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A Dhaoine Uaisle, ta an-áthas orm céad mile failte a chuir romhaibh uile go dtí Coláiste Mhuire Gan Smál inniu. 
At the entrance to the reception of the College there is an enlarged photograph on the wall of the first graduates in the early years of the 20th Century, there were twenty five graduates then.  Last October there were nearly 1000 graduates and from diverse programmes, including 10 PhDs.  From small beginnings this College has grown exponentially and the influence of its graduates on Irish society must not go unrecognised.  For among its graduates are almost 40% of all teachers in Irish primary schools.  This is an enormous influence and a privileged responsibility for this institution.  I am the ninth president of the college and I take up this mantle in the context of a long tradition of Mercy education.  I am delighted that my two immediate predecessors, Sr. Angela Bugler and Professor Peadar Cremin are present this evening. 
The College of Mary Immaculate was founded by the Sisters of Mercy, and so stands in that tradition. At a time when religious orders were being formed and were growing in numbers, it is significant to note that in their early days the Sisters of Mercy were known as the ‘Walking nuns’ – because they moved out of the convent and worked in the local community with a sense of urgency, in tempo with Catherine McAuley’s insistence that, 'the poor need help today, not next week’.  This serves us as with a reminder that this College is here, first and foremost, for the good of the wider community. 
The story of Catherine McAuley and the order is one of constant struggle and dealing with hardship for the sake of the mission. To me, this story tells of a determination to ‘move out of one’s comfort zone’ – a pronounced characteristic of the Mercy tradition that is reflected by the College motto ‘Briathar Dé mo Lóchrann,’ or ‘The Word of God, a lamp for my steps.’ In reading the history of the early years of the order and its founder it is clear that Catherine herself moved out from a comfortable and privileged background, and with her sisters endured opposition, poverty and – unlike some other religious orders – actively sought governmental support precisely in order to be able to offer education to the poorest and most desperate. I have no doubt that many of us working at Mary Immaculate College find our work fulfilling and rewarding at many levels; I think perhaps our origins would invite us to move beyond our own comfort zone for the sake of service of the wider community and the common good. What that might mean in detail I cannot spell out, but I am sure that over the next years there will be many opportunities to rise to new challenges that will not always be comfortable – but the work of the College and fidelity to our identity may well call us beyond being comfortable.
Mary Immaculate College was founded to be a Catholic College within that Mercy tradition, and that is something we should not only acknowledge as part of our history, but recognise as an essential part of our identity.
It seems to me that we are now in a situation where we need to reclaim the word Catholic.  It is a word which has been blighted in this country at this time by the appalling crimes of some, and by the incompetence and mistakes of others, who were entrusted with their oversight.  But to be Catholic is not of itself flawed, rather it is to see the world as a place of meaning and of hope; a place created by God, it is to know that each individual is called to flourish in that world and to make a positive contribution to the common good, it is to be content in the knowledge that we have the real possibility of divine destiny.  To be Catholic is to be a person of hope and of vision, a person who sees meaning in life in this world and promise beyond.
As the poet Seamus Heaney puts it:
History says, don’t hope
On this side of the grave. 
But then once
In a lifetime
The longed for tidal wave
Of Justice can rise up, and
Hope and History rhyme!
Believe that a further shore,
Is reachable from here.
We must now re-imagine what it means for Mary Immaculate College to be a Catholic College. Our re-imagining will involve that on-going search for meaning, the questioning of perceived wisdom in the pursuit for truth.  But it will do so not in a context of a world view that is bracketed between nothing and nothing. To honour the Catholic tradition we must assert that humanity has a destiny which lies gently in God’s hands. Or in the words of the late Pope John Paul II:
‘What is at stake is the dignity of the human person, whose defence and promotion have been entrusted to us by the Creator, and to whom men and women at every moment of history are strictly and responsibly in debt.’ (Sollicitudo Rei Socicalis, 47).
Those of you who received a Christmas card or email greeting at Christmas from the College will have seen a picture of the sculpture ‘In Principio’ by Imogen Stuart, named for the first words of John’s gospel in Latin, ’in the beginning.’ This piece of art calls all who see it to reflect on their ultimate origins. 
Situated within our newest building, at the mid-point of the long avenue known as An Slí – or ‘the Way’ - is a second piece of work by Imogen Stuart. Her ‘Window on the World’ provides a vantage point for those inside our walls to look outward and pausing at this tranquil juncture invites our contemplation. In any institution it is very easy to look inwards all the time at current agendas, issues and perhaps even hobby-horses, and get very excited by them; but part of our Catholic identity will always be to look out and beyond. We must ensure that “windows on the world” are there in the very fabric of our institutional structures, and where they are absent we must build them in.

For a place of learning, this task is essential. In front of the Foundation Building at the entrance to the College there is a statue of the 13th Century philosopher and theologian Thomas Aquinas.  On the base of the statue there is this quotation:

‘Just as it is better to illuminate than merely to shine, so it is better to deliver to others contemplated truths than merely to contemplate.’ (ST, II-II, q.188, art 6).

In his classic text, Summa Theologica, prior to his discourse on virtue, the virtues for living a good life, Thomas Aquinas uses the term habitus.  This Latin word habitus is best translated as disposition rather than habit.  For Aquinas a disposition is related to potential and action, there is a space between potential and action.  I have the potential to act and sometimes I realise my potential in action and sometimes I do not.  Disposition or habitus is the space that brings potential and action together.  Now, for Aquinas, this space or gap can be influenced and we spend our lives reflecting and understanding more and more about that space of influence. I would argue that, like an individual, an institution must have a disposition, a habitus.  An institution must reflect on its habitus.  This is precisely where Mary Immaculate College and other Colleges of a similar foundation do offer diversity within the Higher Education context in Ireland.  For its habitus can be named and the provenance of its values can be known. The institution that addresses this with intent will see in the face of its students and staff a reflection of God’s dignity in human form. It will pursue new knowledge and have the courage at appropriate times to challenge perceived wisdom for the sake of truth. It will cherish the environment as a gift from God, its creator. And the pursuit of human flourishing will be its mantra.  It will be a place of hope; a place where ‘hope and history rhyme’. It will do all this because it knows that God has entered the world in Christ for our salvation.  Its values are those of Christ, the Lord of all creation, the Lord of all hopefulness.

Although I have already suggested, this task of re-imagining will be hard. That is because all of us in this auditorium have already decided on what that means. And the perception we carry will have been formed in various ways over our personal history and experience.  The idealists among us will hang on to abstract concepts regardless of what is going on. Those damaged by the church and her members may always doubt the integrity of those who speak on her behalf. Those for whom the whole business seems simply to require effort for little practical reward will be tempted to dismiss the whole enterprise, and all of us may succumb to the cynicism that enervates any institution – we’ve done all this before and where did it get us? 
So, if as the president of this Catholic College, I call on us all to come to a sharper, more explicit awareness of the College's Catholic identity, then, as a community, it will challenge all of us to look at our own preconceptions and take on the difficult work of exploring together what this College is. We will have to engage in a dialogue which is suspicious of all boundaries, a dialogue in which no one has hegemony as a specialist and none can be excused on the grounds that their special interest resides elsewhere. This is a challenging task – it will take us out of our comfort zone! We will have to come to sharper awareness of disagreement, let go of control, resolve, no matter what, to affirm each other, and bear with ideas which seem half‑baked long enough to tease some​thing worthwhile out of them. This will be a messy enterprise. It will be uncomfortable. We will become vulnerable.  Differences, seemingly unbridgeable, will emerge. And, odds are, the larger world will consistently misinterpret what we are doing. But, in the end, that is an essential part of the enterprise of what I think it is to use the word Catholic.
So what does it look like to be a place of education, at the service of the world and the common good in the name of the church? Writing in the mid 1980’s the late Cardinal Bernardin of Chicago considered the purpose of the Catholic university as providing a living witness to the complementary character of faith and reason. It is a living expression of the Church engaging the world in dialogue with the social and intellectual questions of the day.  For him ‘the life of faith and the life of the mind are complementary.  Faith goes beyond reason, but it never contradicts it.  The relationship of faith and reason exists in the personal life of every believer, but it must also take on an institutional form.’
Mary Immaculate College articulates its mission as ‘a third level Catholic College of Education and the Liberal Arts’. As a community [it] promotes excellence in teaching, learning and research at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. It seeks to foster the intellectual, spiritual, personal and professional development of students within a supportive and challenging environment that guarantees the intellectual freedom of staff and students. 
In particular, the College seeks to foster in its students a spirit of justice and compassion in the service of others, together with an openness to the religious tradition and values of each individual. 
[It] promotes a sense of identity enriched by an awareness of its Catholic tradition, the cultures, languages and traditions of Ireland, agus an áit ar leith atá ag an nGaeilge sa Choláiste and its special commitment to the Irish language. 
And our Mission Statement bids us to respect cultural diversity. It calls upon us to strive to promote equity in society and to provide an environment where all have freedom and opportunity to achieve their full potential’. 
As an institution fully funded by the public purse Mary Immaculate College must live out its articulated legal objects and mission in the context of a diverse student and staff population, many of whom may not share its Catholic identity.  There will, therefore, always be a creative tension.  This tension needs to be both recognised and given an appropriate framework. What might this framework be?  The work of the Belgium theologian Lieven Boeve is helpful here.  He offers four models for the Catholic university engaged in a contemporary European plural context. These four models may be sketched out as: 
1. Institutional secularisation which sees the Christian faith as a fundamental life option for those staff and students who wish to embrace it, but only as one among many, none of which are entitled to precedence.  
2. Institutional re-confessionalisation which aims at the promotion of the explicit expression of its Catholic identity as an institution and accordingly organises itself primarily for Catholics and by Catholics.  
3. What Boeve calls The modern Catholic educational project which he describes as an institution with basic Christian values of the lowest common denominator which everyone shares but which is rarely articulated. And therefore rarely impinge on the actual running of the institution.  
4. The Catholic university at the service of identity formation in a plural context, which as a model calls for an honest dialogue with all parties in a plural context where Christianity has a preferential option in the dialogue.  
It is this final model, consonant with the Catholic intellectual tradition, which puts the institution at the service of human flourishing in a plural environment with Christianity as a privileged partner in the dialogue that provides Mary Immaculate College with an appropriate framework for its own unique role and character as a Catholic College. Therein, the inclusive ethos that is underlined within our Mission Statement will be celebrated by inviting all voices to contribute in accordance with the religious tradition and values of each individual, as well as in accordance with the key values placed on academic freedom by the College. 
Let me now say something about the College’s recently approved Strategic Plan for the period 2012 to 2016 sets our agenda for the next four years.  In this plan we will strive to meet internally agreed targets as well as responding to national priorities some of which are identified in The National Strategy for Higher Education, the Hunt Review, which calls for: 
‘a more flexible system, with a greater choice of provision and modes of learning for an increasingly diverse cohort of students; improvements in the quality of the student experience, the quality of teaching and learning and the relevance of learning outcomes; and ensuring that higher education connects more effectively with wider social, economic and enterprise needs through its staff, the quality of its graduates, the relevance of its programmes, the quality of its research and its ability to translate that into high value jobs and real benefits for society’. 
We will seek, also, to align what Jamil Salmi described in his 2009 Report for the World Bank as three key conditions necessary for a world-class university setting: talent; resources; and governance. We will recruit, retain and develop high calibre staff and students and enable their talent to reach its potential; we will be prudent in our use of resources, and strive to develop endowments; and we will have clear strategic governance working within the regulatory framework while remaining an autonomous institution.

The plan that we have developed is the product of a very extensive internal and external consultation exercise, undertaken in accordance with the strong spirit of partnership that characterises our endeavours. In summarising our plan, I offer you a line from the Book of Proverbs: ‘Wisdom has built her house, she has set up her seven pillars’ (Proverbs 9:1). For our plan is also based on seven pillars, each which carry an equal weighting:
Pillar 1:  We will actively celebrate and promote the mission, identity and values of Mary Immaculate College as a Catholic institution of Higher Education.
Pillar 2: We will continue to be known for excellence in teaching & learning and respected for the quality of research and advanced scholarship at the College.
Pillar 3: We will continue, in our commitment to a high quality and holistic learning experience, to enable the flourishing of our students’ lives.
Pillar 4: We will widen and deepen our efforts to foster the international dimension of College activities.
Pillar 5:  We will make a positive difference in our community, locally, regionally, nationally and globally.
Pillar 6:  We will enhance our learning environment and continue to provide a work-place of the highest quality.
Pillar 7: We will ensure excellence in governance, leadership and management.
If I may, I would like to offer you some insight as to what these pillars mean for us. 

To begin with the theme of mission, identity and values, let me remind you that this College was established 114 years ago. What impresses me greatly about this important event in the history of our city and of our State is not, simply, that the College is by far the oldest third level institution based in Limerick, but that in the context of that period, its founding represented the physical expression of a unique and innovative vision – a vision that has much resonance for us all, today. From within a Catholic tradition, Catherine McAuley sought to pursue engagement with the most excluded communities and the creation of better opportunities through education, which she saw as the key determinant of quality of life. She called upon her sisters to move out into the world, outside of that “comfort zone” I described earlier, to take the most marginalised into their embrace and to offer them the potential and opportunity to flourish 

As we set out to chart a course for the second decade of the 21st Century, why do we seek to unfold our mission, identity and values? These often nebulous precepts rarely receive expression as concrete action points. However, I disagree that values and identity should be parked at some remove from the tangible. Strategy-making can only have real meaning through the presence of a vital and continuing conversation about the distinctive identity and values that govern both continuity and endeavour. Here, Lieven Boeve’s 4th model for the Catholic university – that which is at the service of identity formation in a plural context – emerges as the framework for the honest dialogue that must happen so that we maintain an understanding and awareness of why it is that our College was founded and how it is that its relevance – and importance – will endure. 
My intention is that by the end of the five-year period for which we are planning, we will have not only begun that dialogue towards re-imagining our foundational ethos and values but we will have succeeded in bringing about clear internal and external recognition of an institutional mission and identity that remains faithful to the vision of our progenitors, and attuned to the conditions that prevail today. We will come to know ourselves, once again, within this space and reflect upon how our distinctiveness influences how we connect with our partners, our peers and our funders and our friends, outside of these walls.
We also understand the importance of asserting our identity in the current policy context for higher education and within the operational environment we, and our partners, inhabit. The National Strategy for Education challenges third level providers to set out the distinctiveness of their respective institutions in order to avert drift and amorphousness within the sector. Additionally, the Strategy also calls upon institutions to work collaboratively within strategic clusters, with the mission and resources of each integral to joint enterprise and responsive to the needs of prospective students served by a menu of provision that is at once coherent and differentiated, and which extends equity of opportunity to all. With an institutional identity that stands out in bold relief, Mary Immaculate College will be readied to represent its distinctive offerings strategically, within that continuum of provision.

In terms of our core mission in, teaching and learning and research, we stand at the cusp of a truly remarkable period in our own development as well as in our collective history. With the economic conditions that prevail, there is great anxiety, particularly for our youngest citizens. They wonder what they should do with their lives and what role a university-level education might play in their futures. Many others experience profound socio-economic challenges that create very significant distances separating them from educational opportunities. 

Reducing levels of state support have placed limits on what University-level institutions would wish to do. However, in this environment, third level providers in particular are called upon to answer a great challenge and must look beyond the current difficulties, and identify creative solutions that service the increasing and multi-faceted demand for third level education, notwithstanding diminished resources. Institutions such as Mary Immaculate College must adapt quickly to this rapidly changing environment and do so in ways that provide for the needs of a socially and demographically diverse student populace. Moreover, it must understand and influence the transition towards a knowledge economy.

We see these challenges, not as reason for frustration or fatalism about what can be achieved but, rather, as an invitation to be bold in our imagination as we develop our programmes, to be confident as we set about enhancing the quality of our delivery, resolute in the assertion of our distinctive mission and its essential contribution to the continuum of necessary provision, and to be generous in our commitment to partnership so that the best of what we have to offer can be shared and targeted in a strategically coherent way. 

And so we are at the dawn of what we see as the most exciting period of our institutional history. In defiance of challenges which would demand us to recoil, we look forward to unprecedented levels of development already set in train and poised to unfold within the next four years. We will soon complete the re-conceptualisation of our flagship Bachelor of Education programme, consolidating our reputation, nationally and internationally, as a pre-eminent locus for the education and professionalisation of the beginning teacher. We will offer a programme of un-matched quality and maintain our commitment to continuous reflection and improvement. Our academic staff will continue to be the best and most highly regarded amongst their peers. They will design and deliver a learning programme that is informed by cutting edge research, partnership with the full spectrum of stakeholders and practitioners, and that encompasses the gamut of knowledge, critical faculties and professional skills we believe are required of teachers. We will exceed the expectations of those charged with regulating the teaching profession and we will ensure that our graduates themselves will be equipped to raise the standard of learning and achievement of all children in all classrooms, regardless of whatever faith or ethos that may prevail there. This, our nation’s children require by necessity, and deserve by right.
We will build on the excellence and reputation of our Liberal Arts programme and draw upon the wide-ranging expertise of our faculty members to develop a multiplicity of programmes that increase the range of choice for our students and set out new challenges that will enable them to maximise their potential in a series of ways. Furthermore, we will highlight and champion the value of an education in the Humanities and promote recognition of the outstanding qualities acquired by graduates in the Liberal Arts. We will work with schools and our partners in the wider community, especially employers, to assert the particular characteristics of our Humanities graduates, including the essential pre-requisites they bring to a host of professional areas, amongst them rich imagination, creativity, a finely honed capacity for critical analysis and the skills to communicate ideas effectively. 

We will ensure, in particular, that the educational experience we provide for our students is in harmony with our institutional ethos. We will prepare our students, not just for the Knowledge Society, but for a Just Society. 

Clearly, it is essential, not just for this institution, but for the development of the high value economy targeted by national policy, that we continue to develop our postgraduate provision. Demand is high and our challenge is to respond by maintaining the highest quality of academic provision and ancillary services for students by providing the requisite structures and supports to our academic staff and postgraduate leaders. We will continue to work in close collaboration with other third level providers, particularly our partners in the Shannon Consortium with whom we will seek ways to exploit our collective resources.

Research, which is integral to teaching and learning, and essential to knowledge growth, is a fundamental cornerstone of higher education and, accordingly, of the National Strategy. Research underpins the educational process, benefiting students and academic staff by enhancing and enriching the teaching and learning experience. Research makes a difference, sharpening the critical intellect to assess and evaluate, to weigh and to measure, to calculate and to review, and to learn from the experience of the past how best we can proceed into the future. These are the skills of the here and now, and these are the skills most acutely required among the graduates of the 21st Century. These are the skills we seek to imbue among students of the College, and these are the skills we aspire to see in our graduates.

In the coming period, Mary Immaculate College will commit to supporting and resourcing the on-going development of the research skills base among our staff and students. In recent years the College has invested heavily in building its research skills base, through financial supports, and staff development, external collaboration and dedicated administrative structures. This has produced rich dividends, with staff engagement in research now at an all-time high, as evidenced by an almost exponential increase in staff publications and presentations at professional conferences over recent years. This effort will be maintained and developed further, and the cross-fertilisation of research with teaching and learning will be a particular focus for us in the coming years, along with an increased emphasis on research that contributes significantly to public policy. Mary Immaculate College will contribute to the Irish economy and quality of life at local, regional, national and international levels.

If teaching and learning and research, taken together, represent the core mission of the College, the lives of our students are at the heart of its concerns. It is not all that long ago, that third level institutions saw academic instruction as the beginning and end of their responsibilities to students – notwithstanding the ubiquitousness of Newman’s ideas within the University project. I doubt that many who attended third level thirty or even twenty years ago would recognise their alma mater today; the student has moved centre-stage. Good policy has helped to do this by bringing about positive changes aimed at student welfare, well-being and equality. Third level institutions are co-operating with each other more readily and a move towards acceptance that each has its place within the continuum of provision and partnership aimed at resource optimisation is only to the good of the student whose menu of choice is set expand and become differentiated in more meaningful ways.

At Mary Immaculate College the principle we observe today remains the same as that embedded in the vision of Catherine McAuley, that the human being is a person of dignity called to flourish. In practical terms, our goal is to provide our students with a range of supports and opportunities that correspond to multiple needs and enable them to enjoy a holistic learning experience. Our academic staff work in concert with our professional service staff to ensure coherent provision linking innovative responses to a multiplicity of needs, many of which have been replicated elsewhere as exemplars of best practice. Our model of governance is strongly oriented towards partnership with the student body and students have representation in a host of decision-making fora, including the Governing Body. What makes the student experience at Mary Immaculate College unique is two things: in particular, I think: First, our institutional ethos demands that we consider the student as a whole person, located not simply within in an educational frame for subjective reasons but within a space that enables them to recognise themselves within the wider world, and stirred by the entreaty to make a difference within that broader context. Second, students at Mary Immaculate College find that there is a particularly close level of interaction with all staff, academic or otherwise. Partly, this is possible because of our size. But, make no mistake; this hallmark of the learning experience enjoyed by our students is attributable to deliberate planning and also a remarkable level of commitment on the part of all staff members. 
Maintaining our commitment to our students and the quality of their learning experience has become a challenge. In 1992, our student body stood at 297. It was imperative that the College grew and over the course of the last twenty years that strategic goal has been met handsomely with the current population standing at 3,200. However, this 10-fold increase in student numbers has not been achieved without the cost of significantly stretching human resources. Now, with demand for third level places rising and a student population more widely differentiated than ever, the task for the next number of years must be to identify ways of maintaining our reputation for high quality, multi-faceted and student-centred provision by seeking out new ways of working. We will enhance our framework for coordinated and integrated service delivery. We will explore ways of working with our partners in the Shannon Consortium to expand the range of shared delivery practices. And we will continue to work in close partnership with the student body also, with a particular focus on more extensive dialogue aimed at better understanding students’ perceptions, hearing their concerns and enhancing communication in order to modify our provision as appropriate.

We have agreed that a programme of work to foster and develop the international dimension of College activities is a key priority and this is reflected in its expression as one of the over-arching pillars of our strategic plan. Within the next five years we will increase the number of international students significantly. We are able to accommodate a larger intake of and we are will continue to diversify and re-conceptualise our academic offerings towards this end.  The attraction of study in Ireland for international students including students from Catholic third level institutions will be leveraged. We will enhance and develop our international student support structures as well as our strategic outreach in order to seek out new partners and agreed memoranda of understanding of mutual benefit. We will couple efforts to attract students from within Ireland and without by developing new delivery models aimed at distance learning that will include summer schools, courses in professional development and online learning opportunities.

Ultimately, the exceptional level of support that the State has lent to this institution in straitened times reflects its strategic importance in a national context. Mary Immaculate College remains integral to the Irish education system and when we were called upon to increase the through-put of qualified primary school teachers at the end of the 1990s we rose to that challenge in the expectation that the deficits in our physical infrastructure would be addressed. In the presence of the Minister, I would like, on behalf of the College, to express our gratitude once more for this support – which is continuing as I speak with the building of a new boundary wall and with landscaping that will set our 114-year-old Foundation Building into the relief it deserves.  

While we are delighted with the transformation that has occurred, the development work must continue. Our campus master plan contains three phases and we have completed the first phase only. The remaining work includes a major extension to the Library Building. The last new building to be undertaken between 1979 and 2006, the Library was designed for 750 students. I need not remind you of our current numbers – nor of our plans for increased intake. A library, well-designed and properly stocked and equipped is the lifeblood of a university-level institution and it is imperative that the College succeeds in bringing the existing building to 21st  Century standards. This is a major objective for us and by the end of this strategic planning period I expect that we will have made very tangible progress towards its attainment.

The university-level estate, however, is not just about bricks and mortar. Beauty nourishes the soul and, as President, I intend to ensure that we maintain and enhance our marvellous campus, drawing on its potential as a place of inspiration for our students, our staff and for the wider community who have a key stake in this space. You may have noticed that I have mentioned the word “wall” on a number of occasions. Indeed, you cannot fail to have observed the fact that the “front wall,” as it is known, that borders the South Circular Road, has been dramatically reduced in height within the last few weeks. This development is a deliberate attempt to convey, in a very visible manner, a number of important messages. The lowering of the wall is intended as a statement that “Mary Immaculate College is open for business.” It says: “Mary Immaculate College is a beautiful place and we want to reveal this to you.” It says: “This place is part of our shared heritage.” It says: “We belong to your community and you are part of ours.” It says: “Come in. You are welcome here. This is your space.”

Very soon, this fine auditorium will be opened to the public as a fully equipped, 500-seat theatre. This will be a first for Limerick City. I can tell you, with all due modesty, that it will be beyond compare. And I can promise you that it will situate this institution back in the community, where it belongs, after so many years obscured behind high walls.

The physical development of the campus, and its “opening up” provides us with a very tangible way to raise awareness that we are here, and here to stay, as a vital part of our wider community and, equally, as a contributor to that community. In the presence of the Mayor, I would like to emphasise that this contribution is of immense economic importance to the city and our continued development will ensure the material dividends for our wider community will continue and increase.

But, it is the other contributions to our shared community that I would like to expand upon. In my address to you I have continuously emphasised the foundational importance, for this College, of the Mercy tradition. This has given the College not only its Catholic character but, by extension, that commitment to making a difference in the wider community that has remained part of our endeavours for such a long time. Whether it is under rust-covered corrugated iron, helping to develop teacher education in schools throughout the Developing World, or playing a part in action research or local development structures in our Limerick communities, our staff and our students have maintained that tradition of moving from the “comfort zone” to join others outside our walls in striving to help make lives better through education. We will continue this work. We are aware that the policy landscape and the operational environment in Limerick, especially, but elsewhere also, is changing very quickly and becoming more complex. We are also aware that we are not alone amongst third level providers in turning to the wider community and seeking to extend our resources to marginalised places. We welcome the new opportunities to work in partnership for the good of the wider community and social and educational inclusion. We intend that a particular focus for our work will be continuing to support the Shannon Consortium in bringing about positive change through research, educational initiatives and networking with other stakeholders and we look forward to measurable change that is consistent with the objectives set out in the National Strategy.

When we are exploring what it means to be a Third Level Catholic College, one of the most significant works to be addressed is ‘The Idea of a University’ by John Henry Newman. A significant part of which was drafted just down the road at Clarina when Newman was staying locally to preach for Mount St Vincent’s Orphanage – which was just across the street from here. We don’t have to go far to find sources for contemplation and pondering on what it means to be Mary Immaculate College today.  What will always be important is that we engage with our history and tradition, with the most significant thinking and the major issues, and that we articulate that for ourselves and for the world we serve, and that we do that together as a college.
Looking down on me in my office and gazing from the walls of the staff room are portraits of Bishop O’Dwyer who was instrumental in establishing this College and who laid the foundation stone in 1898. I have no doubt that the good bishop would be bemused (and no doubt shocked) by some developments that have taken place over the last century and more. Nonetheless he knew that in setting up this place a great work was being done:
‘Ladies and Gentlemen, this is going to be a very great and important institution’ [he said] ‘. . . .  I am quite sure that when it is completed that you will have standing in your city a building of which every one of you can be proud.
We look beyond the building to the future of the college, and it is then that we  see the hopes of great services, that we have been taught it will render for many generations both to education and religion.’  
As you came into the College this afternoon, you probably passed the statue of Thomas Aquinas outside the foundation building. You may have glanced at the photograph in the entrance hall. Some of you will stand or sit under the gaze of Bishop O ’Dwyer, and you may know the various works of Imogen Stuart adorning our campus. I would like to suggest that such things, and others, that are scattered around the College are not mere items of furnishing, but rather serve as important reminders inviting us, in our day by day life here in Mary Immaculate, to reflect on our identity, and to ensure that that identity is at the core of our life’s work. In that way we will make manifest that service in education for the common good at this time in the life of Mary Immaculate College, and thereby both share and ensure the hope and vision that Bishop O ‘Dwyer expressed in that opening address, and make his words our own;
‘So I am satisfied, I am confident, that this college will do great work yet’
Go raibh míle maith agaibh go léir 
Prof. Michael A Hayes

President of Mary Immaculate College

February 2nd 2012
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