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I’m energized by my attendance at the recent Conference of Mercy 
Higher Education gathering, which brings together leaders of the 17 
institutions of Mercy higher education in the United States 
(a consortium second in size only to that of the Jesuits). As a member 

of the Board, I am privileged to hear stories of how the women and men of these colleges strive to carry 
on the great mission founded by Venerable Catherine McAuley. At the heart of Mercy education is a 
remarkable faith in God, manifested in a deep, abiding love for people and the good that they can do for 
the world if given the chance. Many of the students at the Mercy institutions are first-generation college 
students; many are in serious economic need; many lack support from family, or have significant 
challenges due to family commitments. Many, in short, have to work incredibly hard to earn a college 
degree. Those who have worked to educate them, beginning with the Sisters of Mercy and the men and 
women who have partnered with them over the years, live out an approach to education rooted in a 
profoundly theological conviction. The conviction is this: that education is most fundamentally about 
providing a framework within which a student (young or old) might begin to imagine herself anew, and 
work toward the great desires which impel her toward realizing that vision. An illustration will help shed 
light on what this means, and why it is so deeply rooted in a hopeful theology.  
 

 
Greg Boyle, SJ, the Jesuit priest who founded Homeboy Industries, an 
organization comprised of former gang members in Los Angeles, has written 
eloquently about his challenging 25-plus year ministry. It is both a moving 
human story, as well as a commentary on the theology of Mercy education. 
Boyle observes that at the root of the pathologies of gang life is a deeply 
internalized shame, an often unrealized sense that one is completely 
unworthy of being human. He asks, reflecting on several heart-wrenching 
stories of how internalized shame has twisted young homies into self-
loathing, violent people, 

 
How does one hang in there with folks, patiently taking from the wreck of a lifetime of 
internalized shame, a sense that God finds them (us) wholly acceptable?  
 

Boyle understands God calling him to broker a new self-understanding among the homies. 
 

At Homeboy Industries, we seek to tell each person this truth: they are exactly what God had in 
mind when God made them–and then we watch, from this privileged place, as people inhabit this 
truth. Nothing is the same again. No bullet can pierce 
this, no prison walls can keep this out. And death can’t 
touch it–it is just that huge. But much stands in the way 
of this liberating truth. You need to dismantle shame 
and disgrace, coaxing out the truth in people who’ve 
grown comfortable believing in its opposite. 

 

 
Mercy education is about this “liberating truth” that God finds us wholly acceptable. It is about being the 
presence of God to those who are not quite sure of that truth. It is about opening up a new way of 
imagining oneself: helping a person see herself or himself the way that God does. This theology of Mercy 
is profoundly Catholic, rooted as it is in a sacramental imagination oriented toward transcendence. 
 
Twentieth century chemist and philosopher Michael Polanyi offers a clue as to how this approach works. 
He describes Christian worship as a “framework of clues which are apt to induce a passionate search for 



God,” a heuristic impulse similar to scientific discovery. (A heuristic impulse can be described as 
anything that helps a person discover something.) 
 

A heuristic impulse can live only in the pursuit of its proper enquiry. The Christian enquiry is 
worship. The words of prayer and confession, the actions of the ritual, the lesson, the sermon, the 
church itself, are the clues of the worshipper’s striving towards God. They guide his feelings of 
contrition and gratitude and his craving for the divine presence, while keeping him safe from 
distracting thoughts. (Personal Knowledge, 282) 
 

 The Mercy educator hopes to do something analogous to what Boyle does for the homies. Within the 
constraints of their limited time with students, they seek with their students to “coax out” (Latin educere) 
the truth that God has called them to some great good in the world. Prayer and liturgy, philosophy and 
theology and the other liberating arts and sciences provide a framework for discernment, a heuristic that 
gives students the opportunity not only to discover themselves as wholly beloved by God, but also 
capable of undertaking a lifetime of service in building a beautiful world as professionals, citizens, people 
in relationships, and even members of the community of faith. 
 

 
This heuristic model of Mercy education is the ultimate form of teaching someone to fish rather than 
giving her a fish. Many colleges and universities give students fish, in the form of practical degrees that 
may or may not last through the next economic cycle. Mercy colleges and universities–and indeed, many 
others who share this basic model–are about transforming students so that they can go fishing till the nets 
are bursting. 
  

 
"We should be shining lamps, giving light to all around us," 
Catherine McAuley’s vision permeates the McAuley 
Health Center (MHC), a beacon for acutely ill Detroiters 
worn down by a fragmented health care system, and daily 
life struggles.  MHC opened in January 2002 to replace an 
east side community hospital that failed with its high rate of 
Medicaid and uncompensated care.  MHC entered the 
yawning gap, people with little money and many 
preventable diseases.  Primary care clinics became a critical 
community need.  MHC now serves over 2,000 patients 
each year.   MHC advocates for east siders too, in particular 

with preventive educational programs for children with or at risk for asthma and diabetes.   We host 
and participate in health fairs, partnering with local churches and community centers.   MHC also 
began intervention programs for obese African American women.  

Following Catherine McAuley’s holistic vision MHC focuses on integration of mind and body (e.g., 
the relationship between depression in adults with diabetes and cardiovascular disease; fiber arts groups 
for women with depression and anxiety; a reading program distributing books for parents and children 
to read together. Patients are met with compassion, and attention to their spiritual needs.  MHC is 
called “God’s work” by both patients and staff.    

MHC serves as a training site for educating nurse practitioners 
and student nurses in the McAuley/Mercy charism.  Students 
learn first hand about the challenges facing vulnerable and 
marginalized patients, recognizing that humility and charity 
must live in their hearts and from their hearts for the healing of 
patients.  Catherine McAuley said “community in which charity 
reigns is ... capable of surmounting all difficulties.”  At MHC, 
we embrace Catherine McAuley’s vision and live her mercy. 
 



Higher Education and the Sisters of Mercy 

Why Did the Sisters of Mercy Initiate Institutions of Higher Education? 
Colleges and Universities affiliated with the Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas are rooted in a 
tradition of service.  The Mercy focus on education began in the 1820s and 30s when Catherine McAuley 
founded the Sisters of Mercy.  Early works focused on addressing unmet needs of persons, especially women 
and children, impacted by poverty and oppression in Ireland.   Educational works, as with the other works of 
mercy (spiritual counseling, health care, social services and housing for homeless) grew out of the needs of the 
people served.   From the beginning to the present day, educational initiatives and institutions that allow 
women to support and develop themselves and provide for their families are a primary focus for the Sisters of 
Mercy.  

When the Sisters of Mercy began arriving in the United States in 1843, they responded to the unmet 
educational needs of persons in the geographic communities in which they found themselves.  Following the 
mandate of Catherine McAuley,  “…that no work of charity can be more productive of good to society or more 
conducive to the happiness of the poor than the careful instruction of women,"  they obtained the first state 
charter for post-secondary education in 1847.  Subsequently the Sisters established twenty-nine Catholic 
institutions of higher learning for the education of women across the United States.  Since the 1960s the 
majority of Mercy colleges/universities have moved to enrolling a co-educational student body while 
maintaining a focus on empowering women. 

Utilizing the 1934 Charter of Detroit’s already established Mercy College of Nursing, Mercy College opened 
its doors to young women in Fall 1941. From the beginning, Mercy College offered professional programs in 
health, education and social services within a liberal arts and sciences context.  The primary aim of a Mercy 
education was to prepare graduates for professional practice as well as to assume leadership and service roles 
in society and their communities. In the 1960s “of Detroit” was added to Mercy College reflecting its 
commitment to the City of Detroit. 

How Do the Sisters of Mercy in the 21st Century Relate to the Institutions of Higher Education They Founded? 
Today, Sisters of Mercy, along with dedicated colleagues, continue to serve on boards, as Presidents and on 
staffs and faculties of the seventeen Mercy colleges/universities within the Conference for Mercy Higher 
Education as well as in numerous other private and public institutions of higher learning.   

Mercy colleges/universities stand in the Catholic intellectual tradition and are called to embody justice and 
mercy.   Such institutions are to have a deep commitment to the pursuit of truth and to a life shaped by gospel 
ideals and values.  The commitment to service is concretized in a variety of service programs and projects as 
well as professional service education, all hallmarks of Mercy higher education institutions.  The hope is that 
graduates will be aware of and act to elevate the human spirit, alleviate human suffering and advance human 
aspirations.  Thus graduates of Mercy colleges/universities should be well educated to live a full life and work 
against the social injustice of poverty, racism and violence especially impacting women, immigrants and Earth. 

In 2002, the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas established the Conference for Mercy Higher Education 
(CMHE), as a vehicle for continuing sponsorship of the institutions founded by the Sisters of Mercy and 
strengthening the mission of Mercy in higher education.  CMHE is responsible for the reserved powers cited in 
the governance documents and/or affiliation agreement of each college and university affiliated with the 
Sisters of Mercy.  CMHE, in collaboration with the governance and administration of the colleges and 
universities, has oversight for ensuring the Catholic identity and Mercy mission as well as initiating and 
maintaining collaborative efforts among the seventeen colleges and universities affiliated with the Sisters of 
Mercy.  

Linda Werthman RSM in consultation with Sisters and Associate of Mercy ministering at University of Detroit 
Mercy February 2015 

  



Jesuits Vow Mobility 
 
 

 In 2004, I was invited to a conference about “stress and stillness” at the University of Washington 
in Seattle: short talks followed by conversation.  An English Benedictine Monk told us how a group of 
adult men tend to live the vow of stability. The vow opens the monks to the power of place made sacred 
by prayer, work, and hospitality.  It grounds the community in their calling to depth and stability as a 
creative force in the world.  “What, though, are a monastery’s neurotic tendencies?” he asked,  “When 
you live day after day with the same monks . . . for life,  you can get gossipy and petty, get into arguments 
about a brand of peanut butter, things like that.”  Good days and bad days; part of adult life everywhere. 
   
 By 2004, I had lived Jesuit life for 47 years but the monk’s question, applied to Jesuits, had never 
occurred to me.  Jesuits vow mobility.  In 1554, Ieronimo Nadal (sent by Ignatius to teach fledgling 
Jesuits about our identity) famously wrote that that “Our house is the journey, which makes the whole 
world our house.”   The Seattle meeting taught me to take the vow of mobility as seriously as the 
Benedictine speaker took the vow of stability.  At our best Jesuits pray “geographically,” asking where we 
are now and whether we are called to stay there or move to some new place.  Whether we stay or we 
move, the vow of mobility calls us to pay attention to the people, the politics and economics, the weather, 
the beauty and the violence of the places to which we are called.   But what are a Jesuit’s mobility-based 
neurotic tendencies?   The work of intimacy, with its many journeys, measures its cost in grief.  When I 
travel, the more I “get there” the more I will be sad when I leave.  I will miss the people and their place in 
the world.   So Jesuit default-mode neuroses often show as grief-avoidance.  If I travel a lot, and many 
Jesuits do, I can protect myself from the grief of many goodbyes by withholding affection from a place 
and its people, by not paying attention.  At my most neurotic, I flirt with the life of a drifter. 
 
 That Benedictine’s talk got me asking how accessible I am to place, how deeply I allow the 
people there to welcome me on their terms.  I’m learning, when leaving, to pay attention to sadness.  No 
grief would mean that I never got there.   Sadness with goodbye rituals is good news for a Jesuit.  So I try 
to remember to thank the bed where I slept, thank the bathroom, the people who clean my hotel room, the 
view out the window . . . .  and continue on life’s journey, aware of the grace of that place and the place 
toward which I am headed next.  
 
  UDM’s Jesuit identity should show in our awareness of place in the work we do:  research, 
teaching, and service; budget management, admissions, fund raising, maintenance and public relations.  
Jesuit identity calls us to work as if our city and our metropolitan area and our university citizens are 
sacred to us.  It is strikingly close to Catherine McAuley’s call to learn to live in Detroit’s hard places and 
not just those which are comfortable. The people who come to UDM to work (students, faculty, staff) do 
best when we mix purposeful work and falling in love with where we do that work.  We allow Detroit, 
city and metro area, to welcome us on its terms.  When Detroit suffers, UDM suffers; when Detroit 
thrives, UDM thrives.  We try to learn the prayer of Ignatius by opening to deeper intimacy here in 
Motown.   Our neurotic tendencies protect us from Detroit with habits of exclusion; on bad days we 
guard ourselves behind our various kinds of fences.  That is why I have been thrilled to see our new UDM 
tag line.  For years UDM avoided the word “Detroit” in recruitment and marketing.  Now we claim four 
commitments: “great Mercy and Jesuit values”; “great faculty and programs”; “great outcomes for our 
students”; and “great city, Detroit.”   At our best, UDM lives the Jesuit vow of mobility by falling in love 
with Detroit, something St. Ignatius called “intimate knowledge.” 
 
John M. Staudenmaier SJ: assistant to the president for mission and identity 
 


