
The Mercy dream begins to unfold 
Shaped by her family, her time, and her circumstances,  

Catherine McAuley with her bequest from the Callaghan’s secured, 

 and plans well laid for a property on lower Baggot Street,  

employed architect and builder to create the headquarters  

for the work she envisioned, the personal investment  

of her life and fortune in the daily care of the poor, the sick,  

the unlettered, the unskilled, the handicapped  

and the castoffs of society.   

Convinced that the long-term improvement of the poor  

depended on education Catherine planned from the beginning  

that the house of Mercy have a space for a school.  

To prepare for  this during the three years of construction,  

she studied teaching methods.  

In an age of apprenticeships where observation and  

practice formed a large part of such training,  

Catherine became a regular instructor at St Mary’s Poor School,  

travelled to France to observe taining methods there, and visited  

the Kildare Place Society schools around Dublin.   

Beginnings — A Way of Mercy Education 

In August 1827 the  building  

was little more than a shell...  

However, two rooms were ready  

for Anna Maria Doyle and Catherine Byrn to move in... 

that would be enough  

to open the doors on Monday, 24 September, 1827.   

There were few pieces of furniture in the house, 

 but the school for the poor barefoot girls started later that day.  

Soon over 200 children were coming daily to the poor school  

many also needing clothes to replace their rags …  
The Path of Mercy ~ Mary C Sullivan 

Excerpts from Tender Courage By Joanna Regan rsm and Isabelle Keiss rsm 

Remember you are a member of the Mercy global family  

and you are shaping and being shaped by all that happens in that family.  

             Anne Hetherington rsm  

 Here we are today moving forward,  
unfolding that same Mercy dream… We are united by a spirit and a story born in that same Mercy House  

in Dublin, now spread to the outer reaches of the earth and the inner recesses of the heart. Mary Wickham rsm 

Catherine McAuley experienced as a tiny child her father’s 

practical care of the poor, and the way he met their learning 

needs. Catherine learned gracious hospitality from her mother.  
 

From the age of 19yrs Catherine lived for 20yrs with Willam 

Callaghan, nominally a member of the Established Church  

and his wife Catherine Callaghan a Quakeress. It was the 

Quaker infulence that set the tone for the household in which 

love of God and neighbour found expression in social attitudes 

and concerns, in service and in education. 
 

The Quaker belief that there is potential for good in each person 

and the consequent sensitivity to human degradation, ignorance, 

suffering and injustice touched a responsive chord in Catherine. 

Over those 20yrs in which Catherine developed spiritually she 

also learned the management of the 22 acre estate and the 

household. Catherine often amazed Mr Callaghan by her abiltiy 

to handle money, stretching it so as to serve multiple purposes 

of mind, heart and body. 
 

Particularly important in the shaping of Catherine McAuley was 

the Quaker respect and appreciation for the talents of women. 

Their acknowledgement of the spiritual equality of men and 

women liberated Quaker women to share both religious and 

secular opportunities.  
 

Catherine’s services for the Callaghans allowed her to feel her 

own sense of dignity and worth, and led her to develop the same 

sense in others. Catherine understood the assault it is on the 

human heart to be totally at the mercy of another’s good nature, 

and utilised the funds available to her not only to relieve needs 

but also to foster the dignity of the poor receiver.  
Excerpts from Tender Courage By Joanna Regan rsm and Isabelle Keiss rsm 



 

 

 

 

Three extraordinary elements  

came together in Catherine,  

her innate love and concern for people,  

her faith belief and conviction  

that she encountered Christ  

in every person in need and her fertile imagination  

that envisioned an alternative society. 

 

Anything that advanced human dignity  

was worthy of her attention ~ the scope of ministry  

and those to whom she ministered  

was amazingly wide and varied. Mary Reynolds rsm 

 
 

 

By courageous, contagious concern for the spiritual and temporal welfare  

of the poor, the sick and the uneducated Catherine broke through the  

impossibilities of her time. She animated many to walk with her.  

She animated others at  centres of wealth, power and influence to share in her 

heroic efforts. Catherine connected the rich to the poor, the healthy to the sick, 

the educated and skilled to the uninstructed, the influential to those of no  

consequence, the powerful to the weak to do the work of God on Earth”.  
Joanna Regan rsm ~ Tender Courage 

Mercy does not gently rock us in a deceptive tranquillity and security; it causes us to get moving.  
 

It wants us to open our hands and our hearts. Cardinal Walter Kasper, The Way of Mercy pg 38 

Kotahi tonu te Wawata o Catherine McAuley 
Nō tātou tonu te mōhiotanga, nō tātou anō te māramatanga mā tātou tonu e atawhai,  

nō tātou anō te hōnore! 
 

Catherine McAuley had a dream 
We have the privilege of knowing it, we have the responsibility to understand it, 
we have the call to protect it and we have the honour of living it!  Maria McGuiness rsm 

Who would suffer  

if our Mercy ministry ceased tomorrow?  

And if we cannot reply that the  

direct losers would be those who are  

poor and vulnerable in our community,  

then perhaps as the inheritors of 

 Catherine McAuley’s vision,  

we have lost the plot. 

 

Perhaps what started out as a work  

of mercy has lost its cutting edge,  

our good works have grown gentrified,  

and our tent pegs have shrunk  

to the limits of our own comfort zones. 
 

Within our Mercy ministries right now 

what is the most pressing question 

that waits to be asked.  

Dennis Horton Imaging Mercy Today                     

A soul-based workplace  
asks things of me that I didn’t even  

know I had. It’s constantly telling me that  

I belong to something large in the world. 
 

A sure sign of a soul-based workplace  

is excitement, enthusiasm, real passion; 

not manufactured passion, but real  

involvement. And there's very little fear. 
David Whyte 

“In order to do good we need memory, we need courage and we need creativity.  

Yes, love does require a creative, concrete and ingenious attitude.  

Good intentions and conventional formulas,  

so often used to appease our conscience, are not enough. 

Let us help each other, all together,  

to remember that the other is not a statistic or a number. The other has a face.”… 
 

“We are precious each and every one of us, irreplaceable… 

A single individual is enough for hope to exist, and that individual can be you. 

Pope Francis 

Choose a quote, Choose a quote, Choose a quote,    

or lines from these pagesor lines from these pagesor lines from these pages   

and spend a few minutes reflecting. and spend a few minutes reflecting. and spend a few minutes reflecting.    
   

How does your chosen quote/s How does your chosen quote/s How does your chosen quote/s 

speak to our reality today.speak to our reality today.speak to our reality today.   

? 



 
In the tradition of Catherine and in the spirit of  

Whakawhanaungatanga  
making right relationship happen 

 

 

 

All Mercy ministries exist to express God’s mercy by responding to need.  

Therefore the enduring concerns of Nga Whaea Atawhai o Aotearoa are at the heart of each ministry. 

E te Atua Atawhai God of Mercy 

God of the immense universe, 

God of each human heart, 

God of many names, 

We are people of many backgrounds,  

talents and place … 

We are friends for mercy united by  

a spirit and a story born in a house  

in Dublin, now spread to the outer  

reaches of the earth and the  

inner recesses of the heart. 
 

As companions in Mercy 

united in that spirit and story 

we commit ourselves to preserving  

the best of the past,  

fostering the best for the future. 
 

May Catherine’s original vision  

and the wairua of our founders  

inspire us today;  

not to do what they did then,  

but to be where they would be 

if they were here now  

standing in our shoes. 
 

We thank you for the gifts of time  

given, insights and abundant wisdom 

shared for Mercy mission.  

Bless us as we leave our gathering  

with your gift of peace and a safe  

return to our home and families.   

Amen 

Atawhai mai Atawhai atu  Mercy received Mercy given 

By 1877 Catherine’s Baggot Street School was formally  
recognised as Ireland’s first Training School for female teachers. 
 

In spite of Government policy, enforceable by penal legislation to hold Catholic children in  

ignorance, there were over 200 children in school at the House of Mercy. At first Catherine  

continued what she pioneered at Coolock and in Abbey Street, the promotion of self-help  

through blending the academic with the technical in her school curriculum. Catherine had a 

small Shop in Middle Abbey Street that sold goods made by women, returning income  

to them.  Catherine’s approach to education was an offshoot of her ideals to empower the  

poor by providing them with opportunities and to assist the emancipation of women. She  

was determined that her system of education would respect their cultural, political aspirations  

and their faith. 
 

Catherine researched many education systems including in France and approved of the  

Kildare method. Catherine was the first to introduce into Catholic educational  

circles training and salaries of monitresses prior to 1836 when the governments  

Marlborough Training School opened exclusively for boys.   Baggot Street came to  

enjoy the status of a Monitress Training Centre. Schools petitioned Catherine for  

her qualified monitresses. By 1877 Catherine’s Baggot Street School was formally  

recognised as Ireland’s first Training School for female teachers. 
 

When the Government established the National Schools system in1834 Catherine  

placed her poor schools within it for 3 reasons.  (1)At the end of the day religion could  

be taught. (2)Inspector visits to the schools, and exams set by the Board would keep  

standards high. (3)She welcomed the Board guaranteed stipend per pupil that would bring  

in 40 pound a year to the sisters. Mary Reynolds rsm 

Mihi whakahaere  
 

Karakia Shortly after opening, the House of Mercy assumed the status of a  

modern sheltered workshop, an employment bureau. A night shelter, 

a soup kitchen, an orphanage, an adult education centre and an elementary school.  

Catherine knowingly had the House placed in one of the most exclusive quarters  

of Dublin at a time when the still unrevoked Penal Laws forbade the erection of  

Catholic buildings on the main street of Irish cities and towns.  
 

This was a symbol of who and what Catherine was.  

Today we might call it ‘liminality’.  Mary Reynolds rsm 



 

 

Ma mua ka kite a muri 
Ma muri ka ora a mua 

 

Those who lead give sight  
to those who follow. 

 

Those who follow  
give life to those who lead. 

Maori Whakatauki 

There are three major characteristics  

of Catherine’s approach to her work,  

Catherine was innovative, collaborative and highly professional. 

The springboard of her innovation was response to unmet needs. 

Her focus was on things not being taken care of elsewhere by other people  

or organisations, on works crying out to be done.  

Mary Reynolds rsm notes that Catherine’s humble leadership  

was life giving and liberating.  However, collaborative leadership  

is not a practice or a process, more so an attitude. Carol Wheeler rsm 

Karakia 

 

 

E te Atua atawhai huhua, 

God of abundant mercy, we give thanks  

for the 191 years since Catherine’s  

first House of Mercy opened its doors.  

As we remember Catherine and those who 

walked in her steps, let our reflection on their 

stories open our minds and hearts to see  

new paths of hope and possibility unfold. 

Make us wise in ways that will  

enhance dignity and change other lives. 
 

We pray for all those on the Mercy path,  

those who share in this gathering.   

May our ministries be places of Mercy  

and manaakitanga. May we find our joy  

in working to close the gap between  

those who lack what they need and  

those who have more than enough. 

Rouse us to questions that point to where 

mercy waits to go. 
 

Thank you for the beauty and bounty  

of our planet. Awaken us to see that the  

protection for our common home’s vitality, 

diversity and beauty is a sacred trust.  

Nurture within us awe and wonder  

at the sacred, unique mystery  

living within each cell of your creation ...   

Amen         Dennis Horton Adapted 

Waiata 

Te Aroha 

Te aroha,    Love 

te whakapono,   Hope 

me te rangimarie,   Peace  

tatou, tatou e.  for us all 

If Mercy Boards fail to understand the ‘why’ of mission, 

 lesser and more short goals will drive the engine of Mercy. 

 

Boards may also miss the fundamental importance of  

Mercy and the very reason for Mercy Ministries.  

Mercy Governance Training 

Governance and Leadership For Mission 
 

The Board and CEO lead, cultivate and nurture  

the culture of the organisation, and Mercy Values must be  

first and foremost … organisational values follow … 

The fundamental responsibility of board members is to ensure that their 

Mercy ministry is truly faithful to the spirit and tradition of Mercy. 
 

 

“If we don’t attend to our business side, our doors will close.   

If we don’t attend to the ministry aspects, someone should close  

our doors.  It is a healthy tension, and it is also life-giving.”   

Sister Mary Roch Rocklage rsm  

In Catherine this preparedness to collaborate is an extension  

of the hospitality that was inherent in her deepest self.  

Her openness to others, her appreciation of their giftedness and value,   

her willingness to enter into relationships that could be transformative for both 

 was at the heart of her capacity to be a truly collaborative leader. In this way  

“collaboration” was not merely a practice but core to her identity as a leader  

collaborating and co creating in God’s mission of mercy. ISMAPNG Mercy Ethos office. 

“Business is not just business; the challenge is to ensure  

  that what we do puts us in touch with our beginnings.  

  Decision-making is a sacred task.   

  The process moves from karakia (the opening prayer)  

  through mihi (the welcome to each participant)  

  then to the business.” Sir Eddie Durie 

 


