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Good morning, Sisters.

I have to tell you that no one is more surprised than I am that I’m here speaking to you this morning.

The only people who might be more surprised, if they were alive today, would be my mother and father. I hope you’ll excuse my beginning by invoking them, but they were lifelong, loyal friends of the I.H.Ms.

There may be few left who knew or remembered it, but my father, Robert E. O’Brien, was for decade, before he died in the mid 1970s, the attorney for your congregation, the attorney for Marywood College, and the attorney for St. Joseph’s Children’s and Maternity Hospital, as it was then called.

His sister, Mary D. O’Brien, was a a graduate of Marywood.

And his wife, my dear mother, Mary Elizabeth O’Brien, spent 16 years with the IHMs. She went to St. Paul’s grade school, graduated valedictorian of St. Paul’s High School, and worked her way through Marywood College during the Depression, graduating [maxima cum lauda] at the age of 20.

She loved Marywood with an affection that grew sweeter through the years, and went to daily Mass in you college chapel until she could no longer make it from her car to the chapel door.

If we are what we come from, that is what I come from.

I also went through 16 years of Catholic school, graduating from Marywood in the “turbulent” year of  1969 – I was a classmate of Sister Mary Persico and Sister Susan Hadzima. I went to work for the Church for a year after college, with Extension Volunteers, which was later subsumed into the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, and the following year I worked as a caseworker at in adoptions at St. Joe’s.

I was steeped in your spirituality as a Catholic.

That leads me to the first of two comments I would like to make in response to Sister Mary’s remarks. When I read them earlier this week, I was struck by the current of sadness that ran through what Sister Mary had to say about the congregation’s contemporary history.

I had no idea how profoundly disappointed and saddened you have been by the way you – and other religious congregations have been treated by the Church since Vatican II. Now I can see and understand that, of course.

In response, for whatever it may mean to you, [I meet your sorrow with my own.]

I can tell you that, as a single woman, it has been decades since I felt I had a place in the Church I was  raised in, taught to love, and identified with completely. As a woman with no husband and no children, I have felt my Church has [very little] to say to me. …

I also do understand, now, that experience is not because I am less worthy than men, or married women, or [part of a community of] sisters such as yourselves. But I don’t really know what it is because of.

Be that as it may. Over the last several years, I have been searching for what I called a “community of faith,” where I can be valued for who I am, and what I have to offer.

Well, as my parents would tell you, prayer works. Through a special grace, I have been welcomed into your associate program. I have found my community of faith.

There are many, many, many people like me. [And, I fear, many are being lost to the Church for lack of feeling welcome.]

As you look to your future, I hope you will understand what being associated with your community can mean to us. As our numbers grow, and we get to know one another, I also believe – as our friends the Quakers say – “a door will open” to reveal the role of the IHM congregation in the future.

The second observation I’d like to make also relates to my experience through long years of IHM schooling.

I know you are embarking on a profound examination of what it means to be a congregation of professed religious women in the 21st century.

What I want to tell you is this:

There are thousands upon thousands of grown men and women throughout this region who approach their lives, and faith, and one another, with the open-heartedness of St. Alphonsus Liguori – because of your congregation.

They did not become who they are because of what you taught them, standing at the helm of their classes. They became who they are because you, and your predecessors, expected them to. They became who they are in your presence. 
We became who we are in your presence.

The good works that you do can help change unjust social and government systems.

But it is your presence that changes people.

