sponsored interna­
tional conferences on women, 
most recently in Beijing, and 

The authentic Mary, stripped of layers of 
devotional accretions, needs to emerge as 

the historic woman who had her own 
journey of faith, who allowed God to 

reveal his divine Mercy in her. 

stripped of layers of devo­
tional accretions, needs to 
emerge as the historic woman 
who had her own journey of 
faith, who allowed God to re­
veal his divine Mercy in her. In 
this process, although she may 
look different, she retains her 
title, Mother of Mercy. She re­
mains the one who in human 
history most faithfully mir­
rored the tenderness of the 
Divine Mother of Mercy. 

Let me remind you too 
that these Marian stirrings are 
happening at an historical 
moment we call the "hour of 
the poor". We are on the 

before that in Nairobi and 
Mexico City. Although there 
are few signs that the Latin 
American church has awak­
ened to the hour of women, at 
Medillfn and Puebla it has de­
clared a clear option for the 
pOOL! 

So I invite you to enter 
into new psychological and 
spiritual space, to imagine Mmy 
anew, to rediscover her as the 
daily companion and the pow­
erful advocate of women 
throughout the world whose 
daily preoccupation is sur­
vival. It is an invitation to hold 
lightly your favorite image of 

our Mother of Mercy (espe­
cially if you are clutching it 
with an idolatrous urge), and 
allow yourself to enter the 
darkness-with poor women­
in order find her anew. Hope­
fully, we will discover a trans­
formed image of her that is 
more authentic, more expres­
sive of the collective experi­
ence of Sisters of Mercy who 
like her are called bear God's 
mercy to a suffering world at 
the dawn of the third Chris­
tian millennium. 

A word about the nature 
and importance of symbols. 
Symbols codifY collective his­
t01Y, that is, they express the 
sedimented past of a people or a 
culture. Spanish Madonnas 
dressed in silk with gold braid, 
with real human hair and glass 
eyes speak of an ethos, a par­
ticular collective experience of 
the Mother of God. The many 
symbolic expressions of Mary 
represent long and varied tra­
ditions of devotion to her 
throughout Christian history. 
To "resonate" with one or an­
other image of Mary means 
that we identifY with some­
thing from the tradition that 
produced it. Some representa­
tions, although they were pro­
duced by a particular culture, 
bear transcendent, even uni­
versal significance. The Vladi­
mir or Sistine Madonnas, or 
the representation of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe may be ex­
amples of this extraordinary 
power to signifY the transcen­
dent and timeless. 

But not only do they cod­
ifY the past. If they are living 
symbols, they give meaning to 
my CUTTent exjJerience. Through 
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them I understand myself, my 
present reality, the cultural 
and religious experience I 
identify with today, at this mo­
ment in my personal journey. 
It may be that a reproduction 
of the Vladimir Madonna 
speaks more eloquently to us 
today than the traditional rep­
resentation of Our Lady of 
Mercy seated on her throne 
with her Son on her knee and a 
scepter in her hand. Meaning­
ful, living symbols also pTojeet a 
futuTe full of hope. A merciful 
Mother of God will speak to 
me in the midst of my grief 
about the coming reign of God 
and about a time when God 
will wipe all the tears from our 
eyes. 

The historical structure of 
symbols urges an examination 
of the historical context that 
gave them birth. Tile early im­
ages of Our Lady of Mercy 
emerged in the wake of the 
crusades, those thirteenth­
century wars between Chris­
tians and Moslems over con­
trol of religious sites, and 
Mary's intervention in the 
practice of redeeming Chris­
tian captives. 

Mercedarian Images of 
Our Lady of Mercy 

In 1218 in Barcelona, Spain, 
Peter Nolasco, a contempo­
rary of St. Dominic and St. 
Francis, founded the "Merce­
darians," the Order of Mary of 
Mercy for the Redemption of 
Captives. Peter was a mer­
chant involved as were other 
merchants both Christian and 
Moslem in buying back politi-

cal slaves. According to the 
tradition of the order, Mary 
appeared to Peter, commend­
ing to him the founding of a 
religious congregation for the 
ransom of Christians held 
captive in Moslem territory. 
Mary's mandate would give a 
profoundly new meaning and 
scope to his efforts, extending 

root, merces, has undergone a 
series of sernantic transfor­
mations ... thus inverting its 
meaning. [The word that 
originally meant salary 
earned ends up] meaning 
something gratuitous, mercy, 
misericoTdia, ,~demption of 
captives.2 

What the Mother of God was 
asking of Peter the merchant 

The early images of Our Lady of Mercy 
emerged in the wake of the crusades, 
those thirteenth-century wars between 
Christians and Moslems over control of 

religious sites. 

their reach to the present day. 
The etymology of the 

words, meTced, meTey, and mis­
erieol'dia reflects this new 
meaning that Mary was calling 
Peter to actualize in his life. It 
reflects a transformation in 
meaning from a reference to a 
commercial transaction (Peter's 
buying back slaves) to a refer­
ence to the restoration of the 
ransomed person's human 
dignity as a child of God (what 
Mary was calling him to). 

Etymologically, [the Spanish 
word] merced, from the Latin, 
men;es, means payor sti­
pend. It is what someone 
earns, from mereo, to deserve 
or attain through one's 
work. In this sense it is 
linked to meTX or 1Ilen:han­
dise and means that which is 
bought or sold in the maTket 
[mercado]. Thus, a mereenaTY 
would be a worker or day la­
borer who is offered a salary, 
especially if he sells his con­
victions for money, signing 
up for foreign military or so­
cial ventures. So the same 

was a more radical commit­
ment: to make the liberation 
of captives his life's mission, to 
engage others in this work­
and through ransoming cap­
tives in the name of her Son, to 
participate in their Tedemption 
in the full theological mean­
ing of the term: snatch them 
from the jaws of spiritual 
death and despair. This was 
difficult and dangerous work, 
requiring the Mercedarians to 
risk their lives. She promised 
Peter and his companions her 
powerful and loving protec­
tion, symbolized by a scapular 
and the mercy shield. In many 
of the Mercedarian represen­
tations of Mary, her liberating 
power is expressed by the bro­
ken chains that dangle from 
her hands. 

The Mercedarians, along 
with the Franciscans and Do­
minicans, were the first mis­
sionaries to arrive in Central 
America at the beginning of 
the sixteenth century, with the 
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mission to preach salvation to 
the indigenous peoples, to lib­
erate them from their "pagan" 
ways. The statues and pictures 
of Our Lady of Mercy that 
emerge from that period still 
have their place of honor in 
the churches dedicated to her 
in Guatemala. They represent 
her, the patron of the con­
querors and missionaries as a 
regal Spanisb Lady. As their 
patron, of course, she looked 
like them. 

in the Americas, carried Mary's 
banner into battle. 

Later, the missionaries 
tried to "Christianize" the in­
digenous cultures, transform­
ing their "pagan" deities and 
rites into Christian ones. Mary 
and the saints had a crucial 
role to play in this process. 
Mary often took on the charac­
teristics of a female deity. 

The appearance of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe in 1531 to 
the indigenous catechumen 

The figure of Mary that belongs to the 
church of the poor is the mother of those 
who suffer poverty and the companion of 

those engaged in the liberation of their 
people. 

Devotion to Mary in the 
Evangelization of Latin 
America 

This initial evangelization of 
Latin America is characterized 
historically as a First Evangeli­
zation. A Second or New Evan­
gelization was initiated after 
Vatican II, having been given 
impulse and orientation by 
Paul Vi's encyclical, Evangelii 
Nuntiandi and the Latin 
American bishops' Puebla 
Documents. 

During the First Evangeli­
zation, characterized by vio­
lent military conquest, Mary 
was invoked by the Spanish 
and Portuguese conquerors 
and evangelizers as their Pro­
tector. These men, sent by 
Christian kings to extend the 
reign of Christ to the infidel, 

Juan Diego, identifying her­
self as the Mother of the living 
God, was a dramatic moment 
in this conflictual history. In­
digenous peoples flocked to 
see "the mother of the white 
man's god" who turned out to 
be brown skinned and speak­
ing their native language, na­
huatl. She belonged to them 
and still does. 

During the Latin Ameri­
can peoples' struggle for po­
litical and economic inde­
pendence from Spain in the 
nineteenth century, tlley too 
(along with the Spanish) 
claimed Mary as their patron 
and protector. Her power and 
her merciful presence sus­
tained the liberators, who 
eventually prevailed in a pe­
riod when Spanish colonial 
power had already declined. 

The wealthy families that 
eventually formed the na­
tional oligarchies in the Latin 
American countries called 
upon her too to develop 
socio-economic and political 
systems that would establish 
them and serve to protect 
their interests. She was their 
Queen Motller in the new 
world. The poor, too, claimed 
her as their Mother reigning 
in heaven as a powerful inter­
cessor in all of their daily 
needs and as compamon m 
their sorrows. 

The Second Evangelization 

In the wake of Vatican II, the 
Latin American Bishops Con­
ference meeting in Medellin 
(1968) and in Puebla (1979) 
proposed to change the face of 
the Latin American church. 
They expressed in the docu­
ments that came out ofPuebla 
a clear option for the poor. 

The figure of Mary that 
belongs to the church of the 
poor has been taking shape 
since Puebla. She is the 
mother of those who suffer 
poverty and the companion of 
those engaged in the libera­
tion of their people. She is a 
simple woman, stripped offin­
ery and regal posture. 

In the Mariology course, 
the students' projects-artistic 
works, songs or poems-rep­
resent Mary as a poor carn­
pesina who lives dose to tllem, 
a mother figure, but also a 
daily companion who shows 
them how to live and offers 
them hope for the future. For 
them, she is the principal 
protagonist of God's reign of 
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justice and peace. Some relate 
her to the female deities of the 
Mayan peoples, who today 
constitute over half of the 
population of the country. 

The Magnificat, Mary's 
proclamation of the arrival of 
the messianic era, has become 
since Puebla the anthem of the 
people, their rallying cry. The 
same Spirit of God who makes 
her the bearer of the Messiah's 
presence and power to her 
own people, gives them hope 
and staying power in the midst 
of suffering and oppressiou. 

Two Brazilian theologi­
ans, Ivone Gebara and Maria 
Bingemer, out of their Latin 
American experience, find in 
the Magnificat a paradoxical, 
even conflictive structure.3 

The first part is Mary's song of 
humble praise and thanksgiv­
ing for God's merciful action 
in her; the second is a pro­
phetic denunciation of injus­
tice, that at the same time an­
nounces a new world order in 
which the poor and humble 
will come into their own-at 
the expense of the rich and 
powerful. 

Mary's fiat allows the 
Spirit of God to break into his­
tory to renew the face of the 
earth, to initiate the new crea­
tion. But since the plans of the 
exploiters are irreconcilable 
with God's New Creation, God 
in his mercy takes sides 
against the exploiters. To 
quote Leonardo Bon; "The 
mercy of God is concrete and 
historical ... The powerful are 
in truth powerful, the hungry 
are in fact hungry, the humble 
are ... indeed needy thanks to 
the exploitation of the rich." 

And so the mercy of God is at 
work in history to change this 
picture. 

Mary's intervention at the 
wedding feast at Cana, read 
against the background of the 
Magnificat becomes a graceful 
gesture in the midst of the 
struggle. In the community of 
believers it is she who keeps 
the wine flowing in the hard 
times. When we have given all 

tion as well as to our pTesent ex­
perience, and they will be pow­
erful enough to project a 
fitl:UTe full of joy and hope in 
the midst of suffering and 
death. 

Perhaps new symbolic 
space could be opened for us if 
we evoked imaginatively three 
figures of Mary that also im­
age the presence of Catherine 
and the thousands of Sisters of 

Any new figure of Our Lady of Mercy we 
may dare to depict, if it rings true, will 
express our collective experience as 

Sisters of Mercy_ 

we have and still it is not 
enough, she intervenes to in­
voke the help of her Son, and 
to reassure us that indeed God 
will provide. Catherine's same 
tender concern for her com­
munity inspired her playful 
invitation to "Dance every 
night." 

Resymbolizing Mary 
Mother of Mercy Out of 
the Vision and Energy 
of Catherine McAuley's 
Charism 

Any new figure of Our Lady of 
Mercy we may dare to depict, 
if it rings true, will express our 
collective experience as Sisters 
of Mercy, women consecrated 
to be God's mercy to the poor, 
the sick and the ignorant 
within human history. The 
new figures of a Merciful Mary 
will have to be true to our tmdi-

Mercy throughout our histOlY. 
I propose the figures of: I) 
Merciful Mother, 2) Faithful 
Virgin Disciple and 3) Valiant 
Woman. 

Merciful Mother 

Catherine founded the Insti­
tute as a response to misery, 
an expression of God's merci­
ful presence among the most 
needy persons of her time. In 
nineteenth-century Dublin, 
these were women and chil­
dren. Their survival and their 
human dignity became her 
passIOn. 

Wasn't Catherine truly a 
Mother of Mercy, imaging in 
her historical moment the 
same tender love of God for 
the poor that the Mother of 
God has imaged throughout 
the centuries? 

For all her practical wis­
dom and her sense of urgency 
III addressing today-not-
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tomorrow whatever need pre­
sented itself, she also reminds 
us that more important than 
the works themselves is our 
merciful presence, our listen­
ing heart. We have all known 
the truth of her observation, 
"There are things the poor 
prize more highly than gold 
though they cost the donor 
nothing: the kind word, the 
gentle, compassionate look, 
and the patient hearing ofsor­
rows," 

Her daughters have cap­
tured her spirit. Ann Marie 
Caron cites the following de­
scription of the Sisters' quiet 
presence in their first fifty 
years in New York: 

Few that see the Sisters glid­
ing like shadows through the 
crowded streets of the city on 
their errands of mercy ever 
realize the harrowing scenes 
at which they are present, or 
the different phases of hu­
man misery with which they 
are familiar. Few follow them 
to the bedside where want 
and disease struggle for 
mastery; to the cell where 
the condemned criminal 
counts the hours that inter­
vene between him and eter­
nity; to the damp cellar, to 
the miserable garret, to the 
home of virtuous poverty, to 
the pallet of repentant 
crime. Could we but accom­
pany the Sisters of Mercy on 
their rounds, enter with 
them the haunts of the pam; 
listen to the tale poured into 
their sympathizing ears, or 
read in the town faces and at­
tenuated forms the untold 
story of woe and want, we 
might be able to realize the 
value of the Institute of 
Mercy, in such a city as New 
York.'i 

McMILLAN: INVITATION TO RESYMBOLIZE OUR lADY OF MERCY 

The tradition of mothers of 
mercy is preserved today in all 
those Sisters who are in prison 
ministry, or working with bat­
tered women, or with the 
homeless, or with people liv­
ing with AIDS-and in those 
who have phone ministries to 
elderly people confined to 
their homes because of dis­
ability or lack of companion­
ship. How many hours of mer­
cifullistening these Sisters do 
in a day ... 

This gentle presence is 
surely what Mary of Nazareth 
represented for her neigh­
bors. vVe can imagine her 
passing hours with her neigh­
bors, listening to their trials: 
sick children, their own illness 
or depression, the constant 
anxiety of not having enough 
to live on, conflicts with 
spouses or adolescent chil­
dren. This is the contempo­
rary figure of Mary, the Merci­
ful Mother, consoling and 
enabling those who are poor, 
those who suffer. This is the 
Mary that our immigrant an­
cestors knew in New York and 
in other missions throughout 
the Americas, the same Mary 
that the poor of Latin America 
today know intimately. 

Faithful Virgin Disciple 

Like Mary too, Catherine was 
a faithful virgin disciple of the 
Word of God. Remember that 
one of her gentle ministries to 
the Callaghans in their final 
years was to sit at the bedside 
and read the Bible to them. 
Through the request of these 
pious Quakers, God offered 
Catherine access to the sacred 

scriptures, a privilege not 
shared with many nineteenth­
century Catholics. The early 
rule and her Familiar InstTUc­
tions are filled with references 
to the scriptures. Even more 
telling of her love for God's 
word is her graceful behavior 
under stress, in times ofuncer­
tainty, in the face of opposi­
tion or humiliation. In these 
moments, in the living pres­
ence of her crucified Savior, 
her faith and her confidence 
in God only deepened. 

As faithful virgin disciple 
of the Word, Mary of Nazareth 
appears to have been a woman 
who lived her life in the listen­
ing mode. Luke says several 
times, "she pondered in her 
heart" the surprising things 
God was doing in her life. Of­
ten, as the same evangelist 
notes, hers was a listening in 
the darkness, a painful strug­
gle to understand what God 
was doing, and what response 
he expected of her. The most 
dramatic of these moments 
was when God asked her, yet 
a virgin, to mother a child, 
Jesus, who would be the very 
Son of God. In the words of 
Elizabeth, "Blessed is she who 
believed." This is her glory. 

This too is the glory of 
Catherine and all the genera­
tions offaithful Sisters who fol­
lowed her-our frail elderly 
Sisters who today maintain a 
vigil of prayer and patience in 
our houses throughout the In­
stitute. 

Valiant Woman 

As the title of the child's biog­
raphy of Catherine has it, our 
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foundress was a "Courageous 
Catherine," a valiant woman 
driven by an acute sense of ur­
gency about Jesus' concern for 
poor and suffering. To bring 
relief to destitute women and 
children she accepted the 
challenge of founding a relig­
ious institute. Her reshaping 
of the forms of religious life 
that prevailed in her day to 
preserve the integrity of her 
founding vision speak of her 
daring and her deep confi­
dence in God. "The lack of 
cloister, the going out in serv­
ice, the absence of any harsh, 
dehumanizing ascetical prac­
tices," the entrusting of new, 
relatively autonomous foun­
dations to young superiors, 
were among the distinguish­
ing features of her new Insti­
tute.5 As we know, she suffered 
social ostracism, and clerical 
persecution for creating a new 
institutional form of God's 
mercy in a needy Ireland. 

In our recent history, 
some among our own Sisters 
of Mercy leadership, who took 
seriously the call to renew re­
ligious institutes, have, like 
Catherine, suffered the llU­
miliation of public ecclesiasti­
cal censure. Some of these val­
iant women also suffered the 
betrayal of some of their own 
Sisters. Like Catherine, they 
stepped out prophetically to 
answer that call written in the 
signs of the times, and discov­
ered that their initiatives were 
not welcomed. 

About Mary, the valiant 
mother of the condemned 
Jesus of Nazareth, who be­
lieved in Him and in his mis­
sion in the face of his apparent 
failure, Catherine says with 
characteristic simplicity and 
accuracy, "The dignity of Our 
Blessed Lady is expressed in 
the one title, Mother of God," 
and "We must cultivate the 
most tender devotion to the 
Mother of our Redeemer." 
Our Constitutions say, "Because 
Mary entered fully into her 
Son's mission she became the 
Mother of Mercy and our 
model of faith. Like Mary, we 
dispose ourselves to receive 
God's Word and to act upon it. 
This rhythm of contemplation 
and action is at the heart of 
our vocation to Mercy.,,6 Her 
Virginal, wholehearted yes in 
faith to God's request that she 
mother God in human history 
is her glory. 

The Invitation. 

How do we picture this woman 
who, like Catherine McAuley 
and the faithful Sisters of 
Mercy 

• has been a merciful 
mother of the poor 
throughout Christian his­
tory? 

• has been a faithful virgin 
disciple of the Word In­
carnate, listening, pon­
dering in her heart, 
assenting to the demands 
of that Word whatever the 
consequences? 
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• has been a valiant woman 
who proclaims in her 
Magnificat the triumph of 
the humiliated and the 
disappearance once and 
for all of political and 
economic exploitation of 
the poor? 

Does she look like Mary the 
simple woman of Nazareth, 
with Semitic features and col­
oring? Or does she look like 
Catherine McAuley or an­
other Sister of Mercy whom 
you have known and loved? 
Does she look like Mother 
Teresa? Is she the Mater 
mundi, the Mother of the 
World? Or is she a Mystery, a 
faceless Mystical Presence? 

Notes 

1. The Conference that met in 
Santo Domingo reaffirmed 
this option. 

2. [Xabier Pikaza, Camino de 
liberacion: elmodelo 
meTcedario, 31200 Estella 
(Navarra), 1987, p. 11] 

3. Ivane Gebara y Maria Clara 
L Bingemer, Mmia, MujeT 
ProJetica: Ensayo teologieo a 
partir de la mujeT y de America 
Latina, Madrid, Ed. 
Paulinas, 1988. 

4. Ann Marie Caron, 
"Catherine Seton of New 
York: 'Love the Poor ... 
Love the Works of Mercy'," 
MAST, Vol. 5, No.3 
(Summer, 1995), p. 4. 

5. Mary Daly, "Spirituality and 
Charism of the Sisters of 
Mercy," undated 
manuscript. 

6. Constitutions, # 15. 
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Discussion Questions 

(Sullivan) What events during the years have given additional 
meaning to the inscription inside your Mercy ring? 

(Koontz) Which image best evokes your sense of mission: fire, 
Catherine's homemade boots, the candle, or her memory of 
"dejected faces"? 

(Breyer) Do you think the Catholic church should invite married 
priests to return to some form of official, active ministry? 

(Sunderman) What feelings and struggles of the economically 
poor make the most compelling claim on your attention and 
help? 

(Gallagher) What crossing of paths have there been in your min­
istries which link the history of St. Elizabeth Seton's Sisters of 
Charity with the Sisters of Mercy? 

(Ruffing) How do these portrayals of Catherine McAuley differ? 
1) She is a Catholic who clung to her faith in the midst of a Prot­
estant majority or 2) She is a woman whose faith was shaped by a 
pluralistic religious culture? 

(Draves-Arpaia) Do you regard the location of your present min­
istry at the margins, or at the center? 

(McMillan) At this historical moment, what is of greater benefit 
for women, an emphasis on Mary's spiritual destiny as Mother of 
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