Mercy Leadership in an Unsettling Time

Most of us have lived through several ‘epochs’ of religious life in the past forty years or so.  Looking back, it has been nothing less than a roller-coaster!  And if we are a bit dizzy now, that can be no surprise.  Back in 1970 and trying to peer into the future, I doubt that we could have predicted, imagined, or even sensed the path we have trodden since.  A brief and selective skip through our experiences may throw some light on where we are today and what we might glean for the epoch ahead.

After Vatican II we had a marvelous period of renewal, adaptation, and return to founding spirit.  We shed much and ventured courageously!  Then, in the midst of that prophetic newness, the draining ebb of exits and dwindling entrants left an arid place in our mid-membership.  The 80s and 90s saw us disconcerted by the State, in western countries, seeking its right and asserting its capacity to provide for the educational and healthcare services of its people.  That and the welcome emergence of committed laity saw the dominant ministries of our Congregation begin the long journey to redundancy.

True to our charism, we sought to adapt.  The fragmented nature of our organization presented an obstacle to the best use of our resources for mission.  We embarked on a period of intensive congregational reconfigurations on continents and in countries across the world.  Reclaiming afresh the call of Mercy, we turned to many forgotten areas in developing countries, to exercising influence in high places in Catholic health and education systems, to working in the non-governmental organization (NGO) field at the United Nations, to involvement in diocesan pastoral and social services, to engaging in the possibilities of new technology, to training and facilitating the laity – all in the service of people imprisoned in pain and injustice.  Leadership served us well during those challenging decades.

Entering the first decade of a new millennium, being 170 years old, we felt ourselves to be a body of strong valiant women, grateful for the grace and opportunity to contribute with others to the making of a better world.  Molded by the new openness and insights of the time, we rearticulated mission statements, set new goals, initiated processes, sought in honesty and integrity to shape our living in communion with all of creation, in the spirit of compassion and cooperation handed on to us by Catherine.

Yet today, ten years later, we seem to be deeply scarred, embattled, hounded by Church and State, denigrated and without familiar ‘face’.  We are caught up in the massive wave of antipathy to the Church because of our failures, sharing in the consequent loss of credibility.  Integrity and humility require us in many places to take a back seat and to enter a quiet prayerful ‘absence’ from public discourse.  What then does this unsettling epoch ask of our leaders?

New forms and structures of leadership in recent decades have enhanced the capacity and freedom of members to respond to the many calls for mercy.  But no leadership, any more than ourselves, is ever perfect – it wrestles with the common dilemmas of our time, the struggle with good and evil, right and wrong, wisdom and foolishness.  And yet leadership is vital and imperative if we are to continue to reach for our dreams, to be alive to the pain which cries out to God, and to avoid the worst effects of our flawed reality.  Catherine McAuley encouraged Sr. Aloysius Scott (Birr, March 1841) “to be a good mother superior!  You could not be a better thing this side of heaven!”  Standing in the midst of this ‘epoch,’ what might she see and what might she reach for?

Some major aspects will dominate our life as Mercy women for much time to come:

· Firstly, allowing for a few variations, our age profile is the reverse of the natural pyramid – with over 60% of our membership in their later years and 75% in the 80+ bracket.  This reality points to the new predominance and witness of our care for the elderly.

· Secondly, our recent Chapter statements of “launching out into the deep,” of using our talents and resources to meet “extreme poverty” across the globe, seem to stand on their heads following the formal judgment of society (in Ireland) telling us that we have “debased our ideals,” that we should be separated from ministry, and that we are “unfit to serve people in need.”  The outrage of public opinion has evoked from us an enormous ‘voluntary’ contribution in reparation for our failures to children in the past.  “The Lord gives, and the Lord takes away... Blessed be God!” (Job)

· Our Millennium confidence, our just righteousness in the face of trafficking, war, HIV/AIDS, drought, famine, and cruel poverty, have taken a major bashing.  In this loss of place − dare I say loss of ‘call’ − the task for our leaders is truly challenging.  We ask them to enable us to read the presence and action of the living God within this upheaval, to stir up our faith that love will prevail while we wait in patience.  This entails the gift of interpretation – of being able to decode and decipher the secret actions of God in an unsettling reality − and at the same time the gift of facilitating our commitment to the anawim [Editor’s note: “the poor, the hurt, and the broken ones of the earth”].

· Further, perhaps the deepest change affecting us is the transformation in our concepts of the God of the Universe.  New ecological insights cast a fresh and wonderful light on our expanding sense of God, on the organic nature of all life, on the interconnectedness of all living things, and especially on the mind-blowing revelation of the Incarnation – that one human being (Jesus of Nazareth) embodied the Human-God as the ‘Bread of Life,’ instancing in an extraordinary way the fact that we, and all species, are food for one another and for the universe.  We are in, and of, the Eucharist in a way that is totally ‘other’ from the concepts of our past!

These concerns, and accountability for them, will weigh on the hearts and minds of leaders tomorrow – concerns that will definitely remold us.  We will be smaller and poorer for sure!  More scattered and invisible!  Some new inter-congregational relationships will be necessary to maintain our identity and ministry.  The face of ‘An Unsettling God’ (Walter Brueggemann) is emerging out of our very unsettling experiences, and is wooing us to trust in Providence on a different plane, to let ourselves be the handmaids of a Eucharistic God, to be compassionate women of another epoch.  In short, leadership from 2010 on must know the frontier heart of Mercy women, offload much of the organizational baggage, and focus on the transforming message of our experiences as an indicator of how, in the name of the Cosmic Christ, we can be Mercy ‘food for life’ in our time.
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