
 

Founders Day 2020 

Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler –July 13 
Mother Marie de la Roche—August 1 

Dear Sisters and Associates, 

Greetings and blessings to all of you as once again, we celebrate the lives of Bishop Ketteler 
and Mother Marie.  I join Sisters Liberata, Rosa and Mary Francis in extending warm feastday 
greetings to each of you at this time.   

I would like to recount a little of the lives of our Founders, much of which you already know, 
but it does set the stage for perhaps what we can apply to our present time.  As we know, the 
past often informs the present.   

There are a lot of written records related to Bishop Ketteler which add to his legacy in 
Germany and as the Founder of the Congregation.  Bishop Ketteler has been called the “Great 
Christian Reformer” by scholars and historians.  Biographies of Ketteler indicate his influence 
on religious, social, economic and labor problems of his day.  The many books that he himself 
wrote and published, as well as his pastorals, speeches and debates, all reveal a staunch 
Churchman, trained in law, possessing a firm character, just principles and Christian charity 
for the sick, the poor, the downtrodden, the forsaken, the elderly and the neglected young 
people.  The life of Bishop Ketteler is the life of a modern apostle who worked miracles by his 
faith and action.  He was a bishop who believed in the divine power of the episcopate and 
was filled with the conviction that he was sent; he went forth and never rested until what he 
had to do was done.  He was the pioneer in Christian social reform.  Pope Leo XIII 
acknowledged that he framed his famous encyclical, Rerum Novarum, along the lines of 
Ketteler’s program of social action.   

Ketteler became Bishop of Mainz in 1850.  Because he was touched by the social conditions of 
his time, he wanted to start a religious community of women who could address these 
immediate needs of the people, while he attended to the social and political issues of the 
day, which played out in his Diocese.  And so, 169 years ago the Congregation was born when 
Bishop Ketteler invited a small group of women to assist him in ministering to those in need.  
Beginnings are never easy.  Ketteler invited a convert and an educated, noble woman of 
French and German descent, Stephanie Fredericka Amalie de la Roche von Starkenfels, to 
lead the women in this work.  Stephanie insisted on being trained for the work she was asked 
to do.  After returning from a novitiate in Ribeauville, Stephanie, now known as Mother Marie, 
directed the efforts of the women, trained them in religious living and worked with these first 
Sisters in Finthen to meet the needs that were present in the Diocese of Mainz.   

At the request of the assigned spiritual director of the fledging Community, Mother Marie was 
asked to leave her work among the Sisters in Finthen, where the young Community resided.  
She was asked to lead the first mission of the new Community in Herrnsheim.  After serving 
there a year, she was once again called upon by Bishop Ketteler to establish an orphanage, St. 
Marien Weisenhaus, in Neustadt.   While it seems unfair to move her from the work she was 
trained to do among the sisters, in view of the changing needs of the time, it was a wise 
decision.  Mother Marie was the most prepared by education and maturity to lead these first 
apostolates.  She was the only Sister of the young community capable of overseeing the 



completion of the orphanage and entering into negotiations with public officials about its 
operation.  And most importantly, her maturity made her capable of mothering the children.  
She had the qualities needed to negotiate for the completion of the orphanage, oversee the 
sisters who were ministering there and interact with the children with a sympathetic heart.  
As for Bishop Ketteler, he sacrificed sisters that he had hoped would meet the needs of his 
Diocese and willingly sent them to the U.S. to meet the needs of German immigrants that 
immigrated to a new world.   

Most of the Euro-centric communities founded in the 19th Century will claim that they were 
founded, as we were, to meet the needs of the time.  Recently in my book “Sacred Space for 
2020” the Prayer Book from the Irish Jesuits, the introductory page for the week of May 31 to 
June 6 says that: 

Our hurting world is plagued by challenges that can’t be overcome unless we 
bring big heart and our best selves to confront the world ills.  You didn’t ask for 
the burden and opportunity, but you’re here on the playing field at this 
moment in history and that’s how the “call” often emerges in life.  Sometimes 
you get to choose your moments and causes; other times you don’t get to 
choose.  Other times the moment chooses you.     (Chris Lowry, Make Today 
Matter) 

What struck me about this week’s introduction is that the book was in print last October, 
before anyone knew about the coronavirus, yet the information is so applicable for us at this 
time.  How do we deal with the pandemic?  And what about the systemic racism in the U.S. 
and perhaps, in other parts of the world.  What about Laudato Si?  As we celebrate the fifth 
anniversary of this encyclical which addresses global deterioration, are we not called to take 
care of our common home?  In her poem, Invitation, Mary Oliver writes:  “It is a serious thing 
just to be alive on this fresh morning in the broken world.”  Yes, we don’t have to look far for 
the needs of our time, for what is crying out for our attention.   

Besides the social and physical needs of our times, are we not also being called to address the 
spiritual needs as well?  We know that religious life is changing rapidly and we are called to 
seek an unidentified path into our future.   

Just like our Founders who cooperated with the changing needs of their time, we are called 
to do the same.  Mother Marie not only worked with Bishop Ketteler initially to lead the 
Community, but also to establish its first ministries.  They could each adapt to the changing 
needs of their times – when a new moment chose each of them to respond in ways of which 
they had never dreamt.   

Yes, when we come with faithful hearts, “We know that God cooperates with all those who 
love Him, with all those He has called according to His purpose.” (Romans 8:29, Jerusalem 
Bible) 

In this season, we joyfully celebrate and honor these two individuals, Bishop Wilhelm 
Emmanuel von Ketteler and Mother Marie de la Roche who, in their cooperation with God gave 
birth to our Congregation!   

One with you in God’s loving Providence, 

Sister Maria Fest 
Sister Maria Fest 
Congregational Leader 

Sources:  Life and Letters of Mother Marie, 1970 by Mother Tharsilla Kramer, CDP and Life in 
the Shadows, 1989 by Sister Friedhilda Bauer 
The Lure of Providence, the History of the Congregation of the Sisters of Divine Providence 
1851 -2012 (Mary Christine Markovsky. CDP) 2016.


