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I am going to lead her into the desert and speak to her heart. 
– Hosea 2:16 

 
 

We hear them preaching in our own language about  
the marvels of God. 

– Acts 2: 12 
 

Anyone who loves me will keep my word and my father will love her,  
and we shall come to her and make a home with her. 

– John 14:23 
 

We are offered today a lush collection of readings—diverse in authorship, setting 
and intent, but threaded together by the theme of communication, of God’s 
ongoing desire to be in conversation with us. In one, God’s word was spoken 
directly to the heart. In another, confusion of language and meaning suddenly 
became comprehensible. In the third, the Word that was so vivid and compelling 
that it became human and made a home with us.  
 
Sometimes the communication was clear and inviting, sometimes garbled and 
confounding, sometimes as near as the person sitting next to us. These passages 
are rich with possibilities, each deserving our time and consideration. But I’m 
drawn to reflect on the verses from Acts—this story of uneducated men who were 



suddenly able to speak in a way that was universally intelligible—understood by all 
who heard them. This is a book end for the Tower of Babel story in  
Genesis where God deliberately confused the speech of humankind. This babble in 
Acts, however, this Pentecost babble becomes, under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, comprehensible and actionable. The verses we heard are followed by a 
lengthy discourse in which Peter speaks to the crowds about Jesus, his life and 
mission. When he finished, the Scriptures tell us, the listeners were “cut to the 
heart and said to Peter and the apostles, ‘What must we do?’” 
 
In our world today, there are many voices which cut us to the heart. But these 
voices are not recounting the incredible love of God encountered in the person of 
Jesus. They are the voices of racism, anti-Semitism, violence, discrimination of all 
kinds, and our question is the same as that posed in Acts—“What must we do?” 
This ceremony suggests that we have an answer—that in response to and in the 
midst of this cacophony of voices we can speak the word of Mercy, the living and 
active word of Mercy. At some point in their lives, Jen, Marybeth, Margie and 
Danielle heard this word, perhaps whispering, perhaps ringing, but recognized as 
an alluring response to our suffering world a response to which they have chosen 
to add their voices, their lives. 
 
There is a form in music called ostinato. It refers to a short, melodic phrase which 
is repeated over and over throughout a composition, serving as a foundation, if you 
will, for the more elaborate structure of the melody. The word itself translates as 
obstinate— and that’s exactly what it is—patiently, consistently, generously going 
on and on regardless of what is happening above it in the melody. In a sung piece, 
it is like a murmur that underscores the message of the text. 
 
Perhaps this is an apt metaphor for the life to which these women boldly commit 
themselves today—a life of patiently, consistently and generously living Mercy, 
acting Mercy, humming Mercy. In our case, however, the ostinato, rather than 
supporting the dominant theme, proclaims a message that is quite different. In a 
world of threat and intimidation, we sing Mercy until the violent hear nonviolence. 
In a world of carelessness and disregard, we whistle Mercy until the wasteful hear 
care for our Common Home. In a world of displacement and homelessness, we 
hum Mercy until immigrants and refugees hear “Welcome.” In a world of rejection, 
we chant Mercy until all who experience discrimination hear respect. We sing 
Mercy until, as happened at Pentecost, Mercy becomes the word that all hear in 
their own tongues and are gathered in.  
 
Recently, in one of his general audiences, Pope Francis said this: “When the Spirit 
visits the human word, it becomes dynamic, like ‘dynamite.’ It is capable of 
enlightening hearts and destroying patterns, resistances and walls of division. It 
opens up new paths and expands the boundaries of God’s people.” (General 
Audience. May 29, 2019) May our word of Mercy—our obstinate, persistent, 
insistent word of Mercy be just such a word. 



 
One last thought about communication for this Instruction on the Vows. 
Sometimes even a miscommunication can be revelatory. For instance, for many 
years in the Pittsburgh community every vow ceremony included what we called 
The Profession Hymn. It described our vows as “precious chains,” an image that 
connotes heaviness and restriction and, in truth, that may be how we sometimes 
experienced them. A number of years ago, however, a religious from India 
transferred to our community. Her first language is Malayalam in which there is no 
“v” sound. So, when she speaks of poverty, chastity, obedience and service, she 
referes to them as the “wows.” The first time I heard that I laughed—and then I 
was transfixed. 
 
This was a totally different image from precious chains and one that gives 
expression to what we celebrate today because this is a WOW moment. Marybeth, 
Margie, Danielle and Jen, you’ve been called to vowed life as a Sister of Mercy and 
in a few minutes you will respond with your public, perpetual commitment. WOW!  
  
Canon lawyer Lynn Jarrell once pointed out the appropriateness of the language in 
our Constitutions which says that we “practice” the vows, every day honing our 
understanding of what this life means. This perception of the vows, or wows, 
suggests a life of discovery and opportunity. No chains here, just possibility. For 
example: You get to live celibately, generously and generatively, focusing your 
hearts on God and God’s people! You get to live in a discerning community, 
attending to, learning from and being shaped by the communion of open minds 
and hearts! You get to turn away from acquisitiveness and self-concern in order to 
savor the amazing abundance of life! You get to be formed and re-formed by your 
service with and for God’s people! You get to practice every day this amazing life to 
which we have been called. Just imagine what it will teach you! WOW and WOW 
again!!! 
 
We stand with you today in awe and gratitude because the blessing of your call 
and response flows over all of us. And as the years go on we will be listening for 
the sound of the sustained and sustaining hum of God’s mercy that you will add to 
the music of our life together and to our collective response to our suffering world. 
 
 

– Sister Sheila Carney, RSM 


