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“I will allure her. 
I will lead her into the desert 

and speak to her heart.” 

These profound words of the prophet Hosea are from our first reading. It is God who is 

speaking, and what an appropriate description of the experience of these four women 

who are about to profess their vows as Sisters of Mercy. God has allured each of these 

women in unique ways and by diverse paths and led her into her own desert place where 

God has spoken to her heart. 

In Sacred Scripture, the desert is an important and significant symbol. It is a place apart 

– apart from our frenetic first-world culture of chaos and clutter. It is a place of learning –

learning one’s true identity in God – as did the Jews in their forty years of wandering – as 

Jesus did before the beginning of his public ministry. 

But in Scripture, the desert is not intended to be a place of permanent withdrawal, but 

rather, a time of encounter when God draws each of us to God’s self alone. It is there that 

God speaks to our hearts. 

God has indeed spoken to Jenn, Margie, Danielle and Marybeth and has promised them: 

“I will espouse you to me forever. 
I will espouse you in right and in justice. 

I will espouse you to me in love and mercy. 
I will espouse you in fidelity. 

And you shall know me.” 



These women of faith have indeed heard God’s invitation and they trust in God’s gracious 

promises. In a few minutes they will publically respond with their whole-hearted self-gift, 

freely given in radical generosity. 

They will do this because they have come to know God, to experience God’s merciful 

presence in the depths of their being – and that has made all the difference in their lives. 

 

As a result, they desire to gather all of their life’s energies and offer them to God in this 

Community of Mercy, and in turn to their sisters and brothers in need. Much like the 

early Christians in our second reading from the Acts of the Apostles, they choose not to 

do this alone. With their hearts centered in God, strengthened in prayer and community, 

they are committing themselves in joy and sincerity of heart to serve all of God’s children 

without exception. 

They will do this through their vowed lives. And what will that look like in the real world of 

June 2016? Another way to ask the question might be: How will these four celibate, poor, 

obedient Sisters of Mercy serve their needy brothers and sisters in this time and place? 

 

Different from other women religious, Sisters of Mercy actually make a fourth vow of 

service – a vow that is born out of the total commitment of themselves in Celibacy, 

Poverty and Obedience – thus making a holistic integration of their life energies to be put 

at the service of systems, structures, institutions, groups and individuals to insure that the 

least of God’s children will be served. It is for this mission that Catherine McAuley 

founded the Community, in which she asserted that the Works of Mercy would be the 

business of our lives. 

 

In vowing Celibacy, our Sisters are witnesses to the human heart’s unquenchable longing 

for God that no created love can satisfy. The celibate voluntarily forgoes the deep union, 

both physical and spiritual, between human lovers. She claims God as her “one and all-

encompassing Love”. In turn, that Compassionate love, born in the depths of God, is 

channeled through her service and directed to her brothers and sisters and all of 

creation. The celibate’s love overflows into abundance of life for all. In this Vow, the love 



of God and love of the other are of a piece. Besides her affective relationship with God, 

she knows intimacy, feels affection and expresses tenderness for others. In living this 

Vow, she experiences loving and being loved by others: community members, family, 

friends and people in ministry. She is able to form deep, loving relationships that are 

non-possessive and non-exclusive. Such relationships are strengthened by community, 

prayer and ministry – all of which are gifts in living out this Vow.  

 

In vowing Poverty, our Sisters are not choosing destitution – that is an evil that we work 

to abolish, not encourage. Our vow of Poverty is about choosing what Sandra Schneiders 

calls possessionlessness. It means we recognize that nothing really belongs to any one of 

us – nor does any THING own us. This Vow goes to the root of our human need for 

security, but at the same time helps us to support one another in an interdependent 

world with sensitivity and gratitude. It encourages us to find our security not in 

possessing but in trusting that if we seek to live in communion, not only will we find our 

own deep inner peace and freedom, but there will be enough for everyone. Poverty 

means that we chose to live carefully and gratefully in and with all of creation. We engage 

our world with open hearts and open hands – free from the burden of entitlement. 

Through the Vow of Obedience, our Sisters commit themselves without reserve to seek 

the will of God in all circumstances and to fulfill that will with wholehearted dedication, in 

order to extend the Reign of God in this world. To be obedient, then, is to make the most 

loving choices and decisions of which we are capable at any given moment. And here is a 

newsflash! This is actually what is expected of all Christians – it is only our life context 

which determines how it will be lived out. For Sisters of Mercy, the context is our vowed 

life, our Constitutions and our life in community. This Vow requires deep listening – both 

interior and exterior - as well as mutual respect. It is about discerning to whose voice we 

will listen and what that listening will require of us, both individually and communally. 

Obedience demands our attentiveness to “the other” and to the signs of the times. It is 

out of this deep listening, that our Sisters will respond with freedom and integrity in 

merciful service. 



What a privilege it is for us here today to witness this Profession of Vows! But at the same 

time, I believe that our presence also carries a responsibility – one of prayerful support 

and encouragement. For Sisters of Mercy – let us share our lives in integrity, generosity 

and joy with our Sisters, assuring them that “union and charity” are alive and well among 

us. For family – share your ongoing love, understanding and welcome. They may have 

joined this community, but they have only one family. For Friends – loyalty, faithfulness 

and truth. Keep them real! 

One final thought from the Gospel today. It is an interesting story about hypocrisy and 

integrity; judgment and mercy; insincerity and truth. I personally believe that the “sinful 

woman” in the story must have had her own desert time with God – a time when God 

called her by name and embraced her in mercy. The result of knowing, of experiencing 

that God lead her to a free, public, loving response to the person of Jesus – God’s love 

and mercy incarnate. 

Let us then, like Jesus affirming the great love of this anonymous woman, recognize and 

affirm the great love of these far-from-anonymous Women of Mercy. As they offer their 

lives in love and mercy, let us rejoice with Jen, Margie, Danielle and Marybeth and join 

with Frances Warde in proclaiming: “It is a glorious thing to be a Sister of Mercy!” 


