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September 29, 2019

Dear Sisters and Associates*,

On September 29th, we will once again celebrate the “birthday” of our Congregation – this year 
marks the 168th anniversary of our founding!  As we commemorate this special day, let us celebrate it 
with gratitude for all that our Congregation has been and continues to be.  Perhaps, once again we 
will recount the history of our founding.  We will remember how in 1851, the newly-ordained Bishop 
of Mainz, Germany realized he could not both bring about the necessary societal and political 
changes and still minister to the needs of the many people he encountered on a daily basis.  And we 
will recall that he invited Fanny de la Roche von Starkenfels to collaborate with him in founding a 
religious community of Sisters to address the unmet needs of the people in his Diocese.  We will also 
recall Bishop Ketteler’s willingness in 1876 to send the Sisters, whom he had hoped would minister 
in his Diocese, to the U.S. where they were needed to teach the German immigrants.  Let us not stop 
our reveille there, but awaken to the needs of our time and so continue to live in the spirit of our 
Founders and in the spirit of Jesus as we address the “new” needs of our day.  In becoming aware of 
the challenges of our times, we can become overwhelmed by the intensity and complexity they 
present.  At these times let us pray with our Founders – with Bishop Ketteler who could say “I love 
the age in which we live for its mighty wrestling with sublime ideas, however far we are from 
attaining them.” and with Mother Marie who was able to pray with the words, “The darkest paths 
lead to light through love and grace.”  Yes, we will find our way through these ministerial needs.  

We are aware of profound changes which are taking place in religious life today.  The changes started 
in Europe and now are being experienced in the U.S.  While I do not know the exact statistics in 
Europe, I am aware that we have a total of 49 Sisters in our German Province.  In the U.S., statistics 
from the Center of Applied Research in the Apostolate in Washington, D.C. predict that radical 
changes will occur In U.S. Religious Life in the next five to 10 years, as significant demographic 
shifts take place.  We know that in the U.S., for example, that 80% of finally professed religious 
women today are 70 years of age or older.  Of the 45,000 women religious in the U.S. today, it is 
predicted that in 2024, five years from now, there will be 23,000, of which 16,000 will be 70 years of 
age or older, while 6900 will be under 70.  It is predicted that 300 of the 420 institutes of religious 
life in the U.S. will move to completion in the next several decades, as no new members are entering 
and the current members complete their earthly journey to God.  We may want to ask the question of 
why these changes are taking place.  There would be a myriad of answers, most of which we could 
not address.  So how do we move forward?

Because we are an international Congregation with three Provinces and two Missions, our future can 
be different.  Our call at this time is to have the courage and insight to refound the Congregation that 
we love and cherish.  Those of us who were “young” Sisters at the time of, and immediately after, the 
Second Vatican Council can remember how involved we were in a multitude of changes that made 
our Communities more collaborative, committed to principles of subsidiarity and collegiality, 



engaged in dialogue and involved in Communication workshops.  We were called upon to help form 
Consultative Bodies, to form committees that would guide us through the changes, to develop 
community newsletters to keep everyone involved, informed and engaged.  I personally took pride in 
all that we accomplished.  Naively, I thought that the hard work was done and that we would “coast 
through our golden years.”  I know now, that is not the case!  I had a conversation with a trusted 
doctor who had brought me through a serious illness and explained a little of what we, Women 
Religious, are experiencing today.  He told me something that has haunted me ever since.  He wasn’t 
sure of the source of the quote, but what he said is:

When we are young, we have the energy to create.
As we get older, we have the energy to maintain.
But what is most difficult is to change what we have created.  

I believe that is where we are now.  Is our Congregation ready for the “new” to emerge to which we 
are now being called?  Pope Francis has expressed his hope “for a growth in communion between 
members of different institutes,” calling us “to step out more courageously from the confines of our 
respective Institutes and to work together at local and global levels.“  This he says “would make for a 
new, effective prophetic witness.(1)  Can we, Sisters and Associates, substitute the word Province for 
Institute and work together at local and global levels?  

Can we support each other, even across oceans and continents, and allow the life form that we have 
known and were attracted to, that we were willing to commit our lives to, to be transformed, i.e. 
refounded, to what is needed today?  Can we live and work together in intercultural and 
intergenerational communities?  At the 2016 General Chapter, we asked what was needed for the 
Congregation to best fulfill its mission.  It was recommended that we form four Commissions with 
membership from our three Provinces and Mission to study Governance, Financial Stewardship, 
Formation of Members and Internationality/Mission to help us in our refoundation process.  We are 
in the process of doing this and hope that the Commissions will give us direction in the next 
Congregational Chapter to guide our future.  

In last year’s LCWR Presidential address, Sr. Teresa Maya CCVI, described the shifts that we are 
experiencing in this way:

We are living next to a volcano that will force us to move from the structures and size our 
apostolic communities could boast of in the last few decades.  We will be lighter, itinerant; 
we will be fewer.  However, we will be enough; we will be what God needs today.  We will 
bring with us our call to community and our stubborn conviction that Christ’s suffering in 
God’s people requires our response.  We will serve in small ways hosting the human family 
one person at a time.  

Sisters and Associates, let us keep each other in prayer as we navigate the shifts and discern what is 
needed today.  And let us pray that we remain faithful to the call that is ours, at this time in our 
history, as Sisters and Associates of Divine Providence.  

Sisters Mary Francis, Liberata and Rosa join me in extending congratulations to all of us as we 
commemorate the 168th anniversary of our founding.

One with you in God’s Providence,

Sister Maria Fest
Congregational Leader



(1) Pope Francis, Apostolic Letter, Year of Consecrated Life, November 21, 2014.


