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********************************************* 

1. Thank you very much Marianne and the organizing committee for 

inviting me to give this keynote address. It is both encouraging and 

soul-lifting to see so many of you gathered in this room eager to 

have conversations on our Mercy archives, the ‘memory’ of our 

Congregations. You have come from far and wide! From the UK, S. 

Africa, USA, Kenya and Ireland and have convened here in Herbert 

Street, in this space that houses the Congregational archives of the 

Congregation of the Sisters of Mercy. What a privileged choice of 

venue, close to where it all began! May Catherine’s spirit, buried on 

this holy ground accompany you as you gather and converse these 

few days of your conference. I have no doubt under Sr. Dee 

Mckenna’s facilitation you will enjoy and benefit a great deal from 

this gathering! 

 My dear sisters, our archives’ collection reflect our history and 

identity but, more importantly, putting them into context, the 

archives’ collection traces the events and decisions that have shaped 

our Congregations and the lives of all Mercy sisters. It is therefore 

important that we take pride in the keeping of our archives and 

aspire to give them the highest level of care. 



2. How many times have you been asked “what do you do for a 

living?  How many times have you replied, “I am an archivist” Only to 

be faced with a blank stare and a mumbled, “What?” or “Oh, that’s 

nice” or “Oh, you dig things, don’t you?” but contrary to popular 

misconceptions from some quarters, archivists are not 

archaeologists, anthropologists, historians, librarians or office 

managers, though heaven knows running an archives may involve all 

these tasks.    And archives are not museums, libraries, art galleries.  

Archives are places where unpublished, one-of-a-kind materials are 

preserved for their research value.   According to the Oxford 

Dictionary, an archives is “a place in which public records or historic 

documents are preserved”.   An Archivist is the keeper of the 

archives, the caretaker of the historical records. 

3. Today, archives can include a broad range of materials in a variety 

of media.  Indeed, archives can be public and corporate records, 

generated by an organisation like ours, Sisters of Mercy or private 

papers and records created or kept by individuals.  Many of our 

sisters have created personal papers that are part of our archives 

today.  Archives can also be paper – documents such as letters  (e.g. 

Letters of Catherine McAuley) diaries, reports, minute books, or 

memos, or they may include other media items such as photographic 

images, video tapes, paintings and drawings, newsletters, cassette 

tapes and even machine – readable records generated by computers. 

 This being a conference on Archives, I want to imagine that your 

discourse would centre on appreciation of the works of courageous 

women of Mercy who inspired by the charism of Mercy went forth 

and still go forth to bring hope and compassion in places of need.  

The mission and ministry of these women both in community and 

society continue to form part of our rich Mercy Archives across the 

globe.   We affirm you, the Mercy Archivists and we are grateful to 

you for the great care you take over our archival repositories in the 

UK. Ireland, Kenya, South Africa and USA.   Your dedication to 



keeping the records, safe from environmental and human hazards is 

greatly appreciated. 

4. As we aspire to keep best archives, we must remember that our 

archive is a permanent institution not a special one-time project.  

This challenges us to consider long term goals and aspirations and 

strive for long-range changes as well as immediate ones for our 

archives. 

Needless to say, we must continue carrying for our archives and 

know why they need special attention.  You must firmly believe that 

your work does make a difference and it will remain in place long 

after you and all of us have left this earth. 

Well-founded archives will continue to benefit our congregations 

well beyond our time.  As Mercy, our ministry of the archives is both 

a challenge and an opportunity.  The question we may need to ask is: 

What must we do to ensure that Mercy Story (charism) in all its 

forms is captured in the archives?   

5. Through archives, the record of the past is controlled.  Certain 

stories are included and others are excluded.  And archivists are an 

integral part of this story telling in the design of record keeping 

systems, in the appraisal and selection of a tiny fragment of all 

possible records to enter the archives.  We note in its patterns of 

communication and use, archivists continually reshape, 

reinterpreted and reinvent the archives.  This represents enormous 

power over memory and identity, over the fundamental ways in 

which society seeks evidence of what its core values are, and have 

been, where it has come from and where it is going.  Archives then 

are not passive storehouses of old stuff but archive sites where social 

power is negotiated, contested, confirmed.  The power of archives 

and records cannot be denied. 

6. Few of us have any understanding of archivists and archives as a 

real profession (the 2nd oldest!) and as a real discipline with its own 



set of theories, methodologies and practices.  Luckily various 

postmodern reflections on the past two decades have made it 

manifestly dear that archives as institutions wield power over the 

administrative, legal and fiscal accountability of governments, 

Corporations and individuals and engage in powerful public policy 

debates around the right to know, freedom of information, 

copyright, etc.  Archives as records wield power over the shape and 

direction of historical scholarship, collective memory, and national 

identity (Congregational identity), over how we know ourselves as 

individuals, groups and societies. Ultimately in pursuit of their 

professional responsibilities, archivists as keepers of archives wield 

power over those very records central to memory and identity 

formation through active management of records before they come 

to archives, their appraisal and selection as archives and afterwards 

their constantly evolving description, preservation and use.  Despite 

changes in the nature of these records, their uses and the need to 

preserve them remain. 

7. I will conclude this address by noting that memory, like history is 

rooted in archives.  Without archives, memory falters, knowledge of 

accomplishments fade, pride in a shared past dissipates; Archives 

counter these loses.  Archives contain evidence of what went before.  

Archives validate our experience, our perceptions, our narratives, 

our stories.  Archives are our memories. 

I now wish each one of you God’s blessings as you begin this 

conference. 

May your conversations be rich and transformative, giving you hope 

and affirming you in your ministry of the archives. 

With God’s blessings, I now declare this conference officially opened. 

 

THANK YOU. 


