
 Founders’ Day Letter 2018 
 
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. 

The Introduction to the Lure of Providence, our history book, recounts the following:   
The Congregation of the Sisters of Divine Providence began 167 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 at hand the means to help them, Bishop Emmanuel von 
Ketteler invited a small group of young 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 and a woman of means, Stephanie Fredericka Amalie de la Roche von 
Starkenfels von Vulte, later known as Mother Marie de la Roche, and cofounder of the 
congregation, was the woman on whom Bishop Ketteler most relied to lead the Sisters. 

And so, the Community was born.  Ketteler could attend to social and political issues of the day, 
while Mother Marie, after returning from a novitiate in Ribeauville, directed the efforts of the 
Sisters to address the unmet needs of the time in Mainz, Germany.  While there are many written 
records related to Bishop Ketteler which adds to his legacy in Germany and as Founder of the 
Congregation, there are very few written records related to Marie de la Roche.  Biographies of 
Ketteler indicate his influence on religious, social, economic and labor problems of his day.  He was 
the pioneer of Christian social reform. He became the Bishop of Mainz in 1850.   Because he was 
touched by the sick, poor, forsaken, downtrodden and by the plight of youth, he wanted to start a 
religious community of Sisters to address these immediate needs.  And because a predecessor of his, 
Bishop Joseph Colmar (1818), also had a plan for a religious community of Sisters to serve the 
needs of the Diocese of Mainz and had the name of Sisters of Divine Providence for the title of the 
Community which was never founded because of Bishop Colmar’s premature death, Bishop 
Ketteler decided he would use that name.  Bishop Ketteler was also convinced of the power of 
Divine Providence in his own life.  The early chronicles tell us that “Marie de la Roche returned 
from Ribeauville furnished with the best of recommendations; she immediately presented herself to 
the Bishop and awaited his directions.  On November 15, 1852, the Bishop went to Finthen to 
present Marie de la Roche to the assembled women as their Superior…”  In spite of their anxiety of 
having a baroness as their superior, they soon found Mother Marie to be a loving, kind and 
understanding person; they were amazed at her simplicity and her appreciation of the problems of 
the poor by whom they were surrounded.  She became one with them, an example of the spirit 
identified by Bishop Ketteler.  

“The Spirit which must characterize the community is the spirit of Jesus Christ,” which 
implied that the Sisters study the Gospels to learn how Christ reacted to circumstances. 
The community was to pray because He prayed, to obey because He obeyed, to live a life of 
poverty, chastity and love for God and others, because that is what Christ did. 



It is easy to value one of these founding personalities over the other.  However, in writings about 
our Founders, both are recognized.  

If Bishop Ketteler is the pre-eminent founder personality, distinguished and renowned for 
his indominable will and his commitment for justice and peace, born of a deep and genuine 
faith in Divine Providence, then Mother Marie is the unassuming, humble, cooperative “first 
daughter” of this great bishop.  We know that Bishop Ketteler recognized and esteemed 
Mother Marie as a cultured, well-educated person, well trained for the position by her 
novitiate, with a confident outlook on life and with a great ability to accommodate herself to 
others.  We may assume that as then, so also today, our religious community continues the 
example of these two great and gifted personalities in its continued existence:  an example 
of dedication for the spread of God’s reign, a commitment for peace and justice, a humble 
interior life, and the readiness to fulfill the will of God.  (2)  

It took both of these individuals, open to God and the needs of the time, to establish the 
Congregation of the Sisters of Divine Providence.  They complemented each other very well, and  
it was because of their ability to work together in spite of difficulties, that this Community of 
Divine Providence was established and thrived.   

As Richard Rohr has pointed out in his book of the same title, “Everything Belongs.”  God can use 
our successes and perceived failures, our joys and disappointment to bring about our transformation.  
Certainly, Mother Marie was much better prepared to lead the fledgling Community than Mother 
Vincentia.  However, Mother Marie was also the best prepared both by education and maturity, to 
lead the newly-established apostolate in Herrnsheim.  After having served there for a year, Mother 
Marie was once again called upon by Bishop Ketteler to establish an orphanage, St. Marien 
Waisenhaus, in Neustadt.  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 interacting 
with the children with a sympathetic heart.  

Mother Marie not only worked with Bishop Ketteler initially to lead the community, but also to 
establish the first ministries of the new Congregation.  Yes, when we are open to it, “We know that 
God cooperates with all those who love him, with all those He has called according to His purpose.” 
(3) 

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! 

One with you in God’s loving Providence, 

Sister Maria Fest 
Sister Maria Fest 
Congregational Leader 
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