
UK-Irish Mercy Archives Conference 
A Sea-Saw Dance: Exploring Our Mercy Links 

Mercy International Centre, 
Baggot Street, Dublin 

Tuesday 30 June 2015 
 

Ecclesiastes 3:1-8, Ephesians 3:14-21, Luke 12:22-34 
 

A Sea Saw dance to Liverpool 
And a merry jig that has no stop 
To Birmingham 
Another to Bermondsey 
When…you and I will join hands and dance 
…Back on the same ground 
 

ext. letter of M. C. McAuley to Sr M. de Sales White 20 Dec 1840 
 

I grew up in the shadow of the sisters of Mercy – for me to go to the 
church was to encounter them, passing by the convent in Cappamore, 
perhaps for benediction on a Sunday evening where Sister Frances 
Teresa marshalled the choir, or serving mass under the watchful and 
kindly eye of Sister Teresa who prepared all the village for first 
communion from 50 years, surviving to her 100th year just last year. 

While the boys left the convent, my four sisters continued under the 
tutelage of the sisters of Mercy through primary school in Cappamore 
and, later, in Doon, as had my mother and her three sisters - 
boarding, even though they lived only 5 miles away. We grew up, as 
you can imagine, with many stories – and my mother’s ability to 
remember every date in the Roman calendar – to which she added 
the birthdays of half the parish, thanks to her daily use of her missal 
while at morning Mass in Doon. And I think there is a key there: she 
took the big agenda of the church and embroidered it with the names 
of her known circle of people - a Mercy trait in bringing love from the 
abstract to the real.  

We do now, in gathering for the Eucharist, as Mercy communities 
have done for their generations. Our gathering reminds us of the 
importance of memory that inspires us to look at our present 
differently and to envisage or future with hope. We consider our 
history, not just as a series of dramatic or impressive events, but as a 
connection with the inspiration of people – and so it is that when we 
recall our own and families stories the names of the Mercy Sisters 
involved come quickly to mind. We reach, through these people, back 



to the story’s beginning. As Catherine McAuley is recalled, it becomes 
clear that she was a person of her present. She related the gospel to 
her conditions and surroundings meeting possibilities with energy 
and trust in God. Thus, she can continue to inspire us if we 
sometimes struggle between the pull of reminiscence and the 
challenge of planning for the future. She will remind us that nostalgia 
will take us from where we are, concern about the future will equally 
distract us. Thus she is a person of the Gospel: what we just heard, 
she took to heart and lived. She will help us to understand how the 
gospel calls reflection and activity into balance. 

Here, the motif you have chosen for your conference is so apt: we 
find our balance only by recognising that we are still in movement – 
just as in a dance. 

The image of the seesaw dance is a curious one and, as any image is 
worth staying with, curious ones deserve all the more attention. 
There are different ways of understanding what dance might be; 
which might have been known to Catherine? 

She may have been familiar with ballet or with dance performed on 
stage at variety concerts; she might have seen individual Irish 
dancers at pattern days and local fairs; it is most likely that her 
experience of dance – either at first hand or watching it – was in the 
neighbourly social entertainment. Perhaps we can picture her in the 
sort of scene commonly presented as a dramatisation of the Brontë 
sisters’ writing (even if these are somewhat later, in another place 
and in among different social classes). The difference is that instead 
of witnessing something like a tremendous Riverdance, or seeing a 
single impressive dancer, the fine houses of Georgian Dublin were 
built for a stately and gracious interaction in dance and social 
evenings. Catherine embraced poverty later in her life, but found that 
living showed her how rich and poor live as her own fortunes 
changed. Her experience of dance was likely of the energy and 
discipline, creativity and practice all brought together, see-sawing, 
stepping apart, coming together, sometimes a merry jig, sometimes 
feeling the support of clasping hands. To dance in this way asks that 
one be ready, be poised, be both exuberant and restrained, doing 
together something that is more than what anyone might do on their 
own, and in the being together, creating from very little a moment 
that might be cherished and itself be an inspiration for a living. 

So much might be said about dance. So much might be said about 
being a Sister of Mercy: it is only by being in balance and by having a 



sense of vitality that it is possible to look on the world with the 
compassion of God, to be Mercy.  

The stories you will tell will name individual sisters and help you to 
recognise blessings richly received. Within the big history of 
institutions and foundations, there are so many stories in which God 
rejoices - the hidden ways in which sisters of Mercy touched lives, 
one by one. 

Even though your conference is about remembering, it is not about 
visiting the past. Rather is it about recognising in that great 
storehouse of things both old and new3 (Matthew 15:51) about 
drawing strength and encouragement for your service in the reign of 
God.  

Let us pray that these days surprise you as you recognise the 
blessings on the journey to this far inspire you for the journey ahead 
and enable you to hear the voice of Jesus waking your imaginations 
in the present, the only moment, our kairos. 


