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Mary has given you a clear and comprehensive background to the Dream of 

Catherine McAuley: her deep faith, the social reality of her time, her sowing 

and nurturing Mercy seeds that developed into schools of depth, breadth and 

excellence for women and children who were poor, and most importantly 

naming the values that were central to Catherine’s educational endeavours.  

Mary’s perspective on all of these, reflects many roles and responsibilities 

within the Educational System and includes those of Teacher, Principal, 

Manager and Trustee.   No doubt her perspective has been shaped by each of 

these.  The perspective I bring you is very different.  I am not an educator.  I 

admire the responsible and wonderful work educators do.  You do it in this 

age of globalisation with its many threats and benefits and which according 

to Peter McVerry SJ “has helped create greedier, less caring societies.”  I 

doubt if I could have been an educator. Furthermore many moons have come 

and gone since my own days in a Mercy School.  

 

To counteract this obvious deficit in my perspective I knew I would have 

difficulty in responding to the theme of “Where is Mercy in our Schools” 

unless I conversed with those involved on the ground.  Over the years I have 

come to see the importance of that perspective, realising that healthy growth 

can only happen when we make space for others’ dreams.  Ali said 

“Champions are made from something they have deep inside them, a desire, 

a dream, a vision.”  The little no less than the great have these dreams too, 
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but sadly only some are given the space to grow. The challenging question 

for Mercy is whether that space is available to every student regardless of 

personal or social circumstances.  Timothy Radcliffe OP calls us to “travel 

with the young as they search for the good, the true and the beautiful” in 

other words for the realization of their dreams. That surely is an important 

part of the quest in Mercy Schools to lead its students to this place of soul, of 

meaning, of life.  What a wonderful mission you are called to. 

 

In trying to capture a sense of the perspective on the ground, I met with 

students, past students, parents and teachers from five Mercy schools and 

also spoke with some social workers who, in their particular roles, have 

reason to engage with Mercy schools.  It would be naïve of me to think that 

the scope of my vox pop exercise was more than a random sounding.  

However I do believe the areas it highlighted in relation to where Mercy is 

alive and well in our schools are worth noting.  They are areas that most 

likely would never be reflected in research tomes.  They give reason to 

celebrate the richness found in Mercy Alive and they may also reflect the 

face of Mercy at the International level.  Likewise the areas identified where 

Mercy needs to be nurtured are likely to call us forth to a greater faithfulness 

to Catherine’s Dream with a new urgency for this time. 

 

Let us look then at our tree and see where Mercy was found to be alive on 

the ground. 

1st BLOSSOM – PROFESSIONAL & ACADEMIC STANDARDS   

 slide 2 

It is interesting, although somewhat understandable, that the spontaneous 

responses to the question “where is Mercy in our Schools” focussed on the 
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excellence of the professional and academic standards which were 

expected from and found in Mercy Schools.  Such excellence is indeed 

noteworthy and reflects not only Catherine’s emphasis on this value but also 

the commitment and enthusiasm of teachers and management to attaining its 

ideal.  O’Keefe in “Values in a Christian School” advises though “that 

excellence must be wider than the academic sphere to include faith and 

social development.”  However parental choices towards many schools 

including Mercy are, it is claimed, largely influenced by the range of 

subjects offered, the quality of results achieved and the level of discipline 

maintained.   Each of these is no doubt noteworthy but can we truly say that 

Mercy is blossoming in its fullness when expectations are limited to the 

tangibles? 

 

2nd BLOSSOM - LITURGIES, SYMBOLISM & PRAYER SPACES   

slide 3 

This next blossom images the Sacred through Liturgies, Rituals, Symbolism 

and Prayer spaces.  These were mentioned by many as effective means of 

reminding the school community that noble purposes are sustained by 

attention to soul.  They also help maintain that desired balance between the 

tangible’s and intangibles.   

 

3rd BLOSSOM – PASTORAL CARE   slide 4 

This next blossom speaks of Tender Loving Care and is more familiarly 

called Pastoral care.  Pastoral care rated high among those consulted.  Indeed 

it was considered by students, parents and teachers alike to be essential to 

the life-blood of Mercy in our Schools.  From his pastoral perspective 

Jonathan Sacks noted “we need communities to soften the rough edges of an 
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abrasive world; communities where we know we are not alone.”  Teachers 

commented that the school is the only anchor in the lives of many students 

today and perhaps the only place they can hope to experience community.  

Many of them especially in the West are growing up in environments where 

marriage is optional, family stability rare and where almost all the 

responsibilities of parenthood can be delegated away. 

 

Never before have young people had to grow up in such consumerist, 

individualistic times in the West and in a poverty in the majority world 

where the disparity between rich and poor has reached unprecedented levels. 

The countries represented here can no doubt confirm the extent of the 

problems in their particular contexts and the crushing impact they have on 

students. The seeking of solace in drugs and alcohol together with the 

incidence of depression and suicide among young people is a cry from the 

heart for an acknowledgement of their pain and a plea for a response to their 

loss of meaning.  In such a context, Pastoral Care must be one of the finest 

expressions of what Mercy Schools are about. 

  

4th BLOSSOM – THE VULNERABLE  slide 5 

In those schools where Mercy is thriving, this next blossom assures us that 

the vulnerable ones can be certain of attracting the special concern of 

teachers and management. These the vulnerable ones may present in multi-

form – the ones from fractured families, those donned in the darkness of 

drug addicted or HIV parents, those from the estimated 38k women and 

children trafficked each year, those that know and experience the poverty of 

exploited migrant workers and those who are involuntarily displaced and 

seeking asylum. In the midst of such vulnerability “to be truly radical is to 
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make hope possible rather than despair convincing.”   Never before has 

Mercy been so needed in our schools.  Indeed through the power of its 

charism the Mercy school has a key role in enabling its students through its 

sense of community to make that hope possible.  

  

5th BLOSSOM – RESOURCE FULL    slide 6 

This next beautiful and much sought after bloom is named 

RESOURCEFUL. Mercy schools recognise the special needs of a number 

of its students and employ Resource Teachers and Home /School Personnel.  

These are deemed crucial to keeping Mercy alive in our schools.  These are 

the people who model the Values in a special way as they offer space and a 

listening ear to soothe the sorrows and concerns of troubled students.  

Reports indicate that in their one to one encounters with students these staff 

mediate in a special way God’s unconditional love.  Mizner reminds us that 

“a good listener is not only popular but after a while he/she gets to know 

something.”   I think resource teachers reflect that. 

 

6th BLOSSOM – OUTREACH TO LOCAL COMMUNITIES  slide 7 

In those schools where Mercy is in full bloom concern for the vulnerable is 

not confined within the school parameters.  It bursts forth to places in Local 

Communities where the fullness of life is being denied or drained.  In the 

prosperity race where all the runners are out of sight many cannot get past 

the starting point.  Too often they feel at best, that they have been forgotten 

and at worst that they have been discarded.  We all know how undermining 

and crippling the pain of rejection can be for the human person.  It is 

heartening then to see Mercy students in many contexts touched by the 

suffering of others and incensed by the injustice that sanctions it.   
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7TH BLOSSOM – GLOBAL ISSUES OF CONCERN 

Slide 8 In the next blossom we discover in Mercy schools a keen awareness 

among students of Global Issues of Concern.  Apart from very creative and 

effective initiatives around fund raising, Mercy students have visited 

countries in our world where there is abject poverty, child labour, glaring 

inequalities and many, many other situations where gross indecency is 

inflicted on our brothers and sisters.  Our Mercy students have proven 

themselves to be great ambassadors in highlighting awareness of these ills 

and in engaging in practical responses to such human need. 

 

Slide 9 Let us gather together then this beautiful array of Professional and 

Academic Standards, Pastoral Care, Resource and Home/School 

Personnel, Concern for Vulnerable Students, Outreach to the Poor and 

Student Awareness of Global Issues of Concern.  These provide us with 

heart-warming and hope-filled signals from the ground, as to where Mercy is 

truly alive in our schools.  They, together with experiences from your own 

contexts give reason to celebrate the richness and life that animates Mercy 

Education today.  Take a moment to acknowledge the blossoms on our 

Mercy Schools Tree and as you do so bless all those who have contributed to 

keeping that Mercy alive.   

 

AREAS WHERE MERCY NEEDS NURTURANCE  slide 10 

It is from this positive place that we move now to embrace those areas where 

Mercy is Struggling to come to life in our schools.  If the particular areas 

highlighted are not challenges for you that is surely good news.  However it 

is  important to remember that Mercy well-being is something we can 
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never take for granted.  Like the buds on the tree, it is delicate and needs to 

be carefully protected as the winds of change sweep indiscriminately around 

it.  It thirsts for a care that is consistent and on-going.  Craig reminds us “It 

is not what we do once in a while; it is what we do day in day out that makes 

the difference.” By its very nature Mercy blossoms best when it becomes a 

day in day out reality in our lives. 

 

Each of the following buds represents an area where Mercy is thirsting for 

Life. 

 

1st BUD – MERCY IDENTITY   slide 11 

Why do I raise our identity as an integral part of our lives where Mercy 

needs to be nurtured?  Simply because 98% of my vox pop group had no 

idea who Catherine McAuley is.  That meant it was difficult, if not 

impossible for them to connect with the question posed “where is Mercy in 

our schools?”  Likewise their understanding of what Mercy values are was 

marred by their disconnection from the source?  Taken aback by this I 

rephrased my question and asked “how would I or any other visitor know 

this is a Mercy school?”  Responses ranged from statues, to crucifixes, to 

altars to occasional Masses, right up to a belief that all schools are the same.  

The closest connection to Catherine broke through in a timid voice that 

asked “has it anything to do with that woman on the £5 note?”  The penny 

dropped and I breathed a sigh of relief!   

 

What a pity that some students, parents and teachers are missing out on a 

powerful source of inspiration in our founding story.  They are missing out 

too on the opportunity of knowing and owning the values that flow from that 
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source.   These are values that have found expression over the past 175 years 

in diverse cultures.  Are we failing them now?  It is an established fact that a 

clear sense of identity leads to a more purposeful life and I am certain that 

students and indeed the entire school community could benefit greatly and 

take pride in a clear sense of Mercy identity.  Church Documents share our 

concern in this area when they point out that “what is fundamentally lacking 

in staff of Catholic schools is a clear realisation of the identity of a Catholic 

School and the courage to follow all the consequences of its uniqueness.”  

This very special bud has the potential to bloom into something magnificent 

but the question is “are we prepared to accord it the priority it warrants in 

our busy lives and in our budgets that have strong competing interests?”  

 

2nd BUD – STAFF FORMATION   slide 12 

This delicate bud is closely linked to the first one - identity.  Casels reminds 

us that “Each person has inside a basic decency and goodness but it takes 

courage for a person to listen to his own goodness and to act on it.”  

Formation is essentially about enabling people to rediscover that goodness 

and to free it for a mission bigger than itself.  Teachers in the vox pop group 

highlighted that Mercy Schools and other ministries are being handed over 

to them with poor preparation for the transition and little formation in 

Mercy.  There was a sense of real sadness in their naming this reality as they 

themselves yearn for the space and opportunity to discover what it is they 

are expected to hand on.  Amiel reminds us that “the person who doesn’t 

develop their inner life becomes a slave to their environment.”   Our 

colleagues deserve more than that.  Let us not be wanting then in putting our 

resources into this truly important aspect of Mercy - the formation of its 
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torch-bearers who have both the enthusiasm and commitment to steward 

Mercy into the future. 

 

3rd BUD – CRY OF THE POOR  slide 13 

I want to preface our reflection on this delicate and sometimes 

misrepresented bud by quoting from Church Documents on Catholic 

Education (2004 edition) as follows:  “In some countries because of local 

laws and economic conditions, the Catholic School runs the risk of giving 

counter-witness by admitting a majority of children from wealthier families.  

This situation is of great concern to those responsible for Catholic Education 

because first and foremost the Church offers its educational service to the 

poor or those deprived of family help and affection or those who are far 

from the faith.  If the Catholic school were to turn its attention 

predominantly to those from the wealthier social classes, it could be 

contributing towards maintaining their privileged position, and could thereby 

continue to favour a society which is unjust.” 

 

Slide 14 Having read that, I personally was left with a sense of what else is 

there to say other than to consider the additional weighting of Catherine’s 

special concern for the poor – a concern that was so deep it led her to 

establish as matter of priority Mercy schools.  These make for a most 

convincing reason to expect a leaning towards and an unconditional 

welcome for students from poorer backgrounds in Mercy Schools.  Would 

an audit of our schools today reflect our stated commitment to the poor and 

to Catherine’s Founding focus?  Hopefully it would.  However I know that a 

vast number of poorer students in this country end up in Vocational 

Education State Schools.  One of the social workers commented that 
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“anyone can get in to those” implying that the selective processes of some 

schools create an educational tier system where those most in need are 

frequently left at the bottom.  I am sure that if there is under representation 

of people who are poor in some Catholic Schools, there are many reasons for 

it.  However at times do rationalisations come into play rather than risk 

facing and owning the authentic reasons for choices made.  

 

In some areas Mercy and other Catholic schools are said to be very 

expensive.  Letters sent out to families for voluntary contributions place a 

huge burden on poor and troubled families.  A social worker spoke of 

schools where those who have paid their contributions are named in public.  

Collectively then, poorer students are identified by their absence from the 

list and this places subtle pressure on them.  A system where voluntary 

contributions requested from students is the same for those who are 

dependant on State benefits as for those from wealthy backgrounds is not 

equitable.  Understandably finances are needed to maintain good schools and 

I know it is not easy to get the balance right.  Yet I am convinced that this 

balancing can’t be at the expense of those who are poor otherwise we 

compromise our charism.  The burdens the poor carry are heavy enough 

without our exacerbating them further. 

 

On the positive side, Social Workers observed that teachers in Mercy 

schools are very sensitive, discreet and responsive to the needs of the poor 

once they are made aware of their situation.  Indeed examples were given of 

their very positive responses in specific situations of need.  However they 

also said that they would have expected these Schools to be more pro-active 

in having their Mercy antennae tuned in to vulnerable situations.  This is 
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important because only a tiny minority of those who are troubled get to the 

attention of social workers. 

 

When speaking to students in a certain school the issue of concern for the 

poor was raised by me.  In due course the discussion came round to the 

experiences of students who live in labelled communities.  A couple of very 

articulate students, obviously from middle class backgrounds, asserted that 

there was no problem at all.  They claimed that everyone was the same and 

that labels didn’t feature.  However, as they were speaking I spotted another 

student trying to get my attention.  Her eyes and facial expressions revealed 

the pain of oppression as they tried to convey her experience.  I got the 

message and registered how perspectives can be so varied depending on 

experiences.  This young student, obviously not from a privileged 

background, did not want a jaundiced view of her reality brought to you 

here.  Sadly she did not have the courage to say this publicly and if I hadn’t 

been alert to her non-verbal language I could have missed her pain too. 

 

A final aspect in the cry of the poor was brought home to me a number of 

times through comments from teachers.  They conveyed that Mercy’s 

“special concern” was applied to all students.   Very good but alas all 

students are not the same - privilege and opportunity are not meted out 

equally.  When probed further they conceded that they themselves are more 

inclined to watch out for the emotional needs of the well off as they, unlike 

poorer people, are not used to asking for help. A very valid point you may 

say.  However as I pondered on their response, a conversation with a recent 

past student the previous day came to mind.  Majella, whose father died 

when she was two, told me how her mother struggled to bring up her four 
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children alone on a subsistence income from the State.  This meant that as 

well as living with the physical and emotional loss of her father there were 

very many things Majella could not afford including school outings – that is 

until one day the vice principal called her very discreetly and said “you are 

going on the school outing.”  Her immediate response was “I can’t.” He 

simply said - no worries now, you are going.  In recounting that experience 

Majella’s tears flowed as she said to me “I was very poor.”  Her tears were 

tears of gratitude that someone knew what it was like for her, had anticipated 

her need and responded in a caring, discreet and sensitive manner.  She 

would not have asked for help. 

 

The reason I raise Majella’s story is that a fairly common inference is drawn 

in relation to people who are economically poor.  There is a perception that 

their pride isn’t wounded or their respect diminished when circumstances 

result in their having to frequently ask for help.  It is easy to forget that they 

too share a common humanity with students from well off backgrounds.  

They have the same emotions, same depth of feeling, the same pride and the 

same need to be respected, listened to and not judged.  Economic poverty 

limits their choices absolutely.  They cannot source the many marketable 

avenues where help can be bought.  The fact that consistent poverty and 

disadvantage dulls the senses of some in order to make survival possible, 

does not give others licence to underestimate the humiliation and damage to 

self respect that they too experience.  Quoting from the Little Book of 

Catherine McAuley we hear “Sisters of Mercy – and no doubt that includes 

colleagues – should be particularly kind – the kindest people on earth, with 

the tenderest pity and compassion for the poor.”  Why would Catherine have 

said that if she considered people who are poor less deserving of sensitivity?   
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4th BUD – RELATIONSHIPS  slide 15 

Our fourth bud has a very familiar name: Relationships 

Not surprisingly relationships surfaced as being of great significance in the 

school lives of students. A renowned Psychologist, speaking at a recent 

Conference, pointed to the responsibility each one of us holds as engravers 

on the minds and hearts of the young.  This responsibility she said, holds for 

every encounter we have with them: in what we say and do, in how we 

speak to them and how we speak about them, in what we teach them, tell 

them or do not tell them.  Whilst getting on with their peers was most 

important to students they also focussed strongly on student/teacher 

relationships. The first area they referred to was equality, with students 

appealing that it be modelled at all levels.  Some claimed that intellectual 

ability, looks, smartness and specific personalities are the gateways to secure 

good relationships with teachers.  Those without these assets believed they 

were at a disadvantage.  Some pointed also to the hierarchy of value placed 

on school subjects which meant that those whose gifts are in the less 

academic field, often feel undervalued. Their perception is that less attention 

is given to them and their needs because of these apparent “deficits.” 

 

Some spoke of the humiliation experienced when reprimanded in front of 

their peers.  While acknowledging that their own behaviours could be 

challenging at times they believed there must be ways of admonishing 

students without doing so publicly.  Nottage points to a different approach 

when noting “God’s love elevates us without inflating us and humbles us 

without degrading us.” A recent past student explained that her difficulties in 
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school stemmed to a certain extent from such a public humiliation.  Her 

experience was one, in her own words, of “being publicly pushed down and 

then staying down.”   In the space of approximately 10 minutes she told me 

4 times that she was not stupid.  The inference drawn was that this was the 

message being conveyed to her in school.  It gave her much pleasure to 

provide proof of a wrong perception by stating “I have a good job in a 

hairdressers now.”  

 

Justice and fairness were also named as very important to students and this 

they said needed to be seen to be done. A sense of justice and fairness was 

closely linked with social class.  They claimed that selection for 

competitions and positions of trust in schools could be influenced by family 

background and this provided little opportunity for those less privileged.   

Slide 16  The last and probably the most important aspect of relationships 

concerns attitudes. In trying to illustrate the impact of attitude I want to 

share with you the memories and insights of a bright young woman’s years 

in a Mercy School.  She wrote: “An abiding memory for me of school was 

one of fear – not of physical punishment but rather, it was an atmosphere 

where I felt I was on display all the time and where my imperfections and 

failings would inevitably be subject of comment, comment that was not 

particularly malicious but was indifferent to the person being criticised and 

precisely because it was indifferent, it was dismissive and wounding.  It was 

as though I was an object and teachers felt free to put a label on me saying 

good for this, bad for that.  Perhaps some of this is inevitable in the kind of 

society school is but I felt then and I feel now that a certain charity and, yes, 

mercy was missing in the way such comments were made.  All of this 
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offended against my sense of a person’s dignity and what it means to respect 

another person.” 

 

She also remembered a teacher who inspired her.  Why?  Because she knew 

that what really mattered was not exam results or other kinds of success but 

rather who each student became as a person.  This was conveyed not in what 

she said but in her attitudes to students. If, she said, we live by God’s Mercy, 

then we ourselves will be merciful in what we do and say.  This past student 

is not alone in her concern over the impact of attitude on young lives.  One 

social worker told me that a school principal expressed deep concern to her 

that some teachers in her school may be emotionally abusing students 

through their attitudes to them.  And emotional abuse is categorised under 

child abuse. Students pick up all that is negative quickly. Indeed a number of 

students commented to me that the only time home is contacted is when 

there is something negative to be said about them.   

 

Charles Swindoll noted that “The longer I live the more I realize the impact 

of attitude on my life.  Attitude to me is more important than facts.  It is 

more important than the past, than education, than money…  It will make or 

break a company…a church…a home.”  Is he right? 

 

 

5th BUD – PARTNERSHIPS  slide 17 

Our fifth bud has a very trendy name: Partnerships.  I am sure all would 

agree that one of the most important partnerships for schools is that with 

parents.  We are told that “without the help of parents even the best school 

and finest teachers may fail.”   
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In light of that then what did parents have to say?  Generally they felt that 

the only contact parents had with the school was at parent/teacher meetings.  

Whilst these were found to be helpful, their role was said to be limited.  

Some parents saw these meetings as having a single one way purpose - for 

teachers to give updates on their child’s progress.  They felt relationships 

were unequal and that more was possible.  Those who were members of 

parent councils expressed a desire to have their role broadened.  As it stands, 

they claim, it is restricted to fund-raising.   They would greatly welcome for 

example, the opportunity to participate in consultative processes prior to the 

formulation of school policies.  A forum where they could express their 

opinions openly was also considered necessary to give them the experience 

of having a more active say in the education process.  We hear so often “it is 

up to us to light our own small fires in the darkness.”  Parents are willing to 

do that but they need the cooperation of the school to experience true 

partnership.   

 

6th BUD – SOCIAL & FAMILY CONTEXTS  slide 18 

Church documents tell us that teachers must be constantly attentive to the 

socio-cultural, economic and political environment of the school, in the 

immediate area and in the wider context. Teachers need to regularly 

interrogate the current reality as they see it and examine its influence on the 

lives of students.  In a recent letter to a National Sunday Newspaper a reader 

critiqued our times.  Whilst her comments refer to Ireland I have no doubt 

but that trends travel fast in our global village.  I quote: “Violence by 

children against their teachers and parents - almost unheard of previously in 

rural schools - has become a serious issue.  Early teenage depression is 
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virtually at epidemic levels.  Since the early 1980’s the rate of young teens 

committing suicide has more than tripled and suicide is now the second 

leading cause of death among teens.  The number of 14-16 year old mothers 

has increased by 20%.”   

 

Without a doubt many of these troubled young people are in Mercy schools.  

It is important then for teachers to be in touch with the social and family 

realities.  Students made an interesting observation.  They noted that when 

Sisters were in the schools they lived in the locality, were in touch with the 

life of the community and were aware of issues that affected specific 

families. This meant that they could anticipate and be alert to needs.  

However in more recent times teachers frequently live outside of the school 

locality and are thereby distanced from that valuable local knowledge.  The 

point being made was that teachers need to find other ways now to tune in to 

the needs of students so that they are alert to symptoms.  

 

Knowledge of the home environment can as you all know contribute to a 

better understanding of poor performance and challenging behaviours.  

Students highlighted this.  From their perspective they caution against 

students being expelled too easily and claim that the application of rules is at 

times too stringent.  They cited an example of where the colour of socks 

worn appeared to be more important to some staff than the fact that very 

difficult things were happening at home.  Those responsible they said don’t 

always know what is going on for students outside the school.  If they don’t 

try to find out, decisions made may unwittingly be too harsh.   
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These then are areas that need attention according to those on the ground and 

people on the ground know what is going on. Slide 19  I invite you to look 

again at those buds - Identity, Staff Formation, Cry of the Poor, 

Relationships, Partnership and Social and Family Contexts.  Even a 

cursory look tells us that what connects the branches to the roots is of great 

importance. The tree trunk represents that for us.  It has the capacity to look 

in and down to its very roots and up and out to what is around it, above it 

and beyond it.  That is the place of significance that we need to always have 

an eye to.  This 175th year of Mercy could be the invitational milestone to 

refocus on Mercy’s Core Purpose and Core Values.   Martin Luther King 

said the time is always right to do what is right.  Perhaps this is our right 

time.  I am very aware of and have been deeply inspired by the excellent 

work being done in this regard in a number of areas.  Indeed I had the 

privilege of seeing it first hand in Australia.  However we need to regularly 

remind ourselves that as custodians and stewards of  Catherine’s Dream we 

are called to ensure that the values that give life to that dream, form the 

foundation of our work so that her ideals will continue to find expression in 

our changed and changing world.  The question posed by many relates to 

how we can best do that. 

 

MODELS FOR THE STEWARDING OF VALUES  are essentially about 

enabling us to live what we hold most dear in a consistent manner.   Our 

core values flowing from our core purpose bring us to a place of going deep 

to find out what matters most to us.   It might be useful for us to look at one 

of these models but before doing so let us briefly consider a rationale for 

opting for a model to safeguard our core values. 
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RATIONALE   

The following I believe are some key issues that indicate a core values focus 

makes sense: 

Slide 20  Purpose.  The Core Purpose and Core Values of Mercy are 

timeless, unchanging and trans-cultural.  They form the reference point for 

all decisions and behaviours.  Without these reference points we are left in a 

vacuum, drifting, or just hanging off commercial values.  All of us know 

only too well that as time goes by unless there are in-built reminders, 

institutions forget their purpose - it is part of the human condition.   

This in itself is a compelling reason to provide a framework to steward our 

values.   

 

Slide 21 SIGNS OF THE TIMES.  Each one of us is called to read and 

interpret the Signs of our Times. Mary gave you a glimpse of the global 

scene earlier.  She highlighted many serious issues of grave concern. We 

need to remember these issues are not just “out there”.  Each of our contexts 

is in some way a microcosm of the larger reality. For example if we only 

take a sample of the issues found in the 10 countries represented here we can 

confirm that.  Slide 23 

In Argentina 

 40% of pop. lives below the poverty line 

 Massive external debt cripples the people  

 Impact of global economic policies is extremely negative 

In Australia  

 Refugees and asylum seekers suffer due to the border protection 

policy.                 

 The long oppressed indigenous people are still seeking healing. 
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 The Rich/Poor divide is widening 

In Belize  

 There is oppressive poverty  

 Global economic policies have extremely adverse effects 

 Number of immigrants has over-stretched the capacity for health 

provision and education. 

In Britain   

 There is discrimination against ethnic minorities 

 Increasing demands to reduce the number of immigrants 

 Reneged on a pledge to invest $300-500m in Africa. 

Guam  

 There is tension in relation to political status and their desire for self-

determination 

 A labour deficit has created serious problems for the country 

 Their Health care system is very poor 

Ireland 

 Corruption at many levels has resulted in several tribunals 

 To our shame exploitation of migrant workers continues 

 Increasing violence/murders/substance abuse  

New Zealand  

 Falling short in implementing Treaty with Maori people. 

Philippines  

 Trafficking of women and children 

 Serious Poverty 

 Violence 

South Africa 

 Post apartheid tensions. 
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 Violence.  In April a police officer shot dead four colleagues, three 

women and a baby and was himself shot by police – among the 

many other violent deaths. 

USA  

 Iraqi war. In the Feb. budget Bush sought welfare cuts especially in 

health care, while seeking more money to fight terrorism. (Feb 06  

$2,770bn budget) 

 Serious concerns in relation to immigration, violence, pornography, 

domestic abuse 

 Oregan, doctors permitted to help pts. who are terminally ill to die. 

These, the Signs of our Times clearly let us know that all is not well.  They 

hold out a challenge for us to create alternative societies.  Can we in Mercy 

respond and demonstrate that alternative through a renewed focus on our 

core values? 

 

Slide 24 Meaninglessness –This is a key dis-ease in many parts of our 

world and many are hungering for an alternative.  This can be evidenced in 

the increase in deaths by suicide, the abuse of drugs and alcohol, depression 

and the rapid increase in violence.  Living from a core values perspective 

could witness to an alternative and give HOPE. 

 

Stewardship/Custodians – We have been entrusted with the Dream of 

Catherine McAuley. How do we safeguard it? This is what we found when 

we assessed one of our excellent ministries.  

Slide 24 The graph represents a bird’s eye view of a ministry from the 

perspective of a values led approach.  I am sure it would reflect the reality in 

many other ministries. 
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It is evident that there are very clear mechanisms in place to ensure that the 

organizational and professional values are monitored and accounted for 

extremely well and that is good.  However when we look at the core values 

there is merely a question mark around this area.  The crucial question is 

whether the core values are central or peripheral at a time when 

unprecedented change has taken place.  Can we in all honesty say that they 

form the reference point for the policies and procedures we introduce, the 

decisions we make and the behaviours that mark our relationships with 

others? 

 

Slide 25 These then, Faithfulness to our Purpose, Critiquing the Signs of our 

Times, the Evidence of Meaninglessness and our Responsibility as Stewards 

present a strong rationale for a focus on that place, where our core values are 

safe-guarded represented here in the Mercy Tree Trunk. 

                                         

MODELS FOR STEWARDING VALUES   

Whatever model is used to steward our core values it needs to take into 

account each of the elements of the process as illustrated on this chart.slide 26  

 

 

 

        HELLER PROCESS HERE 

 

You can see this process is not about a project with a beginning and end but 

rather a way of life.  The process is I believe one of the most reliable tools to 

ensure the ongoing stewarding of the five Mercy Values Mary spoke about 

earlier. 
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The St. John of God Model illustrates it in action. The following is a brief 

summary of that Model. 

Slide 27 Summary of St. John of God Model   

�  The management of values in this model is the overall responsibility 

of leadership. 

�  The values are core to the organization and have been named and 

defined.  The behaviours deemed to be consistent with them are 

agreed.  It is these that help give concrete expression to the values 

committed to and are yardsticks that indicate faithfulness or 

otherwise. 

�  Focus on the values is clear to all involved in the organization.   

�  The values committed to are evident in policies, procedures, decisions 

and behaviours. 

�  Regular staff newsletters form a very practical means of keeping the 

values to the fore.  In these newsletters the focus is on ways that 

people have found helpful in trying to live out the values in the 

various ministries. 

�  A full-time person is assigned with responsibility to promote, nurture 

and monitor their commitment to their core values.   

 

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE 

To ensure that details given to me of the St. John of God Model were more 

than fine words on paper I decided to test it against Professor Heller’s 

Process. Slide 28 

 

                                               CHART HERE 

 



 24 

This outline I hope gives you some sense of how the Brothers of Charity try 

to embody core values in their daily lives in a planned way.  Their model is a 

clear example of making that painful journey from aspiration to 

implementation.  As we all know the gap between knowing and doing can 

only be bridged by the human heart.  Richard Rohr tells us “if we are one 

with our center (heart) we are one with all things. This presents a real 

challenge to find ways to ensure the heart of who we are is safeguarded as 

our pearl of great price remembering that:  

 

Slide 29 

Catherine McAuley had a Dream  

We have the privilege of knowing it,  

We have the responsibility to understand it 

We have the duty to protect it 

We have the honour of living  it 

 

Slide 30 LET US LIVE IT WELL and be the light in all of our Mercy 

Schools 

 

I invite you now for a few moments to buzz with your neighbours around the 

following: 

 

What encouraged you in this morning’s presentations? 

What challenged you? 

 

 
Maria McGuinness rsm 
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7th July 06 
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                    **  CCaarreeffuull  sseelleeccttiioonn  

**  GGoooodd  iinndduuccttiioonn  
      **OOwwnneerrsshhiipp  pprroocceessss  

    **  IInntteerrvviieeww  

  **  PPoolliicciieess  
  

**  BBeehhaavviioouurrss  
**  PPooll iicciieess  

**  SSttaaffff   NNeewwsslleetttteerrss  

    **  EEnnvvii rroonnmmeenntt  
 

**  RReemmiinnddeerrss  

**  LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  lleedd  

**  IInnppuuttss  &&      rreeff lleecctt iioonn  ddaayyss  

**  BBeehhaavviioouurrss  

* Name & Define  
* Behaviours defined 

* Monitoring 

*  Focus on Values 

*  F/T person available 

* Planned for 

**  PPrroocceessss  


