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Dear Sisters, Associates and I'riends of Mercy,

The final version of Vita Consecrata (On Consecrated Life, 1995) reflected a resolu-
tion of a tension between two statutes in Canon Law. Dominating the first two drafts was
the centralizing orientation of Canon 590: “Institutes of consecrated life, inasmuch as
they are dedicated in a special way to the service of God and of the entire Church, are
subject to the supreme authority of this same Church in a special manner.” Following
the Synod attended by President Doris Gotternoeller, R.S.M., the fimal version was
re-oriented according to the spirit of Canon 577: “In the Church there are very many in-
stitutes of consecrated life which have different gifts according to the grace which has
been given them.” The first two drafts provoked complaints from members of religious
communities dbout what should be the leitmotif. As communities faced steady decline in
numbers, along with the aging and loss of ability to sponsor institutions as before, an
emphasis on obedience to papal authority seemed to miss the mark,

The third version of Vita Consecrate was a document transtormed by a spirit of
trust, respect and encouragement for religious communities in all the diversity of their
charisms. The curmudgeonly, centrist, authoritarian voice of the earlier drafts gave
way to a voice of pastoral affection, celebration, and support of differences. Unfortu-
nately, the revision came too late. It did not have its desired impact because women
had stopped reading.

In the context of the current issue of MAST Journal, organized by Mary Daly, R.S.M.
(Connecticut), the third version of Vita Consecrata should be revisited, freed from a pre-
occupation over how the Holy Father is the superior of every individual religious. It is
important to grasp the significance of the shift from centrism to communion, with obe-
dienice understood in the context of mutual dialogue. What happens to women’s
self-understanding when the most characteristic feature of that communal life is the
splendor of diverse charisms inspiring women to dedicate themselves to God?

A document, no matter how enlightened, does not resolve the behavioral ten-
sions. Communion is more complicated than authoritarian rule. The spirit of central-
izing authoritarianism lives within women as a simple reflex of gender construction.
The rule of the fathers has governed family, society, and church and shaped women’s
sense of themselves and their expectations of other women. The call to communion
can be felt as an alien spirit. It urges women to commune with family, society, and
church as creators of rules and decisions. Comnmnion is not men chatting in the draw-
ing room, while women whisper in the kitchen. Communion is the transformation of
these boundaries.

To become “experts in communion” as Vita Consecrata com-
mends, women living the vows will certainly develop expertise in
the languages formerly spoken only by men, ali the sacred and sec-
ular sciences. But education is not enough to achieve spiritual
emancipation. Nor will “experts in communion” emerge simply
because enlightened legislation guarantees women an array of
rights in the workplace, the home, and the political structure. Lay
women and vowed women commit themselves to communion
within their own souls. Communion requires intellectual and emo-
tional power, taking ofinitiative, and expression in publicactions.

58 ar orrevitozt RS9,

Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M., Editor
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Introduction

Summer of 1999 brings us in the Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas to another mile-
stone in our journey together. Catherine McAuley spoke often in the metaphor of journey. “Each
day,” she said, “is a step which we take towards eternity.” “We hope to get on, taking short, careful
steps, not great strides.” So it is with us. The chapter is a moment on a journey begun well over a hun-
dred and fifty years ago, indeed, in a sense it 1s part of the long journey of humankind, a journey into
a future each age strives to make more loving than the last, more shaped to what we perceive as the vi-
sion of God than we have made it in the past.

The articles in this issue of The MAST Journal were chosen to help our reflection as the Institute
moves toward its future. Julia Upton reviews some of the relevant literature from the perspective of its
elucidation of a theology of religious life rooted in the desire for God. Celeste Rouleau and Margaret
Farley bring us reflections that challenge us to live our commitment to the multicultural and diverse
reality of our lives together. Three Sisters who have recently pronounced their vows in the Institute re-
flect on what that has meant in their lives while Rowshan Golshayan, an associate, speaks of how
mercy in one regional community attracted her to associate with it. Mary Aquin O’Neill raises perti-
nent considerations for the Institute around issues of membership. How we resolve them will shape
our future. My article recalls Catherine’s grounding of mercy in the desire for union with God which
is expressed in our charism of union and charity.

We hope this issue provokes some thought, some prayer, some questions around how and where
we as Sisters of Mercy and Associates are called to take our small steps and where we will place our feet.
Each of us is on the journey. Each of us and all of us together must ponder, pray, discern and step out,
walking toward the God who calls us in the age old tradition of “Mercy, the principal path taken by all
those who down through the ages have followed Christ.”

Mary Daly, R.S.M.

THE MAST JOURNAL is published three times a year (November, March, and July) by the
Mercy Association in Scripture and Theology. Members of the Editorial Board are Srs. Katherine
Doyle (Auburn), Doris Gottemoeller (Cincinnati), Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt (Burlingame), Patricia
Talone (Merion), and Mary Sullivan, R.S.M. (Rochester). Subscriptions correspondence to Julia
Upton, R.S.M., Center for Teaching and Learning, St. John’s University, Jamaica, NY 11439; edito-
rial correspondence to Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M., MAST Office, 1121 Starbird Circle, #4,
San Jose, CA 95117. Layout, design, and printing by BIBAL Press, an imprint of D. & F. Scott
Publishing, Inc., PO. Box 821653, North Richland Hills, TX 76182,




Shaping a Theology of Religious Life

Much has been feared, dis-
cussed, analyzed, and
written about religious life
during the years since Vatican
Council II. Sociologists, see-
ing the precarious decline in
the numbers of men and
women embracing this form of
life have been engaged in seri-
ous research to identify and
redress the causes of the cur-
rent situation that appears to
have begun tolling the death
knell.! Others with their atten-
tion also fixed on those statis-
tics have written extensively
on the subject urging religious
to refund, reform, reframe—
to do something before it is
too late, The titles ol may of
these books echo the authors’
desperation,® but what is oflten
missed in their discussion is an
understanding of the theology
of religious life.

It was interesting for me
to discover that those who
wrote about religious life in
years immediately following
Vatican Council 11, before de-
clining numbers drew atten-
tion away from the heart of the
matter, did focus their atten-
tion on the theology of reli-
gious life.? Although today
their language might sound
stilted or offensive particu-
larly to those with contempo-
rary feminist sensitivities,
when you get beyond the text
toits meaning, you find a deep
reservoir of theology that is
the core of religious life.

Julia Upton, R.S.M.

Surprisingly, the lives of
women religious seem to be of
great interest even to non-nuns
today, Three significant books
have been published recently
and a fourth is on its way, While
still not dealing with theology
of religious life directly, their
lines of sight bring a unique
perspective to the discussion,
and assist in shaping a theol-
ogy ofreligious life, When men
and women religious look at
themselves, the result is oftenn a
flat one-dimensional picture.
For better or worse, they can-
not see themselves as the world
sees them. The contribution of
non- religious, even when their
ideas differ radically from ours,
fills out the picture with shad-
ows and highlights we would
not have without them.

Sisters in Arms? is a monu-
mental work. In it, historian Jo
Ann Kay McNamara presents
the history and world of reli-
gious women, all too often ei-
ther ignored or caricatured by
historians of the monastic life
who “refused to see anything
but their cloister walls and en-
veloping veils.” Following in
the tradition of Elizabeth
Schussler-Fiorenza’s In Mem-
ory of Her, McNamara intro-
duces numerous founders of
apostolic religious communi-
ties. Through her, we meet
strong women with deep devo-
tion to God and mission; wise
women able to deal effectively
with the constraints placed on

them by ecclesiastical authori-
ties; charismatic women, many
of whom continue to attract
others to the mission centuries
after their deaths. Their num-
bers are legion!

By way of contrast to
McNamara’s backward glance,
in Poverty Chastity and Change:
Lives of Contemporary American
Nuns, Carol Garibaldi Rogers®
introduces us to living women
religious. She presents the
oral histories of women that
reveal both the pain and the
satisfaction that have accom-
panied the transformation of
religious life from 1960 to
1990. Many of the women who
tell their stories would be fa-
miliar to readers of the na-
tional press: Sister Rose
McGready, D.C., president of
Covenant House, Sister Joan
Chittister, O.S.B., writer and
international  spokesperson
for church issues; and Sister
Rose Thering, O.F.,, who holds
a preeminent place in the field
of Jewish-Christian studies, to
name just a few. While more fa-
miliar to us, their stories are
far from the most engaging
ones in this volume. Rather,
the reader meets women
whose lives have been shaped
not by the lure of fame and for-
tune, but by the fire of the
Spirit. To a one, they have
been led down roads they
could not have imagined the
day they entered their reli-
gious communities.
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For a public whose only
understanding of women reli-
gious is measured by the nos-
talgia of their 1950s experi-
ence in Catholic schools or the
ludicrous stereotypes created
by Hollywood, Rogers has
done a profound service. With
careful  craftsmanship she
takes her readers behind the
convent walls and into the
hearts of women who have
promised their lives to God.

Scon to be published is
Margaret Susan Thompson’s
book on the history of
nineteenth-century American
nuns. As founder of Sister-L,
an Internet discussion group
of over one thousand partici-
pants interested in the history
and concerns of women reli-
gious, Thompson, using tech-
nology, has found a way to
broaden the research into and
conversation about the lives of
women religious beyond any-
thing previously imaginable.
Thompson also developed an
elaborate home page, Sis-
ter-Site, with many links to
other valuable resources.®

With a completely differ-
ent and some would say a de-
cidedly more negative ap-
proach to the issues of religious
life today is Ann Carey’s Sisters
in Crisis.” The book was sum-
marized with Carey’s approval
in an article in the March 1997
issue of New Oxford Review enti-
tled, “Suicidal Sisters: Why
Rank-and-File Catholics Don’t
Love Women Religious Any-
more.” The title alone gives
you a sense of both the article
and the book. Aflter reading
the article, 1 thought I had no
need to read the book.

However, I later began to see
the wisdom of knowing the rest
of the story, not simply to re-
fute it if necessary, but rather to
understand another approach
to the subject at hand and how
it also contributes to develop-
ing a theology of religious life
today.

Carey concludes that two
distinct models of religious life
for women have evolved in the
U.S. Between ten and twenty
percent of the orders of
women fall into what she calls
the traditional category, with
the rest described as change
oriented. She states that the of-
ficial church hears the more
strident voices of a leadership
that does not reflect the atti-
tude of the majority of Sisters.
And the media regularly carry

These scholars and jour-
nalists have provided us with
excellent resources on both
the history and the lived real-
ity of religious life. Missing
from their work, however, is
any sustained discussion of the
theology of religious life. This
is somewhat paradoxical, be-
cause what makes the lives of
women religious so intriguing
to others, 1 believe, is exactly
what constitutes an authentic
theology of religious life
today—that religions have
given their hearts and lives to
God. “Holy Scripture,” Fr.
Haring writes, “is explicit in
stating that God created us in
his Word; God uttered us; God
calls us. Such is the origin, the
foundation of our life. We be-
come fully alive as persons to

From the earliest days of the church,
there were those who went off to deserted
places to live more fully in the presence of

God.

an image of the sisterhood not
based on the works and beliefs
of these faithful Sisters, but
rather based on an image pro-
jected by a handful of militant
rebels. The first mistake 1
think Carey makes is to create
a false dichotomy. Living
things change; dead things do
not change except to decay.
Theretore, any living commu-
nity must, of identity and ne-
cessity, be change-oriented.
The authors’ second mistake is
to toss around the term padi-
tion too lightly. '

the extent that we understand
ourselves as a calling, as being
called, and are ready to give a
total response.”8 Of course,
the author is speaking about
all humanity being called, but
religious hear and respond to
being a calling by putting their
entire lives on the line, radi-
cally and intentionally.

From the earliest days of
the church, there were those
who went off to deserted
places to live more fully in the
presence of God. Over the
course of time, the way in




which  people did that
changed shape. One form of
religious came to be recog-
nized as “apostolic” and the
other “monastic.”™® As time
pressed on, religious came to
be more associated with attire
and legalism than with pas-
sion and presence. We could
recognize men and women re-
ligious by their distinctive
clothing: Franciscan brown,
Dominican white, generic
black, all with identifying col-
lars and wimples. They trav-
eled in twos, were not permit-
ted to eat with lay people, and
seemed to be more ruled by
bells than human need.
Vatican Council 11 recog-
nized how far consecrated life
had traveled from its founda-
tion and called for renewal in
“two simultaneous processes:
a continuous return to the
sources of all Christian life and
to the original inspiration be-
hind a given community; and
an adjustment of the commu-
nity to the changed conditions
of the times.”1¥ In the ensuing
years, there followed wonder-
ful explorations into the ori-
gins of many religious com-
munities, explorations that
have remained a blessing for
the church. As the years went
on, though, religious life be-
came thought of more as a ca-
nonical form of life than a
charismatic form of life and it
came to be treated more as ser-
vice than sign. The implica-
tions of this were nothing
short of cataclysmic. The in-
creased emphasis that was put
on the relationship of reli-
gious life to the mission of the
church overshadowed to a
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large extent its relationship to
the mystery of the church.
Spirit was gradually dwarfed
by law.

In Fire in These Ashes, Joan
D. Chittister attempts to re-
store the balance. She demon-
strates that religious life is a
gift given to the church to
make the gospel life present
across time in bold and tangi-
ble ways. “Religious life was
never meant to be simply a la-
bor force; it was meant to be a
searing presenice, a paradigm
of search, a mark of human
soul, and a catalyst to con-
science in the society in which
it en’uerged.”11 She rightly ob-
serves that when mission is the
sole focus, then when the ser-
vice 1s accomplished, the lite
runs the risk of becoming an
anachronism,

“To live religious life takes
all the life we have—the heart
of a hermit, the soul of a
mountain climber, the eyes of
a lover, the hands of a healer
and the mind of a rabbi. It re-
quires total immersion in the
lifte of Christ and complete
concentration on the meaning
of the Gospel life today.”!? Es-
sential is the cultivation of cer-
tain habits of the heart; com-
mon prayer, suffused with
contemplation and lectio; com-
munity and communion; and
companionship. They consti-
tute the habitus, the habit of
being that undergirds and
supports the spirituality of re-
ligious life. Habitus forms us as
a community, provides us with
the opportunity to participate
“in a tradition that allows us to
act unconsciously, with ease
and delight, out of a deep

sense of what 1s natural to us
and to our miliew.”!3 It will be
mteresting to see how the in-
troduction of Morning and Eve-
ning Prayer for the Sisters of
Merey reshapes the commu-
nity over time.

Kathleen Norris is a
writer who has been particu-
larly successful in grappling
with this issue.!? With her eyes
open to the realities of every-
day life, her ears attuned to
the struggles of the common
folk, and her mind returning
home to God again and again,
Norris brings the heart of the
poet to this task and gives
readers a vocabulary of faith
that is both simple and pro-
found. She draws us in to the
love of God and the service of
others that is faith in Jesus
Christ, and in doing so pro-
vides us with a rich resource
for teaching, preaching, and
living. “It is a paradox of hu-
man life,” she concludes, “that
in worship, as in human love,
it is in the routine and the ev-
eryday that we find the possi-
bility for the greatest transfor-
mation,”1®

“The revitalization of reli-
gious life does not lte in the re-
definition of its form; it lies in
the rekindling of its sense of
purpose, its claim to meaning
in the face of new concerns
and present realities.”1® One
does not enter religious life to
be religious, but to seek God.
The search for God is a
life-long process of shaping
the soul, not a short-term
routine of religious exercises.
Religious life 1s about the
unleashing of spiritnal pres-
ence in a world lost in the
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mundane. Concentrating solely
onwhatreligious do diverts at-
tention from the theological
issue of why they do it. They
are consummate God-seekers!

&
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Learning From Eastern Wisdom

“Y2K"—a technological night-
mare of cosmic proportions?
Or a spiritual jubilee to be cel-
ebrated in firm hope that the
energy of the Spirit of Christ
will flow more freely through-
out creation? In spite ofuneas-
iness about what impact our
PCs may have on a superficial
aspect of our works, we as
Christians share a gifted vi-
sion for the whole earth. And
we as religious are called to
concretize this vision in a spe-
cial way, bearing public wit-
ness in our particular time and
place to the love of God in
Christ Jesus. For this challeng-
ing task we have need of all the
resources at our disposal to re-
flect on a grounding theology

Celeste Rouleau, R.S.M,

Institute in 1991 and reaf-
firmed in 1995, we proclaim:
“This commitment will com-
pelus to develop and act from
a multicultural, international
perspective.” No doubt we are
seriously trying to do this. The
Westerners have an increased
respect for the minority cul-
tures among us—Latina,
Filipina, Afro- American, Ca-
ribbean, Aymara and others.
This is a beginning. Some of
you must remember in Buf-
falo, on the night of the elec-
tion of the new leadership
team, the delightful spontane-
ous party in which ceremonial
gifts were presented, symbolic
of our diversity—from the
Philippines, Guam, Jamaica,

I believe that the Synod of Asian bishops
convoked last spring (April-May 1998)
has something significant to say to our

Institute as we strive to fulfill the directive

to “develop and act from a multicultural,

international perspective.”

of religious life—a common
and universal base which can
focus the growing diversity of
our experience of cultures, be-
liefs, reflections, and expres-
sions of the spiritnality of
Mercy.

In our Direction State-

ment at the founding of the

Peru, Belize, and other coun-
tries? But not from the
U.S.—an embarrassment to
Americans. And we ended
with joyful dancing, led by the
non-Americans, in the true
McAuley spirit!

But all these wonderful
women, our Sisters, have been

6

initiated into a community
whose structure and customs
are basically Western. Are we
still assuming that this is a
one-way process, that “they”
should be assimilated, without
asking what is the responsibil-
ity for receptivity on the part
of the dominant majority?

I believe that the Synod of
Asian bishops convoked last
spring (April-May 1998) has
something significant to say to
our Institute as we strive to ful-
fill the directive to “develop
and act from a multicultural,
international perspective.” As
Iread with fascination the doc-
uments of this historic gather-
ing, foremost in my conscious-
ness was my Jesuit uncle’s
extensive research on the Chi-
nese Rites controversy of the
sixteenth to eighteenth centu-
ries. Matteo Ricct and the first
Jesuits to bring Christ to
Cathay were given carte
blanche to adapt the form of
catechesis and the liturgy, us-
ing Chinese language and
Chinese symbolic colors, re-
specting the beliefs already
held by the people, building
on concepts such as “Lord of
Heaven” and the honoring of
ancestors (saints). After fifty
years of true inculturation in
China, a delegate cardinal ar-
rived from Rome who had no
understanding of the lan-
guage and customs of the peo-
ple. He told the missionaries
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that they had to conform to
Western (Roman) ways of
preaching the gospel. The
emperor condemned this in-
terference and ordered all for-
eigners out of his realm. This
was a disaster for Christian
evangelization.!

Seven years ago, Karl
Rahnerwrote a reflection enti-
tled “Rites Controversy: New
Tasks for the Church,” in
which he expressed his belief
that our work of inculturation
today is very ditficult. The pro-
tound theological problem is
whether the Church can exist
in different cultural milieux. It
must have a visible unity in
worship, law, and faith, and
the whole must continue to de-
rive from the concrete histori-
cal Jesus. In the sixteenth, sev-
enteenth and eighteenth
centuries, the Jesuits and Do-
minicans would have acted
against their own nature if
they had not discerned the
spirits and followed their own
ways in China. But—and this
is decisive—one of these ways
is precisely a loving openness,
a desire to learn from others
and to exchange ideas. Dia-
logue is essential with equal
partners. The Church of East
Asia can share with westerners
an Eastern spirituality which it
has assimilated and made
truly Christian. The present
situation of a unified human-
kind demands that every peo-
ple be a missionary for other
people. It is not a one-way
street; What we need today is a
real exchange, wherein each
one gives and receives.?

Janet Malone, C.N.D., re-
flects on the “price” of being

an international congrega-
tion. She asks what attitudes
are necessary, what character-
istics mark an international
community. It is a conversion
process for all of the cultural
groups represented, i which
all are equal and interdepen-
dent. Internationality is syn-
onymous with mutual respect,
acceptance of differences, and
dialogue regarding the cul-
tural diversity and richness of
group members, It is a chal-
lenge to be prophetic, to have
a global vision of charism and
mission, and to learn and ac-
cept the different worldviews,
values, attitudes, beliefs and
behaviors within the cultures
and nations represented. Dia-
logue will take place accord-
ing to a model of communica-
tion that is nonhierarchical,
collaborative, and mutual.3
As I'read the Synod docu-
ments, I thought of the Chi-
nese calligraphy for the word
“crisis”—danger + opportu-
nity. Is there danger that an-
other eighteenth century di-
saster imight happen now?
The highly centralized Roman
authority presented to the
bishops a tentative agenda
(“lineamenta”) tor the synod,
having the frightening poten-
tial for total westernization of
the Eastern church. Yet I be-
lieve that the response of the
Asian bishops in rejecting this
agenda and pleading for a
hearing for their own con-
cerns is a sign of great hope,
an opportunity for a truly
catholic-universal body of
Christ. Although the final doc-
ument of the synod does not
adequately reflect what the

bishops presented, yet this im-
portant episcopal gathering
from almost fitty countries
which have over 60 percent of
the world’s population, was
publicized throughout the en-
tire globe. It has sparked the
awareness of Christians every-
where. The Federation of
Asian Bishops’ Conferences
(FABC)—-a gathering of repre-
sentatives of the national and
regional bishops’ conferences—
has been working together for
over thirty years to implement
Vatican II in their respective
cultures. What do they have to
say to the Western church?
And what might this mean for
religious communities of the
West, and of ocur Institute in
particular?

The Asian bishops
Speak

Before and during the synod,
the bishops stated respectfully
but in no uncertain terms that
they must shed an appearance
of being carbon copies of
churches in Western societies if
real evangelization is to take
place in Asia. From the rich-
ness of their presentations, I
selected several major con-
cerns and emphases which T
believe speak to us as religious.
1. Concern for women, be-
cause of the real oppression and
discrimination against them, is
“a common anti-evangelical
problem among the countries
of Asia,” state the bishops sev-
eral times. They requested the
participation at the synod of
wommen observers who were well
acquainted with the problem.*




This concern has been from
the beginning an essential ele-
ment of our Mercy charism,
and there is abundant evi-
dence that as an international
community we are actively en-
gaged in many ways in better-
ing the status of women.

But is there a subtle way in
which, looking outward at our
good works of mercy, we can
ignore an unwitting discrimi-
nation  against  minority
women within the commu-
nity? Elizabeth Johnson re-
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each woman her own integrity
and life story.5

A question for a commu-
nal examen of conscience
might be to ask ourselves how
well we really know one an-
other—our backgrounds, per-
ceptions, feelings, sufferings,
wisdom, and joy— our con-
crete reality.

2. A second concern of the
Asian bishops is solidarity
with the poor, “addressing the
problem of poverty with all
our strength.” “The work for

Is there a subtle way in which, looking
outward at our good works of mercy, we can
ighore an unwitting discrimination against
minority women within the community?

flects that as women learn to
trust their own interpreted ex-
perience, and as feminist theo-
logical work has matured in the
United States, this becomes a
real challenge. The dominance
of European-American women's
experience, values, and per-
spectives are assumed by many
such women to be common to
all. Bug, she notes,

.. . this experience lacks the
suffering visited upon mi-
nority women . . . it misses
the cultural strength of be-
longing to “my people” and
an extended network of fam-
ily; it operates from a posi-
tion of privilege assumed by
the majority.
Thus it becomes a subtle kind
of dominance, a “great cover
for oppression.” The impor-
tance of difference, by con-
trast, lies in the way it allows

social justice as an integral
part of the Christian mission,”
writes a commentator, “is
stressed repeatedly in  the
Asian  responses to the
lineamenta, but this emphasis is
largely absent from the
synod’s working paper.”®

Many local churches in the
so-called Third World are
striving to shift away from a
trimmphalistic model of the
church to a church identi-
fied with the social condi-
tions of the people, a church
of the poor . . . Without a
sense of the poor, there can
be no following of Jesus in
Asia. Hence, candidates for
religious life should be
trained to have both affec-
tive and effective commit-
ment to the poor. All
religious congregations to-
day emphasize preferential
option for the poor. But the
question is, do they really

mean it? The passing over to

the poor is one of the most

difficult crossings over for a

religious congregation.

We have strongly aftirmed our
solidarity with the poor, both
in our constitutions and in the
Direction Statement. If the ma-
jority of'us are not working di-
rectly with people who are
poor, then how do we practice
“solidarity” with them? The
bishops state first that the spirit
of compassion with the suffer-
ing is a most important ele-
ment: the attitude of standing
by the side of the weak and
powerless. Then they suggest
both a personal and communal
policy of “non-storing”—that
is, not keeping what we do not
need, fighting against consum-
erism, living with a spirit of re-
nunciation, detachment, and
simplicity. This has very con-
crete, practical consequences.
We speak about “simplicity of
life,” but is this really evident
among us and to those we work
with? As Christians, we have
something to learn from East-
ern asceticism about the evan-
gelical practice of poverty.

3. A theology of whole-
nessisintegral to the tradition
of the Far East, while in the
West we have traditionally em-
phasized differences. God and
the universe, although dis-
tinct, are not separate: God
permeates the universe, lLives
in us through faith, receives all
people in divine embrace.
Surely in our growing con-
sciousness of environmental
issues, the awareness of a
God-permeated universe is a
most fruitful basis for reverent
action.
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Further, the bishops com-
plain that Western Christian-
ity, nurtured in Europe, has
been preaching too masculine
a God. The Asian church rec-
ognizes the need to stress the
more maternal traits of God,
so that Christianity can take on
a warmer, more approachable
face there, with the God of uni-
versal love, infinite tender-
ness, always ready to forgive.
Perhaps our feminism has
helped us here.

A theology of wholeness
also aids in overcoming the as-
sumed dichotomy of matter
and spirit, the body/soul divi-
sion inherited from centuries
of  Western theologizing.
“Asian people, influenced by
American and European ways,
have learned to take an intel-
lectual and logical approach
in announcing truth. But, in
his heart, the Asian places
great impotrtance on the body,
on existence, on what is practi-
cal, on nonlogical expressions
and syl’nbols.”8 “In the East,
the person is more heart, and
knowledge is more intuitive in
character.”® We have learned,
I think, to mcorporate into
our liturgies and communal
prayer much that is a valuable
expression of this wholeness. If
some have identified this as
femmme thinking, well and
good.

4. The goal of dialogue
among people of differing
faiths is described by the bish-
ops of Asia as “creative har-
mony.” They reject com-
pletely an attitude that would
strive to “convert” everyone to
one way of thinking. They re-
quested that representatives of
the traditional religions and

experts in dialogue with other
religions be present as partici-
pating observers at the synod.
The bishop of Honolulu, an
American of Italian descent,
speaking about Asian immi-
grants in American culture,

risen Lord, each person must
have undergone a deep God-
experience,!! bringing the
kind of Jesus thatwill be alight
to the people we serve. Times
of silence and of contempla-
tion, so counter-cultural to the

The Asian church recognizes the need to
stress the more maternal traits of God . . .
with the God of universal love, infinite
tenderness, always ready to forgive.

stressed the need to under-
stand the Asian cultures and
their impact on religious ex-
perience. He spoke of the
need to learn more about
non-Christian religions which
are part of their beritage, and
what their impact is on the
Catholic experience .10 For us
as religious, do we too not
need to learn from our Sisters
who have a non-American cul-
ture of their own? Have we
truly been in dialogue with mi-
nority Sisters, with true re-
spect for differing cultures,
and with a sincere attitude of
desire to learn from them?
They can teach much if the
dominant majority is willing
to listen, to elicit as most valu-
able treasures their perspec-
tives on God, Christ, faith, sac-
raments, the church, and
expressions of devotion.

5. Most important of all,
the bishops of Asia stress per-
sonal witness to the fullness of
revelation in Jesus Christ. This
is a witness of personal trans-
formation, of the gospel
clearly embodied in our own
lives. For this witness to be a
credible proclamation of the

contemporary Western mi-
lieu, are critical to this experi-
ence. Spirituality must be
“based not on a Christ whom
we grasp only in our minds,
but who speaks to us in our
hearts through his loving
presence and activity.”!? “In
the eyes of Asian people,” de-
clares the bishop of Macau,
“the primary role of the conse-
crated person is to bring holi-
ness to those they encounter,
by word and example, even at
the cost ofheroic self-denial.” 13

Asian Sisters Speak

In Asia, except for the Philip-
pines and Lebanon, Chris-
tians are less than 5 percent of
the population. Do we know
what is the percentage of mi-
nority women in our Institute?
Christianity was introduced
into Asia mainly as a foreign
religion to a people with cen-
turies of belief in culturally es-
tablished Buddhism, Hindu-
ism, ‘Taoism, Shintoism,
Confucian thought, and prim-
itive animism. The minority
women in our Institute,
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including Afro-American, His-
panic, Native American, Asian
and others, carry in their
bones a rich heritage as an es-
sential aspect of their persons.
One Sister writes, “Realizing
that the same Spirit works in
all people and all cultures, we
need courage to go back to our
heritage as Asian Chris-
tians.”!* Daily living within a
dominant white majority, in a
thoroughly Western congrega-
tional structure, how are they
being respected and listened
to? Is there true dialogue with
equal partners?

I asked a few Asian Sisters
who have lived in a Euro-
American culture for their re-
flections on Western religious
life, especially in light of the
synod’s declarations.'® One
friend from Taiwan wrote that
she finds that the FEuro-
American sense of individual-
ism, freedom, discipline, and
community life are quite dif-
ferent from Asian understand-
ings and practice. A Mercy Sis-
ter in Australia states that
religious life there has been
dominated by the Western
model with a patriarchal struc-
ture, yet the communities
there have also carved out
their own position in support-
ing the independence of
women.

From the Philippines, an-
other Mercy Sister writes:

Our Flipino religious life
has already been influenced
for centuries by the Spanish
culture, therefore, centered
around sacraments and the
clerical church. This foreign
culture has tried to eliminate
our Folk Religiosity which to
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them was superstition. This
foreign clerical church has
dominated so long that even
with Vatican II, it is hard to
reconcile the two cultural
practices.
She continues to proclaim that
religious life, according to her
“folk religiosity” should in-
clude the whole of Creation—
respect and reverence not
only for human life but also for
other forms of life. It should
be a comprehensive Holy
Fucharist!

A Sister in Taiwan, al-
though she has not lived in the
West, developed her Christian
faith in the framework of West-
ern thinking and ways of ex-
pression. “T'here was a time of
identification,” she writes;

I did my best to obey, to ob-
serve all that was indicated
to me, to make myself a
faithfil Christian. But then
there was an echo deep in-
side me: It is Jesus, the
God-Man, and not the West-
ern culture that I want to fol-
low, to grasp, to absorb. The
culture domination became
keen in my consciousness.
There isn't anything wrong,
Jjust different, and this differ-
ence must be taken into ac-
count for me to live a real
Christian life.

This sense of conflict between
two cultures, between Japa-
nese sensibility and the for-
eign form of Christianity
given them, is most eloquently
expressed by the novelist
Shusako Endo. He says that he
felt the gap between his Cath-
olic self and the self that lies
underneath. There was always
a feeling in the heart that
Christianity was something
borrowed. The huge success of

his novel, Silence, reflects this
dilemma.

Another Sister raised in
China but now working in the
U.S. indicated that while the
Chinese family structure in
which she grew up was a patri-
archal system, still the mother
had tremendous influence.
When she entered a religious
comnmunity where there were
few Chinese vocations, she
found the semi-cloistered as-
pect of not being able to have
free contact with her family
very difficult. But the con-
templative dimension of the
lite was very compatible with
her roots. “Silence of thought
and word is a pre-requisite
for contemplation, especially
contemplation-in-action,”
writes another Taiwanese Sis-
ter. “The way of the Spirit first
drives Jesus into the desert.
Our words and actions to be
effective, must be rooted int a
strong spirituality of silence.” 16

Heraclitus’s statement
seems relevant here for inter-
national congregations: “What-
ever are opposites, cooperate;
and from the divergent pro-
ceeds the most beautiful har-
mony.” The theme of the Asian
bishops, Creative Harmony,
might well be adopted by our-
selves as we strive to “develop
and act from a multicultural,
international perspective.”
When Pope John Paul 11 wrote
his “Message to the People of
God” after the synod, he told
all Catholics to “listen to what
the Spirit says to the churches.”
(Rev 3:6)17 "I'he Westerners
have much to glean from the
treasures of Asian wisdom. We
can listen to the bishops speak
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thetr concern for women, and
learn a new concern for the
minority women in our own
community. True dialogue
with them on an equal level
will bring many riches from
their double heritage. In soli-
darity with the poor, we pon-
der the mmplications for sim-
plifying our individual and
communal lives. A theology of
wholeness, practically carried
out, can be healing in all our
ministries. And most impor-
tantly, our prianary role as
consecrated persons is to
bring holiness to all whom we
encounter. This is truly a chal-
lenge to us to work toward
“creative harmony” in fulfill-
ing our Direction Statement
“to develop and act from a
multicultural, international

perspective.”

Notes

1 Francis A. Rouleau, SJ,
"Chinese Rites
Controversy," New Catholic
Fncyclopedia (1967)
3:611-17; "Maillard de
Tournon: Papal Legate at
the Court of Peking,"
Rome: Archivi historicum

societatis fesu, vol. 31 {1962)
264-323.

Karl Rahner SJ, "Rites
Controversy: New Tasks
for the Church,” Theological
Investigations, vol. 22 (New
York: Crossroads, 1991)
pp. 154-39.

Janet Malone, C.N.D.,
"Internationality-at what
price?" Review for Religious
(Jan-Feb.1992) 109-15.

Japanese bishops' response
to the lneamenia, Naltonal
Catholic Reporter (March 27,
1998) 9-12 [complete text].
Their request was not
acknowledged.

Elizabeth A. Johnson,
Friends of God and Prophets:
A Feminist Theological
Reading of the Commatnion of
Saints (Ottawa: Novalis
1998) p. 38.

Gary MacEoin and Thomas
C. Fox, National Catholic
Reporter (April 17, 1998)
15.

Bishop Arturo Bastes,
Philippines, "Asian
Formation for Religious
Life" Origins 27 (May 7,
1998) 780.

Archbishop Leo |. Ikenaga
of Osaka, Japan, "Asian
Ways of Expression,”
Origins 27 (May 7, 1998)
769-70.

10

11

12

13

14

15

16
17

il

Sister Vandana, R.S.CJ.,
The Formation of Asian
Religious (Taiwan, 1975) p.
16.

Bishop Francis DiLorenzo
of Honoluly, "Asian
Immigrants in American
Culture," Origins 27 (May 7,
1998) 780.

Cardinal Darmaatmadja,

Jakarta, ITndonesia, "A

Church with a Truly Asian
Face," Origins 28 (May 28,
1998) 24-28.

Japanese bishops respond
to the fineamenta, p.10.

Bishop Domingus Lam Ka
Tseung, Tripod (Hong
Kong, May-June 1998) 37.

Sister Vandana R.S.C.J.,
p.27.

T'o all these Sisters, I am
most grateful: Maria Stella
Chen, S.M.I.C., Marie
Chin, R.S.M., Corona
Chung, $.M.I.C,, Anne
Curry, P.B.V.M., Agnes
Lee, S.M.I.C., Guadalupe
Lumantas, R.S.M.,
Caroline Ong, R.S. M.,
Patricia Pak Poy, R.S.M.,,
Victoria Siu, R.S.C.J.

Vandana, p. 21.

Origins 28 (May 28, 1998)
17-22.




arsity and Community

fargaret A. Farley, R.S.M.

community as a whole. In a
way, what Twant to do is to tell
three stories: first, the story of
how diversity has become a
theoretical and practical prob-
lem in our world; second, the
story of this problem in our
own cominunities; and third,
the story that God may be try-
ing to make happen in Chris-
tian communities of faith.

Diversity, Society, and
the Church

Diversity, as it appears in the
wider concerns of our society
today, has to do with the con-
crete differences of race, cul-
ture, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, age, abilities, economic
and political status, and other
differences that are part of the
world in which we live.) While
many of these differences can
be understood as God-given
aspects of creation, lending
beauty and energy to our
world, they nonetheless fre-
quently cause fear and discord
among us, Instead of contrib-
uting to community, they pre-
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experience of difference; and
some compelling insights
have fueled social critiques
and social proposals. One way
to understand these proposals
is to consider what has hap-
pened in the contemporary
women’s movement,

When this movement be-
gan to gain momentum in the
1960s, it was a movement for
the equality of women with
men. It opposed discrimina-
tion on the basis of gender. Its
arguments were that women
are as fully human as are men.
The appeal was to “sameness”
between women and men, the
commonality of shared hu-
manity. But the charge was
that “humanness” could not
be understood adequately if 1t
was construed only or primar-
ily on the basis of men’s expe-
rience. Maleness could not be
“untversalized,” made ge-
neric, for the whole of what it
means to be human. Thus, for
example, women argued that
the ways in which women and
men may be dilferent have
been inaccurately drawn

FaR'| 1 T 1 1 T "1 .t . .
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Then, however, the cri-
tique that feminist theorists
had lodged against false uni-
versalization from men’s expe-
rience to “human” experience
was turned on feminism itself,
with the charge that the expe-
rience of some women—
white, middle-class, Western,
heterosexual women—was be-
ing falsely universalized to
represent all women. Women
of colot, lesbian women, work-
ing-class women, women from
across the world pressed the
question of whether or not
there is anything common
in women’s experience, or
whether the delineation of
“women’s experience” might
simply be repeating the situa-
tion in which those with power
privilege their own voices
while silencing others.

The issue became one of
whether or not women as
women do have anything in
common. It was the issue of
whether gender analysis with-
out class, race, and cultural
analysis can only, once again,
be distortive. This coalesced
with “postmodernist” theoret-
ical challenges to any over-
arching universal understand-
ing of the “human” and with
calls to pay altention to the con-
crete cultural and historical
contexts of each person.

What is important for us
out of this debate is the practi-
cal call to pay attention to con-
crete differences. We need not
dismiss a concern for the gen-
uinely “human” as long as we
acknowledge that individual
and group differences are
important-—especially impor-
tant for truly respecting, and

loving, persons in their con-
crete reality. If any given
theory does violence to per-
sons and groups because it
runs roughshod over their
particular needs and aspira-
tions, or fails to take account
of the social, historical shap-
ing of their convictions and
commitments, then it cannot
be accepted as a theory able to
be truly universalized. We are
familiar with analogous con-
cerns in Christianity as aworld
church, coming to maturity in
an effort to understand the
necessary “inculturation” of
liturgy, of theology, of some
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country to safeguard “same-
ness.” “Difference” in the eyes
of many persons has become a
bad thing, of negative value.
As an example, there 1s a
growing backlash against the
entrance of new peoples into
this nation. Politicians are at
work to create new barriers to
immigration; new welfare leg-
islation punishes immigrants
and their children; oddly
enough, in a nation of “for-
eigners” and their descedents
{(with the exception of Native
Americans), fear of the eco-
nomic and cultural impact of
immigrants escalates. At the

What is important for us out of this
‘debate is the practical call
to pay attention to concrete differences.

Christian practice: one church,
but not a monolithic church;
one church, but not only a
Western-European and North
American church.

The issue, then, 1s an issue
of “sameness” and “differ-
ence” in which a focus on
“sameness” is essential; but it
is potentially misleading if it
does not take account of
“difference.” In this construal
of the issue, “diffecrence” is to
be valued as significant and
good; butitis not to be used as
a reason to exclude persons
from the human or the politi-
cal community.

Ironically, simultaneously
with theoretical pressures to
take positive account of con-
crete differences have come
political pressures in our

same time, there is a backlash
against women’s efforts for re-
spect and protection of their
rights, as well as against per-
sons of color, poor persons,
disabled persons, gay and les-
bian persons, and just about
any marginal group that can
be named.? Political, eco-
nomic, and even religious rea-
sons are given to prevent these
groups from gaining anything
like equal status in this society.
Their differences outweigh, so
the argument goes, any com-
monality they may have with
the rest of the nation’s people.
Permission for intolerance ap-
pears everywhere in the politi-
cal sphere of the United
States. Cultural pluralism, it
seems, can extend only so [ar.
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In the churches, a similar
temptation to treat ditference
as opposition exists—or con-
tinues. In our culture, the bar-
riers created by the daily prac-
tice of white racisin, for
example, have long been rec-
ognized as a church-dividing
issue. When the World Council
of Churches made a stand
against apartheid by provid-
ing humanitarian aid to liber-
ation struggles in Africa,
member churches began with-
drawing funds and threatened
withdrawal from the Council.#
Recent studies have shown as-
tonishingly similar levels of in-
tolerance in Catholic parishes
and dioceses. Local parishes
can be just as divided as de-
nominational and ecumenical
bodies over issues of racism.
Urban parishes are sometimes
inhospitable to persons of
color who live in apartments
crowded around ctheir doors;
suburban parishes are some-
times inhospitable to persons
of color who do not (because of
economic barriers) live near
their doors. Neighborhood
parishes often do not address
the resistance to group homes
for persons with AIDS or intel-
lectual disabilities in their area.
In predominantly white, afflu-
ent, communities, churches
look around and declare they
do not have a problem with di-
versity, instead of recognizing
that their economic and cul-
tural isolation 1s a part of the
problem.5

In Protestant traditions,
theological doctrines of elec-
tion (of a “chosen” people,
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who alone among all human-
ity are saved) have frequently
been interpreted in ways that
reinforce intolerance of those
who are “different.”® In the
Catholic tradition, problems
are sometimes covered over
because of a kind of assump-
tion of “catholicism” in which
all can be included. “Solidar-
ity” can be assumed without
ever testing it in practice, so
that a myth of nonproblem is
made. Thus the church goes
on, segregated in astonishing
ways. Students 1 Catholic
high schools engage in gay
bashing; Catholic workers
perceive persons of color, or
new immigrants if they are
culturally different, only as
competitors for the territory
they themselves have so re-
cently won; pleas to national
organizations in the church
for resources to support Black
Catholics, or Hispanic Catho-
lics, and others, receive all too
often only token responses.

But if diversity is both a
problem and a possibility for
community at the societal and
church levels, what does it
mean within religious commu-
nities of women? I turn now to
a second story—our story, if
you will.

Diversity and Religious
Community

Questions of diversity are for
religious comimunities a mar-
velous opportunity both for
new understandings and for
salutary challenges to commu-
nity as we know it. This oppor-
tunity has already been seized
by our communities in

different degrees and respects,
whether through studies of di-
versity (particularly issues of
racism); or commitments (o
cross- cultural and interna-
tional efforts at community
building; or programs for
learning about diverse reli-
gious traditions; or studies of
issues in ministry (such as wel-
fare reform) related to ques-
tions of social diversity. In fact,
insofar as we think diversity is
not all that much of a problem
for us, we may tire of any more
efforts to address it, consider-
ing them in our case
superfluous.

Yet it remains an open
question as to whether or not
we have addressed the prob-
lems of diversity and commu-
nity not only in our ministries
but at the core of our individ-
ual and communal lives. Many
of us, both young and old,
came to community out of
contexts in which class, race,
or ethnicity were significant
barriers to our full respect for
others, and we were seldom
challenged in these presump-
tions once we were in commu-
nity. Within community, we
were soclalized in a way that al-
lowed us to live together with
as few frictions as possible; we
have had common standards
of social refinement, physical
bearing, use of language, hab-
its of eating and walking and
playing, levels of cleanliness
and neatness, and so forth.
One does not have to probe
too deeply, however, to find
prejudices among us; for ex-
ample, against ethnic
groups—not just Black or
Asian or Latin American or
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white (though that, too), but
Irish in relation to Ttalians and
I'rench, Polish in relation to
Germans and Irish, city dwell-
ers in relation to those from
rural areas, and so forth.
Moreover, for all of our social-
ization to equality, we have
long lived with judgments of
privilege in terms of different
levels of education, forms of
ministry, disabilities, and per-
haps most recently, differ-
ences in ideology, of lifestyles
within a lifestyle, of age and
mobility. As long as we main-
tained rules of silence, many
of our problems with differ-
ence remained  hidden,
though they tended to mani-
fest themselves nonetheless in
opportunities (or not) for ad-
vancement in the community,
and in hidden disdain or envy
of those who were different, or
who did things differently
from the rest. My point here is
that such problems can be
structural problems, not only
personal.

Religious  communities
have in many ways been mar-
velous models of human ac-
ceptance of difference, of mu-
tuality among those who are
different, of respect and
equality and deep under-
standing of “sameness” as
well. Yet there are starker sto-
ries, too, wherein healing has
not yet reached a denoue-
ment. And there are as yet un-
realized possibilities that can
bear witness to others of what
religious community can yet
achieve,

It has not served us well,
however, to gloss over either
our problems or our

possibilities with a simplistic
notion of “inclusivity” that al-
lows no critique or limits.
Hence, for example, we must
acknowledge the kinds of dif-
ficulties inherent in “differ-
ence” when we are consider-
ing not just tolerance and
cooperation in society, not just
welcoming in the church, not
just acceptance into commu-
nity at a general level, but liv-
ing together in a local house.

ih

stretched even more, our in-
sight into one another made
more sensitive, our patience
deepened and broadened so
that we bear witness to the call
of discipleship that demands
love beyond all telling. But
this suggests a third story, an
interpretation of the story of
what God may be trying to
make happen in and through
communities of faith.

As long as we maintained rules of silence,
many of our problems with difference
remained hidden.

Here human limitations are
real (and sometimes must sim-
ply be accepted)—limitations
in capacities to dwell with
those of vastly different tem-
perament, behavioral style,
timing, energy. Yet even here,
we must be clear about what is
a genuine limitation of capac-
ity, and what is a prejudice to
be overcome; what is racism
and classism, and what 1s the
inevitable human condition of
difficult blending of lives;
what living arrangements can
be life-giving, and what can-
not; even what limitations we
are responsible to overcome
and which ones we may only
bear, hoping for mercy trom
one another and from God.
Religious  communities
have an enviable history of
mutual commitment, sharing
of life, other-centered love of
one another, and dedication
to ministry. The issue before
us is whether our hearts can be

Diversity and
Discipleship

Flannery O’Connor once said
that we can know a people by
their stories. What are the sto-
ries Christians tell that have
anything to do with our prob-
lem of diversity and commu-
nity? We know them well.
Among the biblical stories,
there is the one in John's gos-
pel  (4:1-42) about Jesus
speaking to the Samaritan
woman at the well where Jesus
refuses to let the barriers of
difference (between Jew and
Gentile, man and woman)
prevent him from encounter
and respect. There is the para-
ble in Matthew of the banquet
where those who were nvited
did not come, for whatever
reason; and the invitations
went out to the highways and
byways, without regard for sta-
tus (22:1-10). There is the
story in Mark of Jesus and the
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Syrophoenician woman (7:24—
30) where the norms of accep-
tance were overturned, even
for Jesus (who was taken
aback, apparently, by the
woman’s response that if the
food is for the children of
the family, nonetheless even
the dogs receive crumbs).
There is the story of Paul per-
suading the apostles that the
good news is for the gentiles
and not only for the house of
Israel (Gal 2:1-10). There is
Paul’s claim that in relation to
Jesus, there is no longer Jew or
Greek, slave or free, male or
female (Gal 3:28). There is
Jesus’ response in Mark’s gos-
pel to James and John regard-
ing questions of privilege:
“Can you drink the cup?”
(10:25-40). There is the story
of Paul’s reminder that God
does not choose for labor in
the vineyard the “wise” or
“great,” but the “foolish,”
those with no claim to status
(1 Cor 1:17-31). There is the
narrative of the Spirit’s over-
whelming the apostles so that
they can speak in tongues to all
who will hear, hear not in spite
of but precisely from within
their diverse histories and di-
verse languages (Acts 2:1-13).
But what can these stories
mean? Let me suggest four
things they say to us that may
help us with our own discern-
ment of how we are to live with
diversity in community. The
first is fundamental, perhaps
what makes everything else
possible. That is, if a commu-
nity of faith is to welcome
those who might otherwise be
strangers, the community
does need to have an identity
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ofits own.” If a Christian com-
munity has no sense of its
identity in Christ as the center
of its life, it will not be able to
share with others a life and a
hope. Insofar as it has a cen-
ter, inclusivity will not be
meaningless, vague, or empty.
As Martin Buber has de-
scribed it: community forms
when persons relate to a com-
mon center; in the first in-
stance, their relationship is
through the center, not on the
periphery. They are brought
together (as when spokes form
a wheel) precsely because
they find themselves relating
to a common center.® Insofar
as the community is alive and
whole, all are in an important
sense at the center. And what
is the center, according to the
biblical stories? It 1s, of course,
Jesus Christ. But if we look to
the story of James and John
(Mark 10:35-40), we see
something very specific in this
regard: “Can you drink the
cup?” What cup? the cup of
suffering; the cup of fesus; the
cup of everyone’s suffering; the
cup of suffering that does not
have to be and that eries out not for
death but for change. Within the
church, and within our minis-
try, inclusiveness means that
no one’s suffering is beyond
the circle of our concern.
Within community, it means
that we can welcome those
who share our common com-
mitment to drink the cup, and
who do so in a way that is con-
sonant with an ongoing faith-
fulness to, yet ever new, dis-
cernment of our particular
call.,

But secondly, the more we
are unified in relation to the

center, the more we can wel-
come diversity. This means
that we not only can but must
respect diversity—respect and
“attend” to particularities of
history, cultural context, ca-
pacity for the various small or
large tasks ot discipleship and
ministry. We are, then, freed
to hear and to imagine the
memories of the “other,” indi-
viduals and groups. It we ab-
stract from all of this, we miss
the concrete reality of the
other. We are thereby dimin-
ished, and we also risk failing
to respond to particular needs
and possibilities.

There are many examples
of situations in which “differ-
ence” is ignored, out of good
will but also out of ignorance
and failure to attend to the
concrete. Here is one: A small
group of nuns living in an
“intercommunity” house was
brought up short by an event
that occurred about ten years
ago. A friend of theirs, a mem-
ber of yet another community,
came to stay with them while
looking for a place to live. She
had just taken a position in the
area, but felt that she should
find her own residence. She
received advice from many
persons regarding various
neighborhoods, and the Sis-
ters in this house where she
was staying urged her to look
in their neighborhood. Tt was
among other things, they said,
a safe area where a woman
could live alone. Hesitating in
the face of their urging, she fi-
nally told them why this would
not work for her. She was an
African-American woman, and
she knew that as such she
would neither be accepted or
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safe 1n that particular neigh-
borhood. These nuns, all
white women, recognized with
chagrin the truth of what she
was saying. But part of their
chagrin was the recognition of
their own failure even to be
awarc ol this danger to her. Af-
ter all, they had thought, this
woman 1s a nun just like us.

- Third, the biblical stories
tell us that it matters who sets
the agenda for sharing lives
and tasks with diverse others.
The story of Jesus and the
Syrophoenician woman is one
in which Jesus realizes that
even his agenda can and
should be modified in terms of
the social location and agen-
das of others.® What he had
previously understood and
planned in terms of his task
and even his goal was chal-
lenged and changed when he
stepped into relation with this
woman. The meaning of this
story became dramatically
clear some years ago to a
group of white women who
worked together for a long
time to establish and support
the Women’s Theological
Center in Boston. From the
start, these individuals were
committed  to  engaging
women from diverse back-
grounds in this project——
diverse in terms of race, class,
religious tradition, and na-
tionality. Since most of the
founders of the Center were
white, they worked toward a
goal of including an equal
number of white women and
women of color on their
board. When they came close
to this, however, the wommen of
color on the board objected to
what they perceived (quite

accuratelyy as the white
women continuing to set the
agenda for the board and for
the Center as a whole. As the
women of color found their
voices, the plans and pro-
grams, and the “mimagination,”
of the Center had to change in
important respects. So, too, in
the projects carried out by
women’s religious communi-
ties, and in our desires to wel-
come women different from
ourselves into our community
lives, it is not enough to won-
der why diversity is difficult to
achieve. We must wonder
more specifically whether we
are open to new voices in the
setting of our agendas.
Finally, a fourth insight to
be drawn from these biblical
stories is that unity does not
mean uniformity. Jesus related
to individuals in terms of their
own social location, their own
cultural histories, their own
selves formed differently from
disciples he was otherwise
used to. Can we imagine, for
example, that Jesus kept some
followers on the margins be-
cause they laughed more
loudly than others (an exam-
ple suggested by the experi-
ence of a Latina theologian
who once pointed out to other
women theologians that her
voice was sometimes ignored
by them because she is from a
culture in which the volume of
voice and of laughter is differ-
ent than it is for most
whites).!® More than this, in
the biblical stories Jesus seems
not to require uniformity of
expression, even in terms of
belief. Can we imagine that he
applied an orthodoxy test (in
the way we are prone to do
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today) to his disciples prior to
his serving them at the Last
Supper? What Jesus does ask
for is singleness of heart, as
firm a commitment as we can
manage (even if it is not yet
complete, as Peter came slowly
to learn), and trust in the
power of God’s Spirit,

The scriptural —stories,
then, give us a view of Chris-
tian community, whether the
church or our particular com-
munities within it, that 1) isan-
chored at a center; 2) leaves us
therefore free to attend to oth-
ers in their concrete particu-
larities; 3} allows us to relin-
quish at times our control of
agendas, even our agendas of
ministry and of life together—
thereby enabling us to under-
stand better the fullness of the
good news and the scope of'its
hearers; and 4) distinguishes
unity from uniformity, promis-
ing community in and
through diversity. Thus these
stories give us a view of com-
munity that is ever new—an-
chored in God, anchored in
Jesus who is the word of God,
alive by the Spirit whose life
extends to those of many his-
tories, to those whose memo-
ries are multiple and whose
tongues are beautiful.

There is a remaining
problem, however. Thatis, the
more faithful we have been,
sometimes, the more weary we
are of yet more demands be-
ing made on our hearts, let
alone on our labors and our
time. Women’s experience
sometimes reflects a saying on
the frontispiece of one of
Doris Lessing’s novels: “I am
so tired, and tired even of the
future before it comes.” This
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is a familiar experience for too
many of the dedicated women
we know. Hence, if any new
call is to come to us regarding
new attitudes of heart, new
openings in hospitality, it can-
not be heard as imposing yet
one more burden. Rather, it
will have to come as an unfold-
ing of the call we have always
heard. We shall recognize in it
a profound continuity with
what we have already tried to
be. Then we can relax our
hearts, knowing that whatever
life we have together—in soci-
ety, in the church, in our com-
munities—is a free gift, not a
privilege, and therefore easy
to share. We have, after all,
long known that with all of our
differences, and the differ-
ences of those to whomwe may
still open our hearts, it is possi-
ble for us to weep over com-
monly felt tragedies, laugh
over commonly perceived in-
congruities, yearn for com-
mon hopes. And across our
lives in time and space, it is
possible to condemn com-
monly recognized injustices
and act for commonly desired
goals. It is possible for us to-
gether to drink the cup that is
a cup of suffering but also and
more deeply a cup of cove-
nant, a cup of beauty and of
love.

q
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here are no patterns, no

norms that determine the
ways in which God touches our
lives. I believe it was in child-
hood that the seed of mercy
was first planted in my heart.
The memory of the words spo-
ken by a very young, unpol-
ished Portia in a school
performance of The Merchant
of Venice still moves me. I had
to read her speech for myself,
relish the sumptuous luxury of
its images, mull them over,
make them a part of my being.
Since then, the word “mercy”
and the mere mention of
Shakespeare’s name have al-
ways conjured up those clo-
quent lines:
The quality of mercy is not strained,
1t droppeth as the gentle rain from
heaven
Upan the place beneath. It is twice
blest;

It blesseth fum that gives and him
that takes.”

But, a seed needs time to ger-
minate and grow. It requires
maintenance and patience.
That it shaped my beginnings
there can be no doubt, yet its
roots and small shoots lay dor-
mant for many years. Its sin-
gular significance had eluded
me.

Just over four years ago,
the need for educational cre-
dentials ted me to Trinity Col-
lege of Vermont and my initial
encounter with the Sisters of

The Quality of Mercy

Rowshan Golshayan

Mercy. Trinity 1s a living com-
munity, a place of interaction,
communication and learning;
it has a soul. Such a commu-
nity owes its life and its spirit
to its foundresses; hence, the
relevance of the biblical crite-
rion: “you will know them by
their fruits” (Matt 7:16). It was
that very fruitfulness of spirit
that summoned my potential
into actuality, giving me a
sense of dignity, setting me on
a course of intellectual aware-
ness and a mysterious iInward-
ness that allowed me to be
hoisted from my myopic cer-
tainties into the freedom of in-
finite truth.

know that the structure of the
mind and the reactions of the
heart must be held in delicate
equilibrium. I began to com-
prehend theology not merely as
scholarly expressions of fides
quarens idellectum (faith seeking
understanding), but as an en-
counter with and experience of
the human face of God. And as
mercy stired and found its
dwelling place within, I came to
see that there is, indeed, a
“quality” about mercy.

But how can one frame
this quality in words? There is
no adequate human utterance
to capture its reality, for mercy
calls on a strength that is not

Drawing from the reservoir of insights so
freely offered by my professors, the
Sisters in particular, | came to know that
the structure of the mind and the
reactions of the heart must be held in
delicate equilibrium.

The seedling was reawak-
ened and began to grow. The
watering and sustenance it re-
ceived allowed it to seize the
wonder of every challenging
moment. Drawing from the res-
ervoir of insights so fieely of-
tered by my professors, the Sis-
ters in particular; I came to
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its own. Its quality reaches be-
yond what is intelligible or
sensible. T only know that it is
real—that there is something
deeply moving, changeless,
and absolute at the heart of
mercy. What this reality is we
cannot fully know. Thisisinno
way an attempt at abstraction
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in the rarefied air of theologi-
cal heights, it is simply an al-
firmation that forms and ori-
ents my faith. In order to
reduce this quality to words
that may be perceived and
heard I have repeatedly asked
myself: What is the shape of
mercy? What values does it in-
sist upon? What worldview
does it create? What attitudes
does it encourage? What activ-
ities does it propose? What is
its essence, its color and tex-
ture? I can but hope that a
measure of my musings will re-
veal the subtlest reflections of
its truth.

The Shape of Mercy

The concept of mercy is often
misinterpreted or miscon-
strued. Atits most derogatory,
it is equated with humifiation,
condescension, and a manner
of weakness. And yet, the word
itself is rooted in an exquisite
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of its spirit. His explanation is,
I believe, carefully qualified:

The term merey must be cor-
rectly understood. The word
has good and authentic con-
notations, but it can also
have inadequate connota-
tions, even dangerous ones.
It suggests a sense of com-
passion. The danger is that
it may seem to denote a
sheer sentiment, without a
praxis to accompany it. It
may connote “works of
mercy.” Here the risk is that
the practitioner of such
works may feel exempt from
the duty of analyzing the
causes of the suffering that
these works relieve . . . It may
connote parental attitudes,
but risk paternalism.?

To be sure, “mercy must be cor-
rectly understood,” for it re-
fiects a way of being whereby
the heart penetrates the er-
ratic beat of despair and
soothes it with the restorative
balm of comfort and redress.
Within the human realm,

Within the human realm, mercy is the
blessing of engagement.

Latin term, misericors: misereri
meaning “pity” or “compas-
sion” and cor, the heart . . .
heartfelt compassion, an em-
pathy that emanates from the
heart. In the opening chapter
of The Principle of Mercy:
Taking the Crucified People from
the Cross, Jon Sobrino articu-
lates the importance of fully
apprehending the contours of
mercy. He provides a critical
framework for grasping its
shape and locating the source

mercy 1s the blessing of en-
gagement. It 1s a life-giving
touch, a healing word, a
shared prayer for peace. It is
the hand that reaches out in
the darkness and allows move-
ment towards light and love. It
is a passion that is God-filled
in its cry for justice. Mercy is a
love that understands, a love
that is put into action. It is do-
ing small acts for love. It is a
gesture that is neither forced
nor “strained,” a ministry

carried out for love not duty.
“The hem of love’s garment
touches the dust. It sweeps the
stains in the streets and alleys;
it does so because it must.””
The hands of mercy feed the
hungry with compassion as
well as bread, its arms enfold
the unemployed with warmth
as well as fabric, its soul draws
the homeless into hope as well
as shelter. Its being is of God.

Mercy has an experiential
basis that penetrates life con-
texts. It has an understanding
of where God is today, a
God-centered awareness that
enkindles our sensibilities in
the face of human degrada-
tion and injustice. Those who
actualize it, who read into and
enter its deepest reality, creat-
ing a relational dynamic, are
the channels of mercy. “Mercy
as re-action becomes the fun-
damental action of the total
human being. Thus, this
mercy is more than just one
phenomenon in human real-
ity among many. It directly de-
fines the human being.”* Tt
dawns when there is a tender
and graced willingness to love
unconditionally. This willing-
ness is not wrapped up in the
expectations of instant change
noris it encased in tight mech-
anisms of control. The willing-
ness must arise utterly
unadorned.

The act of mercy is like the
breath of God, a giving and re-
ceiving, the permeable re-
sponse and openness to be
fully present as a gift for the
other, to be fully alive with
God. The important theologi-
cal reason for reciprocity lies
not in dogma, but in the
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theology of blessing and of
blessedness (Matt 5:7), for
mercy is more than us. It re-
leases a power of healing that
comes not through the lan-
guage of reproach, blame, or
indifference, but through the
language of solidarity and
hope and shared grief. In
mercy, we stop being part of
the problem and allow God to
make us part of the solution. It
frees us from our own unreal
and impossible dreams for
this world and makes us
dream God’s dreams and sece
God’s visions. It reveals the
light of hope at the end of
God’s tunnel, that glowing ray
of peace “which surpasses all
understanding” (Phil 4:7).
This is the light that the
prophets saw, and I believe,
the one that Catherine
McAuley saw.

“Mercy” was a word of
predilection with her. She
would point out the advan-
tages of mercy above charity.
“The Charity of God would
not avail us, if His Mercy did
not come to our assistance.
Mercy is more than Charity,
for it not only bestows bene-
fits, but it receives and par-
dons again and again, even
the ungrateful.”®

The Essence of Mercy

The essence of mercy is not a
reduction of life to the spiri-
tual, but rather, an integration
of all aspects of human life
around its most essential char-
acteristic—that of being made
in the image and likeness of
God. This intrinsic dimension
of the human personality is

most profoundly experienced
as permeating the unfathom-
able depths of the human
spirit, the act of being
godwardly drawn. In mercy,
an experience of God is being
enacted, a comumunication is
being made both visibly and
invisibly. And this enactment,
so searching and enriching to
the spirit, is carried out by
means of gestures and tex-
tures—words spoken and un-
spoken—that offer the giver
and the receiver an entry into
worship. Gestures become
something sacred, while words
convey an ascent powered by
the subtle verticals of faith and
made credible by the horizon-
tal groundedness of its human
expressions.

God has created a divine
and holy space in God’s self
for every human being. Here,
mercy is a silent place, draw-
ing the person to the inmost

21

re-membering, the bringing
together of a fragmented life.
This re-membering makes
Jesus present, as present to us
as he was to the man on the ad-
jacent cross: “Jesus, remem-
ber me when you come into
your kingdom” (Luke 23:42).
The words do not formulate a
request for a calling to mind,
they express rather, a desire
forwholeness: a re-membering
of an existence beyond any
physical reality, a union with
Christ and in Christ, an
at-one-ment with God. And
Jesus replies: “Today, you will
be with me in Paradise” {Luke
23:43) . . . today, you will live
in my heart. This is God’s jus-
tice: the promise of love, salva-
tion and mercy.

“Justice and mercy and
love,” these are “the weightier
matters of [God’s] law” (Matt
23:23). The most beautiful ex-
pression of justice can only be

In mercy, we stop being part of the
problem and allow God to make us part
of the solution.

centerwithin, which is fulfilled
only as she acknowledges and
yields all of life to this deepest
integration with suffering hu-
manity. This is a place of re-
membering, a deep and lov-
ing response to absence:
recalling those who are in
need, [raming their faces in
the mind’s eye, making them
present despite the barriers of
distance. Ingesting the reality
of anther’s pain is also a

one that is freed on the wings
of mercy, mercy as forgiveness,
reconciliation and love. Mercy
soars beyond the peripheral
reabm of human justice. It flees
the confining cages of nar-
row-mindedness, fear and
discrimination.

But mercy is above this
sceptered sway,

it is enthroned in the heart of
kings,

It is an attribute to God himself,
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And earthly power doth then
show likest God's
When mercy seasons justice.

To have mercy is to under-
stand reality, to experience it
directly, to be ever so fully hu-
man. Mercy’s form of justice
calls us towards the pursuit of
a truth that is pure and free,
the kind of truth we call God.
It calls us to bring that quality
which is of God into the court-
rooms of our lives: the chamn-
bers of human justice, human
reason and emotion, human
responsibility—the courts of
human possibility.

Color and Texture in
Mercy

The God we know in Jesus is
the God of love who is “moved
with compassion” (Matt 9:36)
and “has mercy upon whom-
ever he chooses” (Rom 9:18):
making the coral sun rise on
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share God’s strange sense of
values or clappled sense of pri-
orities. After all, there are the
vast problems of the world
that need solving. We want to
eradicate the hopelessness of
poverty and unemployment,
the threat of war and nuclear
disaster, the suffering of hun-
ger and disease, the evils of
oppression and discrimina-
tion. And yet, what ultimately
counts with God is how we re-
act to “the least of these” (Matt
25:40): the rejected and de-
jected . . . the despised. The
merciful deed may be no more
than a cup of sparkling water
given in Jesus’ name (Matt
25:35}, no more than wearing
the yoke of gentleness.

And far from being of
help to wus, our religious
achievements can be counter-
productive, for the God of love
“desire{s] mercy, not sacrifice”
(Matt 9:13) .. .hesed, steadfast

It can be difficult to share God'’s strange
sense of values or dappled sense of
priorities.

the evil and the good, sending
the glistening “rain  from
heaven upon” the just and the
unjust (Matt 5:45), playing
havoc with our narrow stan-
dards. This gift does not de-
pend on our worthiness or
merits; they are not even
taken into account. It 1s given
without measure, freely, un-
predictably, and at times, out-
rageously. It can be difticult to

loving kindness, “and knowl-
edge of God, rather than
burnt offerings” (Hos 6:6).
Catherine McAuley was privy
to this insight: “the spirit of
prayer and retreat should be
most dear to us, yet such a
spirit as would never withdraw
us from these works of mercy;
otherwise it should be re-
garded as a temptation rather
than the effect of sincere

piety.”7 Standing before Jesus
with the rich young man in the
gospel story (Mark 10:17-22),
we too, anxiously stress our re-
ligious achievements, hoping
they will be worth something.
But the request remains un-
changed: rid yourselves of ev-
erything, count it as refuse
(Phil 3:8), and follow me. This
leaves no room for being first,
nor tor being last in order to
come first (Mark 10:31). Our
lastness must come not for our
own sakes, but for the sake of
others. It means becoming
poor that others may be rich,
becoming “all things to all
people” (1 Cor 9:22) that oth-
ers may be blessed.

Mercy is not a single con-
cept, but an ongoing process.
It evokes a story with a Huidity
of remarkable significance
and beauty which can be expe-
rienced as an opening to God.
It is the story of Catherine
McAuley whose singular leg-
acy of wisdom and knowledge,
responsibility and  caring,
hope and love, stands in place
of a divine and merciful com-
passion which cannot be
erased. Itis the story of the Sis-
ters of Mercy of Vermont and
all who may be the forerun-
ners of a new story. Mercy is
not a standpoint, but a move-
ment. It speaks of a generosity
of spirit that invokes God’s
message through Zechariah:
“Render true judgments, show
kindness and mercy to one an-
other; do not oppress the
widow, the orphan, the alien
or the poor” (Zech 7:9). The
being of mercy emits the sense
of a pulse. At times, it rises and
falls, but mostly, it is just there,
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beating quietly, softly, and in
that softness, giving life. It is
the practice of the rhythm of
Jesus. Perhaps, it is the being
in motion that allows us to be
moved . . . the participation in
the heartbeat of God that al-
lows us to feel the immense
tenderness, the overwhelming
and lite-giving love.

The Quality of a
Merciful Love

The very act of living is de-
pendent on love. The world
exists in that it is loved and its
existence witnesses to the God
who “so loved the world”
(John 3:16). Love is the only
power capable of synthesizing
the richness of every human
life. And the quality of mercy
flourishes and delights in that
love, the essence of its being.
The shape of mercy is haloed
in the blessedness of reciproc-
ity and hope. Its tints and hues
radiate with the iridescence of
sun-filled drops of rain smooth-
ly textured in the softest
gentleness.

gentleness swabs the crusted
sturnp

invertts more merciful
instruments

to fouch the wound beyond the
wound.?

But the purest, deepest quality
of mercy, its most translucent
color and finest texture, is the
limitless love ensouled in the
crucified one. Jesus accepted
the cross, and in so doing,
gave an ineffable expression
to mercy from within himself
.. with unfathomable com-
passion and utterly selfless
giving. The cross united the
valley of suffering and the val-
ley of mercy into the same cry,
the cry of merciful love cruci-
fied. And it s precisely be-
cause it was crucified that its
quality is most sublime.
“Forwe do not have a high
priest who is unable to sympa-
thize with our weaknesses, but
we have one who in every re-
spect has been tested aswe are,
yet without sin. Let us there-
fore approach the throne of
grace with boldness, so thatwe
may receive mercy and find
grace to help in time of need”

(Heb 4:15-6).

&
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Walking Newly in Mercy

Choosing to be a Sister
of Mercy

Ann McGovern, R.S.M,

With incredible joy and peace
in my heart, I professed first
vows as a Sister of Mercy on Au-
gust 15, 1998 in the Connor
Chapel at Saint Joseph College
i West Hartford, Connecticut.
My family and friends for the
first time truly came to realize
why religious life was for me

Three Reflections

1987. Shortly thereafter, I en-
tered a diocesan-sponsored
ministry training program
and in time became the coor-
dinator of religious education
in my parish. T discerned leav-
ing the world of corporate
America and sought employ-
ment with a not-for-profit or-
ganization, feeling that this is
where God was leading me. I
joined the March of Dimes
National Headquarters in

The Sisters of Mercy invited me to see
and recognize God in myself and in all
around me.

the most honest way to live out
my baptismal call. To quote
my brother “I literally saw you
bloom in front of my eyes.” 1
responded “Yes, with the love
and support of my Sisters.”
Another cousin remarked “I
have never been in the pres-
ence of so many obviously con-
tented women in all my life.
What joy and love there is be-
tween you.” Two very reveal-
ing quotes!

As 1 share my story, per-
haps it will remind you of
someone that may be waiting
for an invitation to “come and
see.” What impelled me to say
yes to Mercy? I am in my 40s,
originally from New York. I
moved to Connecticut in

White Plains, NY where, for
five years, I worked in their
program and public health
education department, travel-
ing extensively, promoting
our different campaigns and
working with the communica-
tions department to develop
various public health educa-
tion materials. In 1992, after
being invited to “come and
see,” I became a Mercy Associ-
ate. I was still listening to and
trying to decipher where
God’s presence within was in-
viting me.

I eventually discerned a
call to enter the Sisters of
Mercy and pursue vowed
membership. The more I was
in the presence of the
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commuunity, the more 1 came
to experience and recognize a
sense of being at peace inter-
nally. I had discovered the
“more” that I was searching for
through all my moving about
(or tripping about as Catherine
would have said). 1 also fell in
love with Catherine, our be-
loved foundress. Hearing her
story told, I began to resonate
with her faith journey, with the
Mercy charism, and with her
passion for service.

The Sisters of Mercy in-
vited me to see and recognize
God in myself and in all
around me. I saw the gospel
messages of Jesus lived out
through their love of one an-
other, through their embrace
of the poor, the unloved, and
through their commitment to
being prophetic in today’s
world and in our Church.
They breathe life into a stir-
ring feminine image of God
that was and is calling me to
wholeness, to growth.

As a woman, I have strug-
gled over the years to under-
stand and live Jesus’ words
proclaimed in Gospel pas-
sages. Often I felt excluded
and jolted by the language we
use in prayer both in terms of
women and when referring to
God. I know that words can of-
ten screen or block, rather
than illuminate, and I know
that God is beyond gender
and language. Yet I struggle to



remain faithful. I am encour-
aged by new awarenesses
emerging regarding the in-
tegrity of all creation and our
need to rediscover the femi-
nine image of God while being
more inclusive for the sake of
our planet and our church.

In community, I saw how I
could weave my faith, my spiri-
tuality and desire for quiet and
prayer into my everyday living.
Community for me has satis-
fied a longing, a restlessness,
and a desire for the “more.” 1
have been invited to dance in
harmony with all of creation,
loving all, and secking peace,
justice, and equality.

During my novitiate and
with the reflection time af-
torded me this past year, I
fleshed out our vows and pub-
licly professed them for me to
mean:

¥ Celibate chastity; a jour-
ney to get to know my
deepest self; a gifted and
graced response to God’s
incarnational love and a
desire to pursue a life-
long relationship with
God that passionately
speaks of inclusive love
and contributes to all
creation,

¥ Religious obedience; an
authentic listening and
dialogue with self, com-
munity, Church, and the
cosmic world to discern
my individual and com-
munal call to love and
serve others as a Sister of
Mercy and a disciple of
Jesus.
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» Religious poverty; a rec-
ognition that all is gift
and that God is the
source of my being; a call
me to live a lifestyle of
simplicity with an open-
ness to ongoing conver-
sion in which I honor my
global reality and re-
sponsibility and choose
to be in solidarity with
those who are poor.

¥ Service: a heartfelt desire
to offer my gifts, known
or underdeveloped, to be
about the works of mercy
to those in need.
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religious women. I desire to
grow into my most authentic
self so I desire to share of my-
self: my brokenness as well as
my wholeness, my joy aswell as
my pain. My novitiate experi-
ence has gifted me with com-
munications skills that em-
power me to walk deeply,
share mutually, and live au-
thentically in community. I
desire to do so with you, my
Sisters in faith, in Mercy. May
we open our hearts to permit
us to explore together what is
within. Then, rooted and sup-
ported in God, we can walk

My vows challenge me to let go and give
in to the freedom they promise me so that
[ can joyfully grow into all God created me

to be.

My vows challenge me to let go
and give in to the freedom they
promise me so that I can joy-
fully grow mto all God created
me to be. I can think of no
greater example of such free-
dom than Jesus, and I see our
vows challenging me to live au-
thentically as a disciple of Jesus.
I see the vows as connected and
intertwined, providing steps to
a wholeness of sell.

Our life In community
supports and challenges me. 1
see us called to be counter-
cultural and challenged to
simplify our lifestyle, to slow
down and nurture our con-
templative spirits in order to
remain centered in God and
focused on who we are—

this journey in right relation-
ship and discern anew where
God 1s calling us to minister
and live. Catherine’s words
describe our life together well:
“Behold your entire commu-
nity assembled together and
joined in bonds of unity; the
example of one sustains an-
other, the zeal of one commu-
nicates itsell’ to another, the
prayer of one seconds the sup-
plications of another: all form
a single heart.”

Engraved on my ring as
my motto is a portion of
Catherine’s quote: “We have
one solid comfort amidst this
little tripping about, our
hearts can always be in the
same place, centered in God
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for whom alone we go forward
or stay back.” I chose “Cen-
tered in God” to remind me of
my need for daily prayer. On
the inside is engraved
“Catherine, may we dance,”
reminding me of the creative
balance 1 need, for dance
speaks of being in step with
another, and yet depicts a cer-
tain sense of freedom. The
vows I professed call me to on-
going personal growth, to life
and freedom. I've learned that
to dance in life one must in-
deed be free, free to express
what one feels, free to let go of
inhthitions, free to love un-
ceasingly. My laith has called
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Learning to Love
Claudia Silke Warde

Service is very much a part of
my life, at times probably too
much. Catherine’s passion for
the poor is at the core of who |
am, and what I feel called to be
about. Catherine’s response to
the call of ministry to the poor
is embodied in community
and is lived out in each of our
lives. As religious, we/l am
called to be a living and public
witness, dedicated to the ser-
vice of God, to be about the
reign of God, which is rooted
in the gospel message. One of
the biggest lessons T have

['ve learned that to dance in life one must
indeed be free, free to express what one
feels, free to let go of inhibitions, free to

love unceasingly.

me to such freedom. My vows
and life in community provide
me with a rhythm for hving
into such freedom.

With the support of my
Sisters, family, friends and my
faith community, l am ready to
walk humbly with God: tobe a
vessel, discerning my spirit,
along with Her spirit, yield-
ing, stretching; to continue on
this life giving journey as a
faithful friend of Jesus and
Catherine.

learned from my canonical
novitiate year is how much 1
value and need my quiet time,
my connection with God and
my inner self, to be attentive to
what truly is at the heart of
who I am and how that unfolds
in my journey of life.

“Do unto others as you
would have them do unto
you.” Service could not occur
without such love and compas-
sion for one another, for our
self. Loving one self, serving
me, being attentive to my
needs, for prayer, for contem-
plation, for inner work,
grounds me so that I can be at-
tentive and responsive to the

needs of others. Learning how
to balance my contemplative
desire with my passion for ser-
vice will always be a challenge.
My life in Mercy, however,
challenged me to be attentive
towards this balance of life of
service, of prayer, of whole-
ness. I hear Jesus' mission of
God to be that we be holy,
healthy, and happy. We as reli-
gious must be about his way of
life! Community feeds and fu-
els my passions and helps me
to be responsive, so that I can
be about the works of mercy.
Community life has often
been a time of loneliness and
solitude. Fiding the balance
of being alone and in relation
with others is what I think a
part of the vows are all about. 1
very much value and need my
quiet time, to be still, to move
introspectively so that I can
truly be in touch with God’s
love and direction for me. 1
can also be easily distracted,
especially by doing things,
that are supported and valued
because of the ministry and
service we are about. However,
what is at the heart of service?
What is the plan that God talks
about? When I allow myself to
be in a reflective and prayerful
mode, centered and grounded,
I feel so much more balanced
and at peace because then I
truly know who is in control,
who or what leads me to be
Mercy, to be Sister, to be life.
Obedience requires me to lis-
ten to that inner voice, to be
attentive, and to respond. This
can not take place if I am busy
about many things! Some-
times that does not mean




journeying alone, but rather
together n community, so
that I can be attentive and
open to the Spirit of God and
to the dreams of God. It re-
quires me to truly follow my
heart, to listen to that inner
depth, whether that be re-
vealed by members in commu-
nity, by spiritual direction, by
counseling, or by seeking
other’s input. I must be con-
stantly discerning the will of
God to be happy, healthy, and
holy, for the sake of the mis-
sion. Listening so that God re-
veals God/self to me, that is
obedience. Living to our full-
est potential, fulfilling our
true way to be. ITs that not the
will of God? Obedience re-
quires me to always trust that
God’s Spirit will give me the
wisdom, the strength, and the
courage to respond in love to
whatever is being asked of me.
I am very passionate
about many things and what
has been so life giving for me is
the support, encouragement,
and invitations that I have re-
ceived and continue to receive
from my Sisters, from commu-
nity, and from the people I
minister with, all essential in-
gredients to help me balance
and integrate my dreams/vi-
sions as I journey towards re-
sponding to God’s plans, to-
wards bearing and nurturing
the fruit of such a life. This
love, support, and attirma-
tion, this interconnectedness
and life in community has and
1s what nurtures me and feeds
me to be Mercy, to be in rela-
tion, to love, and to be loved.
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Wilkie Au says that hu-
manness is achievable only in
relationship, m love, in the
opening of myself, in the shar-
ing of myself, in the warming
of my heart. I must be human,
willing to sk, to engage, to
share and/or let down my
walls, to be wulnerable or
messy, and to love, so thatI too
may be loved. In this human-
ness, I have to be able to accept
my limitations, that I am not
all together, and that I don't
have to be all together! I am
learning that T don’t have to be
perfect, nor should I think
that anyone else is either. We
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nothing else. There is no
other reason for our existence.
Celibate chastity is our way of
immersing ourselves into the
pain and ecstasy of life which
loving ourselves entails. And,
this is a journey! God calls a
few to he the empty spaces for
God. Itis not a holier or emp-
tier state of life. The celibate is
God’s way of reminding us of
that space of providing love, of
that being occupied with
God—uvacare deo. 1 am re-
minded of something that
Joan Chittister said about celi-
bate chastity, “The function of
celibacy is not to be loveless;

I must be constantly discerning the will of
God to be happy, healthy, and holy, for
the sake of the mission.

are all human, we are women
with our own rough edges, all
on the same journey, to re-
spond the best we can, in
Mercy, to God’s plan for each
of'us. It is indeed a relief to be-
gin to truly internalize and be-
lieve in my heart that “you are
precious and cherished, you
are loved just the way you arel”
That means I don’t have to do
anything. Plain and simple, 1
am loved. Period! T am okay
just the way I am, true towho [
am and to whose I am.

Celibate chastity

In love we become vulnerable,
According to Karl Rahner, we
are created by love to love

the tunction of celibacy is to
love without limitations, to lay
down my life in loving com-
mitment to more than those
who love me.” Jesus models
that healthy balance of rela-
tionship with onesclf, God,
and his friends, so that he
could then give and serve, to
truly be present in love and
compassion with and for oth-
ers. G. S. Lewis’s Shadowlands
taught me the importance of
moving from my intellectual
and heady perspective of love,
of God’s love, to that of the ex-
periential dimension and per-
spective of feeling and allow-
ing myself to be loved. As
Catherine noted in her Retreat
Instructions, how can we teach
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the love of God if our own
hearts are cold? 1 believe
our/my journey, in faith, is
meant to be shared, hence, re-
quiring relation. Celibate
chastity is about learning how
to be in mutual relationship
with one another, to love well,
to love grandly, to love freely,
with open hands, not cling-
ing—-and expecting nothing
in return. For me, what is at
the heart of celibate chastity is
inclusivity and mutuality, no
strings! And like Jesus, I too
must often go and seek my
quiet space, go to the “other
side” in order to be alone and
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fruits of God. The poverty lies
in the fact that I can’t do this
alone, without God, without
support from community,
friends, or wisdom figures.
God 1s the source of my en-
ergy, and it is from God alone
(not from me, although often I
like to believe that I can do it
ally that I can be totally nour-
ished and comforted. This
radical dependence, rooted in
living and responding in faith
to the vows, enables me to be a
responsible steward, to let go
of my excess baggage, tolet go
and let God, so thatI can more
freely enter into the mystery,

How truly freeing it is not to be
possessive; not to be clinging to people or
things, to be free to grow and be more
available, receptive, and open to whatever
God asks.

still. It is in this contemplation
of community and friends that
I am sparked and charged/re-
charged so that I may be able
to respond in and with love to
the needs of others.

How truly freeing it is not
to be possessive; not to be
clinging to people or things,
to be free to grow and be more
available, receptive, and open
to whatever God asks. It is in
this letting go, in simplifying
my life, in standing naked in
the presence of God that I
truly am connected to the
love, to the passion, and to the

experience the divine, and
move towards a fuller and
more meaningful relationship
with God and with others.

I see my vow of poverty as
allowing myself to be trans-
tormed. T can’t do it alone. If
I'm trying to be in control,
then ’'m not allowing God to
transform me. It's the open-
ness, the self emptying of self
to allow God to be with me that
transforms me. We are poor
when we can embrace our own
darkness. Poverty is not some-
thing we do. It’s what we are.
“Do with less until everyone

has enough” is how Barbara
Fiand puts it.

I think life 1s meant to be
spicy, rich in flavor! “You are
the salt of the earth . . . the
light of the world” (Matt
5:13-14). There are too many
hardships, cruelties, and in-
justices in this world. Jesus
challenges us/me to make a
difference, to be about bring-
ing hope, to be about adding
flavor/life to God’s creation.
My journey in response to this
challenge has led me to Mercy.
In Mercy, 1 have been sup-
ported and invited to grow, to
be lite, to be hope, to be caring
and compassionate, to be en-
ergetic, and to always shoot for
the stars, to dream. Mercy has
given me the passion, the en-
ergy, and vision of knowing
that together, as faith commu-
nity, centered and rooted 1n
God, we can and do make a
difference.

I

Breaking in New Shoes

Mary Ellen Shuckerow

As I begin to write this vow re-
tlection, I have just celebrated
my sixth year of formal rela-
tionship with the Sisters of
Mercy of the Americas and
have been in temporary pro-
fession for a year and five
months. As I mused about
what I might have to share
with our Institute members, 1
realized that the vows I pub-
licly professed on June 28,
1997, were like a new pair of
shoes. The soles were smooth,



unmarked by wear, the leather
was pristine, the fit snug and
supporting.

foday, the shoes remain
relatively new, yet, the soles
are marked by the journey.
The leather has distinctive
grooves, identifying the places
of tension as well as ease and
the shoes are likened to a fa-
miliar  friend, comforting
while remaining sturdy.

My shoes and I have re-
cently returned from an Insti-
tute temporary professed
gathering in St. Louis, Mis-
souri, In a sense, it was like a
homecoming since I spent my
canonical year there at the
Mercy Collaborative Novi-
tiate. Stepping off the plane,
the warm sun greeted me. It
was a welcome sight after the
autumn chill T left behind in
Connecticut.

The gathering St. Louisin
some ways resembled a re-
union for our Institute’s newer
members, but it was much,
much more! It is the much
more that I hope I can express
in this writing.

Some of the “much more”
is contexualizing the tradition
of our four vows against the
backdrop of a new millen-
nium, a culture driven by im-
permanence and an Institute
that has been birthed and is
now moving well beyond its in-
fancy. The approaching Insti-
tute Chapter will be the impe-
tus of a new reality for the
Sisters of Mercy. We will take a
large step in collectively
choosing a preferred future. It
is our rootedness in God that
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will imprint this step and map
out our destiny.

Our temporary professed
gathering focused on commu-
nity life. It has always in-
trigued me that the vows are
not spoken about readily by
our members. Community life
has been the subject of many
Institute gatherings, regional
chapters and theological re-
flections. Perhaps, the vows
are implicit in our way of life,

The “much more” of our
temporary professed gather-
ing had the elements, of
meaning-making. The gath-
ered arrived in a spirit of seek-
ing, seeking support, seeking
understanding, seeking a col-
lective voice. Ultimately, the
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nucteus and the foundation on
which we will navigate the
change.

One might ponder, if
Catherine were a member of
our Institute today would she
consider the vows a founda-
tion for a viable future? In her
time, her charism emerged
out of a passion to respond to
the societal disparity of pov-
erty, out of a deep passion to
love her God, as a Catholic
woman, making a life commit-
ment to serve the poor, the
sick, the uneducated, espe-
cially women and children. In
a sense, the vows were im-
posed on her by the hierarchi-
cal church and social mores of
her time. In effect, Catherine

In choosing to be women religious, we
choose to proclaim the vows as our way
of making meaning of our lives.

gatherers came seeking inte-
rior freedom to continue to
say yes to the call to mercy,
ayes that was asked of each
vowed member last summer in
a letter from our Institute
leadership team!

In choosing to be women
religious, we choose to pro-
claim the vows as our way of
making meaning of our lives.
We have professed vows to an
Institute, whose lived reality is
on the pinnacle of transforma-
tion, emergence and perhaps
permanent change. The tradi-
tion of the vows and our
charism are the constant, the

wrapped the vows around her
charism, her meaning-making.

Looking to our future, it is
likely that vowed members will
be fewer in number. Associa-
tion, alternate forms of mem-
bership and temporary com-
mitments will comprise the
greater membership of our In-
stitute, 'The charism can be
enfleshed in all of these forms
of membership. So why would
the vows be essential and rele-
vant to our future?

For me, the vows repre-
sent a time honored frame-
work to live a particular wit-
ness as a member of the




universal church. The vows
connect us in a distinct way to
the church. This connection
bears a voice (particularly a
voice of women), an identity, a
responsibility to be Emmanuel
people to the world, to be
“God with us” in all that we
profess and proclaim.

As Emmanuel people, we
are able to articulate a witness
in society that is rooted in gos-
pel values and the teachings of
Jesus Christ. Our identity as
an Institute and relationship
with the universal church will
enlarge our ability to witness
in an ever-changing chaotic
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new landscape our ability to be
Emmanuel people will foster
care of the earth, of all cre-
ation and will manifest a wit-
ness that responds to the sea-
sons of our times,

On my profession day, I
proclaimed to all assembled a
traditional vow formula, one
simply stating a promise to
live chastity, poverty, obedi-
ence, and service to the poor,
sick, and uneducated. The
words I spoke were an echo of
many Sisters who professed
these same vows  since
Catherine spoke them in De-
cember of 1831. How do I live

As Emmanuel people, we are able to
articulate a witness in society that is
rooted in gospel values and the teachings
of Jesus Christ.

worldview. In essence, the lile
of Jesus Christ was a life of wit-
ness. The disciples principally
lived from a stance of witness.
Since the Second Vatican
Council, the church has en-
couraged all Christians to em-
brace an element of witness in
their Hves.

In recognizing a commit-
ment to vowed life in the uni-
versal Church and by embrac-
img the meaning-making of
the charism of Catherine , we
will provide a solid foundation
by which a changed reality for
our Institute can take shape
incorporating a broader wit-
ness within the landscape of
the world order. Placed in this

the four vows in the twilight of
the nineteen hundreds?

I live chastity by learning
to love. This requires me to ex-
plore my ability to be in rela-
tionship, with my community,
my ministry, mry family, my
friends, myself, and with God.
Chastity challenges me in
times of longing and loneli-
ness and gifts me in times of
deep affection, true intimacy,
and generosity. Chastity has
held great joy for me in deep-
ened relationships where I
have felt loved for who T am
and has equally born great
pain in broken relationships.
Chastity holds a precious gift
of hope for forgiveness, for the

restored relationship of union
and charity.

I live poverty in living
with a sense of gratitude, grati-
tude for the wonder of cre-
ation, for simple pleasures, a
nourishing meal, clothes that
are enough and not more, a
community home that is
mindful of ecology and the
cosmos, that is open to the
stranger and the needy, is gen-
erous with all it holds in com-
mon. In living poverty, 1 am
ever called to letting go, to
holding nonpossessively, to
recognizing the seduction of
consumerism and responding
from a counter cultural identity.

I live obedience m the
ability to listen. My prayer life,
my time with God, is some-
times a stlent endeavor, a
screaming encounter, or a
gentle voice. The interior lis-
tening of my prayer is the
greatest tenor of my true self,
which can be clouded by the
clamor of life’s demands. In
prayer, I am assured that God
never tires of my need to chat
or to just be silent. In the pa-
tient waiting of listening, I
come to greater [reedom
within myself to truly be who
God wants me to be.

Obedience calls me to a
responsibility to listen to oth-
ers, to be open to hear differ-
ing opinions, struggling to
come to mutval understand-
ing. It means responding to
leadership when their collec-
tive wisdom is not lully com-
prehended. In ministry, listen-
ing to the heart of those I
minister among and creating a
voice for the voiceless is



faithful obedience to God. Ina
society that is driven by inde-
pendence, obedience invites
me to move more centrally to-
wards interdependence.

I live service to the poor,
sick, and uneducated by
choosing to minister among
the poor, to advocate for jus-
tice and build communities of
inclusion. In vowing to serve
the poor, I commit myself to
exploring my own prejudices
and to open myself to soften
the boundaries of relation-
ships within my ministry. The
vow of service calls me to re-
sponsible involvement in be-
ing a public witness in all are-
nas of my life:

¥ It calls me to witness at
- the state legislature on
issues of welfare reform.

» It calls me to sign my
name on a statement
against the death pen-
alty.

¥ It calls me to demon-
strate to end violence in
the city where I minister.

¥ It calls me to write a let-
ter to our senators to
close the School of the
Americas.

» It calls me to phone a
congressional leader to
raise the minimum wage
to a living wage.

The vow of service draws me to
respond to the needs of the
times, acting out of witness
rooted in gospel values. In de-
fining the vows as I have in this
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reflection, T have described
the tframework by which 1 am
living my life. I could not live
this life, in this manner, with-
out the structure of commu-
nity, a community that encom-
passes my local living, my
regional aftiliation and my
identification with the Insti-
tute. Since the day I professed
my vows, 1 have tried to live
them and identify their mean-
ing for the making of my life,
The essential elements for me
to continue to say yes to a life
in Mercy is the essence you
may quell from this article.
The most striking elements
are:

» The ability to make
meaning in life with oth-
ers who share common
values, hopes, dreams
and visions, of truly be-
ing Emmanuel people,
God with us!

5 The continued call to be
a witness in every aspect
of our world landscape,
as an individual and with
those who share an iden-
tity with mercy and the
universal church.

¥ The commitment to a
countercultural lifestyle
that is grounded in
prayer, the charism of
Catherine and the gospel
values.

¥ The fostering of a model
of mutual dialogue
through facilitation as a
preferred form of com-
munication in all arenas
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of community life and
Institute systems, includ-
ing discernment, goal
setting and decision
making processes.

¥ The sustaining of a pas-
sionate energy for being
a seeker and a gatherer,
ever moving towards
wholeness as an effective
change agent, continu-
ally bringing our Insti-
tute reality to fruition.

While at the temporary pro-
fessed gathering in St. Louis, [
spent my morning prayer
walking the labyrinth at Mercy
Center. I began on a wooded
path and entered the laby-
rinth in a clearing. Underfoot,
the walk of the Ilabyrinth
changes from straw to gravel
to wood chips to grass to dirt
and then back again. In the
meditation of the journey to
the center, the textures felt by
my feet resemble the steps I
have taken in the journey of
my vowed life. The labyrinth is
an ancient prayer space that is
once again emerging as a
guide to help us find God at
the center of our being. It is
Catherine who gave us the
guiding mission to stay “cen-
tered in God, for whom alone
we go forward or stay back.”
May my own footsteps and
those that are choosing to say
“yes” to the journey of the
“much more,” walk ever huin-

bly with our God!



Women of Mercy for the Future

n the fall of 1996, personnel

from the four regional com-
munities that comprise the
East/Southeast Regional In-
corporation collaboration ef-
fort  (Baltimore,  Dallas,
Merion, North Carolina) de-
cided to undertake an intense
reflection on an adult femi-
nine model of incorporation.’
I was invited to present a pa-
per and facilitate the initial
meeting. Little could T know
that accepting such a chal-
lenge would mean spending
the next two years engaged

How Shall We Direct Them?
Mary Aquin O'Neill, R.S.M.

decisions to be made about
these issues ought not to be
made by the incorporation
personnel or the leadership
alone. They are, further, not
issues that should be decided
by regional communities in
contradiction to each other.
Incorporation decisions affect
who and what the Institute will
be in the future. If'we don’t de-
cide together now, through
Institute Chapter processes, it
is unlikely that we will be uni-
fied in the future.

In point of fact, incorporation personnel
find themselves increasingly dealing with
women whose lives have been
substantively formed in a context other
than religious life and, often, other than
devout Catholic family and parish life.

with them in articulating ques-
tions and insights ot great sig-
nificance for the future of the
Institute of the Sisters of
Mercy of the Americas.

In this article, T will review
the content of our work and
analyze the issues that arise
from it. Gontrary to the usual
order of things, however, 1
would like to put one conclu-
sion right up front. The

The Context

Though no one seems to know
exactly how and when the de-
cision was made, it is clear that
all four regional communities
involved no longer accept
young women into the incor-
poration process right after
high school. The expectation
is that women entering the Sis-
ters of Mercy in Baltimore,
Dallas, Merion, and North
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Carolina will have some expe-
rience beyond the teenage
years and some education be-
yond secondary schooling.
Though that (informal) re-
quirement seems clear, there
is no clarity regarding the up-
per end of the age spectrum.
That is, considering actual
practice, there is no discern-
ible age beyond which one is
no longer eligible to enter the
Sisters of Mercy.

In point of fact, incorpo-
ration personnel find them-
selves increasingly dealing
with women whose lives have
been substantively formed ina
context other than religious
life and, often, other than de-
vout Gatholic family and par-
ish life. The challenge of in-
corporating an adult into a
lite-form became one of the
first considerations. Equally
challenging is the task of pre-
venting regression from oc-
curring during incorporation.

Since adulthood is not just
a matter of age, the group de-
veloped a consensus on what
being an adult means. There
was agreement that an adult
will demonstrate most of the
following basic capabilities:
starting and directing projects
given into her hands; making
prudent decisions; taking re-
sponsibility for self and for
others; making a home and of-
fering hospitality; demon-
strating the readiness to make
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a commitment; showing the
willingness to take risks, to en-
ter into conflict, to invest one-
self; thinking and acting inter-
dependently; exhibiting the
flexibility necessary to contin-
ved evolution as an adult
person.

There are two corollaries
to this work. 1) The applica-
tion and interview process
should be consistent with this
understanding of adulthood,
especially regarding the infor-
mation sought in the applica-
tion form. And 2) any commu-
nity incorporating adults must
manifest most of the same
characteristics. As part of the
preparation for the initial pre-
sentation and facilitation, I re-
viewed the application forms
and handbooks of all four re-
gional communities. The
“subtext” of the application
forms was quite contrary to the
values set forth in the discus-
sion of adulthood.? Further-
more, the handbooks that ex-
tol “mutuality” as a desired
outcome in incorporation give
no indication that the one be-
ing incorporated had any
right to know about the
strengths and weaknesses of
her prospective community.
In other words, a close exami-
nation of the actual processes
shows a lack of consistency be-
tween whatwe say and whatwe
actually do.

An Adult Model

The work on identifying char-
acteristics of an adult was fol-
lowed by an examination of
adult models of incorporation
extant in United States

culture. I identified five: the
Rite for the Christian Initia-
tion of Adults; Alcoholics
Anonymous and similar self-
help groups; the military; ori-
entation programs for new
employees; and marriage.
Each model was assessed for
its pertinence to the work of
Mercy incorporation. The
group considered the follow-
ing points:

¥ attitude toward previous
tradition (e.g., RCIA re-
spects previous faith tra-
ditions, yet may be
critical of previous ways
of living)

» assumptions about the
skills, knowledge, control
of self, and deci-
sion-making powers of
the person being incor-
porated (e.g., AA does
not assume self-control
and good decision mak-
ing powers)

¥ the purpose of instruc-
tion (e.g., information,
values formation, habit
formation, etc.)

¥ the role of questioning
{e.g., the military does
not easily tolerate ques-
tioning of its ways)

> the self-understanding
aimed at through incor-
poration (e.g., marriage
requires a new
self-understanding that
will affect most areas of
life)

» understanding of and lo-
cus of loyalty (e.g., does
the body into which you
are being incorporated
automatically assume pri-
ority in your life?)

» the kind of language
used to seal the commit-
ment (e.g., contractual
language, oath of alle-
giance, language of cove-
nant).

Several things became clear in
these discussions. First, that
there is a desire on the part of
some to have entrance into the
Sisters of Mercy take on a “ther-
apeutic”  dimension. These
volces argue that the state of a
person’s health, physical abili-
ties, and even her freedom
from addictions should not
prohibit membership in the
Sisters of Mercy. The same
holds true for commitments to
living children and responsi-
bilities for living parents: they
should not limit a woman’s
freedom to enter. What was
paramount for those arguing
this position was the good of
the individual and how mem-
bership in the Sisters of Mercy
could benefit her life. When
the focus shifted to the mis-
sion of the Sisters of Mercy, it
was apparent that there is no
consensus on what that mais-
sion is and how such a “thera-
peutic”  development might
affect it positively or negatively.
The second realization is
that, by accepting women who
have other continuing respon-
sibilities and commitments,
the body runs the risk of un-
dermining a previous assump-
tion that membership in the
Sisters of Mercy made that
commitment a priority m
one’s life. Moreover, there
may be an implicit promise
that the Sisters of Mercy share
in the responsibilities of the
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member. When you add to this
the desire of some thatwomen
unable to work because of dis-
abilities or addiction become
members, then it becomes dif-
ficult to imagine how all that
will be sustained into a viable
future for the kstitute.
Finally, the group saw that
in each model examined
above, incorporation initiated
the person new to the body
into a “culture,” a way of see-
ing the world and acting in it
that eventually influences the
whole of one’s life. This led to
questions about our Mercy
“culture.” Do we understand
ourselves in similar ways? Do
we have a discernible way of
living, of praying, of working
together toward a common
goal? The questions become
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was the worshiping commu-
nity. The shared spiritual
life of the congregation . . .
helped us to know who we
were. How do we “create”
something now, appreciat-
ing the past for the commu-
nity and new members that
says “who we are” not “what
we do”?

Clearly, the issue of the “cul-
ture” of the contemporary
R.S.M. community is a neural-
gic one.

A Feminine Model®

I thought we could get a fresh
angle on a feminine model by
thinking about the way in
which all human beings are in-
corporated into the human
community through the body
of the mother. Essayist Nancy
Mairs has called attention to a

Finally, the group saw that in each model
examined above, incorporation initiated
the person new to the body into a
“culture,” a way of seeing the world and
acting in it that eventually influences the
whole of one’s life.

especially acute when worship
isunder consideration. Let me
quote from the minutes of that
meeting:

What is it that we still hold in
common: prayers . . . devo-
tions . . . rituals . . . or are
there any? How have we
adapted to do all this in new
ways? . . . What is our pri-
mary community for wor-
ship? . . . It was much easier
when the R.S. M. community

distinct feature of the woman’s
body.? Under most circum-
stances, the human body re-

jects what is foreign to it. But

the immune system of a
woman is capable of marvel-
ous adaptation, by means of
which she can receive what is
foreign to her system and
makeita partofherbody. The
woman's body gives shelter
and nourishment for the

purpose of bringing to birth
another, not a clone of herself.
And so the miracle of diversity
in the human family goes on.

Of course, sometimes
children are added to a family
through adoption another
model to be considered. In
this case, the parents are ex-
amined as strenuously (per-
haps more so} than the child
is. The community into which
the child is to come must be
proven to be a healthy one for
the new member.

The final dimension of
this reflection was on raising
children. Though not the sole
province of women, it yet has
been a responsibility entrusted
primarily to our hands. What
characterizes this challenging
task is a willingness to deal
with the child’s developing self.

Clearly none of these ex-
periences applies to Mercy in-
corporation insofar as the
ones we incorporate are adult,
notembryo, fetus, or child. Yet
there is wisdom to be won from
meditating on what these
womanly ways reveal about
taking another into the body.
First, the purpose of incorpo-
ration is not to clone the exist-
ing make-up of the commu-
nity. The one who enters the
Sisters of Mercy is an other
and her process of individua-
tion 1s essential to her holiness
and to the holiness of the com-
munity. Second, the language
of mutuality used in incorpo-
ration handbooks demands
that the health of the commnu-
nity be assessed as well as the
fitness of the candidate.
Third, the community needs
to be clear about what we
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expect from new members as
they move through the stages
of incorporation. And, fourth,
there must be those in the
community willing to care for,
share time, and suffer with the
new members as they make
their way through these
stages. I include here stages
imposed by the policies and
practices of the community
and those that arise as a per-
son tries to develop into a Sis-
ter of Mercy.

A Gospel View of
Incorporation

To be consonant with our vo-
cation, any adult feminione
model of incorporation de-
vised must also be grounded
in a Christian understanding
of discipleship. In a final ef-
tort, then, I interpreted with
the members of the
East/Southeast Regional In-
corporation collaboration the
example of Jesus as revealed
in the Gospel of Mark. By trac-
ing the questions that the dis-
ciples ask Jesus and the re-
sponses Jesus gives, one can
track the progress they make
from self-centered and un-
comprehending followers to
disctples whose only concern
is that they will fail the mission
Jesus has entrusted to them.”
One can also see that, along
the way, Jesus corrects and
challenges them. He also
shocks them by his daring, his
uncompromising  commit-
ments and his unusual take on
reality. Jesus, too, was dealing
with aclults, but he clearly calls
them to something not of their
own making. He demands

that the mission take priority
over other commitments. And
he molds them into a body of
persons who do not want to
fail him. He does this primar-
ily by interacting with them on
the road, on the sea, in “semi-
nars” after the crowds have
dispersed, at the table. The in-
corporation is interpersonal.
It is face to face. It is mission
oriented. It requires sacrifice.
It is sustained by talk of God
and prayer to God.

There i1s no doubt that
adult women will have ques-
tions when they engage the in-
corporation process required
of them. It is equally sure that
new questions will emerge
along the way. The difficulty
arises when we ask, “who will
answer themr” Individual
ministers of incorporation can
give individual answers, but
they report a feeling that the
community does not have
commonly held understand-
ings of some of the realities
most central to their work.
Would Sisters say basically the
same thing if asked about the
meaning of each of the vows?
Is there a commonly held un-
derstanding of how Sisters of
Mercy ought to live, of the
“way” that constitutes the
Mercy way of religious life?
What sacrifices do we expect
new meinbers to make in or-
der to develop into members
of this body? What is the mis-
sion of the Sisters of Mercy?
What characteristics, abilities,
state of health are required for
that mission? These are essen-
tial questions that arise with
urgency. The incorporation
personnel are deputized by
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the community to interact
with the new members as they
search for answers. But those
deputized often need answers
thatrepresent the community,
that are based on a comimunal
understanding.

The Metaphor of
Quilting

The Sisters who engaged for
two vears in this discussion
found the metaphor of quilt-
ng a very attractive one. It co-
mes from the tradition of
women, is an interdependent
model, and allows for individ-
vation and creativity. Yet all
quilts, no matter how unusual,
require a “backing” and a
“frame” for working. This be-
came the metaphor for what
the incorporation personnel
are seeking from the greater
community. What is the back-
ing for incorporation, the ele-
ments of continuity and simi-
larity that make for a Mercy
incorporation tradition? What
1s the frame? In other words,
however varied the composi-
tion inside the frame, what
constitute the boundaries for
Mercy incorporation?

In an effort to inform and
to consult the regional com-
munities, the four directors of
incorporation put together a
workshop based on the theme
of quilting. In and through
this workshop, Sisters were
presented with the challenges
I have detailed in this article.
First and foremost, the Sisters
charged with the responsibil-
ity of incorporation wanted to
know if the Sisters of the re-
gion support the collaborative
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effort to identify and develop
an adult feminine model of
Mercy incorporation. Re-
gional communities allotted
varying lengths of time for the
workshops and, as a result, the
depth of conversation on the
topic was not uniform. Nor
did each workshop yield a
clear answer to the central
question about support for an
adult feminine model. I would
say, however, that there
scemed to be general consen-
sus that the concerns being
brought forward by the incor-
poration personnel and by the
new members should be the
concern of the whole Institute
of the Sisters of Mercy. They
go to the heart of our identity
and of our future.

The prospect of develop-
ing corporately held under-
standings, however, raises
other interesting problems.
First, there 1s at least an mfor-
mal assumption that incorpo-
ration (or formation) belongs
at the regional community
level and that any attempt to
create principles governing it
represents an infringement on
subsidiarity. Second, the new
Institute does not have much
experience bringing issues on
which there is widespread con-
fusion, disagreement, or dif-
ference in tradition to a forum
where they can be discussed
with a view to finding common
ground. Third, to work toward
such a common ground, there
must be some commonly held
belief about what is normative.
If [ read the experience of the
recent theological reflection
rightly, we have in the Institute
widely divergent attitudes
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toward church teaching,
canon law, the analyses of fem-
inist thinkers, and the tradi-
tion of religious life for women
in the Catholic Church. The
theological reflection to which
the last Institute Chapter in-
vited all the Sisters revealed a
spectrum of theological opin-
ions. Butit did not move to the
stage where we try to reconcile
some of our differences.

This is the challenge for
the next Institute Chapter.
'The work of incorporation is
raising issues of identity that
directly impact on the future
of the Sisters of Mercy. The is-
sues relate, not only to how we
will incorporate individuals as
new meinbers, but also to what
kind of body the Institute will
become as we make decisions
related to incorporation Is-
sues. 'That is, will we be an ag-
gregate of widely divergent
traditions held together by or-
ganizational bonds or will we
open our traditions up to each
other in such a way that each
regional community might
undergo change and develop-
ment? Imbedded in those is-
sues are questions about our
faith, our hope and our love.

5

Notes

1

[ ¢

The four directors of
incorporation that
spearheaded this project
are Sisters Marina Culp
(Dallas), Mary Vernon
Gentle (Baltimore),
Mercedes McCann
(Merion) and Carolyn
McWatters (North
Carolina}. A number of
other Sisters participated
1n the discussions, since the
collaboration includes
vocations ministers and
new members. Sisters Mary
Waskowiak and Marie Chin
served as facilitators at
different times.

Since we began this work,
the East/Southeast
Incorporation group has
revised the application
form.

There has since been
discussion about whether
the term “feminine” is the
best one to use. It is my
understanding that the
term “adult feminine
model” was picked up from
the meeting of the Institute
Conference and Vocation
and Incorporation
personnel in Auburn,
California, 1994,

Nancy Mairs, Voice Lessons:
On Becoming a (Women)
Writer, (Boston: Beacon,
1994) p. 42.

I am indebted to Peter
Fisher for the idea to trace
the questions the disciples
ask. He struck on that
technique in a paper
written for one of my
theology classes at Loyola
College, Baltimore, in
1977,




The Prophetic Role of the Institute in Light of Luke 4:18

he third Institute Chapter

marks a very important
event for the Sisters of Mercy
of the Americas. It signifies a
communal preparation for
the next millennium, At this
time, members consider ways
in which the Institute, as
spiritual heirs of Catherine
McAuley, can bring Mercy
into the future. It is important
to keep in mind that
Catherine’s beliefs and dreams
were firmly based on the Jesus
of Scripture. In so many ways,
Catherine mirrored the mercy
and compassion of Jesus as he
is depicted specifically in the
Gospel of Luke. For this rea-
son I have chosen to discuss
some 1ssues within the third
Gospel in the hope that
decisions flowing from the
Chapter will be based on
Catherine’s foundation of de-
cision-making, namely, the
words and actions of Jesus.

One of the most promi-
nent ways that Luke presents a
picture of Jesus within the
Gospel is that of a prophet. As
prophet  Jesus  proclaims
“good news” to a people beset
with “bad news.” In addition
to his words of comfort, the
Prophet Jesus brings freedom
through his healing and mer-
ciful response to those in
need., Likewise, Catherine’s
voice and good deeds in the
nineteenth century brought
relief to an oppressed Ireland.

A Personal Reflection

Judith Schubert, R.S.M.

In many ways, her life exem-
plified that of the Prophet
Jesusin his special concern for
the marginalized. Through
the discussion of some Lukan
stories, my aim is to consider
how the evangelist portrayed
Jesus as Prophet and how that
role may affect our future de-
ciston making for the Institute
of the Sisters of Mercy.
Throughout this past
year, we, as members of the In-
stitute, have been engaged in
theological retlection on the
issue of our preferred futures.
As we face these hard ques-
ttons with courage and in
truth, we mirror the strength
of our prophetic foundress.
Catherine shaped the future
of Mercy by being steeped in

In response to this ques-
tion, I invite you to consider
some of the special Lukan
stories that are found within
his gospel. I have chosen a
conflation of the prophetic
quotes of Isa 61:1-2 and 58:6,
which are found i Tuke
4:18-19.! Luke places these
Isaian texts within Jesus’ inau-
gural speech at Nazareth
(Luke 4:16-30).% By doing so,
the evangelist vecalls the
words and works of the Isaian
prophet as well as prepares the
reader for the words, action,
and outcome of Jesus in his
role as prophet .3

The combined Isaian
quotes in Luke 4:18-19 serve
as a reminder to all that Jesus
indeed is a prophet. It reads:

In so many ways, Catherine mirrored the
mercy and compassion of Jesus as he is
depicted specifically in the Gospel of
Luke.

the ways of Jesus. The Lukan
Jesus functions as God’s
mouthpiece as he proclaims
“good news to the poor.” How,
then, do we, as daughters of
Catherine McAuley, faithfully
follow the example of the
Prophet Jesus as she did?
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‘The Spirit of the Lord is
upon me, because he has
anointed me to bring good
news to the poor. He has sent
me to proclaim release to the
captives and recovery of
sight to the blind to send
forth the oppressed into
freedom
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For this discussion, 1 shall use
each phrase of these com-
bined quotes from Isaiah to
elaborate on how they func-
tion in other Lukan stories
throughout the Gospel. Thus,
these Isaian phrases will serve
both as a catalyst and as a sum-
mary of how, as daughters of
the Prophet Catherine, we are
called to make our decisions
for the future in light of the
past merciful attitude and ac-
tions of the Prophet Jesus. As
you ponder the article, I invite
you to read the corresponding
biblical passage before you
read each section,

upon to make a momentous
future decision, she hears
God’s messenger announce
that “The Holy Spirit will
come upon you” (1:35).

The Annunciation
(Luke 1:28-38)

From the moment that the an-
gel Gabriel enters Mary's life
until the messenger departs
from it, the portrait of Mary
cannot be mistaken. Mary
functions as a free and autono-
mous woman throughout the
story. Unlike her cousin
Elizabeth, who is paired with
her husband Zechariah in the

It would be well to remember the astute
listening skills of Mary, as well as her
readiness to risk her comfortable present
moment for an uncomfortable unknown
future.

“The Spirit of the Lord
is upon me”

For Luke, the Holy Spirit
functions as the Spirit of
prophecy as did the Spirit in
the prophetic tradition of the
Hebrew bible. Traditionally,
prophets were one of the
groups that God’s Spirit was
known to permeate. The
Spirit imparts the source of
strength and courage for the
prophets as they worked in
their present state to change
the future of God’s people. In
Luke’s gospel, the Annuncia-
tion scene (Luke 1:28-38)
presents Mary in such a posi-
tion. When Mary is called

preceding Lukan story (Luke
1:5-25), Mary stands alone as
she hears God’s plan, ques-
tions and ponders the out-
come, and responds with con-
viction. The crucial topic of
this scene is the topic of the fu-
ture. As the reader immedi-
ately senses, however, Mary’s
decision goes far beyond her
personal future; rather, her
answer will affect the future of
Christianity. In this moment,
then, the future of God’s work
depends upon Mary’s response.
As we ponder this story,
what do we discover from the
attitude and response of Mary
that will help us in our deciston-
making for the future? Notice

how Mary behaves when con-
fronted with a unique,
difficult, and surprising situa-
tion. Although she is shocked
and “troubled” by Gabriel’s
announcement, she listens
carelully with her heart. She
courageously asks the right
question about the situation
before she makes the difficult
decision that will change her
entire hife.

Ultimately, Mary’s unwa-
vering “fiat” in 1:38, “Let it be
with me according to your
word,” demonstrates her com-
plete trust in the Divine. She
believes that God is always
with her, especially in the
times when umportant deci-
sions will institute dramatic fu-
ture changes. Mary meets the
challenge of life with the gift of
her own life. Mary’s “yes!” em-
powers her to go forward in
her own life. As Mary lovingly
lets God empower her, she be-
comes a rich source of empow-
erment for others throughout
the centuries.

It would be well to re-
member the astute listening
skills of Mary, as well as her
readiness to risk her comfort-
able present moment for an
uncomfortable unknown fu-
ture. In the continuation of
decision-making for the next
millennium, it is vital to ask
the pointed and challenging
questions that face the Insti-
tute for the future. Moreover,
itis imperative not to be afiraid
to act on the answers to such
questions. If Mary had not
acted with her courageous
“fiat,” where would Christian-
ity be two thousand years
later?
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“He has anointed me”

To be anointed here means to
be called as a prophet. Luke
himself considers anointing to
be prophetic. For example,
when the evangelist narrates
the Baptism of Jesus in Luke
3:21-22, he omits the baptism
itself, any mention of water,
and the name of John the Bap-
tist. Instead, Luke emphasizes
the prophetic descent of the
Holy Spiritupon Jesus and the
powertul voice from heaven,
which affirms Jesus as God’s
Son and Prophet.

The Baptism of Jesus
(Luke 3:21-22)

For Luke, the baptism of Jesus
serves as a clear indication
that Jesus’ endowment with
the Holy Spirit calls him to be
a prophet. Moreover, Luke’s
unique presentation of the
scene prefigures the Pentecost
event in Acts 2, where the res-
urrected Jesus, having as-
cended into heaven, dispenses
the Spirit upon the commu-
nity. Consequently, the disci-
ples now function as prophets
of Jesus,

This brief baptism scene
in Luke also describes Jesus at
prayet. Throughout ILuke’s
gospel, Jesus prays before all
the important moments of his
adult life. For Luke, prayer
provides the opportunity to
become receptive.  When
prayer is effective, the person
becomes open to the experi-
ences in life, both for the pres-
ent and for the future. After
Jesus prays in this story, “the
heaven was opened” (3:21).

The divine and human worlds
now have the opportunity to
link with each other when “the
Holy Spirit descended upon”
Jesus (3:22). Through divine
affirmation, Jesus has the
courage to risk, to begin his
prophetic ministry with valor.
As aresult of the descent of the
Spirit, Jesus is empowered to
minister to others both in the
present and the future.

demounstrated a special affec-
tion for the poor. Often in the
Gospel, the poor are those
who are marginalized from so-
ciety for one or several rea-
sons, for example, by their
poverty, their gender, theirill-
ness, or their religious beliefs
etc. In essence, they are peo-
ple who truly need God.

Two Lukan stories dem-
onstrate this point. The first,

When prayer is effective, the person
becomes open to the experiences in life,
both for the present and for the future.

Preparations for this third
Institute  Chapter  include
prayer for the descent of the
God’s Spirit upon us. In this
way, like Jesus, we shall have
the fortitude to search God’s
word, to listen attentively as
God speaks, and to begin or
continue our ministries into
the twenty-first century with
renewed zeal.

“To bring good news to
the poor”

Isaiah announces that the
prophet is called to bring
“good news” to the poor.
“Good news,” aswe know, pro-
vides arefreshing respite from
the countless daily opportuni-
ties to hear “bad news.” Jesus
brought this desirable change
to people he met throughout
his ministry as prophet. As he
preached and brought physi-
cal, emotional, and spiritual
strength  to  them, Jesus

the Widow of Nain in Luke
7:11-16, typifies a miracle
story found only in Luke, while
the second, the Persistent
Widow in Luke 18:1-8, repre-
sents a Lukan parable that em-
bodies the need for courage
and fortitude in prayer. Both
stories about women in need
demonstrate the gift of “good
news” that is brought to the
poor. The prophet Jesus
blesses those who are open to
him or those who seek justice.

The Widow of Nain
(Luke 7:11-16)

The Widow of Nain in Luke
7:11-16 represents a woman
whose life is about to change
dramatically for the worst.
When Luke describes her as a
widow, who processes with the
townspeople to bury her only
son, he signals a descriptive
“red light” to the reader. In
ancient times, a widow without
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sons was left with no means of
support. As a woman, she was
not permitted to earn money
herself. Therefore, her only
alternative was to rely on the
generosity of others. Conse-
quently, many such women
became beggars on the street,
where they remained detense-
less and often exploited.

At the commencement of
the scene Jesus, the outsider,
involves himself with the
woman's dreadful situation. In
7:13, Luke states that “when
the Lord saw her, he had com-
passion for her and said to her,
‘Do not weep™ Jesus comforts
the woman during one of the
most difficult moments of her
lite. He openly demonstrates
his concern for the woman in
her sorrow with his words of

Jesus’ commitment to this
unknown woman serves as a
reminder not to be afraid to be
involved in the unknown.
Jesus could not anticipate the
reception of the widow or the
townspeople; yet he risked
their unknown response to
help her. By doing so, he
brought needed healing and
hope to the situation. We, like
Jesus, need to bring ourselves
to risk so that we can bring
hope to one another both with
and without our communities.
When hope is given, new life is
born. Then, the one in need
can return to a life with God.

At the Chapter, we are
called to make decisions pro-
phetically in our preference
for those in need, especially
women. In this way, as Jesus

At the Chapter, we are called to make
decisions prophetically in our preference
for those in need, especially women.

hope. Moreover, in 7:14-15,
Jesus “touches the bier . . . and
said ‘Young man, I say to you,
risel’” When Jesus tenderly
touches the one who is dead,
new life comes both to that
person and to those associated
with the dead one. The widow
and her son are not the only
ones whose lives Jesus trans-
forms; the townspeople have
been changed also. They ex-
claim in a harmonious choral
response that “A great prophet
has risen among us! God has
visited the people!” (7:16).

tenderly touched the widow
with compassion and love, we
shall also touch others with
our legacy of Mercy. Then,
those with whom we live and
minister will receive life and
God can again “visit the
people.”

The Persistent Widow
(Luke 18:1-8)

The parable of the persistent
widow also exemplifies the
point that the prophet is sent
to bring “good news” to the

poor. Often and repeatedly
the “poor” experience dis-
couragement from their un-
heard pleas for justice. Luke
addresses this experience by
his words of encouragement
that precede the parable,
namely, “Pray and do not lose
heart!”

In this parable, two char-
acters of opposite descriptions
interact with one another. The
first character is described as a
“judge who neither feared
God nor had respect for peo-
ple” (18:2). In his position, the
judge would most likely be
considered among the wealthy
of the city, own substantial
property, have great political
influence and possess tremen-
dous power from his judicial
ottice. Luke describes this au-
thoritative figure in the para-
ble as dishonorable in that he
lacked respect for anyone, in-
cluding God. In this situation,
no one, especially a poor per-
son, could anticipate a just
verdict.

Luke describes the second
character in the parable as a
widow. As noted above, a
widow was often left without
any financial resources for sur-
vival. Unlike the judge, this
woman probably lacked any
real financial resources, pos-
sessed little or no property,
and had no power because of
her status. In the parable, the
unjust judge had not given any
fair verdict against her oppo-
nent. The courageous widow,
however, would not let this
judge treat her unfairly. Poor
as she may have been, this
widow persistently returned to
the judge with the cry “Grant
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me justice against my oppo-
nent” (18:3). In the end, the
unjust judge was worn down
from her plea for justice and
granted the widow her wish.
Jesus comments on the
parable by saying “Listen . . .
willnot God grant justice to his
chosen ones who cry to him?”
(18:6-7). We need to continue
with our prayer and action for
justice, both as those who are
poor as well as those who are
ministers of the poor. Like the
marvelous widow in the para-
ble, we are called to be fearless
when we seek justice. Like the
widow in the parable, we need
to work unceasingly to right a
wrong. Persistence for the ac-
complishment of justice will
truly bring mercy to those in
need. The experience of such
Mercy is “good news” indeed!

“He has sent me to
proclaim freedomy/
release (aphesis)”

The term “lreedom/release”
functions as the object of the
verb “proclaim.” Here Jesus
announces that his misston is
to free the oppressed. Free-
dom comes In many forms,
such as physical, emotional,
and spiritual. Freedom allows
a person to regain dignity, as
well as enter into a life of joy,
confidence, and worth. In
Luke, the term translates into
forgiveness. One of the most
merciful ways that freedom
can be given is to forgive an-
other of a wrong-doing. The
Parable of the Lost Son in
Luke 15:11-32 illustrates this
point.

The Lost Son
(Luke 15: 11-32)

The Parable of the Lost Son
encompasses many feelings in
life, such as pride, ignorance,
loss, adventure, worry, sorrow,
shame, jealousy, anger, open-
ness, love, joy, and celebra-
tion. The parable typically
contains three main charac-
ters, namely, the adventurous
immature son, the loving fa-
ther, and the older son, who
appears outwardly faithful but
inwardly jealous and resent-
ful. In the story, the younger
son makes mistakes in life that
need forgiveness. For the pur-
pose of emphasizing “free-
dom,” I shall highlight the ex-
change between the lost son
and his loving father. This
parable exemplifies true
forgiveness.

towards his wayward son. The
welcoming embrace asks for
no public apology or degrada-
tion on the part of the son.
Even when the son acknowl-
edges that “I have sinned . . . T
am no longer worthy to be
called your son” (15:21), the
father calls for joyous celebra-
tion, rather than public repen-
tance. Here the father “frees”
his son from his wrong doings
and restores him to his hon-
ored position as son. Such free-
dom allows the son to rejoin
the community and to rejoice
m all the blessings that the fa-
ther has bestowed upon him.
This parable of forgive-
ness and celebration offers re-
flective lessons in preparation
tor decision making in the
Chapter. First of all, dark mo-
ments from the past need to be
released and forgiven. Such

Like the marvelous widow in the parable,
we are called to be fearless when we seek
justice.

In the parable, the son
leaves his father’s household,
squanders his inheritance, ex-
periences destitution, repents
of his past doings, and decides
to ask for forgiveness from his
father. As he comes near his
home, his father saw him and
“was filled with compassion;
he ran and put his arms
around him and kissed him”
(15:20). This moment of joy-
ous embrace and forgiveness
characterizes the deep love
and mercy of the father

torgiveness offers “freedom”
both to the victimizers and to
the victims. Moreover, the
need to show love and com-
passion to those with whom we
live and work is essential if we
are to embody the hospitality
of Catherine, as shown by the
father in the parable. Finally,
in preparation for the next
millennium, it would be bene-
ficial to celebrate the opportu-
nities that we have to grow
with others.



42 SCHUBERT: THFE PROPHETIC ROLE OF THE INSTITUTE IN LIGHT OF LUKF, 4:18

“To bring recovery of
sight to the blind”

Throughout the Gospel of
Luke, Jesus bestows sight on
many people who are blind in
one way or another. The Story
of Zacchaeus exemplifies
blindness on various levels
and how one can be brought to
light with an open heart.

The Story of Zacchaeus
(Luke 19:1-10)

Luke places this effective nar-
rative in Jericho, where he in-
timates that Zacchaeus’s posi-
tion of chief tax collector

must stay at your house today”
(19:5). At this moment,
Zacchaeus gained more sight,
that of “insight.” The crowd,
however, became very resent-
ful and they began “to grum-
ble” (19:7). These so-called
sighted followers became
blind to this special moment
of God. On the other hand,
Zacchaeus grows as he begins
to realize both his tenuous
past and hope-filled future.
Therefore, he joytully re-
sponds to Jesus that “half of
my possessions, Lord, T will
give to the poor; and if I have
defrauded anyone of any-
thing, 1 will pay back four

The story of Zacchaeus reveals that one
who seeks God will experience divine
vision in life, despite any blindness from
past actions.

made him very rich. The
wealth may have been ac-
quired both by legitimate pay-
ment and by bribes. In any case,
the position of Zacchaeus would
have been despised by the
so-called sighted and faithful
Jews because tax collecting was
a position under the Romans,
the enemy of the Jews.

When Jesus came to
preach in Jericho, Zacchaeus
wanted to see Jesus but could
not because his view was
blocked by a large crowd. As
Zacchaeus climbed the tree to
see, Jesus called to him and
chose to eat with this despised
tax collector: “Zacchaeus . . .1

times as much” (19:8). In re-
ply, Jesus can say “I'oday sal-
vation has come to this house”
(19:9).

The story of Zacchaeus re-
veals that one who seeks God
will experience divine vision
in life, despite any blindness
from past actions. Although
ostracized by his fellow Jews,
Zacchacus encounters Jesus
because he truly wants “to
see.” We, too, need divine in-
sight so that through the re-
sults of needed change, God
will “stay in our house today.”
When blindness is allowed to
prevail, close-mindedness dom-
mates. 'Then, the possibility of

becoming like the grumblers
in the story threatens our clear
sightedness as prophets of
Mercy.

“To send forth the
oppressed into freedom
(aphesis)”

In this second Isaian text (Isa
58:6) of the Lukan conflation,
the word “freedom” again ap-
pears. For Luke, the op-
pressed may well be identified
as a person in need of forgive-
ness. When forgiveness is re-
ceived, the person may display
a marvelous freedom in giving
to others. One of the Lukan
stories that exhibits this theme
is that of the Woman with the
Ointment in Luke 7:36-50.
Since this Lukan account indi-
cates different levels of devel-
opment within one story, I
shall address the final section
(7:44-46).

The Woman With the
Ointment
(Luke 7:44-46)

Within the multi-layered ver-
sion of the story, Simon the
Pharisee invites Jesus to din-
ner. Upon his arrival, how-
ever, Simon neglects to offer
Jesus theusual greetings of ex-
pected hospitality. In  the
meantime, a repentant woman
enters uninvited, seeks for-
giveness by taking on the role
of hostess with Jesus. The
woman showers Jesus with all
the hospitality that Simon did
not offer. Jesus responds to
the scenario by addressing the
host:
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Simon, do you see this
woman? I entered your
house; you gave me no water
for my feet, but she has
bathed my feet with her
tears, and dried them with
her hair. You gave me no
kiss, but from the time I
came in she has not stopped
kissing my feet. You did not
anoint my head with oil, but
she has anointed my feet
with eintment. Therefore, T
tell you, her sins, which are
many, have been forgiven;
for she has loved much . . .
and he said to her . . . go in
peace (7:44-47, 50).

negative attitude. Gratitude,
on the other hand, embraces
the quality of hospitality to-
wards others. It opens a per-
son to God’s liberating power
in the situation at hand. In the
gathering for Chapter, itis im-
portant to leave any resent-
ment behind and to come to-
gether with grateful hearts.
Only then will a spirit of free-
dom prevail so that both
peace-filled discussion and
decisions for the future may
dominate the event.

Resentment creates a silent and angry
disposition. It brings death to oneself and
to others because it finds strength in an
unexpressed negative attitude.

Hospitality appears to be an
obvious topic in this scene. Be-
neath it, however, lies the issue
of freedom, which relates to
hospitality. Simon, the Phari-
see, possesses wealth, educa-
tion, power, and influence; yet
he is not free. His judgmental
attitude, selfishness and insin-
cere ways keep him op-
pressed. Clearly, Simon dis-
plays resentment towards
Jesus. In antithesis to Simon,
the woman with the ointment
lacks power or credibility; yet,
very generously she attends to
Jesus. Her gratitude towards
Jesus affords the woman nota-
ble freedom.

Resentment creates a si-
lent and angry disposition. It
brings death to oneself and to
others because it [inds
strength in an unexpressed

The selected stories from
Luke offer the reader a way to
take a prophetic stance in
present and future situations.
Catherine’s legacy of Mercy
stems from such examples of
the attitude and actions of
Jesus. Through the maugura-
tion of the third Institute
Chapter, may we also follow
the Prophet Jesus by our con-
tinued commitment:;

¥ to bring good news to
the poor

¥ to bring release/freedom
to the captives

¥ to offer recovery of sight
to the blind, and

¥ to send forth the op-
pressed into freedom.

&

Notes

1 The evangelist combines
and reworks these texts in
order to emphasize the key
Greek term, aphesis, which
appears in both texts and
can be translated as
release/freedom, For Luke,
Jesus the Prophet brings
“release/freedom” to
people in many ways,
especially through the
“forgiveness ol sins” (Luke
1:77; 3.3, 24:47).

2 This speech is often called
the “gospel in miniature”
because it encompasses the
function and fate of the
Prophet Jesus.

3 Forfurther discussion on
Luke 4:16-30, see “Jesus as
Prophet,” in Bible Today 35,
6 (Nov. 1997).



An Ardent Desire

Reflections on a Mercy Sense of Mission®

hroughout  her life,

Catherine McAuley wrote
in journals. Unlike the jour-
nals kept by many people,
Catherine’s journaling is not
the record of her own inner
life. Other than her letters, we
have no such record. Rather,
her journal is the keeper of
those texts that Catherine
held dear and valuable for her
own nourishment and for the
tormation of her young reli-
gious order. Into her journal
she copied selections from
such spiritwal books as are
found today in the archives at
Baggot Street.'

Mary C. Daly, R.S.M.

Catherine, in copying,
joined a long tradition of
monks and nuns who devoted
lives to copying texts. Even her
Rule, which describes a new and
original kind of religious life, is
for the most part copied from
another, She alters the text but
little, adapting it here and there
to fit her purpose and experi-
ence. She makes similar adapta-
tions in a portion of the text of
Alonso Rodriguez’s Practice of
Perfection to produce the docu-
ment we call “The Spirit of the
Institute.”®  In  much of
Catherine’s formal writing, it
would seem that her starting

Catherine, in her life and work, partaking
in the mission of Jesus, makes visible to
us and to those she served, the goodness
of the God with whom she remained in
union.

In writing texts out in the
early hours of the morning as
was her custom on Baggot
Street, Catherine undoubtedly
wrote them into her heart, into
her very bones. Something
about the rhythm of writing
does that, forming the letters
and the words, moving them
from the original text into the
copy book. Journeying through
the eyes and fingers ol the copy-
ist, somehow they pass en route
through the heart of the writer:

point originated in the thought
of others, was shaped as it
flowed through her experience,
and found expression in her
copy book, in her Rule, but
above all, in her life and in the
Institute she founded. Her
journal writing may be seen as
an image of how she sought to
shape her life, her ministry, and
the Institute she founded. Per-
haps we can understand the
mission of Catherine in the im-
age of the copybook writer.
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Mission in God

We often think of being
missioned or sent as our being
sent forth on our way with a
task given to us by a sender
who remains behind. We learn
something from the insight of
Thomas Aquinas when he con-
siders the missions of the di-
vine persons in God.? Thomas
teaches us that indeed in God
one person is sent forth from
the other but always remains
in union with the one who sent
forth and is a faithful image of
the sender. He gives as an ex-
ample the way flowers appear-
ing on a branch are sent forth
by a tree and express in a new
way something of the tree.

Catherine, in her life and
work, partaking in the mission
of Jesus, makes visible to us
and to those she served, the
goodness of the God with
whom she remained in union.
Catherme sought faithfully to
transcribe the text of God into
her person and life.

Mission in the
Prophetic Tradition

In the opening paragraph of
Chapter 3 of the original Rule,
a section she did not copy
from the Presentation Rule,
Catherine  expressed  her
sense of the mission of the Or-
der she was founding.
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Mercy, the principal path
marked our by Jesus Christ
to those who are desirous of
following him, has in all ages
of the Church excited the
faithful in a particular man-
ner to instruct and comfort
the sick and dying poor, asin
them they regarded the per-
son of our Divine Master
who has said, “Amen, I say to
you, as long as you did it to
one of these my least breth-
ren, you did it to Me.”d

In all her writings, Catherine
makes clear that the Sisters of
this Institute are about the
spiritual and corporal works of
Mercy, that the words of Jesus
in Matthew’s Gospel are the
guiding scriptural insight for
their lives and ministry.
Catherine’s view bears a simi-
larity to the call and mission of
the prophet which echoes in
the words of Luke’s Gospel de-
scribing the mission of Jesus:
The Spirit of the Lord is
upon me. He has anointed
me. He has sent me to bring
the good news to the poor, to
proclaim liberty to captives,
and to the blind new sight, to
set the down trodden [ree, to
proclaim the Lord’s year of
tavor (Luke 4: 18-19).
From the time they first ap-
pear in Scripture, the proph-
ets insist on right and just hu-
man relationships. It is the
mission of the prophet to show
the connection between one’s
relationship with God and liv-
ing in the human community
with justice and integrity. The
God of the Israelites is re-
vealed consistently through-
out Scripture as a God of com-
passion. The prophet says,
“Do God. Live out in your soci-
ety, this name of God. Make

visible in your lives and struc-
tures the presence of the
compassionate God who gives
life and dignity to every hu-
man person.” The prophetic
mission is to announce who
God is in the circumstances of
the time and call forth a re-
sponse in the people’s hearts.

The Mission of Jesus

In this prophetic mission Jesus
stands. The Spirit is poured
upon him that he might bring
good news to the poor, sight to
the blind, freedom to captives.
His life is spent as the itinerant
preacher, miracle worker, and
friend of sinners and outcasts.
His death results because of his
[ove for and association with
these outcasts of society, for
such love undermines the priv-
ileged status of the powerful.
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spoken and God’s love is
poured forth in the Oneness
and Threeness of God that we
call Trinity. In the mission of
the Second Person as Incar-
nate God, that Being is made
visible and that Love is poured
forth into our hearts.

Mission in Catherine: In
union with the One she
called Father

Like all the baptized, Catherine
participated in the mission of
Christ who originates in and
from the One he called Father.
So also, mission in Catherine
is marked by her deep union
with the One she knew and
loved as a provident and car-
ing Father. She trusted confi-
dently that God would provide
in all the circumstances of her

It is the mission of the prophet to show
the connection between one’s relationship
with God and living in the human
community with justice and integrity.

Contemplation of the
sending forth of the Second
Person into our world pushes
our understanding of mission
deeper than the doing of good
to others. The mission of the
Second Person makes manifest
in his humanity the hidden re-
ality and presence of God’s in-
ner dynamic life among us
and invites us to participate in
this. Tn the intimate depth of
the divinity, the hidden dy-
namic of God’s very Being is

life, which she knew lell under
God’s care. From this confi-
dence in the providence of
God came a profound beliefin
God’s generosity to her, to the
community of Mercy and to
the poor.

Her letters often address
God in terms which speak of
God’s desire to support her
with tenderness and love.
“Bless and love the fatherly
hand which has hurt you.”
“Your heavenly TFather will
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provide for you.” One who
dies returns to “Her Heavenly
TFather’s Bosom.” This was the
God she recommended to her
Sisters, the God who cared for
the poor, the One towhom the
poor belonged.

Her union with God en-
abled her to face the realities
of her life. While she might
hide from the bill collector at
the Baggot Street door, and
dismiss the Doctor’s grim pro-
nouncement in her last iliness,
there was little else that she
fled from. Her union with God
was not an escape from the
hardships of her world.
Rather, in and from this un-
ion, she found her sending
forth in service; she found her
illusions stripped away. Thus,

a deep awareness of the dig-
nity of all in God.

Her well known letter to
Sister M. De Sales White cap-
tures aptly her sense of
mission.

We have one solid comfort
amidst this little tripping
about, our hearts can always
be in the same place, cen-
tered in God, for whom
alone we go forward or stay
back. Oh may He look onus
with love and pity and then
we shall be able to do any-
thing He wishes us to do, no
matter how diflicult to ac-
complish or painful to our
feelings.”

It is her union with God that
sends her “joyfully on to the
end of [her] journey.”

She exhorted them to bring to the poor
the unwearied patience and mercy of
Christ, and called them to be united with
one another in the union and charity of
Christ, to be grateful and loving because
they were assisting Christ in his labors.

she had little concern for the
comforts, conveniences, and
offerings of the society sur-
rounding her. She rejoiced at
the English postulants who
gave up this comfort and pres-
tige for service to the poor,
seeing in them the fire Christ
had come to cast on the earth.
Her union with God was
also the basis for that humility
of hers remarked on by her
contemporaries. She fostered
an ease and naturalness in re-
lationships which flowed from

Participation in the
Mission of Christ

If Catherine’s sending forth is
rooted in her union with God
as a supporting and provident
Father, her mission is shaped
by her union with the One that
was sent forth, Jesus. If there
was any mystery of faith that
grounded Catherine and her
vision for the Sisters of Mercy,
it was her keen perception of
the reality of God in the Risen
Jesus. The faith that sent
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Catherine through the streets
of Ireland’s cities and towns
was grounded in her love and
union with Jesus whom she
recognized in the poor to
whom she went.

In her Rule, Catherine ex-
pressed this sense of partici-
pating in the imission of
Christ. She believed the Sis-
ters met Christ in the streets
and homes of the poor. She ex-
horted them to bring to the
poor the unwearied patience
and mercy of Christ, and
called them to be united with
one another in the union and
charity ot Christ, to be grate-
ful and loving because they
were assisting Christ in his la-
bors.” Because she believed
the work essentially was
Christ’s, Catherine exhorted
the Sisters to place full confi-
dence in him and his assis-
tance as they labor with him
remaining always conscious to
labor as he does with patience
and humility.

Catherine had a tender
devotion to Jesus from her
childhood. The Psalter of Jesus
was her prayer in her youth
and one that sustained her in
her adult years. Her letters
contain many references to
her devotion to Jesus as Savior,
as Redeemer. Her desire was
that she be shaped into the
mystery of Christ. Catherine
constantly repeated, “Be al-
ways striving to make your-
selves like Him—you should
try to resemble Him in some
one thing at least, so that any
person who sees you, or speaks
with you, may be reminded of
His Blessed life on earth.”®
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Her trust in God enabled
and empowered her to move
outward to meet life. The In-
stitute she founded did not
have the traditional protec-
tion of the cloister. It was a life
lived in service with God out-
side the convent wall as well as
within, in the homes of the
poor and in the sick beds of
the cholera victims. Those ap-
plying to live this life must
have “an ardent desire to be
united with God.” This ardent
desire must stand to foster that
union in place of the monastic
cloister,

The Cross of Christ

Catherine’s life, as does any
Iife, met coumtless difficulties
and deaths. She saw the diffi-
culties that came to her as
crosses from the hand of a
God who loved her and con-
tinually formed her through
the painful hardships of life.
Catherine seems to view these
crosses as part and parcel of
fite lived on this earth. She
neither seeks them nor runs
from them. Rather, she ap-
proaches them and meets
their challenge, confident of
the blessing that will be hers.
The cross of Christ was for
her a source of strength. She
saw it as a mark of God’s provi-
dential favor, recognizing in
its presence the sign of God’s
approval. She wrote to Mary
Ann Doyle, “You are on the se-
cure high road of the Cross—
have the most strong and
lively confidence that your
convent will be firmly estab-
lished for it certainly will.”¥

As Catherine formed the
life of the fledgling institute,
sickness and death among her
Sisters and family members
challenged her faith. She felt
the early deaths of the Sisters
were an indication of her fail-
ure in fidelity to God’s inspira-
tions. 10 In response, she
sought to reshape her life and
the life of the Institute along
the lines she deemed God
might desire. A favorite prayer
of hers, one written on the
cover of her last copybook, re-
flects this spirit: “Mortiy in
me, dear Jesus, all that dis-
pleases Thee, and make me
according to 'Thine own
heart’s desire.” !

In facing pain and hard-
ships in the accomplishment
of her mission, she felt God
sustained her and, indeed,
joined her to the life-giving
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chaplaincy controversy and
the closing of the house in
Kingstown. In a poignant let-
ter to Frances Warde, she asks,
“Pray fervently to God to take
all bitterness from me. I can
scarcely think of what has been
done to me without resent-
ment. May God forgive me
and make me humble before
He calls me into his pres-
ence.”!® Yet, her confidence
in God tells her to “bless and
love the fatherly Hand which
has hurt” her, knowing that
God “will soon come with both
hands filled with favours and
blessings,” !4

Suffering then is a mys-
tery in life that perhaps she
did not understand but that
she certainly did not back
away from. She urged others
to expect suffering and to em-
brace it. She pledged to stand

The cross of Christ was for her a source
of strength.

mystery of Christ. She under-
stood the difference between
an angry cross with its divisive-
ness and the cross of Christ
that united her to the suffer-
ing of Christ.12 When others
met trials, she supported them
out of her own faith that they
too, by knowing God’s pres-
ence in suflfering, might re-
main faithful and know the
merciful hand of God that
came with blessings.

These crosses caused her
no small amount of pain, aswe
know in the matter of the

both with her Sisters and with
the poor in their sufferings.
In embracing the cross,
Catherine showed forth the fi-
delity and love of God re-
vealed in the suffering cruci-
fied Christ.

Her Sense of Service

The mission of Jesus is to be in
his humanity the revelation of
who God is. Jesus makes visi-
ble a God of compassionate
service. Catherine’s participa-
tion in his mission sends her to
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make the compassion of God
visible in those places where
God might seem to be most
absent, to those persons most
needing God’s compassion,
those marginalized hy society.15
The intimate connection
between God and the poor is
expressed in one breath m
Catherine’s letter to the Rev-
erend Gerald Doyle in 1837.
“What is ‘generally’ requisite,
for a Sister of Mercy “ she says,
“is an ardent desire to be
united with God and serve the
poor”lﬁ—one ardent desire,
showing forth the origin and
purpose of the mission in
which she was engaged.

“sun never went down on our
anger.”!® She took care that
her own affectionate nature
would not be a source of divi-
sion. Writing to Mary Elizabeth
Moore in Limerick, she says,
“May our Blessed Redeemer
dwell with you in such a man-
ner as will shield you from ev-
erything could be any draw-
back, above all from particular
attachments, or aught that
could produce jealousy, cold-
ness or party-spirit. I have no
fear for you on the subject, but
I'have a conviction on my mind
of its fatal consequences.”!”
Writing to Frances Warde
three months before her
death, she notes, “It is quite

She is one with the poor, warning her
Sisters not to serve them as if their
benefactors.

{Union and Charity

Catherine’s union with God in
Christ is expressed in her de-
sire for union and charity with
all she met, This desire for un-
ion and charity characterized
her outlook, her efforts, her
work, her relationships with
others and the institute she es-
tablished. It undergirds her
spirituality, her sense of mis-
sion, and shapes the manner
of her ministry. She sees all
things in the oneness of God
in Christ. She is one with the
poor, warning her Sisters not
to serve them as if their bene-
factors.!7 She rejoiced that the
only boast the new found insti-
tute could make was that the

impossible for any one in my
situation to think of pleasing
themselves. My pleasure must
be in endeavouring to please
all.” 20

Her pleasing affectionate
nature was manifest in the
warmth of the openings and
closings of her letters, in the
sensitivity she brought to her
service of the sick, in her sim-
plicity, in the natural ease and
manner that she fostered
among the Sisters. All these
speak of Catherine’s own
spirit and prizing of union and
charity. After the death of her
nephew James in May 1841,
she wrote to Frances Warde, “I
have nothing now to draw me
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for one hour from my reli-
gious Sisters, where all my joy
on earth is centered. Every
year's experience of their
worth attaches me more
strongly, and I am as ardent
for new ones as if I was begin-
ning. I suppose it is the spirit
of my state.”?1

Joining the Mission of
the Church

The texts Catherine copied in
her journals were the devo-
tional texts of the Catholic
faithful coming to her in and
through the church of her
time. They nurtured her piety
and that of the young order.
She was formed in and by this
church. But her membership
in it cannot be taken for
granted. After all, her mother,
brother, and sister all left the
Roman Catholic church of
their ancestors for a church
more socially and intellectu-
ally acceptable to the social
circle of their time. Catherine
clung to the church of her fa-
ther. It was a church in which
she could ground her faith.
Perhaps its recent history of
persecution and its continued
association with the Irish
lower classes touched a cord in
her heart. Perhaps like Dorothy
Day she chose it because it was
the church of the poor.

For whatever reason,
Catherine sought from the
church advice and approval
for her work and for her new
order. She listened carefully to
Archbishop Murray when he
suggested the founding of a
religious order so that the
work she had wundertaken
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might continue. She looked to
the church to concur in that
sending forth in  Christ
through approval of the rule
for the new institute. Her mis-
sion originated not only from
her own heart’s union with
God and her own sense of how
that sent her forth, but also in
the sending forth of the
church.

This fidelity to mission
entailed for Catherine an on-
going struggle to integrate her
own sense of God’s call with
the authority and deci-
sion-making arena of the local
church. Questions were raised
by both clerics and laity as the
house on Baggot Street took
shape and opened its doors to
serve the poor and house the
small group of women com-
mitted to this work.2? The ten-
sions are evident in her will-
ingness to hand over the work
to another order if the Arch-
bishop desired that, in the
chaplaincy controversy, in the
allusion in her letters to the
desire of the English bishops
that she remain home at
Baggot Street to tend to the
formation of the English nov-
ices, in her quandary and anx-
iety over whether or not the
Rule was approved.

Yet the church was her
home and to it and through it
she gave the gift of her
charism, both of service to the
poor and of union and charity.
It would seem that for
Catherine, the mission which
shaped her life was not hers
alone. She had a profound
sense of the Risen Christ pres-
ent in the Church gathered in
and expressing this mystery.

Her Ardent Desire

In her letter to Gerald Doyle,
Catherine had put forward
what she looked for i a Sister
of Mercy. “What seems requi-
site,” she said, “is an ardent
desire.” It was not just that a
candidate would seek to be
united with God and serve the
poor, but that this be her ar-
dent desire. Perhaps this is a
stock phrase. Yet in the con-
text of her life and writings, we
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members as well as old. In Jan-
uary of 1841, amidst the cold
and poverty of the new foun-
dation in Birr, she felt exhila-
rated by the spreading works
of the Order. “Hurrah for
toundations,”  she  said,
“makes the old young and the
young merry.”2?

Her playful spirit not only
schemed against “the powers
that be” in order to enjoy a
visit with a postulant at one of
the houses 2% but also saw in

Her mission originated not only from her

own heart’s union with God and her own

sense of how that sent her forth, but also
in the sending forth of the church.

see Catherine’s love for such
words as ardent, excite, ani-
mate, lively, dance! They indi-
cate a passion for God and for
life. Catherine’s own life with
God, her own spirituality,
seems characterized by the
qualities which these words
express. It is this that she
looked for in others.?3

She often lamented the
cautious outlook of Mary Ann
Doyle, the superior of the
Tullamore foundation, wish-
ing she could hear that Mary
Ann was raising money for her
works of mercy or preparing
for new foundations. Catherine
did not have much patience
for slow cautious behavior, for
what she called creep mouses
or creepy-crawlies.?*  She
prized the lively spirits of new

her own declining health, the
playfulness and humor of cir-
cumstances.  Arriving = €x-
hausted and pain racked at the
change of coaches on her re-
turn from Birr, she laughed to
hear the coachman ask his re-
placement, “Has this little
man come for this little
woman?”27

Ardent desires are power-
ful sources of energy, espe-
cially when they flow from
one’s union with God.
Catherine was a woman of de-
sire. She knew what she de-
sired. We find it often ex-
pressed in her letters—her
desire to hear from someone,
her destre to see a friend, to
enjoy the company of friends,
her desire to do something for
the poor girls loitering in the
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streets of Kingstown, her de-
sive to please God. By trusting
and expressing her desires,
she was perhaps led to her
deepest desire and energized
by her love for God. For here
in the depths of our desire to
be with God, God moves us to
accomplish in grace God’s de-
sire. An ardent desire, a burn-
ing within one resulting from
and in the love of God, is the
animating force of Catherine’s
life and mission. It is the real-
ization in her of the animating
Spirit of God.?8

For Catherine, God is
mercy seeking to come to full
expression in and through the
human heart, overcoming the
woundedness and divisiveness
of evil. God acts at the heart of
reality bringing the universe

in them and in us as God
brings humanity and the uni-
verse to unity in God’s own
Self. From this perspective, we
understand what Catherine
wrote to Mary Ann Doyle in
July of 1841:

It is not a disposition to be-
stow gifts, like benevolent
persons in the world, but be-
speaks generosity of mind
for the religious state. It is
bestowing ourselves most
freely and relying with un-
hesitating confidence on the
Providence of God.>?

Union and charity, expressed
m an ardent desire for union
with God and with all others in
God, especially the poor and
suffering, stands at the heart
of Catherine’s sense of mission.

For Catherine, God is mercy seeking to
come to full expression in and through
the human heart, overcoming the
woundedness and divisiveness of evil.

to salvation. When we enter
that desire of God to make the
fullness of God’s life present,
we are part of that great enter-
prise, part of that mission for
which Christ was sent among
us. In this mission we “assist
Christ in his labors.” Our
hearts are “animated with
gratitude and love” which en-
ables us to place all our confi-
dence in the grace and provi-
dence of God.

Animated by this Spirit of
God we work with others coop-
erating in God’s saving action

The Challenges

As we look to the future of
our institute, Catherine’s
sense of mission offers us some
challenges. The first chal-
lenge is that we strive to have
our mission arise from an ar-
dent desire for union with
God. It must be our desire for
God that sends us rather than
a desire for ease, comfort, or
security. When our prayer and
contemplation foster an abil-
ity to see all things in Christ
and in God, then we can
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perceive the dynamism of God
in ourworld today and can co-
operate with God’s action.

We are missioned not only
to service in and to Chuist, but
our very missioning in Christ
is a mission of union and char-
ity. We often understand this
charism in its claim on the
quality of our community hife.
Do we see it operating in our
misston and ministry? Does
our deep desire for union with
God form the substance of our
desire for union and charity
and become the animating
spirit of our ministry? How
does it affect our sometimes
painful relationship within
the church? Does it enables
us to live in the hope that
makes dialogue possible? Is
Catherine’s perception of the
Cross an mspiration tous here?
Does it enable us to love cre-
atively with fidelity and in
truth?

How will our movement
into the future be an expres-
sion of the Spirit of God and of
Catherine? In che Institute,
how can we touch the animat-
ing Spirit of God moving
among us articulating the
shape of our collective desire
to make God known in our
time?

As she transcribed texts in
her journal, Catherine herself
became the journal written by
the Holy Spirit expressing the
mystery of the One she ar-
dently desired. 'Through her,
the Spirit wrote those words n
which Catherine expressed
the mission of the Order
which has sent so many thou-
sands forth in ministry over
the last 167 years.
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Mercy, the principal path
pointed out by Jesus Christ
to those who are desirous of
following Him, has in all
ages of the Church excited
the faithful in a particular
manner to instruct and com-

fort the sick and dying

poor”
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Questions for Discussion

How does the charism of union and charity find ex-
pression in your ministry? Which of the questions
raised in the article resonate in your heart?

What stories of inclusion, of unity across cultural lines
have you experienced?

What do you find in Rowshan Golshayan’s description
of mercy that helps open you further to the unity in di-
versity that Margaret Farley describes?

Asyou reflect on the questions raised in the article on
models of incorporation, what do you find most en-
riching for your own life? What would you recommend
to an Institute

Chapter?

How do you remember the experience of your early
commitment in mercy? What do you say of it now?

What challenging and beneficial experiences of multi-
culturalism have you encountered?

How do you see the Third Institute Chapter challeng-
ing the members to live their prophetic role?

As you pray with these passages from Luke, what
themes from the Institute Chapter move in your
heart?

What brought you to religious life and what keeps you?

What constitutes the habitus of the life of a Sister of
Mercy? How has it changed over time? How has it
shaped and supported you over the years?

How has your soul been shaped by your life-long
search for God? What have you found on the journey?
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