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Over the past 18 months I have been an ‘outsider looking in’ as I was researching 
and writing the story of the Ursuline Sisters in Ireland, Wales and Kenya. I end my 
journey with the Ursulines in a state of awe at the depth of their commitment service 
of the common good. In our fear-filled world they provide the touch of an invincible 
spring on the bare branches of our often winter lives. They do so without any 
fanfare. Generally the people who do the most talk the least.  

The New York Times correspondent Nicholas D. Kristof published an article on 1 May, 
2010 entitled ‘Who can mock this Church?’ in which he admits to being inspired by 
the commitment of so many religious in South Sudan. He comments that it is at the 
grass roots that he finds ‘the great soul of the Catholic Church’. Working on the 
Ursuline book has been a similar experience for me. Given the inhospitable 
environment in society the work is a timely attempt to record the lives and 
experiences and contributions of a group of remarkable women. The composer, 
Gustav Mahler noted that tradition is not the worship of ashes but the preservation 
of fire. The Ursulines are keepers of a unique flame - women of good-will, who have 
journeyed together in comradeship, compassion, courage, loyalty, humility and 
generousity.  

The experience though has made me more attentive to the working of religious in 
general. Religious life does not exist in vacuum but in a specific context or more 
accurately a web of specific contexts: social, economic, political, religious and 
ecclesiological. The ongoing evolution of religious life continues in a dynamic way to 
disclose the compassion of Christ today and in to tomorrow but in a way that 
responds imaginatively to the fast-changing world. This presents considerable 
challenges: ‘Vowed life has been a centuries-old response to what has been 
happening in the world of its time. A congregation formed originally to nurse the 
sick may later find itself called upon to attend to the duties of social work, which 
was not in the founder’s remit . . . . Members of religious congregations must be 
ready to react constructively to the signs of the times, even if this entails the radical 
alteration, or possibly even the dissolution, of a way of life that has been the 
standard for centuries.’(Gabriel Daly, ‘Reflections on Structured Religious Life’, in 
John O’Grady et al, Mining Truths Germany: EOS, p.413.) 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
  
 


