
If we want to comprehend our time, we must try  

to fathom the social question.  Those who understand it 

recognize the present, for those who do not understand 

it, the present and the future remain a mystery. 

(Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler) 

 

Foundation Day, 2021 

Dear Sisters and Associates, 

On September 29th, we once again celebrate the “birthday” of our Congregation – this year 

marks the 170th anniversary of our founding!  In spite of the challenges of this time, let us 

celebrate this day with much joy and gratitude for all the Congregation has been, and continues 

to be, for countless people and for the earth and its “community’ as well.   

Recently, I came across an article from the November-December 2008 Journal of the Catholic 

Health Association of the United States called “Canon Law-Understanding Charism” by Sister 

Marlene Weisenbeck FSPA Ph.D., JCL.  In her article, she addressed “charism” which is used in 

reference to the spirit or gifts of a particular religious institute.  She researched where we get our 

direction for understanding the word properly.  Her research led to a recent Vatican document, 

Starting Afresh from Christ.  It states: 

Consecrated life, like all forms of Christian life, is by its nature dynamic, and all who are 

called by the Spirit to embrace it, must constantly renew themselves in growing toward 

that perfect stature of the Body of Christ.  It came into being through the creative 

prompting of the Spirit who moved founders and foundresses along the Gospel path, 

giving rise to an admirable variety of charisms….Their experience of the Spirit must not 

only be preserved by those who follow them, but must also be deepened and developed… 

instilling the courage of interdependence and inventiveness needed to respond to the 

needs of the time. 

As we celebrate Foundation Day, let us recall the history of our founding.  In 1851, Wilhelm 

Emmanuel von Ketteler, the newly-ordained Bishop of Mainz, realized that he could not bring 

about the societal and political changes that were needed and still minister to the needs of the 

many people he encountered on a daily basis.  We remember that he invited a recent convert, 

Stephanie Fredericka Amalie de la Roche von Starkenfels to collaborate with him in founding a 

community of Sisters to address the unmet needs of the people of his Diocese.  We also recall 

Bishop Ketteler’s willingness in 1876 to send Sisters that he had hoped would minister in his 

Diocese to the U.S. where they were needed to teach German immigrants.  We remember that 

Stephanie, was sent by Bishop Ketteler for novitiate training in Ribeauville in Alsace, so that she 

could lead this fledging Community.  And we recall that Stephanie, now Mother Marie, returned 

to Finthen to lead the fledging community.  When circumstances changed, however, she 

willingly left that assignment to begin the first two ministries of the new Community, first in 

Herrnsheim and then, one year later, she was again called upon by Bishop Ketteler to establish 

an orphanage, St. Marian Waisenhaus, in Neustadt.  Perhaps she realized that she was the only 

educated member of the Community who could take on these new assignments.   



Let us savor those memories but also awaken to the needs of our time, so as to 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 be 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 

these words: “The darkest paths lead to light through love and grace.”   

We are aware of the statistics that characterize religious life today – the increasing median age  

of its members, few, if any, women entering religious communities and staying, and more Sisters 

moving on to their eternal reward than are being replaced by new entrants.  The statistics appear 

to be dire, however, they may be an invitation to something new and different.  Sisters, we have 

worked hard to get to where we are today and transition to something new is challenging but 

possible.  We must look at what is emerging. What is the call for us today?   

Over the past four years, our international Commissions, have been working in the areas of 

governance, formation, financial stewardship and mission, that hopefully will facilitate our 

coming together as one unified Congregation in the not-too-distant future.  We know that each  

of our units is stronger together than they are apart.  We are fortunate that as an international 

congregation we participate in the direction set by the UISG (Union of International Superiors 

General).  Being members of an international congregation has expanded our need to view 

religious life from a global perspective.  Many communities of women religious today are 

responding to a call for global consciousness.  Being international we have a head start on this.  

Now is the time for deepening our capacity to live in diversity with complexity and by building 

bridges across cultural divides.   

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 

to what we need today?  Can we live and work together in intercultural and intergenerational 

communities?  Can we be transformed to what is needed today?  Be aware, however, that even as 

we engage in transitioning our Congregation for what is needed today, it will not stop there.  We 

will be adjusting to future needs as we live into them.   

On many levels, we are living in challenging times.  Can we remember Mother Marie’s words – 

that difficult times lead to light through love and grace?  And can we, like contemporary author, 

Anne Lamont, know that grace meets us where we are, but does not leave us where it found us?   

Sisters and Associates, let us keep each other in prayer as we navigate through these difficult 

times and continue to discern what is needed today.  And let us remain faithful to the call that is 

ours, at this time in our history as Sisters and Associates of Divine Providence.   

Sisters Mary Francis, Rosa and Liberata join me in extending congratulations to all of us as we 

commemorate the 170th anniversary of our foundation.   

One with you in God’s Providence, 

Sister Maria Fest 

Sister Maria Fest 

Congregational Leader 

 


