
Founders Day Letter Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler—July13
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, Mary Francis and Rosa in extending warm feastday greetings to each of you.

We know the Congregation of the Sisters of Divine Providence began 168 years ago when a German Bishop 
was touched by the suffering of people who were poor and sick.  He empathized with them and felt 
compelled to find concrete ways to bring them the love and care of our Provident God.  Not discovering 
the means at hand to help them, Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler, Bishop of Mainz, invited a small 
group of peasant women to assist him in ministering to those in need.  The beginnings were not easy.  
However, a convert and a noble woman of French and German heritage, Stephanie, Fredericka Amalie de 
la Roche von Starkenfels, was the woman Bishop Ketteler invited to lead the women in this work.  She was 
educated, eager to be involved as a religious Sister and desired a novitiate experience to help her lead the 
women in religious life and ministry.  This woman, later known as Mother Marie de la Roche, is the co-
founder of our congregation.  

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.  While I was in Rome attending the International Union of Superiors 
General (UISG) I came across a book called Journeys of the Heart:  Essays on Consecrated Life in 
Changing Times by a Sister of the Cenacle, Judette A, Gallares, RC, a professor in the Theology of 
Religious Life at the Institute of Consecrated Life in Asia (the Philippines).  I was intrigued by the chapter. 
The “Seven Contemporary Virtues of Consecrated Life”:  A Beginning Consideration.  What she referred to 
as virtues, I would consider dispositions.  Sr. Judette says consecrated life is being called and challenged to 
be the face of a loving and compassionate God in a world immersed in violence, homelessness, war with 
others, as well as civil unrest in one’s own country, disregard for the environment and creation, including 
humanity.  She hopes the seven virtues reveal to our postmodern world the new face of consecrated life as 
the “sacrament and parable of the Reign of God”.  When I read the chapter, I wondered what our Founders, 
Bishop Ketteler and Mother Marie, would be calling us to if they were living today.  It strikes me that the 
mission does not change even as the “needs of the time” change.  Sr. Judette says the identification of 
“seven contemporary virtues” is simply an attempt to help us in our ongoing reflection and discernment of 
where the Holy Spirit is leading consecrated life into the future.  

The Seven Contemporary Virtues (Dispositions)
1. Depth:  Gospel Discernment and Authenticity – This virtue leads us to a life patterned to Gospel 
values.  Our ultimate source of reference is Jesus, Word made flesh, and the values he espoused in 
fidelity to God’s will.
2. Hospitality and Gratitude – These twin virtues lead us to know who we are before God and give 
us an understanding that all we have comes from God.  When we live our lives in gratitude for all 
God has provided for us, we are hospitable.  We can welcome the stranger with kindness even if we 
do not share the same world view, culture or faith.
3. Nonviolence and Meekness – These twin virtues are shown in the Gospel.  Jesus’ meekness is 
borne out of his being humble in spirit which is a necessary attitude in nonviolence.  In the context 



of our world, we, as followers of Jesus, are called to proclaim the person of Jesus Christ in the way 
we live our lives.
4. Liberty of Spirit – This disposition calls us to give witness to the meaning of God’s gift, “life in 
abundance.”  
5. Boldness and Creativity – These twin virtues come into play in meeting the “new” needs of the 
time.  When new initiatives are asked of today’s religious, we need boldness and creativity in 
responding to the calls of the mission.  These dispositions help us to get to the truth, even in 
conflictual situations.  When truth is compromised and justice is demanded, boldness, together with 
creativity is needed.  
6. Tolerance and Dialogue – These virtues are needed in our globalized society.  The smaller our 
world becomes, the greater is our awareness of the multiplicity of everything, often bringing about 
complex and conflictual situations.  Communities and societies have become multi-racial, multi-
cultural and multi-religious.  In such a complex society, we cannot find words to share communion 
with those who are different, even within the Church.  Simply stated, tolerance and dialogue help us 
to reach out with compassion to our brothers and sisters who might not share our thoughts, views 
and sentiments.
7. Simplicity:  Valuing the Resources of the Poor and Despised – God alone is absolutely simple.  
With this virtue we endeavor to mirror something of God.  The simpler we become, the more our 
lives are unified around God’s love and truth. 

We might ask ourselves:  How would our Founders respond to the global needs of our times if they were 
alive…if this was “their time?” Sometimes it is our perceived “failures” that bring about our transformation.  
Bishop Ketteler was upstaged by Father Autsch, pastor and spiritual director of the fledging Community of 
the Sisters of Divine Providence.  He was asked to move Mother Marie out of formation of new members 
and Community Superior or he would resign as pastor of the parish where the new community was housed 
and resign as their spiritual director.   For the sake of the continuance of the Community, Mother Marie, who 
was prepared to train new members, was asked to go to Herrnsheim to lead the first mission of the new 
Community.  After having served there for a year, she was once again called upon by Bishop Ketteler to 
establish an orphanage, St. Marien Weisenhaus in Neustadt.  Though disappointed, she willingly went to 
Herrnsheim and then to Neustadt.  In a recent conversation with one of our Sisters, the Sister told me that 
she thought this was terribly unfair.  Considering the situation only from a human perspective, it was.  But in 
terms of meeting the changing needs of the time, it was a wise decision to move her.  Mother Marie was the 
best prepared by education and maturity to establish the apostolate in Herrnsheim.  She was the most 
capable of the young Community to oversee the completion of the orphanage, to enter into negotiations with 
public officials about the operation of the orphanage.  And most importantly, her maturity made her capable 
of mothering the children.  She had the qualities needed to lead this apostolate, oversee the Sisters 
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 US 
to meet the needs of German immigrants that emigrated to the “new world.”  

In this season, we joyfully celebrate and honor these two individuals, Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von 
Ketteler and Mother Marie de la Roche, who gave birth to our Congregation.  We are also grateful for their 
example in meeting the changing needs of the times in which we minister.

One with you in God’s loving Providence,

Sister Maria Fest
Congregational Leader
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