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“Refounding is the work of divine initiative.   

We do not refound our orders and Congregations.  God does.”  

[Diarmuid O’Murchu] 

 

Dear Sisters and Associates. 

We remember with gratitude the founding of our beloved Community, the Congregation of the 

Sisters of Divine Providence, by Bishop Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler, the Bishop of Mainz, 

and Stephanie Fredericka Amalia de la Roche von Starkenfels von Vulte, otherwise known as 

Mother Marie, who was a new convert to Catholicism.  From them, we received our charism 

which is:  Trust in and openness to the Providence of God.  As we reflect on the lives of our 

Founder/Foundress, we witness the beginning of our deep story as they directed the “first” 

Sisters to respond to the varied needs of the people in the Diocese of Mainz.  Our story keeps 

coming alive through our charism, as countless Sisters over the many years since our founding 

continued their ministry to the people whom they were called to serve.   

Bernard J. Lee, S.M. explains in his book, The Beating of Great Wings:  A Worldly Spirituality 

for Active, Apostolic Communities, that the deep story of a Community is a possession, an 

inheritance, and is rightly interpreted as God’s gift.  But whether that story keeps coming alive 

through charism depends on whether it can mediate redemption for another age.  That deep story 

emerges again, as charism, when it is able to rise to the occasion and when the occasion – which 

is the contemporary world in all its concreteness – rises in turn to meet it.  At that moment 

redemption has a face and charism is enlivened again and again.  

As I reflected on charism and the deep story, I was drawn back to our history book, The Lure of 

Providence, where we read that, though the Sisters of Divine Providence were founded to serve 

the local Church in the Diocese of Mainz, the Sisters, with the blessings of Bishop Ketteler and 

Mother Vincentia willingly were sent to another continent and culture.  The six Sisters originally 

went to Dunganon, Ohio and then on to Pittsburgh, to serve the needs of the people there.  In the 

US we would have other similar moments of “refoundation” as we ventured to other parts of the 

US and to Puerto Rico and Santo Domingo.  There was also refoundation in the 1960’s that led 

the Sisters from Germany to Peru and brought the first Korean women to Rome and eventually to 

S. Korea.   

I was especially drawn to Chapter Six of our history book, Embracing Renewal and Chapter 

Seven, Recognizing New Lures. These Chapters covered in pages 118 to 186 bring us to new 

awarenesses that impacted our deep story.  Chapter Six describes how average citizens became 

more aware of events on the international scene and in the universe.  It was the time of the 

Second Vatican Council.  As a result of the Council, Catholics began to view themselves more as 

the People of God rather than the Mystical Body of the Church.  During this period of significant 

changes, in the world and in the Church, the Congregation supported diverse apostolates 

(ministries) and new initiatives throughout our Provinces.   

 



 

Chapter Seven describes how through improved communication, the Sisters became more aware 

of events in the world – events to which they could not be indifferent, such as wars, insurrections 

in different parts of the world, racism, domestic violence, child neglect, sexual abuse, gun 

violence, economic changes, inventions that improved communication and the impact it had on 

individuals trying to navigate through some of these challenges.  It was during this time that our 

Providence prayer changed from “We exalt Thy Providence, O Lord, and we submit to all its 

decrees.”  to “We exalt your Providence, O God, and we commit ourselves to making your 

Providence more visible in our world.”  This chapter gives accounts of new works.  Some of 

these were sponsored by the Congregation; others were established and maintained by local 

churches, lay ministers or other organizations.  Also, new invitations for ministry were available 

to Sisters resulting in more collaboration with other religious communities and with lay people.   

Our charism inspired us to mediate redemption for other ages.  We are at this point in our history 

again.  The two missions established in the 1960’s, Peru and S. Korea. grew in membership and 

reached out in new and varied apostolates.  It was also a time when Associate Programs began in 

our Congregation and became a mutual benefit to the Associates and the Provinces sponsoring 

the program because the Associates were imbued with the spirit and charism of the 

Congregation.   In many ways, when we consider the new programs and ministries established in 

the Congregation, in spite of the diminishment of members, as well as all that we gained through 

the Associate Program, we can say with Charles Dickens: “It was the best of times; it was the 

worst of times. “  

The 2001 Congregational Chapter, held for the first time in the US, recognized the wisdom in 

bringing the three German Provinces into one new province, the Emmanuel von Ketteler 

Province, and the three US Provinces and the Region of Puerto Rico into one new province, the 

Marie de la Roche Province.  These changes were made to strengthen our mission while having a 

diminishing numbers of Sisters.  This action was covered in Chapter 8 in our history book. 

Through all these events, we better understand how the past impacted our deep story. These 

chapters give us the courage to make the changes needed for this time, for the age in which we 

live now.  Are we being called to greater collaboration within the Congregation?  What is the call 

of this age?  What are we called to in 2022 by our 24th Congregational Chapter?   

We are at a unique moment in our history—a time that calls us to refoundation of our 

Congregation.  We have faithfully attended to the challenges of the last 30 years—brought 

Provinces together, turned over the schools that we staffed over many years, sold our hospitals or 

sought new sponsorship for them, relinquished many of our sponsored ministries, sold property 

that we no longer needed, and engaged in ministries that fell outside of our traditional ministries 

of education and healthcare.  We engaged in facilitated sessions of planning for the future and 

carefully followed through on all that was recommended.  We have been and continue to be well 

served by the Conferences supporting religious life.  These helped us navigate through many 

changes and challenges. To what have we been called to by this 24th Congregational Chapter?  

Can we embrace the new challenges of 2022 to 2026?   

I want to return to Bishop Ketteler and Mother Marie.  We have been well served by each of 

them – each in personal ways were able to respond to new calls in their day.  They could each 

adapt to changing needs of their times when a new moment chose each of them to respond in 

ways of which they never dreamt. 

  



 

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 

beloved Congregation and left us a legacy of an enduring charism!  They have inspired members 

of the Congregation for 171 years! 

One with you in God’s loving Providence 

 

Sister Maria Fest 
Sister Maria Fest 

Congregational leader 

 

 

Sources:   

The Beating of Great Wings: Worldly Spirituality for Active, Apostolic Communities, Bernard J. Lee. S.M., 

2004, Chapter 2, Deep Story and the Possibility of Charism  

The Lure of Providence, History of the Congregation of the sisters of Divine providence 1851-2012, Mary 

Christine Markovsky CDP, 2016. 
 

 

After Thoughts: 

For obvious reasons, I decided to “recycle last” year’s Founder’s Day letter and adapt it to fit 

2022.  The contents of the letter fit this year’s reality.  As one of my last letters to you, know 

how grateful I am for your support over the six years I served as the Congregational Leader.  

I will continue to serve you until mid-November, 2022.  I continue to hold you in prayer and 

wish you all the grace and blessings you need during these challenging times which are ours to 

navigate.  Sr. Maria Fest 

 


