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During a recent faith delegation to Honduras, 
a vigil was held outside the U.S. Embassy in 
Honduras, protesting the United States’  
recognition of the highly flawed presidential 
election in November. Credit: Mark Coplan.

Why
 Exploring the Chapter Call to “Embrace Anew our  

Critical Concerns through the Lens of Nonviolence”

By Sister Diane Guerin

Nonviolence?
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Binoculars, eyeglasses, microscopes—all are lenses that focus and sharpen vision. They center one’s attention 
on a particular image, drawing one into a more intense and clearer picture.

Nonviolence is the personal practice of being harmless to self and others under every condition. And as stated  
in the Chapter 2017 Recommitment, it serves as our lens for our Critical Concerns.

Just pick up a newspaper or search the internet and read the headlines. Honduran environmentalist Berta 
Caceras was murdered in her home in March 2016. North Korea threatened to launch a missile towards the U.S. 
territory of Guam in October 2017. In the same month, assassins killed Daphne Caruana, a female journalist in 
Panama, because of her blogs about the government. In December 2017, martial law was extended for another 
year in the Philippines in the Muslim-dominated south. In 2017, the United States suffered 345 mass shootings, 
with 434 deaths.

Headlines like these, and particularly the stories of violence shared by sisters from throughout the Institute, 
impelled the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas, gathered at the Institute Chapter in Buffalo, New York, in June 2017, 
to revisit the Critical Concern of nonviolence. The Chapter body issued an invitation to an even deeper response to 
our call to nonviolence:

“We hear a demand to embrace anew our Critical Concerns through the lens of nonviolence, and to grow  
in our personal practice of nonviolence and peacemaking, actively collaborate with communities and  
organizations that foster peace and nonviolence and work to change violent systems and structures …”  
(Chapter 2017 Recommitment)

The pain and struggle in the stories that follow reveal a poignant picture of why nonviolence was chosen as our 
lens for the Critical Concerns for the next six years. Read these accounts. Reflect on the suffering. Ask yourself: What 
message does God want me to hear? What response is God asking of me?

The Key is Kindness—A Perspective from 
Guam, by Sister Marian Arroyo

Why	 nonviolence	 as	 the	 lens	 with	 which	
to	 view	 our	 Critical	 Concerns?	 Our	 other	
Critical	 Concerns	 are	 for	 the	 well-being	 of	

women,	for	the	care	of	Earth,	for	just	and	humane	immigration	
laws	and	for	anti-racism.	Applying	a	nonviolent	stance	to	all	
these	concerns	is	necessary	to	move	forward.

With	 any	 of	 our	 Critical	 Concerns	 we	 could	 become	
bitter,	angered	or	exceedingly	frustrated;	we	could	play	the	
“blame	 game,”	 further	 exacerbating	 the	 situation.	 Sister	
Mary	Wickham’s	poem,	“The	Door	of	Mercy,”	reminds	us	
that	 the	door’s	“single	key	 is	kindness.”	Without	a	dispo-
sition	 of	 kindness	 to	 guide	 our	 thoughts	 and	 actions,	 we	
could	easily	become	embroiled	in	a	destructive	approach	to	
addressing	the	Critical	Concerns.	

How	can	a	nonviolent	act	of	kindness	change	the	plight	
of	 those	 affected	 by	 the	 myriad	 injustices	 in	 our	 world?	
It	begins	with	the	movement	of	the	Spirit	of	Mercy	in	the	

mind	and	heart	of	each	of	us.	Mercy	is	for	everyone,	no	mat-
ter	the	good,	bad	or	ugly	in	each	of	us.	As	long	as	we	have	
breath,	we	have	room	for	a	conversion	of	heart.

I	 recall	 my	 process	 of	 becoming	 “aware”	 in	 my	 reading,	
watching	 of	 documentaries	 and	 experience	 of	 injustices	
relative	to	our	Critical	Concerns.	My	first	impression	is	one	of	
amazement:	How	can	humanity	behave	so	badly?	My	second	
impression	is	one	of	anger	and	frustration:	This	is	overwhelm-
ing	and	seems	to	be	a	helpless	situation;	how	can	it	ever	be	
rectified?!	The	third	impression	is	grief.	What	can	we	do	in	the	
face	of	pain	and	despair?	There	is	a	desire	for	a	call	to	action,	
depending	on	the	nearness	and	intensity	of	the	situation.	

Our	 calls	 to	 action	 include:	 Become	 informed.	 Take	
learning	 to	heart	 in	prayer	and	reflection.	Share	what	has	
touched	 you	 with	 your	 community,	 friends.	 Find	 a	 way	
to	become	engaged,	 to	make	 a	difference,	 even	 if	 for	one	
moment—that	could	have	a	lasting	effect.	Reach	out	to	others	
with	the	key	of	kindness	(nonviolence)	to	open	the	door	of	
Mercy.	It	 is	not	the	easiest	practice,	but	perhaps	the	most	
important	skill	to	develop	for	the	rest	of	our	lives.	

 Exploring the Chapter Call to “Embrace Anew our  
Critical Concerns through the Lens of Nonviolence”
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Embracing Nonviolence—A Perspective 
from the Philippines, by Sister Letty de  
los Santos

One	experience	of	nonviolence	I	have	wit-
nessed	 was	 the	 Philippines	 People	 Power	
Revolution	of	1986.	This	 revolution	was	 a	

nonviolent	response	to	the	authoritarian	regime	at	the	time.	
In	1972,	former	President	Marcos	had	declared	martial	law	in	
the	country	and	became	a	dictator,	vesting	himself	with	both	
executive	and	legislative	power	through	presidential	decrees.	
He	curtailed	all	basic	freedoms	such	as	freedom	of	expression	
and	assembly.	There	were	many	 tortured,	 and	others	were	
simply	“disappeared”	and	were	never	heard	from	anymore.

Religious	groups,	including	the	Catholic	Church,	chose	
to	practice	active	nonviolence.	Father	Jose	Blanco,	a	Jesuit	
priest,	 led	and	conducted	several	 trainings	on	active	non-
violence.	 The	 movement	 spread	 all	 over	 the	 country,	 to	
Christians	and	Muslims	alike.	The	movement	empowered	
over	2	million	Filipinos	to	take	part	in	the	1986	revolution,	
which	resulted	in	the	departure	of	President	Marcos	and	his	
authoritarian	regime.

I	am	much	convinced	that	we	have	to	invest	more	energy	
and	 resources	 in	 nonviolence	 education	 in	 our	 schools,	
formation	programs	and	ministries.

I	 believe	 that	 everybody	 who	 has	 seen	 or	 experienced	
violence	wants	to	live	a	peaceful	life.	I	believe	that	each	of	
us	possesses	the	power	to	do	something	great	with	our	lives	
and	positively	affect	the	lives	of	the	people	around	us.

Seeing Through the Lens of Nonviolence 
—A Perspective from the United States,  
by Sister Rose Marie Tresp

When	I	was	12,	I	got	my	first	pair	of	glasses.	
Suddenly	 I	 could	 see	 the	 leaves	
on	the	trees,	not	just	a	green	

blur;	 the	moon	was	now	crisp	and	clear	
instead	 of	 blurry.	 To	 see	 through	 the	
lens	of	nonviolence	is	to	see	that	the	
roots	of	the	Critical	Concerns	all	are	
in	 violence,	 either	 physical,	 psy-
chological	or	spiritual;	to	see	with	
clarity	 that	 disvaluing	 persons	
because	of	race,	gender,	gender	
identity	or	country	of	origin	is	
to	do	violence	to	persons	cre-
ated	in	God’s	image.	

A	 speaker	 once	 said	 that	
those	 of	 us	 who	 are	 white	
don’t	 have	 to	 see	 racism;	
those	 of	 us	 who	 are	 middle	
or	upper	class	don’t	have	to	see	

poverty.	 Those	 of	 us	 who	 are	 in	 the	 developed	 world,	 the	
Global	North,	don’t	have	 to	 see	 that	our	clothes,	 food	and	
resources	are	brought	to	us	through	the	poverty	of	the	Global	
South.	However,	to	see	through	the	lens	of	nonviolence	is	to	
be	committed	to	opening	our	eyes	to	see	both	the	brokenness	
of	the	world	and	the	beautiful	potential	of	the	world.

Nonviolence Opens Eyes—A Perspective 
from the Countries of CCASA, by Sister 
Ana Siufi

Wherever	we	look	these	days,	we	can	see	
the	 multiple	 faces	 of	 systemic	 violence	
wreaking	 havoc	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 people	

and	communities.	What	are	these	faces?	Wars,	massacres,	
genocide,	 repression,	 racism,	 male	 chauvinism,	 poverty,	
growing	 inequality,	 devastation	 of	 land	 and	 death	 to	 its	
defenders,	 displaced	 families	 abandoning	 their	 countries	
only	 to	 encounter	 walls	 and	 persecution.	 We	 could	 con-
tinue	with	 the	 list,	but	 the	five	Critical	Concerns	 that	we	
view	as	priorities	to	live	Mercy	are	interwoven	if	we	look	at	
them	through	the	lens	of	nonviolence:	all	are	one.	

Our	 Chapter 2017 Recommitment: Called to a New 
Consciousness, the	fruit	of	the	Sixth	Chapter,	reveals	our	pro-
found	concern	 for	a	 response	 to	 the	violent	governing	of	 the	
“god	 of	 money”	 which	 systematically	 plunders,	 militarizes,	
lies,	 devalues,	 oppresses	 and	 discards	 lives.	 It	 empowers	 the	
rich	 while	 crushing	 the	 impoverished.	 From	 the	 lens	 of	
nonviolence,	 we	 accept	 the	 challenge	 to	 become	 weavers	
of	networks	that	defend	life,	spokespeople	for	those	whose	
cries	are	silenced.	We	will	console	those	whose	cries	find	no	
compassion	and	welcome	the	discriminated;	we	will	heal	the	
unattended	who	suffer	and	companion	the	abandoned.	We	
will	galvanize	those	who	close	their	eyes	and	ears	to	the	cries	
of	so	many;	we	will	be	sowers	of	rights	and	dignity	for	all;	

we	will	spread	the	word	that	another	model	of	produc-
tion	and	consumption	is	possible.	We	will	ignite	

the	 flame	 of	 peaceful	 resistance,	 mold	 a	
brotherhood	 and	 sisterhood	 born	 of	

love	and	solidarity	and	work	for	a	
new	culture	reconciled	with	the	

land.	 We	 will	 walk	 this	 dark	
journey	with	hope,	supporting	
those	 searching	 for	 light	 and	
gospel	values.

May	 the	 God	 of	 life	 and	
peace	 guide	 us	 so	 that	 our	
daily	 endeavors	 help	 trans-

form	 arms	 into	 plows	 and	
cries	into	shouts	of	joy.

Sisters Tita Lopez and Ana Siufi led an 
exercise in nonviolence at the November 
2017 meeting of the Extended Justice 
Team in Belmont, North Carolina.
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Summary: Let Nonviolence Begin with Me

These	reflections	shared	by	our	sisters	from	various	parts	of	
our	world	leave	no	doubt	about	the	damage	and	destruction	
of	violence	worldwide.	Your	initial	response	might	be	hope-
lessness	and	a	sense	of	powerlessness	to	effect	change.	We	do	
possess	the	power	to	change,	but	we	must	begin	first	within	
ourselves	before	we	can	hope	to	impact	violent	systems	and	
structures.

The	 lives	 of	 activists	 such	 as	 Mahatma	 Gandhi,	 Martin	
Luther	King,	Jr.	and	Dorothy	Day	make	us	aware	that	non-
violence	 is	more	 than	a	 tactic	 for	 social	 struggle.	 It	 can	be	
a	 guide	 for	 our	 personal	 life	 and	 our	 everyday	 encounters	
with	 family,	 friends,	 co-workers	 and	 even	 strangers	 whom	
we	 might	 engage	 while	 waiting	 in	 line	 at	 the	 bank	 or	 the	
grocery	store.	

When	we	hear	the	word	“nonviolence,”	often	we	imme-
diately	think	to	ourselves:	“Well,	I	don’t	really	need	to	con-
cern	myself	with	 that,	 because	 I	 am	not	 a	 violent	person.”	
However,	a	deeper	aspect	of	this	Critical	Concern	challenges	
us	to	look	at	our	own	behaviors.	

Prayerfully	 reflect	 about	 this	 for	 a	 minute.	 Are	 we	 ever	
violent	 to	 ourselves?	 Overcommitting	 or	 refusing	 to	 ask	
for	help	when	overburdened	are	possible	examples.	 In	our	
interactions,	do	we	practice	nonviolent	speech?		The	words	
we	choose	and	our	manner	of	speaking	reveals	what	we	feel	
and	who	we	are.	Do	we	speak	from	a	heart	steeped	in	non-
violence?	Are	we	able	to	practice	restraint	and	work	toward	
achieving	cooperation	rather	than	competition?

All	of	these	things	are	about	cultivating	a	sense	of	personal	
nonviolence	in	our	lives	and	in	our	relationships	with	others.	
It	has	 to	begin	with	us,	 just	 like	 the	ripple	created	when	a	
pebble	is	tossed	into	the	water	and	sends	out	multiple	other	
ripples,	reaching	far	and	wide.	

One	cannot	aspire	to	nonviolence	unless	it	is	practiced	in	
everyday	situations	and	interactions.	This	challenges	each	of	
us	to	a	greater	consciousness	of	our	words	and	actions.	In	a	
culture	steeped	in	fear	of	the	other—a	culture	that	in	many	
ways	 isolates	 us	 from	 one	 another	 and	 manifests	 extreme	
violence	as	witnessed	by	 the	news	each	day—we	as	Mercy	
can	do	no	less	than	work	to	transform	this	culture	of	violence	
into	one	of	mercy	and	compassion.	

Sister Diane Guerin has been engaged in social justice 
ministry for more than 40 years. As a consultant, trainer 
and facilitator, she has developed and implemented 
programs addressing the Critical Concerns of the 
Sisters of Mercy. As a certified mediator and an 
advanced practitioner of the Association for Conflict 

Resolution she has traveled and assisted groups and individuals in 
nonviolently seeking solutions in a variety of situations. Diane currently 
serves as a member of the Sisters of Mercy Institute Anti-Racism 
Transformation Team. You can reach her at dguerin@mercymidatlantic.org. 

Read, reflect and pray: 

Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers”

Luke 6:28-29 “Love your enemies”

Matthew 12:23 “Out of the overflow of the heart 
the mouth speaks”

In what practical ways am I working at  
breaking down the walls of my own heart?

Am I resisting cultural pressure toward  
violence in my language, use of sarcasm, jokes 

at the expense of another?

How am I educating myself around this  
challenging call? Suggestion—visit the  
Catholic Nonviolence Initiative website  

(nonviolencejustpeace.net).

Consider placing a pebble somewhere as a 
reminder that each small ripple created by the 
tossing of a small stone into the water becomes 

a wave sweeping over the surface creating 
something new. Use it as a reminder of the 
new lens to the Critical Concerns when you 

pray and work for peace.

For Further Reading: Eight Ways of Practicing 
Personal Nonviolence, by Sister Rose Marie Tresp – 

bit.ly/8WaysNonviolence 

REFLECTION 
QUESTIONS




