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Preface

When | was a novice | heard Mother Marie du Saint Sacrement Descaves (Superior General at that time)
speaking to us with emotion about Mother Mechtilde, telling us that one might rightly consider her the
second foundress of the Congregation of the Daughters of Mary Immaculate. From that time on, | have
been burning with the desire to learn more about her, to really come to know her, as in families we wish
to know the lives of grandparents whom we have not known personally but about whom we are happy to
gather some remembrances.

That is why | am pleased to present to you this work produced by Sister Marie Luce Baillet. | am most
grateful to her for having agreed to search the archives to present to us the life of this Marianist religious
thanks to whom, | believe, we today can carry on the mission that the Lord confided to our Founders.

Who is this Mother Mechtilde? She was the seventh Superior General: Mother Marie Mechtilde Pouilh—
a woman in whom was marvelously realized the word of Jesus: “Without me you can do nothing” (Jn
15:5); and this other, from Saint Paul: “Power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9).

Mother Mechtilde lived through a particularly difficult time for the Church in France and, especially, for
teaching Orders. She was superior of Petit-Val in Sucy en Brie at the time of the law of 1905, which
imposed the separation of Church and State and resulted in the confiscation of the goods of religious
institutes. She did whatever she could to maintain the establishment and to permit the religious to
continue their mission in secrecy. She welcomed new works of the apostolate in Spain, in Denmark, and
in Switzerland.

While the General Administration was in exile in Spain she was the vital contact between it and France.
She kept Mother Stanislas Pernier, the Superior General, abreast with all she was doing, sought her
advice, and accepted all her responsibilities. After the death of Mother Stanislas in Spain, a new council
was chosen. Mother Mechtilde was elected First Assistant. While she remained in Paris, the Superior
General and the other Assistants found refuge in Belgium. She continued her role of communicator and
consoler, giving attention to each one of her sisters. When the First World War broke out, the General
Administration was across the closed frontier. It was Mother Mechtilde who made all the needed
decisions.

It became ever more difficult for the sisters to continue their teaching mission underground. So she
opened family boardinghouses, notably at Antony. In the basement of those houses, when matters were
calm enough, the religious life pursued its course even to the wearing of the habit and the profession of
vows after she had obtained from the Holy See permission to open a clandestine novitiate. She used every
means possible to help the sisters continue their consecrated life and to make known the One who is the
intimate friend, the One from whom she unceasingly drew strength and courage to move ahead. She wrote
very frequently to support the religious who, having had to abandon their convents, were scattered about
in various locations.

In 1918 the Superior General, Mother Thérése de Saint Joseph Bouquerand, died at Nivelles, Belgium. It
was Mother Mechtilde’s responsibility, as First Assistant, to convoke a General Chapter. In the circular
letter announcing this, she wrote: “Though our little Society has received many blows, it is still standing
upright and, despite its sufferings and its deprivations, it is full of confidence in God and in its heavenly
Mother; it will begin a new phase of its life.”

The Chapter of 1919 chose her as Superior General, a responsibility she was to carry until the moment of
her resignation for reasons of health, May 17, 1936.



Year after year she would write to her daughters, seeking by her circular letters to strengthen their
religious life. She thereby left a very rich teaching based on the essentials: faith, charity, prayer, the
Marian spirit, the vows, apostolic dynamism, and peace. The purpose of her teaching was to maintain the
unity of the congregation despite all its difficulties. That teaching was rooted in Scripture (which she
often quoted) and in the writings of our Founders, Mother Adele and Father Chaminade; those were her
preferred references. She constantly referred to the spirit of the beginnings.

I will not say more, but | urge you to read this biography. I am convinced you will read it with joy and
with gratitude for all that the Lord and Mary Immaculate have been able to accomplish for our
congregation through its humble availability and its openness to all possible mission fields.

In the document of the 2002 Chapter, we read: “All the sisters (are called) to deepen an awareness of their
belonging to this Family, to love it, to take greater interest in its history, in its life, in its mission, and in
its new endeavors.” And so, I thank you, Marie Luce, for helping us to know one of those who have
preceded us and to enter more deeply into the details of a tortuous history, a history which Mother
Mechtilde passed through with humility, confidence, and abandonment to the will of God, constantly
putting into practice her motto: “For me, to live is Jesus Christ through Mary Immaculate.”

Sister M. Joélle Bec
Superior General



From the General Archives
of the Daughters of Mary Immaculate
2J7.A.3

formula of perpetual profession

In the presence of the August and Adorable Trinity,
under the eyes of the Glorious Mother of God, of the
angels, of the saints, and of all the heavenly choirs,

I vow and promise to God, on these holy Gospels, to
observe during my whole life poverty, chastity, and
obedience according to the rules and the spirit of the
present Institute of the Daughters of Mary Immaculate.

O Eternal King and Sovereign Master of all things, help
me by your grace; and may you, Blessed Mary, my
Mother, obtain for me perseverance and eternal life.

So may it be.

Sister Marie Mechtilde
Dec.{?} 10, 1887
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Introduction

Undertaking to follow the life of Mother Mechtilde means entering into the tortuous path of French
history. For the Daughters of Mary it is an occasion for truly returning to the sources of the foundation
and of its history: a return to the original inspiration because Mother Mechtilde often quoted from the
Founders. It draws us onto the road of a profound self-examination in order to lead us to a deeper
challenge to ourselves and a greater openness to the questions of our contemporaries. It leads us to living
with greater receptivity the tenderness of Mary with regard to our sisters and brothers. There is question
here of the credibility of the Gospel in today’s world.

Let us enter joyfully into the discovery, or rediscovery, of the life of Mother Mechtilde. It was an
admirable life, yet imitable in the measure in which, at every moment and in the world in which she lived,
she tried to seek out the will of God, master of time and of history, in order to accomplish that will. It is
also good for us to see how a constant seeking for the will of God and intimacy with him, lived instant by
instant, transformed Mother Mechtilde, a fragile and fearful being, into a dynamic and strong woman as
she faced all the challenges of her era. (She was at first unwilling to go to Paris, city of perdition, but
some years later she established her headquarters there.) God alone knows how rich was that period of
secularization in so many different ways.
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1
Her Family Life

We know how important is the early childhood
in the life of a human being,

in a familial and educative environment.

Going back to the first glimmer of awareness,
to the first awakening of self-knowledge and intelligence,
in brief, to the first experiences,
we find there a hidden wellspring of a life
we hope to uncover.*

Gabrielle-Marie Pouilh is born April 10, 1858, at Graulhet, capital of the Canton of Tarn, along the
Dadou, a small stream that empties into the Agout, a tributary of the Tarn.? At this time the entire area is a
world-renowned center for curing wool and tanning hides. Mazamet is the nearest center of such industry,
and the family home is not far from there. Jean Bernard Pouilh, her father, is a tanner. He is thirty-eight
years old when he presents his first child to Hippolyte Pinel, assistant to the mayor, Gazaniol.

The Pouilh Family

The family lives in a pleasant house with a beautiful virgin-vine, green in the summer and red in autumn.
The vine spreads across the front of the house and climbs to the terrace on the second floor. It is on this
terrace in summer, or in winter, in the elegant dining room with its well-polished antique furnishings and
under the portraits of grandparents, that Gabrielle passes her first years close to her mother. The latter is a
consummate embroiderer. The little girl is happy, gracious, and of kindly temperament.

When she is five, Gabrielle welcomes a little sister, Lucie, as petulant as Gabrielle is calm. Life proceeds
tranquilly, though somewhat more serious. Their father, originally from Grenade in Var, has one sister
and three brothers. Aunt Gabrielle, the eldest child, has joined the Sisters of Charity and will die at Uzés
in 1861. The second, oldest of the boys, lives at Grenade. The next is Gabrielle’s father, Jean Bernard.
The fourth child, married to a woman from Charente, has left the region. Uncle Pierre, the last and the
most beloved of the children, embraces a military career in the marine infantry. Like the rest of the
family, Jean Bernard has great affection for his younger brother.

Among the relatives are a Carmelite nun—the cousin of Jean Bernard—and a Poor Clare, the cousin of
his wife. These two religious are chosen as godparents for the two children. Gabrielle does not have many
opportunities to visit her aunt of the same name because enclosure is very strict, but the family speaks
often of her. This touches deeply not only her childish imagination but also her heart.

Gabrielle’s delicate health causes her parents some disquietude. She is too thin, too quiet, too well-
behaved. She looks at everything with her large, clear eyes filled with dreams. Her sensitivity is extreme.
While still very small, she becomes gravely ill, even hopelessly so. She is taken to Father Marie Antoine,
at the time a miracle worker from the south of France. She is cured. We may be sure that the frequent
repetition of this account in the family circle as a miracle has great influence on the meditative and
sensitive child.

LE. Leclerc, Le Royaume caché, DDB, Paris, 1987, p. 13.
2 Biographical data on Mother Mechtilde is based on a manuscript by Odette Valence (AFMI {Archives of the Daughters of
Mary Immaculte, Rome} 2 J7-A.71, 1-9).



There is another, even more dramatic event, when she is eight years old. It provokes such a severe shock
that she never fully recovers from it. She is in the dining room, seated on her father’s knees and
“entertaining herself by shelling nuts. It is cold outside and a large fire blazes in the hearth. Lucie and
their mother are in another part of the house. Her father, resting in an armchair, is enjoying a cup of hot
milk near the fire. Suddenly he places the cup on the table and brusquely falls toward the hearth. We can
imagine Gabrielle’s shock as she hurries to call her mother. Dead! Her father, a heart patient though she
did not know it, dies suddenly in her presence. She would later recount the terrible impression she
experienced some hours later when touching her lips to his cold forehead and his unmoving hands, so pale
and so cold.

It is the first time she faces death, alone, experiencing the shock and taking hold of herself as she goes to
her mother. This harsh experience at eight years of age will weigh on her the rest of her life. Though she
regains her joyful and smiling character, she retains signs of seriousness and of fear, as well as a tragic
presentiment of the fragility of human life. From then on, she is a more serious child. She knows she very
much resembles her father and deep within her is born the notion that will continue to grow and pursue
her: she will die in the same way. Much later, as a self-controlled and meticulous religious engaged in a
life at once practical and spiritual (such as is a life of administration), she will admit that she prepares
herself for death every night.

This is what she will later write to her sister on October 15, 1927 (she will then be 69 years old), with an
express command that this letter not be mailed until after her death:

I have lived with the thought that | might die as did our regretted father, of a sudden death. With a weak
heart like his, his death so impressed me that | have always hoped to be like him—to leave this earth
without creating any disturbance around me. However, it will be, of course, as God might will.

The image of her mother, Marie Mauriés, would remain vividly in the minds of her final witnesses who
had known the family. A photo shows her among her children, eyes cast down and pensive, her mouth
tightly closed as though she were restraining a word or an emotion. Her face is pinched, her chin strong
and determined: a physiognomy at once sad and forceful. Her dress and cape are those of the lower
bourgeoisie, “as they should be.” Her role, even with regard to Gabrielle’s vocation, is that of a discrete
and tenderly maternal person.

In her widowhood, with the two girls of eight and three-and-a-half years, she is in great difficulty. She has
to liquidate the heritage of Jean Bernard and give up the business. The family’s financial situation
deteriorates. She finds support in Pierre, the youngest of her husband’s brothers. He becomes the tutor of
the children and Marie’s helper. Lucie, at eighty years of age, will write of him: “Our Uncle Pierre had
great affection for our father. He often said to me: ‘Your father is the best of my brothers.” And he had
been very good and helpful to mother in raising us. He left to me all that he owned.”

Throughout her life, Marie seems to have been overwhelmed by the two great pains of her life: the death
of a husband and, later, the departure of Gabrielle for the convent.

Gabrielle and Her Studies

It must certainly be in keeping with her brother-in-law’s suggestion that Marie sends her daughter

Gabrielle as a boarder to the Sisters of the Cross at Lavaur. She is ten years old; some thought must be
given to the future. Children these days must find adequate employment and, for that, they must attain

2



their diplomas. Gabrielle remains at Lavaur for a few years, then she leaves for Castres, to the boarding
school of the Ladies Pangon. It is a very reputable institution. The young girls are prepared for their
diploma, but they also receive a truly spiritual formation. It is much better than the simple religious
overlay sometimes given in some schools with the sentimental devotion of a former romanticism which
has them raise their eyes to heaven and create for themselves a religion of sentimentality and comfort.

During her whole life Gabrielle carries the mark of this rigorous formation and seeks to educate women
of great strength. Do the Ladies Pangon perhaps exaggerate in submitting these young girls to an
involuntary asceticism? Gabrielle must not be complaining, or her mother would certainly withdraw her
from the school. Yet, many years later, in 1924, she will confide to another religious: “In the boarding
schools we must take care to give our pupils sufficient nourishment; conscience makes that a serious duty
for us. | suffered much at Castres from an insufficient diet and; because it was a time of growth, | have
suffered from that for the rest of my life.”

Is it at Castres that she acquires the habit of eating little? Her companions often ask how she can survive
on so little. During the vacation periods she returns home and Lucie says she is “very good, very kind,
and goes to Mass every day.”

The years 1867 to 1878 leave scarcely a trace. In Lucie’s remembrances we find some revealing events,
such as an accident which probably takes place around the age of 14 or 15, during the summer of 1872. At
the Pangon school Gabrielle becomes friends with Héléne Lautard, the daughter of a teacher at Angleés, in
the district of Tarn. The two friends love to visit during the vacation, but communications are not easy.
Héleéne comes up with the idea of asking a certain M. Poulié, who often goes to Anglés to purchase skins,
to take Gabrielle along with him in the carriage and to bring her to Anglés. The good man does so, and
she makes the trip.

She spends a week with her friend. For her return, the tanner again takes her in the carriage to bring her
back to Graulhet. He has another traveler as well. Happy, she heads homeward. The weather is good, and
she is wearing a lightweight dress beautifully embroidered with small bouquets. Suddenly, on a
downgrade, the carriage crashes into a pile of rocks. What has happened? Runaway horse? Defective
brakes? Whatever the cause, the other traveler is killed on the spot, and Gabrielle, thrown upon the rocks,
loses consciousness. However, she suffers only a tear in the sleeve of her thin dress and some small
bruises to her hands. She attributes this protection to the Virgin Mary, for at the time of the accident she
was finishing the recitation of the rosary and was about to begin the litany of the Virgin.

Lucie also tells us something of the young girl who is about 18 to 20 years of age. She is very cheerful,
very well behaved, kind and calm, and a bit fussy. She already has that beautiful smile which, throughout
her life, will convey an inexpressible mystery of one who seeks God in all those who approach her.

Are we to see an irreparable loss in the fact that all the letters of her mother, of her sister, of her own will
be burned? We might suppose that already at this age there burns in her a still-confused desire of a
vocation.

Father Ginhac

God permits us to recognize and to follow his blessings, though they are sometimes quite disorienting.
Gabrielle benefited from another source of grace. At the Pangon boarding school, the Jesuit Fathers come



regularly to teach catechism to the pupils. One of the teachers is Father Ginhac.® He quickly exerts an
influence over this child and becomes her spiritual guide. Later she will often recall the figure of the
priest, so paternal, so mortified, and so deeply a man of faith. His example and his advice seem quite
determining in her psychological and spiritual evolution. For us, Daughters of Mary Immaculate, we
know how much the presence of this priest has been at the source of spiritual blessings in the life and
work of Mother M. Joseph de Casteras,” third Superior General of the Congregation, as well as in that of
Mother Marie Sophie Baud,” fourth Superior General.

Father Ginhac has just left the rectorate of the Jesuits of Toulouse where he had been since 1860. In 1869
he is transferred to Castres as instructor of the tertianship for the Jesuits who have completed their studies
and are preparing themselves for the apostolic ministries. He is to organize a new house, for that of Laon
has become too small for all the Jesuit Fathers of the French provinces.

This is how he defines his task in a letter to his sister Eugénie, religious of the Visitation convent of
Marvejols:

We call this year, as does our Father Saint Ignatius, Schola affectus, a school of the heart. That is to say,
that here we seek to find a taste, and affection, for the things of God; we seek to become children again,
simple as in the first novitiate, so as to enter and become set forever in a holy familiarity with our Lord. ...
The most sure way, the most powerful, the most profound, and the most joyous, is to love. To love Jesus
Christ.

Father Ginhac, a little less involved in the organization of his new home, can now devote himself more
freely to the spiritual direction of the faithful. At the Pangon school, he is confessor for the teachers and
for the pupils; he preaches retreats. Here, the war of 1870 has little impact. The battle rages especially in
the north of France. Gabrielle arrives at Castres around 1870-71 and will leave in 1875 after obtaining her
diploma. She is one of those for whom Father Ginhac’s direction will be determining. This pious
adolescent, trusting, contemplative, open to God, hears it said that people cover hundreds of kilometers to
come to see him. Without doubt she also hears Father Calot, director general of the Apostolate of Prayer,
say of him: “Never has anyone so impressed me or overwhelmed me as he has!”

Gabrielle admires the holiness of the exceptional Jesuit; his influence will be profound and lasting.
Profound, for in some ways it changes her personality and the nature of her spiritual life. Lasting, in that

3 «An incorrigible adolescent, he smothers within the walls of the minor seminary. His evil spirit makes him revolt; he complains
of everything, of the food, of his enslavement. At that time he is far from thinking of the priesthood. One day, a retreat which he
attends against his will in order not to offend a protector who might provide him with a brilliant career in the world, changes him
completely. While he has promised himself to ridicule all the sermons he hears, he is suddenly, during a procession, faced with
the presence of a large crucifix which the men are carrying on a plank. He repeatedly looks at the image on the crucifix, and he
seems to see rays that come from the Sacred Face leap toward him and penetrate all his being. He trembles and surrenders.
Suddenly resolved to belong only to God, he enters the Jesuits; from then on, his ardor and his fervor never faltered. He strove
with all his soul toward holiness, not without difficulties due to the nature of his personality. He was ordained in December of
1852 and employed all his energies, which were very great, to combat his nature” (Father P. Ginhac, by Father Calvet; vol. 1,
Roulers, Belgium, 1913).

4 See M. L. Baillet, “Elargis I’espace de ta tente,” Mére M. Joseph de Casteras, 1798-1874, Ateliers monastiques de Ste Jeanne
de France, Thiais, 2005.

® Solange Félicité Baud was born in Byans les Usiers (Doubs) on June 24, 1830. She was educated by the Ursulines. She began
her postulate with the Daughters of Mary in 1849, took the habit Apr. 8, 1850, made temporary profession Feb. 17, 1852, and
final vows in the Institute in 1855. She was superior of the community at Lons le Saunier. In 1866 she was named Assistant to
Mother M. Joseph de Casteras, and, in 1874, succeeded her as fourth Superior General. She died on Mar. 26, 1888. See F. Zonta,
L heritage d’Adéle de Batz de Trenquelléon, SPM, Madrid, 1999, pp. 159-63; see also Index, F. Zonta, After Adéle, NACMS,
Dayton, 2002.



she will retain this first formation as a solid center despite the unforeseen and dangerous circumstances in
which she will find herself for long years because of the anticlerical laws and the dispersal of her sisters.

Father Ginhac’s teaching is hard and strict, including the exact application of the exercises of Saint
Ignatius. We may be sure that Gabrielle conforms her life to them. She develops her willpower, pushing
to its fullest extent the strength of character she already possesses; she struggles against nature. But
Ginhac does not ignore her gentleness and her freshness of spirit. Consummate psychologist and respecter
of the spiritual personality of those he guides, he takes into account her gifts. His principle is to be kindly,
indulgent, not to impose advice but to observe the working of grace and to support each one in the way
chosen for each by the Lord, even with children or adolescents.

Once she becomes a religious she will maintain her correspondence with him wherever she might be. This
continues until his death—the exact date is unknown to us.

Back Home

It was 1875 and Gabrielle has just obtained her diploma of graduation. She is seventeen. She leaves the
Pangon boarding school, returns to Graulhet, and resumes normal life with her mother and her sister
Lucie. There are no letters, no documents, giving us an insight into the intimacy between the mother and
the two daughters. We know only that the two sisters are bound by a lively tenderness. Lucie is now
thirteen. She is gay, a chatterbox, fidgety. She loves her older sister. The latter does not lack vivacity.
During her entire youth she has been struggling against her natural tendency to be hasty. Both are high-
strung. Gabrielle has learned to control herself and to present a calm face despite any uneasiness or
emotion that might well up in her.

Though there is no documentation to show this, it is still fairly probable that Gabrielle devotes herself to
the usual employs of young girls of that period: delicate linens, small tablecloths in view of a traditional
trousseau for the future young married woman, and the usual domestic works. Such works leave her spirit
free to reflect and to think of her future. It seems she is living the same quiet life of the vacation periods
which formerly brought her back home, in the solitude and the silence of the room she then loved. She
wants the room all in blue, both walls and curtains. She finds again the ambience that she had created
during her infancy and adolescence.

Separated from the world and already formed to a life of prayer and sacrifice by Father Ginhac, she
dreams of the enclosure, no doubt for a long time now. When does she speak of it to her mother? We do
not know. Nor do we know anything of her interior life at this time. But her actions and the rigidity of her
mother in her regard teach us something about the direction her life is taking between her seventeenth and
twentieth years. When she does open up to her mother, her decision already has been taken. Her mother
does not respond well to the plan. She has been deprived of her husband and also of her daughter during
her years of study. Must she now see her leave, and this time definitively? She argues against this
decision, discusses, cries, prays, and finally opposes this departure with finality. Lucie who, at this time,
is fifteen and loves her sister tenderly will later say, when speaking of this period: “Gabrielle brought us
to tears many times!”

The Lord’s Call

Gabrielle is torn between affection for her mother and her sister and the call of the Lord; it is a difficult
time for her. Tenderly attached to Lucie and conscious of her duties relative to her mother, she needs
heroic courage. She is, certainly, supported in this struggle by correspondence with Father Ginhac, and
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her mother does not seem to be interfering with it. But the priest leaves Castres in 1877. His superiors
have suppressed the two houses of tertianship at Castres and Laon. They gather all the tertiaries of France
at Paray-le-Monial, and Father Ginhac becomes the instructor.

In 1878, when Gabrielle is twenty, a pilgrimage to Paray-le-Monial allows her to make several days of
retreat under the direction of the priest, there where Christ had appeared to Margaret-Mary. Touched and
encouraged by the priest’s words, Gabrielle makes some resolutions and imposes on herself a sense of
direction for her life. She sews together two small sheets of paper which record this privileged moment:

To do all things well for the greater glory of God, the salvation of souls.
Jesus, our Lord as model.
Mary Immaculate for assistance.

Profound renunciation: interior and exterior
Interior: complete, absolute in all things, without limit
Exterior: obedience as rule and measure

Foundations of the spiritual edifice—Important work to be done, to be perfected as much as
possible:

1) Purity of intention

2) Humility, above all of mind

3) Obedience

4) Charity

To decide exactly the number of acts to be made each day before every examen. Render perfect
relations with God, the neighbor, ourselves. See God in all things; in all things go to God through
Jesus our Lord and Mary Immaculate.

(When we have God, nothing is lacking—He alone suffices.)

Special care in the work of four virtues to be perfected—to keep myself intimately united to God
through our Lord.

For the direction of the soul: simplicity, humility, and obedience.

Keep in secret graces received.

Generosity without reserve.

Nothing extraordinary in the exterior. Avoid carefully whatever might seem to be so. Love and
vigilant seeking of the common life.

Certainly these seem to be the final advice given by a spiritual director to a future novice. After such a
preparation Gabrielle accepts no delay to her entrance into a convent. How does she choose which one?
Father Ginhac knows many orders whose foundresses, superiors, and religious he directs. It seems to him
the Daughters of Mary Immaculate suits her best. “I do not know any order,” he tells her, “which has
more of the spirit of Jesus Christ.” Gabrielle’s choice seems to be reinforced by the words of her director,
for that choice seems to have preceded the pilgrimage to Paray-le-Monial. In fact, for her, it is a
semicloistered order dedicated to the apostolate; it is both contemplative and missionary.®

® At the time of the foundation of the congregation of the Daughters of Mary, in 1816, only orders with solemn vows were
recognized in France. Simple vows did not constitute the religious life. Anyone who wished to be a religious had to express the
usual solemn vows in a “religious order” or a “monastery.” Such vows were by nature definitive, and, for women after the
Constitution Circa pastoralis of Pius V (1566), they consequently imposed enclosure. Father Chaminade, the Founder, was
convinced of the irreplaceable value of the religious life in the Church, knowing full well that solemn profession, the only one
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What discussions must be taking place, what pleadings, what a vehement refusal on the part of her
mother? We cannot know, but we can imagine them. The mother’s will and the will of the daughter are
alike, but one does not understand the other. What can Gabrielle do to respond to a call that is becoming
more and more urgent? An exchange of correspondence to resolve these complications takes place among
Father Ginhac, Mother Marie Sophie Baud (Superior General of the Daughters of Mary), and Gabrielle,
but we have no trace of it.

Departure

It is decided that Gabrielle will leave the house secretly to go to one of the houses of the Congregation. At
this time, there are two novitiates: one in Agen, the other in Arbois. It seems that distancing her from her
home by sending her to Arbois will make matters easier. She, therefore, goes first to Lyon in order,
according to rumor, to avoid possible pursuit. From there, she proceeds, with another postulant, to Arbois.
This other postulant is Antoinette Demeure.” The short account, which she will later make of this trip,
shows clearly a total ignorance of the particular condition of her companion. She writes:

| am pleased to be able to add a note of affective gratitude to the chorus of praise that is today® being raised
in honor of our most venerated and most lamented Mother Marie Mechtilde. In the whole congregation, |
do not think | am mistaken in saying that | am the oldest to have known her, the good God having used her
to guide me to Arbois as a postulant in 1878. | have never forgotten her goodness, her kind attentions
during that short but painful trip from Lyon to the convent of the Daughters of Mary. I say “painful” for the
heart because of separation from family. She was still young, but her spirit of faith inspired her with words
of piety that revealed her love of God and of the religious life. | saw little of her during the postulate, but |
do remember with what joy she received me when | went to see her after the ceremony of the taking of the
habit, November 25, 1879.

Let us return to Gabrielle. Her mother is not willing to accept a fait accompli. Filled with the Roman ideal
of the absolute authority of parents, of which there are still some deep vestiges in certain corners of the
region, she decides to seek out her daughter who is still (in these times) a minor and to bring her back
home. She goes first to the police, then to the procurator of the Republic. He responds:

If your daughter were in a house of ill-repute, we would have found her within two hours; but in a convent,
don’t count on it! We can search for her. If you were to seek her in the chapel, she will be in the garden; if
you were to seek her in the cellars, she will be in the granary. ... Leave her, therefore, wherever she is!

So she calls to her aid the tutor of her girls, Uncle Pierre, who is a captain in the marine infantry. On the
matter of family authority, he shares totally his sister-in-law’s ideas. He comes and takes the necessary
steps to find out where his niece is. It probably is not difficult. He takes the train. Gabrielle is at ease
again, after the struggle which had drained her energies—and now her uncle appears at the convent,

possible, was tied to the observance of enclosure. However, enclosure had never forbidden the care of the sick in hospices nor the
education of the young.

" Antoinette Demeure, in religion Sister Antoinette, was born Sept. 15, 1853, at Saint Etienne (Loire). She entered the novitiate of
the congregation on Nov. 25, 1878, at Arbois (Jura), made her first vows on Dec. 8, 1880, and her definitive profession on Sept.
22,1886, at Tonneins (Lot et Garonne).

® This letter bears no date. It is from 1940 or 1941, after the death of Mother Mechtilde, when remembrances of the sisters who
had lived with her were being gathered.



serious, cold, correct, and decisive! She must follow him. During her whole life she will shiver when she
has to pass the little hotel near the train station where they had stayed until the morning train.

Gabrielle, of course, is still legally a minor. Because she is at the moment only a few months away from
majority status, we are surprised both by the passionate search by the mother and by the help which Uncle
Pierre, a thoughtful and reasonable man, lends her. But, of course, it is not a question of the premature
departure that sets the mother and daughter in opposition, but the mother’s fixed resolution to keep her
daughter at home forever. The mother is profiting from the short delay granted by the legislation to make
a desperate attempt to retain her. She can but hope that in such a short period of time Gabrielle’s mind
and plans might change enough for her to renounce religious life. She is making an ill-conceived attempt
at intimidation.

This mother, about whom we know so little, remains in the background of the life of her daughters. Of her
we have not a single letter; concerning her, we have no revelatory detail. We can see only her reactions on
this occasion of her daughter’s departure. This exceptional event clarified much: what strength in this
silent woman! what tenacious and unrelenting will! How much mother and daughter resemble each other!

A month and nine days after she attains legal majority, Gabrielle leaves home again. This time she enters
the novitiate at Agen, May 19, 1879. The farewells are frigid. The mother returns home with Lucie. A
frightful silence then begins between Gabrielle and her frustrated mother; for years she will not answer
any letter from her daughter. Mother Mechtilde will never again see her mother, but her sister and her
uncle will eventually be reconciled with her.



2
The Novitiate

Now Gabrielle no longer needs to seek hiding in some faraway place. She heads for Agen. She sheds no
tears on the way. But her “victory over nature” has shaken her deeply. Impressionable and sensitive, she
thinks of her mother’s pain and frustration, and she suffers. If her will is strong, her normally vibrant
sensitivity has exhausted her. She is shaking and seems more timid than victorious when ringing the
doorbell at the convent of Agen.

The Daughters of Mary have been at Agen since their foundation in 1816. At first they occupied a spot
not lacking in noble title. Centuries ago, the Knights Templar had possessed a fortified castle there.
When, in 1312, the Order was dispersed, the Hospitalers of Saint John of Jerusalem (later called the
Knights of Malta) took it over. In the eighteenth century the spot was called the Refuge and was occupied
by the Religious of the Good Shepherd dedicated to the education of girls in troubled situations. The
Revolution evicted them. At the time of their foundation, the Daughters of Mary had leased the property
from the city. But the site proved so unhealthful that many religious fell ill. In 1829, the congregation was
transferred to a different quarter of Agen, to the former convent of the Augustinians who had also been
evicted during the Revolution.

So here is Gabrielle now, a small, thin figure, both intrepid and fearful, entering into a place where many
saintly religious have already preceded her. She is already familiar with part of the convent: the parlor,
the chapel, the garden. This day she penetrates into the holy of holies, into the community where silence
and a great fraternal solitude prevail. How much she has desired this ambience where God can be found,
where the creature can hear God without the sound of words!

She is not entirely a stranger there. She has already met Mother Marie Sophie Baud, Superior General, a
courageous and gentle woman whose frail health is “only a string suspended between this world and the
next, threatening at every moment to snap.” She also knows Mother Marie Stanislas,” the mistress of
novices. Gabrielle had been barely fifteen years old when they met for the first time. Gabrielle had gone
to Agen to see a friend from the boarding school enter the novitiate. It was Mother Stanislas who had
greeted her in the parlor. The anonymous writer of a page in the archives says:

From the moment of this interview there was a kind of reciprocal attraction between the two of them. The
sight of this older religious, now in full maturity, her so-penetrating eye, her touching and affable smile, her
grave demeanor, her manners and words which revealed | know not what of the supernatural and which
elevated the soul and drew it closer to God—all this ensemble of virtue and wisdom captivated the young
adolescent.

From that day on, Gabrielle had not hesitated to confide to Mother Stanislas certain scruples that she had
hidden, as well as her ardent desire to be a religious. Now, she has great esteem for Mother Stanislas and

® Marie Francoise Elisabeth Pernier was born at Saint Claude (Jura), Jan. 1, 1827. She entered the boarding school of the sisters
of the Sacred Heart in 1835. She felt herself called. However, against her own desires her confessor guided her to the Sisters of
the Sacred Heart. She entered there Nov. 21, 1846, but she did not feel at ease there and her health began to suffer. She left that
congregation and entered into the Institute of the Daughters of Mary, Feb. 15, 1847, took the habit June 24 under the name of
Marie Stanislas, pronounced her first vows Dec. 31, 1848, and her definitive vows in 1853. She was sent to Condom and became
director of the boarding department until 1858. She was then named as superior of the community at Arbois. In 1874, she became
Assistant to Mother Marie Sophie Baud. At the death of the latter, in 1888, she became Superior General. She crossed the border
into Spain to make a foundation there, and she died there, at Amorebieta, Feb. 15, 1907. See F. Zonta, L 'heritage d’Adéle de Batz
de Trenquelléon, SPM, Madrid, 1999, pp. 164-70; see also Index, F. Zonta, After Adéle, NACMS, Dayton, 2002.
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admires her. What joy to be guided by this religious, so interior and so human at the same time, and
radiating evangelical simplicity! Gabrielle has already given her complete confidence and reveals her
most profound desires. Even before she had made her decision to respond to the Lord’s call, the Mother
had said, “My child, you are not made for this world.” These words made a deep impression on her.

Mother Stanislas continues in this young soul the work begun in depth by Father Ginhac: cultivation of a
spirit of sacrifice, love of physical and moral pain, seeking of suffering. Does she fear some sort of excess
in this formation? Is it that loving suffering at this time might break the overly-sensitive heart of this
young woman? One day Gabrielle had gone to see Mother Stanislas. She had a book tucked under her
arm: La Vie du Pére Balthazar Alvarez. Gabrielle told her: “I love this biography very much. This saintly
religious loved suffering.” The Mother responded, “I know of something even more beautiful—behold
the handmaid.” With no, or very little, explanation, discreetly as was her custom, Mother Stanislas had
taught her that more important than love of sufferings for the sake of suffering was the passionate seeking
of the will of God as Mary did. That was what would lead to holiness.

Mother Stanislas is called later to have a profound influence on this young sister who placed complete
confidence in her. For the moment, Gabrielle, ardent and young, seeks the most painful, the most difficult,
the most heroic, following the example of the saint that Father Ginhac was. The lofty and difficult
holiness of the latter has spread his influence over the entire house. He is the spiritual director of Mother
Marie Sophie Baud herself, who often reminds the local superiors and the mistresses of novices:

The first thing to teach beginners is the great law of abnegation, of detachment from creatures and from
oneself. Let us form strong religious. Let them learn to use themselves well, to envisage the great concerns
of God and souls without too much consideration of their own selves.*

Abnegation! Gabrielle repeats this key word to herself with complete joy and hopefulness that she might
give herself without return. From the very moment of her arrival, she has the opportunity to put it into
practice. Having put on the black dress of the postulant, she learns something that disorients her
somewhat: Mother Stanislas, whom she cherishes and loves much, is relieved that very day of her role as
mistress of novices. She is now called to take on new functions.

The religious who replaces her is the formidable Mother Vincent Rambaud.** Very good, very strict, she
considers it her duty to “purify” the new novices by means of an almost brutal roughness. That is, of
course, a rather common opinion at this moment in history, in institutions both of men and of women.
Novices must be browbeaten, at least in word. Later, a new postulant who has just left family and the
habits of the world will find more understanding and help in making the change.

The following morning Gabrielle follows her companions into the chapel, leaving aside her small
concerns in the prayer of preparation for Communion. Her spiritual guide has for some time permitted her
the reception of daily Communion. At the proper moment, Gabrielle gets up and, hands joined, moves
toward the holy table. But a strong hand is laid on her shoulder: “From now on, you must walk at the pace
of the community!”*? came from the mouth of Mother Vincent. The strong hand leads the postulant back
to her place; she kneels there with resignation.

10 See circular letter of May 23, 1875.

11 justine Rambaud, in religion Mother Vincent, was born at Besancon Mar. 24, 1845. She entered the novitiate of the
congregation Nov. 22, 1866, at Arbois, made her first profession Oct. 13, 1869, and her final vows Oct. 5, 1872. She died June 6,
1903, at Agen.

12 At that time daily Communion was rare, even in the convents. It was generally received only two or three times a week.
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The reforming zeal of Good Mother Vincent finds expression in many other ways to perfect Sister
Gabrielle, and she always obeys docilely. She will later recall the truth of this maxim: “Whatever is worth
doing is worth doing well, and we must always do the best of which we are capable to please God.” On
one occasion, when she is applying herself to mending a torn kerchief, she spends the whole day at it. But
the Mother threw the kerchief away and said dryly: “You have certainly wasted your time; it was not
worth the effort.” That is true. But the poor, unfortunate, and too-sensitive Gabrielle is very upset and
feels the pain for a long time. Small pricks that hurt and can form the character of some, in others, may
risk having the opposite result from that intended.

One day, during recreation, Sister Gabrielle says simply that she hates the color green. That evening,
while preparing the little oil lamps for all the dormitories (electricity having not yet come upon the scene)
she spills on her black postulant dress all the contents of a lamp. To “punish” her, Mother Vincent goes
looking in the closets for a dress of the most beautiful parrot green to replace the stained dress until she
can clean it. What an unbearable shame to the timid Sister Gabrielle, being forced to wear for several days
this dress which provokes the laughter of her companions. We may recall here what Mother M. Joseph de
Casteras had said some years earlier about public humiliation: “Never humiliate publicly, but reprimand
one on one.”

Such humiliations are common enough, but no doubt the most cruel is the following. One day Mother
Vincent shows Gabrielle a living slug and tells her to swallow it. Gabrielle’s large eyes clearly manifest a
frightful anguish, she admits; heroically obedient, she takes the slug and swallows it. She will later admit
that for three days she could feel it moving about, ascending and descending in her throat.

Mother Vincent does not explain her behavior. Is it because in certain regions of France it is believed that
swallowing a slug alive will cure maladies of the chest? Might one also think that Mother Vincent has
some debts to settle with her own childhood and has not yet seen clearly what is taking place in herself?
We can only wonder.

We also know Gabrielle’s health is precarious. She does not take proper nourishment and eats practically
nothing. Should we see here a consequence of the insufficiency of meals at the Pangon boarding school?
May we see in it an imitation of the asceticism of Father Ginhac of whom some wonder how he can live
on so little food? Can we imagine what all these reprimands, contradictions, humiliations may be doing to
this high-strung temperament? Whatever may be the reality, her health creates real inquietude.

It is clear that, when the time comes for the profession of first vows, the superiors are concerned. They
think highly of this postulant, so wholly given to God, never complaining, being always obedient, gentle,
obliging, discreet, and pious. Yet she is so frail and so thin. Will she be able, even with her heroic
courage, to follow the Rule in all its rigor? The question is presented to Father Ginhac who brought her to
the convent. His answer is clear: “If you want good health, send her home; but if you want a saint, keep
her and she will render great services to the order.”™® What a prophet! When the mistress of novices
presents Mlle Pouilh for the taking of the habit, “the Mothers of the council give with great pleasure their
votes for her admission, and the Reverend Mother is of the same opinion.”**

With deep joy Gabrielle dons the black dress and the white cincture of the novices. She sets aside her
name and receives that of Sister Marie Mechtilde. With her joy there is nonetheless some sadness. No one
of her family is present for the taking of the habit. She does not even have the traditional sponsor. By
coincidence, Madame Delzenne, a friend of the convent, is there and accepts this role. Ready for all
contradictions and all sacrifices, Sister M. Mechtilde intensifies her control over herself. Gracious, calm,

18 {There is a play on the French words: santé (health), and sainte, (saint).}
4 Extract from the minutes of the Council, Nov. 17, 1879.
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always very gentle in her exterior, she tries not to reveal her inquietudes or her inner turmoil. She is like
so many interior souls who, from the beginning of their religious life, try to mount too quickly along the
way of perfection. Sure of her good intentions she has to suffer not being understood. But she repeats to
herself that she is not mistaken, that her ideas are balanced. Moreover, the struggle which she has had to
carry on within her own family reinforces such confidence in herself. So it is that, beneath her apparent
calm, storms are raging, leading to a difficult but secret apprenticeship in humility.

She suffers much. Though accustomed to giving of herself, this “nature,” which she seeks to kill, reveals
itself and revolts at every moment. Her remembrance of the strong advice of Father Ginhac, and animated
with a surprising determination in such a gentle person, she struggles with all her force against moments
of spiritual panic that at times threaten to discourage her. She struggles also against her “impetuosity”
which leads her to run at times instead of moving calmly toward persons or things. She struggles, too,
against an ardent sensitivity which calls up the memory of her mother’s beseeching and that of Lucie. She
is torn apart by it.

A calm and submissive novice, she moves ahead calmly when she wants to leap; she smiles while being
overcome with anguish. Very restrained, quite victorious over her timidity, silent and recollected, she is
exemplary. But her nerves are tested to the extreme. She is at every moment on the point of no longer
controlling her emotions. Withholding a cry or some tears, she admits one day, “I yearn to scream in the
forest.” Fragile, yet decisive, her interior life overwhelms her physical life. God is too sublime and
terrifying a host for the strength of a young girl. She knows that. She writes, “But he never abandons a
soul that trusts fully in him, and he has for it kindnesses which nothing else can give.”

Divine demands, supernatural kindnesses. ... It is grace that sustains this frail creature who offers herself.
Grace showers both pain and joy upon her. For she does have joy: an interior and deep joy. An
extraordinary smile often lights up her face. It is not a forced smile, but the radiation of a goodness, a
confidence, and a mysterious power which engulfs her and which influences others during her whole life.

So it is that Sister M. Mechtilde, guided by Father Ginhac, has entered into the Daughters of Mary. This
indicates great wisdom on the part of the priest. If she had entered Carmel, as she had previously thought
of doing, Gabrielle would certainly have become an excellent religious. But she would then have
sacrificed not only her health and perhaps her life, but all the missionary qualities she was to develop as a
Daughter of Mary.

Religious Life in the Nineteenth Century

In order to understand a little better the religious life of this moment and the vigorous formation given, it
is good for us to situate ourselves in the context of society in the nineteenth century. Formal education in
the family and formation in the novitiate have much in common. Paternal authority in the family and
religious authority in the convents accepts no fault.

For this purpose, we depend on two works: those of Yvonne Turin and of Odile Arnold; two works that
have two different points of departure. The one seeks to research the emancipation of consecrated women
and has as the subtitle “Feminism in Religion.” The other studies especially the relationship of body and
soul. Both are admirably complementary.®

15 yYvonne Turin, Femmes et religieuses au XIXe siécle, le feminisme “en religion,” Nouvelle Cité, Paris, 1989; Odile Arnold, Le
corps et ’ame, la vie religieuse au XIXe siécle, Seuil, Paris, 1984.
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Though the obvious diversity of the approaches is multiple, we can see to what extent the status of the
religious woman agrees with that which, in every way, society dictates for the vast majority of women.
All the powers, whether political, ecclesial, or familial, work to control the women they have under their
authority. These cannot, either by nature or by right, escape their status of “perpetual minors.” From that
comes distrust of self and submission to others.

Women, therefore, have but two options:

=  being subject to a perpetual motherhood in dependence and fecundity, thus becoming veritable “procreative
machines” or
*  being “annulled” in consecrated virginity.

Religious life, then, marked by the customs of this period, is characterized by:

= flight from the world which is distracting, diverting, and which kills the soul. This world is not only void, it
is cruel. This flight is accomplished by means of retreat and respect for silence which favored dialog with
God.

= disdain of the body and the development of a distorted prudery. After original sin, a human being is
perverted. Nature must be reacted against. There is an awareness of an original lack, an innate weakness.
As a consequence the greatest spiritual error for a human being, for a created nature, is pride. There is need,
therefore, to work at humility, royal virtue for the religious woman of the nineteenth century. The most
secure road for attaining this virtue is humiliation and mortification. These virtues require a relationship of
dependence with regard to God and a relationship of service with regard to creatures. Accumulation of a
maximum of afflictive tests in the registry of sight, taste, sounds, and smells becomes the criterion of
holiness. This goes even to “the practice of burying the body and the interior being in oblivion and
anonymity.” *°

Ever since the beginnings of the monastic life, asceticism has been considered a fundamental condition of
the religious life. Though we may not like this idea very much in the twenty-first century, it remains a
necessity. But in the nineteenth century it is sometimes pushed to the limit of human endurance. It is a
clear, realistic, and spiritual wisdom that helps us fix this limit. Mortification is the masterpiece. To carry
the cross in following Christ is to be “of one heart” with the word of the Master."” But we need to see how
that is understood in the nineteenth century. “The soul is sick if the flesh is not mortified.”*® Nothing
against the body, then, is sufficiently harsh because there is no other choice than between this violence
and eternal misery. In order to be saved one has to be a martyr: either by the fire of tyrants, or by
mortification. This latter becomes a continual exercise of storing up treasures by acts. Even married
women are no strangers to this kind of penance. Some impose on themselves rigorous fasts, the wearing
of hair shirts, the cinctures of iron with spikes. That is clearly the atmosphere of the times!

The condition of the creature is also a condition of suffering. This is the mystery of suffering which
moves to and culminates in a God on the cross. Therefore, poverty, humility, suffering, and the mystery
of God crucified are all interrelated. This fact associates mortification to all the deviations which,
unhappily, can pervert it. From this comes the importance of the effort to combat nature and to “tame the
machine.”*® This effort becomes a source of progress and freedom for some, but in other cases, in view of
repeated failure, it becomes a source of discouragement and embittering of the soul. Now, nothing is more
contrary to spirituality than this kind of thinking, for the body is then no longer the temple of the Holy
Spirit.

0. Arnold, Le corps et I’ame, la vie religieuse au XIXe siécle, Seuil, Paris, 1984, p. 59.

17 “If anyone wishes to come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” Lk 9:23; also Lk 14:27.
18 5t. Alphonsus de Liguori (1696-1787), (126), 1843, p. 139.

19 {The French uses “dressage,” the taming of horses.}
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Moreover, the short span of life (causes: the Terror still present, especially at the beginning of the
nineteenth century; more recent wars; above all, tuberculosis raging in France) confronts religious women
with the fragility of life and often confronts them with death. It is enough to remember that during the
eighteen years of the Generalate of Mother Marie Joseph de Casteras, third Superior General (1856-74),
one hundred and eleven young sisters died.?’ “It is so good to die young,” some said.**

All this obviously takes place within the search for the absolute of faith. The only desire is to please God,
to render him a pure devotedness in a spirit of love and great fidelity, but often by sheer determination.
On the other hand, we find exceptional personages, women of admirable firmness and overflowing with
vitality, joy, generosity, and sensitivity. They are able to find in the conventual space and in their
responsibilities a remarkable freedom to master themselves, to blossom into activity, and so to mark their
environment and their age.

That is why, despite all the ideas about abnegation of the body and of the “self,” despite the weight of
“taming,” despite the solitude and the prohibition of all affection, those sisters manifest a great degree of
life, a truly radiating power, a capacity to integrate the weight of contrarieties and theory without being
crushed by it. Though sharing in the system, they live through it without succumbing to its negative
aspects. It must also be recognized that the convent, during this period as well as preceding ones (we
might recall the great abbesses of the Middle Ages) is the only place where a woman could realize fully
her profound human and spiritual aspirations, for there she is no longer under the domination of the male.

Today, at this beginning of the twenty-first century, if we are not careful, we risk falling into the opposite
trap, laxity. Thanks be to God, times have changed. But the faith imbedded in the body of our ancestors,
their desire to adhere completely to the will of God, their seeking after humility by means of asceticism:
all those remain. The reconciliation of the body and the soul due to the biblical renewal on the one hand
and to the development of the human sciences on the other allows us to enter into a new relation of the
one with the other.

God is ONE, and we, created to his image, are one; or, more correctly, we are in the process of
unification. God is the initiator of my body. I do not simply have a body, “I am a body.” Whatever the
body experiences reflects, therefore, on the soul and vice verse. “I am an animated body,” or “I am an
incarnated soul.” The body is my history, my memory, the expression of my personality, the means of
entering into relationships with others, the locale of suffering, the reflection of my interiority, “the locale
of our transfiguration,” as a religious has expressed it.”> The body speaks, and | should listen to it. This is
not in order to satisfy myself with an exaggerated pleasure, but in order to respond in a more complete
and more efficacious way to the Lord of life: “I came so that they might have life and have it more
abundantly.”® It is so that | might realize what it is that he expects from me for the salvation of others.

The Institute of the Daughters of Mary Immaculate

This congregation was founded in France in 1816. The Revolution had dispersed most of the former
orders. Evicted from their convents and prevented from regrouping their religious, these orders either did
not survive or were reduced to small communities. All the bishops, though, were asking for religious,
men and women, for their works which lacked cohesion and leadership. The Church found itself in great

2 M. L. Baillet, “Elargis I’espace de ta tente,” Mére M. Joseph de Casteras, 1798-1874, Ateliers monastiques de Ste Jeanne de
France, Thiais, 2005, p. 191.

2L 0. Arnold, Le corps et I’dme, la vie religieuse au XIXe siécle, Seuil, Paris, 1984, p. 288.

22 B Ugeux, professor at the Institut Catholique of Toulouse, a White Father.

% Jn 10:10.
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distress. The Revolution not only suppressed the religious orders, but it also subjected the clergy to the
Civil Constitution. This caused a division of the clergy into “jurors” and “nonjurors.” The faithful were
faced with a separated clergy; this forced them to make a choice. After the Revolution, worship was little
by little reestablished, but France was by then terribly dechristianized. The devotedness of the faithful
moved in the direction of an urgent apostolate attempting to reestablish the faith.

Adéle de Trenquelléon,?* our Foundress, from the age of sixteen organized in her area what might today
be termed a Catholic Action of Women. She brought together in an association friends and companions
dedicated to the evangelization of their milieu while still living with their families. She had carried on a
correspondence with Father Chaminade,” a priest of Bordeaux, who was driven by the same missionary
zeal. Adéle decided to work with him. He initiated her into his understanding of Mary:

Our sodalities are not only associations in honor of the Blessed Virgin; they are a holy militia which
advances under the Name of Mary and which definitely wishes to combat the infernal powers under the
protection of her who is to crush the head of the serpent.

And later, he wrote to her: “You will be missionary religious.”

Adgele received with enthusiasm this apostolate with and for Mary. From this “little society” organized by
her care would be born the Congregation of the Daughters of Mary which would develop this flame of
Marian apostolate. More than anyone else, Sister M. Mechtilde profited from this influence.

Filial piety toward Mary, on which Father Chaminade placed great emphasis, implies an imitation of the
Virgin in what is most salient in her traits: especially her interiority and her maternal love. Action on
others was not to be primarily dogmatic or intellectual and was not to insist, as was usual at that time, on
the fear of divine vengeance. It emphasized, rather, the kind and smiling welcome of a mother, especially
with regard to troubled souls and “lost sheep.” It healed physical and moral wounds. Charity was to take
the form of sincere affection, compassion, devotedness, and tenderness that shared the bread and the
kindness of God.

That is what Sister Mechtilde came to understand little by little. With great courage she follows the
exercises as best she can, hides her concerns, strains her weakness, and finds a bitter joy in that milieu
both austere and smiling. Yet she carries within herself a great pain: that of being completely cut off from
her family which never responds to any of her letters and never forgives her for her departure. But she
almost certainly sees in this pain a trial which she accepts calmly.

Like the rest of the novices, when she is not compelled to sleep longer, she rises at 5:00 A.M., makes her
bed in silence, and then goes to the chapel for community morning prayer and meditation. They all recite
the six Our Fathers, Hail Marys, and Glory Bes. That means almost two hours of exercises. At 7:00 A.M.
they recite the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, followed by Mass and a quarter-hour of reading or
thanksgiving for those who have permission to receive Communion. Work period or classes go from 9:00
A.M. to half-past eleven. Sister Mechtilde sews or gives piano lessons. This is followed by a quarter-hour
of particular examen, then the noonday meal, a dark moment of the day for Sister Mechtilde.

24 Adéle de Batz de Trenquelléon (1789-1827), in religion Marie de la Conception, was born in the Chateau de Trenquelléon in
the commune of Feugarolles, near Agen (Lot et Garonne). In 1816 she founded the Institute of Mary (Marianists).

% William Joseph Chaminade (1761-1850) was born in Mussidan {Perigueux} and died in Bordeaux. As a refractory priest of the
diocese of Bordeaux, he had to go into exile in Spain. During that exile he was inspired to found an order of two branches: the
Daughters of Mary in 1816, and the Society of Mary in 1817. Upon his return from exile in 1800 he had created the Sodalities of
men, of women, of young people for the rechristianization of France.
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After the meal, there is recreation, usually in the garden, until 2:00 .M. Then each one returns, in silence,
to her work until around 5:00 p.M. From 5:30 until 6:00, when the patter of the dismissed children has
disappeared, they return to chapel for the evening meditation. At 7:15, rosary, dinner, and recreation until
9:15. A quarter-hour of examination of conscience precedes night prayer; then follows a presentation of
the subject for the next morning’s meditation. After night prayer, all is quiet in the novitiate; all fires are
to be extinguished by 10:00.

For Father Henri Rousseau,?® who noted the similarity with the rules that Saint Ignatius of Loyola set out
for his religious, all that was quite normal:

Nothing very difficult in this distribution of the day. Nothing fantastic in this program, but sleep and
recreation balanced with work. Nor was there any rigor in the diet, other than the Friday fast and the
abstinence of the three days of the Carnival. Father Chaminade had laid out this regimen. By contrast, the
religious discipline is strict and takes its inspiration from Saint Benedict, the legislator of monastic work:
silence and separation from the world.

From July 3, 1822, Mother Foundress lived as would Mother Mechtilde. She wrote, “We do not have
cubicles; we sleep in a single dormitory.” In a later letter, she returned to these articles which seemed to
her especially hard: “We must always work together, in silence and recollection; whenever the exercises
and our works allow, we have some rest. Everything with us is in common. We are not permitted so much
as to dispose of a piece of paper.” And she already added, with reference to the privation of not having
her own room: “One needs religious abnegation to put up with that.”

On July 13, 1888, Pope Leo XIllII, when approving definitively the Constitutions of the Daughters of
Mary, set the morning meditation at an hour and the ensemble of exercises at four-and-a-half to five
hours.

Young Sister Mechtilde submits to the harshest of trials, that of silence. She understands what a break and
what purification this is for her. As Father Chaminade had said, and as she would be happy to explain
later, this silence is comprised of five silences: of word, of signs, of the mind, of the imagination, and of
the passions. That is a rude discipline, common to the strictest orders. It is a discipline that requires her to
deepen her interior life, to limit her thought to a holy destitution, and to halt the flurry of images and
useless impressions. For the young, this silence favors the obligation, under the action of grace, to nurture
within themselves the still indistinct vocation, to free themselves from all the superficiality already
acquired in the world, and to find in obedience their true freedom. They then open themselves to a
supernatural life and a recollection that prepares them for contact with God.

% H. Rousseau, SM, authored a life of Mather Marie de la Conception de Batz de Trenquelléon. Born at Besangon in 1859 and
ordained a priest in 1883, he was named Assistant to the Superior General in 1907. He died at Reves (in Belgium) in 1941. See
AGMAR, under “H. Rousseau.”
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3
Mistress of Novices

From 1881 to 1887, that is, from the end of her novitiate through her profession of first vows, and to the
moment of her perpetual vows, we have no document relating to Sister Mechtilde. In the archives, under
the date of December 5, 1881, there is this note on a meeting of the Mothers of the council:

Sister Mechtilde Pouilh will be completing her two years of novitiate on December 8 (1881). Since her
entrance into the community, her conduct always has been edifying. She has much piety, a good character,
her scholastic diploma, but a very delicate health. She can provide neither a dowry nor room and board, but
her qualities compensate for them. With great pleasure the mothers of the council gave their votes for her
admission, and the Reverend Mother is of the same opinion.

In September of 1887, another proposal was submitted to the council:

Sister Marie Mechtilde Pouilh, choir sister,?” will have completed six years of temporary vows on
December 8, next.

Her health does not permit her to make her tertianship, nor to follow the exercises of the retreat; she may
pronounce her vows with the others on the day when we close our annual retreat with the act of renewal.
Authorization for this will be requested of the Reverend {ecclesiastical} Superior. The councilors are in

agreement.

A note added later indicates that this authorization was not given. Yet, a little more than two months after
the September meeting, November 18, 1887, we find this resolution in the archives:

The Reverend Mother then proposed the definitive admission to perpetual profession at the convent of
Agen, 1) Sr. X., 2) Sister Marie Mechtilde Pouilh who will complete six years of temporary profession on
December 8, next. Both these sisters are admitted to perpetual profession.

The Religious
From these minutes we can draw at least two conclusions:

1) First of all, Sister Marie Mechtilde’s health has improved little since her entrance into the convent, for
it is impossible for her to follow even the exercises of the retreat. Her weakness must be grave, though no
mention is made of any specific illness. Later, in her confidential letters to Mother Stanislas, she will
often complain of excessive fatigue and of a nervous anxiety.

2) On the other hand, from the sober judgments of the council of the Mothers, we may also infer the
religious radiation of the soul that this fragile envelope encloses. There is hope, surely, for an
improvement in her health. But, even though she may remain unable to do the least work, her life alone,

21 As a “choir sister” she received the title of “mother” with her perpetual profession. The Congregation at that time was
composed of “choir sisters” and “companion sisters.” This distinction was abolished by the General Chapter of 1949.
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her presence alone, would draw down grace and serve as a living example. There are presences who give
God. And who knows what a pure being who has suffered much might radiate around itself.

All the minutes we have just cited are signed by Reverend Mother General, Marie Sophie Baud, who is
very ill at this time. She will die next year, March 26, 1888, without having known the decree of
definitive approbation of the Constitutions signed in Rome by Pope Leo XIII, on July 3, 1888. She had
worked with great determination to obtain that approbation.

It may be said that this deeply-missed mother succumbed under the strain. It was, in fact, after this colossal
work which she had imposed upon herself for the revision of the new Constitutions that her health was
irremediably broken.?

The Constitutions are distributed to all the religious in March of 1889, after the revision of the Directory
by the chapter that opens in September to proceed to the election of the new Superior General. This
Directory, reviewed, amended, and approved by the bishop of Agen, His Excellency Charles Evariste
Joseph Coeur-et-Varin, is joined to the text of the Constitutions. These two documents are given to the
religious during the course of a solemn celebration.

Election of a New Superior General

In the course of the Chapter, the First Assistant, Mother Stanislas Pernier,? is chosen, on September 10,
1888, as fifth Superior General. Her three Assistants are Mother Thérése de Saint Joseph Bouquerand,®
Mother M. Madeleine de Pazzi Ledoux,* and Mother M. Marcelline Pasteur.*

Hailing from the Jura, Mother Stanislas is a silent, recollected type, gifted with excellent judgment of
persons and things. She is very different from the energetic Mother Mechtilde, as calm and sedate as the
younger religious is vivacious and passionate. Yet, unquestionable affinities draw them to one another.
Thirty years of age separates them, but the contrary would seem to be true, given the tone of their letters
to one another. A true tie of mother and daughter unites them: respectful tenderness on the one side; on
the other, an active vigilance anticipating all obstacles, joined to admiration of the spontaneous and
generous youth of the other. Not only does obedience not prove burdensome for Mother Mechtilde, but
she also makes of it a form of veneration. The authority of her Reverend Mother is exercised with such
delicacy that she often seems to suggest rather than command. Her letters are filled with formulas like the
following: “Do as best you can. ... You who are on the spot, judge for yourself and decide. ... If you see
no difficulty in that, do it.” The most intimate confidence binds them to one another, and each in turn
admires and imitates the holiness of the other.

%8 See Rev. Bassand, Arbois, Mar. 28, 1888, 24-A7, AGFMI, Rome.

2 3ee footnote 9, above.

% Augustine Bouquerand was born July 18, 1836, at Saligney (Jura). A pupil of the Marianist sisters at Abbaye d’Acey, she
entered the novitiate in 1856, made her first vows in 1858, and her perpetual vows on Oct. 15, 1861. She was a classroom
teacher, directress of the boarding school at Arbois, superior of the community of Lons le Saunier for 12 years, and then Assistant
to Mother Stanislas Pernier in 1888. She was elected the sixth Superior General in 1907. In 1908, as a result of the political
situation in France, she moved the General Administration to Nivelles (Belgium). During the war of 1914 she was practically
separated from her sisters, and died in Nivelles on Jan. 21, 1918.

31 Joséphine Ledoux was born on Dec. 8, 1830, in Pagney (Jura). She entered the congregation on Dec. 24, 1847, and became
Assistant to Mother Stanislas Pernier in 1888. She was elected Assistant to Mother Thérése Bourquerand in 1907, and she died at
Nivelles on Dec. 17, 1916.

32 Céline Pasteur was born on May 20, 1847, at Sirod, entered the novitiate on Feb. 17, 1868, at Arbois, made first vows at Agen
on Apr. 24, 1870, and perpetual vows on Sept. 7, 1873. After having been Assistant during the Generalate of Mother Stanislas,
from 1888 to 1907, and then that of Mother M. Thérése Bouquerand, she died at Nivelles in 1916, a few months after Mother
Ledoux. {Some discrepancy: Ledoux died in December, Pasteur “a few months later” of the same year?}
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Mother Stanislas is, for the younger mother, a second director of conscience. Father Ginhac continues to
offer advice to both of them. But religious life constantly presents problems which need solutions that are
nuanced and supple. Moreover, the younger sometimes needs to confide her spiritual conditions to
Mother Stanislas, who is more likely to understand them. There does indeed seem to be in Mother
Mechtilde a mystical tendency which the priest does not sufficiently appreciate. Is he, perhaps, too
unaware of his own rigorous nature for him to take the initiative of directing and expanding that of other,
more delicate, natures? It is especially energy and strength that he develops in those who confide
themselves to him. Given the extreme sensitivity of Mother Mechtilde, does he see that tendency as a
danger? It is difficult for us to know, especially because Mother Mechtilde’s letters, always most precise,
often cut off abruptly when certain words risk touching on a too personal contemplation.

However, here is a letter that renders the reader pensive. It is a response of Mother Stanislas to Mother
Mechtilde:*®

My dear child,

It is no doubt for your consolation that our Lord has permitted you to think that | have forgotten you, for in
truth that is not at all the case. Often | have had a desire to come to you, but always there has been an
obstacle. But, knowing you felt truly supported, | was not upset because of that. That, indeed, is the truth.

After having read your letter, | went to choir to say a laudate in thanksgiving for everything. Yes, God is
very good to you, my dear child; his gifts are without price and worthy of an eternal thanksgiving. But our
divine Master does everything with great wisdom. He has his own plans in view, in these insights and
enlightenments, these so intimate communications. It is the accomplishment of his divine wishes that you
must desire. | truly ask our Lord that everything may redound to his glory and that he lead everything to
that unique end. For the moment, all you have to do is receive, give thanks, and follow humbly and
faithfully the impulse of grace.

Yet, take care of your physical strength; be prudent. ... Take whatever nourishment and rest you need. And,
my dear child, pray much for me who am so much in need of it. | am, as it were, enveloped in difficulties
for which the light of the good God is so much the more necessary for me as | see less clearly. There are
decisions to be made, means to be taken; but is this the moment? Is it truly the will of God?

My dear child, be my “pray-er.” ... Within two weeks I hope to be able to return; meanwhile I assure you,
my dear child, of all my affection in our Lord.

This letter seems enigmatic, especially in the second part. Of course, it most certainly is not so for Mother
Mechtilde who understands the plans of the Mother General. The mere fact of understanding each other
with an unfinished thought, of understanding without being surprised, the divine preparation in a soul,
reveals certain affinities and an absolute trust. This trust rests on years of experience and of virtues
common to the two religious. Even before her postulancy, as an adolescent, the spiritual influence of
Mother Stanislas softened and calmed this young woman who confided in her. Even to her death, she will
be able to see into her as though seeing into her own conscience.

Foundation of the Petit-Val at Sucy en Brie

As soon as Mother Stanislas is elected to the Generalate, she devotes herself to directing and bringing to
completion the work of her predecessor, Mother Marie Sophie Baud.* She completes the revision of the

33 From Arbois, June 18, 1889.
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Directory, which is to comment on the text of the Rule and determine the diverse functions of the
congregation. She also applies herself to completing the project that she had formulated in conjunction
with Mother Marie Sophie, that of establishing a convent near Paris. In that way the congregation would
have a center which would be closer both to the houses of the east and those of the south, as well as closer
to the Society of Mary so as to help preserve the primitive spirit of the congregation.

After the rejection by Cardinal Richard of a proposed installation at Auteuil, Father Simler, Superior
General of the Society of Mary, seeks another location.

On May 31, 1890, the choice is made by the congregation and by the bishop of Versailles: a large domain
called “Petit-Val” in the suburbs of Paris, which had belonged to M. Moulton. He had died in 1888, and
the property, situated in the diocese of Versailles, was up for sale.* It is divided into several lots to
facilitate the operation. On July 7, the Daughters of Mary sign the act of purchase for the chateau situated
in an enclosure of about 12 acres on the largest of the available lots. The property has a history of
financial disaster, as is clear from the large number of owners who succeeded one another. One after the
other had found financial ruin there. When the Daughters of Mary arrive at Sucy, July 16, 1890, the
chateau is practically in ruins. No maintenance had taken place for a long time. Much work is required,
and the modifications needed for the establishment of a boarding school are considerable. For instance,
the construction of an enclosure wall (a perimeter of almost a kilometer) on a clay soil required digging
... and more digging ... down to bedrock. Such deep pits also appeared in the finances.

The first community consists of Mother Thérése de Saint Joseph Bouquerand, Sister Louise Thérése
Aubin,*® Sister Marie Caroline Bordelais,®” and Sister Célistine Demolombe.*® The courage of the
superior and her companions does not waver; they find their strength in the conviction that every work of
God is founded on the cross. The foundation of Sucy costs the congregation great concern. The sisters
receive all kinds of assistance from Good Father Simler, from the General Aministration of our brothers,
and from a certain M. André. From July 20 of this year, the Marianist brothers from Collége Stanislas of
Paris come regularly to Petit-Val to help the superior with their advice and with their many competencies.
Their help extends to all areas: material, spiritual, cultural. The first class of pupils is able to come on
October 7, 1890. From 1893 on, the brothers come from Paris to give courses of preparation for the state
diplomas for the young professed.

% See notebook #12 of annals of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Immaculate, 1890, pp. 5 ff. This foundation followed the
closing of the community of Notre-Dame de Piétat at Condom.

% The first mention of “Petit-Val” appears in 1250 in the registers of the Chapter of Notre Dame. It often changed owners: in
1328 the Chapter of Notre Dame was proprietor; then Charles Bouquet, advisor to the King in 1580; Jean Molé, Lord of
Jusanvigny, Président des Enquétes in 1620; Madame de la Guette, widow of Emmanuel Addée, attorney to the King’s Council,
in 1634. From 1660 to 1691, it belonged to Sir Grandchamps. In 1712, Sir Monceau de la Meloniére sold it to the Lord of Toury
de Mesly. He in turn sold it to Pierre de Saint Rémy, who in turn sold it in 1746 to the Marquie Louis de Peultre de Marigny. This
latter sold it in 1764 to J.J. Lefebvre. The Count of Galmarche bought it in 1773, and in 1780 he sold it to Sir Bénézech, later
named Minister of the Interior and removed from office by Barrés. All these were followed by a list of small proprietors who all
went into debt and had to sell the property one after the other. It was in 1841 that M. Moulton brought the property of 24 hectares
{approx. 60 acres}.

% Philoméne Aubin was born Aug. 15, 1855, at Calenzana (Corsica). She entered the novitiate in 1881, pronounced first vows in
1883, in Corsica, and her perpetual vows Oct. 12, 1889, at Agen. She died there Apr. 10, 1929.

37 Marie Bordelais was born Feb. 8, 1859, at Romagne. She entered the novitiate in 1878, pronounced first vows in 1881 at Agen
and her perpetual vows on Oct. 1, 1893, at Sucy. She died Oct. 2, 1937, at Condom.

% Caroline-Marie Demolombe was born on Nov. 1, 1853, at Arbois. She entered the novitiate at Arbois in 1882, pronounced first
vows in 1884, and perpetual vows on Sept. 8, 1895, at Ajaccio. She died on June 9, 1938, at Sucy en Brie.
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Mistress of Novices at Agen

In this same year (1890), shortly before the purchase of that property, Mother Mechtilde is given the
charge of mistress of novices at Agen.* She is now thirty-two years old.

The novitiate seems in need of reform, and a mistress of novices needs to be named. Our Reverend Mother
proposes Mother Marie Mechtilde who for a long time already has been involved with the postulants and
who has a special aptitude for spiritual matters. She also has many other qualities; she has been named in
unanimity.

Transfer of the Novitiate from Agen to Sucy en Brie

During March of 1891, several postulants from the Parisian area present themselves. Mother Stanislas has
a profound instinct that the house at Petit-Val will develop and will become their most important
institution. She, therefore, takes the decision to transfer the novitiate there from Agen; it soon absorbs that
of Arbois as well.* In this way there will be more unity in the formation of the young women and more
spiritual contact between the young religious destined to become part of the same family.

The measure is important. The fact of placing Mother Mechtilde at the head of this novitiate shows
clearly the confidence she inspires in Mother Stanislas and the other councilors. She is still very thin and
fragile in body. She is a creature of fire and nerve, dominated by an acquired serenity. That peace is at
every moment threatened and is renewed every morning by the hand of God. She has a calm that reflects
tenderness and a profound goodness. Her health has barely improved, yet she does not spare her strength.
Her will, firm and already heroic, allows her to take on the responsibilities. Moreover, the Mother General
remains at Sucy for months at a time to organize the boarding school and to support, if need be, the new
mistress of novices.

It is clear that Mother Mechtilde needs what the General Council calls “a special aptitude for spiritual
matters,” as well as a special psychology for the direction of a novitiate. There are various young women
gathered together there, some postulants, others already in temporary vows. They come from very
different backgrounds; their mental condition is different for each one; some are often troubled. Each has
received, or thinks she has received, the call. All have been studied, tested, and there is sufficient reason
to believe in their vocation. There are among them some who are already firm and resolute in their
vocation; there are the hesitant buoyed up by great enthusiasm; there are the timid who need to be
encouraged; there are the ardent who need to be channeled and calmed down. But what powers of
observation, what tact, what discernment of spirits are needed for the religious in charge of them!

If each one were to be formed, one on one with the mistress, receiving her counsel, her orders, and
following them in solitude, that would not pose too great a difficulty. But they are many and different and
called to live together. Of course, each one, in confidence, confides her problems, her inquietudes, to the
Mother and tries to follow her directives; but they are living in community where each one exercises an
influence on the other to affect her or to have her bend. It is understood that all are to observe silence, not
to exchange impressions; that each has her clearly delineated work; that each should strive to live only in
the presence of God. But even faces that seem most silent reveal, even unknown to themselves, many
things, especially around the age of twenty. Human sciences today tell us that body language accounts for
93 percent of our behavior. Sensitivity is a fluid that no vase can contain; it escapes through imperceptible

% See General Council minutes, May 23, 1890.
%0 See General Council minutes, Mar. 12, 1891.
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fissures. Disappointments, discouragement, exaltation, susceptibility (not manifested, but subtle) pass
from one to the other by some kind of phenomenon of transmission—and the atmosphere is quickly
changed.

All this is so tenuous that one might not become aware of these influences, at least not soon enough to
remedy them, unless the mistress of novices, by a grace of God, is able to recognize them. Moreover,
these young women, so pious, so full of love of God and of good will, have not yet the strength of soul
needed; they are so changeable. Those who tend the most to be distrustful of themselves, who best
preserve a prudent reserve, often end by being so tender that their nerves give way. Tears break out, petty
revolts explode. Many may need family support, and often subconsciously they wish for a maternal
tenderness.

Serious problems may also face the mistress. The young women may absolutely need some support to
“dilate” disquieted and painful sensitivities: understanding the trouble without sharing it; speaking at the
same time with extreme tenderness to calm and with firmness to reawaken courage; discerning in whom
or in what the traveling waves have their origin and finding the remedy which best fits this particular
instance; consoling so that each one senses the affection, and watching over her. The mistress has to gain
their confidence and have herself loved by them. She has to weigh the risk between a too great maternal
affection and an unmeasured filial affection. Sentiments have to be directed toward God and spiritualized
in such a way that the mistress be not an obstacle but a companion on the road of the Lord.

Mother Mechtilde, therefore, has need of much psychology, counting first of all on the strength of the
Spirit, the great formator, and then on knowing how to combine the supernatural with the natural. Finally,
she needs great humility in order not to go contrary to the work of the Lord in each of these young
persons. These are capacities demanding a profound interior life in order to cooperate with the Lord in his
work.

Aware of her bodily weakness and of her inexperience, Mother Mechtilde delivers herself over to prayer
and enters the battle. She understands the risks of misjudgments. Too much severity or too much
liberality, an error of discernment, showing too much or not enough affection is enough to ruin a
vocation. Certainly, taking account of her character, she knows from the beginning certain anxieties; but it
is not less certain that, during this time, she receives the helpful guidance of Mother Stanislas who
remains longer at Sucy before returning to Agen.

From 1892 on, regular correspondence is initiated between the two of them, continuing up to the death of
Mother Stanislas in 1907.** The contents are varied: spiritual direction, admission of her weaknesses,
material concerns of the house at Sucy, health of the sisters, developments in the boarding department and
in the community. In these letters we see a mother working at mastery of herself, “tucking her hands into
her sleeves” when she senses her agitation, smiling when she is in fact worried, smiling above all when
she is exhausted. She always exhibits her beautiful and affective smile, calm, understanding; she
continues to have it, and it will conquer so many hearts. She is becoming less and less self-centered,
setting aside her preferences and her repulsions, overcoming her fatigue and her irritation, to become truly
a vehicle of grace. She walks the path of holiness, leading the younger ones and having the role of one
who governs the rudder threatened by the tempest.

More than ever in the exercise of this service which is the formation of the young, she merits the name of
“suavity” bestowed on her by Mlle Delzenne, the daughter of the woman who had been her godmother at
her taking of the habit. So vivacious by nature, she walks calmly and with dignity. Her firmness and her
love of enthusiasm are covered by an extreme delicacy of words. Moreover, she tends to speak little, to

1 There are 292 letters of Mother Mechtilde to Mother Stanislas, with the answers of the latter. See 2J7-D2, AGFMI, Rome.
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honor silence, and to teach its benefits to the young. When a mere look is sufficient, she spares the
rebuke. The novices learn to decipher the smallest expressions of her face, so calm and apparently
unchanging, and draw from it blame or approval, compassion or encouragement. Very quickly she
acquires an extraordinary influence over her “doves,” as she herself calls the novices. This influence takes
deep root in those who make profession: she has given them a taste of true piety, forgetfulness of self,
enthusiasm. Yet, despite the kindness of her smile, she teaches them a difficult doctrine. In individual
contacts and in the conferences which she gives them twice a week, and of which we have notes taken by
the novices, the great themes of renunciation, of love of sacrifice, of obedience, of total poverty are
presented without sugar-coating them:

You will be elements of sacrifice; the victim may struggle but must not descend from the altar. Never may
you ever do your own will. Never, if we are faithful, will there be a moment when we can say: “I do my
own will.” This renunciation begins with our rising and continues throughout the day, without a single
moment of respite. You will never do whatever you think most desirable. Never free time, and that until the
end of your life.

It is true, she adds:

We do not expect a young novice to rejoice immediately at the sight of the cross which she has to carry, but
to accept with love whatever Jesus gives her, and to have the disposition to receive whatever crosses he
might wish to give her in the future.

She must see the greatness of God’s call: “Listen, O Israel, and do not forget that it is God who has chosen
you.” This infinite and eternal God has chosen me; I was in his thought from all eternity.

It is the energetic and constant pursuit, courageous and generous, of perfection that will make you saints.
You must also have a passion for souls. God has placed in us this resemblance to himself. Souls are
purchased, and at a great price.

She also teaches them that spiritual consolations are rare, that they are not to seek them, that a quarter-
hour is sufficient for thanksgiving after Communion even if all the joys of heaven are in it. “We must live
a life of pure faith and dry love.”

With her, meditations on faith take a lively and startling course. In whatever happens she shows the
novices God expressing his will. She invites them to listen to God within them at every moment of the
day and terminates one of these meditations: “What have we said about faith? Ah! not much, almost
nothing. In order to know it, it must be lived!”

Nor does she forget that she is addressing beings who are still fragile; she practices a pedagogy that is
extremely clever and wise. She uses her personal touch. One religious wrote, “With her hand laid on our
head, her deep gaze into our eyes, she spoke the will of God.” Another wrote, “She loved to sign us on the
forehead.” Or, dispensing, as it were, the grace of God, she said: “Go to Communion; that will give you
the strength to suffer.”

To help these young women of sensitive heart to walk toward God, she devises exercises that are almost
childish, almost playful; such exercises bent their will to the will of God. Thus, on October 1, 1891, on
the Feast of Our Lady of the Pillar, she begins the Association of Divine Good Pleasure. “The members
bind themselves to smile at everything as being the holy will of God, under whatever form it might take.”
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The association names some candidates chosen from among the novices who would be elected “novices

of the association” at Christmas. Each time a small inconvenience arises, they are to say: “Long live the
God of Good Pleasure!”

She even composes a very simple song of forty couplets, each of which is an act of submission for a
difficulty or misfortune accepted. Did not Pascal affirm that he wanted to “tame the machine”?

One of her former novices said: “When leaving one of her conferences it seems that nothing would cost;
we were all transformed, animated with an ardent zeal for the souls who would be confided to us later
on.”

And another religious responded: “Her presence alone gave me great joy. This Good Mother was aware
of that. When she knew that I was working in a certain place, she would pass by. ... She did not speak to
me, nor | to her, but her silence, her glance dilated me. Oh! How great was her goodness!”

She also possesses a great art for reassuring others. One religious said:

My remembrance of her will never be effaced from my memory. ... She welcomed me with a great
maternal goodness. Often, even before | had a chance to open my soul to her, she would have divined in
what a state | found myself. | believed that her advice, her encouragement, corresponded to my needs. ... It
seemed to me that something of her had passed into me. | would have desired above all to be impregnated
with her sense of union with God and with her great goodness. ... I thought I would have been ready to
make all the sacrifices God might ask of me.

And another said, “She gave us God.”

At times Mother Mechtilde is very strict, and her strictness is as startling as her encouragement. This
strictness, far from being exercised with a flood of reproaches, consists in a brief word, spoken softly,
without a smile and with a somewhat distant attitude. Then she steps back and walks away. As with every
other human being, she does on occasion make a mistake. A novice is told to water a large setting of
begonias around a statue of the Virgin. It is extremely hot and all the flowers are wilting. The novice, with
great determination and with great effort, carries an unbelievable number of buckets of water from a
somewhat distant stream. But the sun drinks it up almost as she is pouring it. The flowers do not
straighten up. The Mother happens to pass by: “Who was supposed to water these plants?” “Sister X ...”
“Ah! It is clear that she is not very fervent.”

That is all. But the poor novice is heartbroken. Much later, this religious will be considered a saint by
Mother Mechtilde who will appoint her to important positions. We can see the kind of authority she
exercised: authority exercised with kindness and honey, but mixed with a bit of harshness. Little by little,
with the passing of years, her goodness and an abundance of charity will leave in her, now more certain of
her strength, only kindness and persuasiveness.

Here is what Sister Marie Augustin, one of her former novices, will write some years later:

What most impressed me in our beloved mother in the novitiate was the power of this divine sap which was
apparent in all her being, not only leaving a lurking impression of the supernatural in those who approached
her, but also in communicating to them what they clearly felt to be a strength from on high, a contact with
and a flowing out from God, a grace. Meeting her was like passing in front of the monstrance. ... The
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doctrine of “God in us” which she taught us, she lived fully. We saw that for a long time she had allowed
God to substitute himself for her nature; she had allowed Christ to pass over into her.

Add to that a certain serenity, an equilibrium in all things; that of the wise and prudent virgin, of Mary
Immaculate, whom she so admirably reproduced. We saw a living application of that lovely expression:
“For me, to live is Jesus through Mary.” So it was that little souls who desired to go higher had only to take
flight after their mother, with the two wings she worked to inculcate in them: the spirit of sacrifice and the
spirit of prayer.

It was in the spirit of sacrifice that she placed the high ideal of the religious life of the Daughters of Mary
Immaculate: “Noblesse oblige,” she would say. “We must resemble our celestial mother in a constant
vigilance to keep ourselves pure of all fault and to be purified as soon as we may have fallen. To be like
her, all proportion respected, immaculate.” That could be accomplished, as she so well explained, only with
the help of “a courageous pruning of the tendencies of nature.” It was to the word of the Rule that she
repeatedly returned: “Oh, my sisters,” she loved to say, “let us go forward by renouncing our self-love, our
own mind, our own will; joyfully, simply—without “if” or “but” or any restriction.

“Be not religious by half or by three-quarters; even more, be not phantoms of religious! With a goodly
number of such people nothing gets done; with a few saints, much gets done. Be horrified by mediocrity;
mediocrity is not for you!” In contradiction (for which the good God should be thanked), she repeated this
expression: “Good for heaven! Valid for eternity!” And if someone came to confide in her some weighty
humiliation, she would say to the novice, “Oh! thirty-six times more, my daughter!”

And what a mortal struggle against “I, the Queen,” or “I, the Idol”! If these powerful personages with their
wicked followers happened to appear in her presence, she would drown them in the happiness of the
religious life: “May your life be an endless magnificat; walk like queens on the royal road of the Cross. The
good Master will not be outdone in generosity.”

She impregnated us with solid thoughts of faith, drawn from the school of Father Chaminade who did not
promise his daughters lives “of rose water,” but a great devotion of submission to the will of God. When
we might waste our life on bagatelles: “Let us live of faith!” That was her preferred word: “Come! Be more
manly! Forget the trifles! Pure faith and dry love!” And we continued on the road. “A Daughter of Mary
cannot be a madame of many affairs,” she would say. “Her essential affair is to become a copy of her
mother in heaven!”

She insisted on the necessity of being mortified “no matter how crucifying may be the occasions for not
being anything, not being able to do anything, not being able to will anything.” She returned often, and in a
very special way, to the Litanies of Nothingness of Saint John of the Cross.

Mistress of all her impressions, she wanted a like work to take place in us in this regard. She said: “Are you
troubled by something? What good is it to tell it to all Israel? Each thought, each movement of the heart or
of the imagination which hinders our soul must disappear, except for what is of the image of Christ. ...
Force yourselves, therefore, to reject whatever does not come to you in the name of Christ, and, above all,
do not share it uselessly.”

All such austere teaching our beloved Mother would clothe with attractive simplicity.

She preaches especially by example: her demeanor and least word express a peace that is the very peace
of Christ. When a novice in difficulty knocks at her door to ask her advice and kneels before her
according to custom, often a word is enough, or a smile, to calm the concerns of one seeking God.
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4
Superior at Sucy en Brie

In this small new community of Sucy, Mother Mechtilde, while adapting well to her new role as mistress
of novices, also watches over some of the work undertaken to transform the buildings. Our brothers work
out the plans with the contractors, but many details remain.

Despite the distractions of the works in progress, the letters she writes to Mother Stanislas are full of
serenity. No doubt, the change of climate and the happiness of watching the successful initiation of this
new foundation have some effect. She gives news about health, which continues good; of the new wells,
which are being completed; of the vegetable garden, which augurs well; and the visible promises of the
fruit trees.

What she terms her “spiritual bulletin” is doing well, though she barely finds time to pray the rosary in the
evening. “I do everything as best I can; I hope for the best, without worrying about the rest.” She
continues struggling against her first responses, which sometimes betray her. She is always somewhat on
edge and weak, but is not suffering. In general, all is going well and she loves the house.

For her part, Mother Stanislas is satisfied. In the course of her visits, she sees firsthand the results
obtained by the novice mistress. On August 17, 1893, she decides to discharge her of the functions of
novice mistress and names her superior of the house. In fact, Mother Marie Thérése de Saint Joseph
Bouquerand has to return to Agen as required by her role as the Assistant General. Mother Mechtilde does
not welcome this change with any enthusiasm. To leave her novitiate! ... She will evidently still have a
supervisory role over it, but it will no longer be occupied with the novices all day long; that saddens her.
On August 31 she writes to the Mother General:

Finally, I must take leave and say “Amen.” O Lord, my Good Mother, as I sometimes repeat with a crushed
heart! When | see the novices, unexpected tears come to my eyes. You know, | am extremely feeble and it
is for me a strange enigma that you should have thought to make such a change. | make acts of faith, of
respect, and of adoration to the incomprehensible will of God.

After that, Mother Mechtilde makes her apprenticeship as superior, guided from afar by Mother Stanislas.
An active exchange of letters takes place between Agen and Sucy. It would be of interest to quote a great
number of them, but we shall limit ourselves to the most significant. Mother Mechtilde renders a detailed
account of all her activities, of the smallest incidents; she asks advice and the Mother General suggests
solutions.

The young superior finds herself faced with a host of problems of which she had never dreamed: material
matters, so distant from her usual preoccupations; spiritual problems, for she now has to guide
personalities less malleable than novices; also problems of good understandings between the different
religious of the community who seek the same end, holiness, but with different characters which the
prolonged practice of the Rule has not always improved. This latter problem makes Mother Stanislas
uneasy as she wrote May 12, 1893:

You cannot believe, my dear child, what a consolation I have received in learning about the union that
reigns among you! | see there the activity of the Spirit of God. It is a great grace, for which we must be
very grateful.
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I know, you do not have much hope ... I know well that there are concessions to be made. But how
precious is the fruit! Courage, then; and take good care of yourself. | am a bit worried about your health.

Mother Mechtilde is passing through a period of relatively good health. She is enjoying an interior peace
which she has been able to find after the rude war against her nature which is always too active and
“hurried.” She realizes, of course, that this peace is a grace of repose before other battles, perhaps even
more severe ones. It is in this context that Mother Stanislas writes to her on October 27, 1893:

You did well in seeking calm, light, and strength with our Lord. Such moments of respite are absolutely
necessary for you. Be not afraid to follow the need for it which you feel. Poor superiors, often busy about
many outward things, have more need than do other sisters to recoup themselves, to get their bearings
again, or, rather, to place themselves once again under the influence of grace, and also to rest their soul.
Their life is a constant giving, completely dedicated to others and to the Lord’s work; but this divine master
sometimes says to them, as he did to the apostles: “Come aside and rest a while.”

I think a constant effort to remain at peace is the best means for repressing whatever there might be of too
much impulsiveness, too much nature, in your activity. Union with our Lord will moderate everything. |
hope so. That union will bring fruitfulness to your devotion for the dear souls confided to you.

Remember that grace sometimes works slowly. Do not, therefore, be upset when you notice what is lacking
to one or the other. But, armed with prayer, continue to be good, to study, to seek suitable means, to have
someone accept advice, etc. ... You will see that, with time, you will make progress.

Many times Mother Stanislas returns to the need of an affectionate understanding among the sisters. She
knows the evil that the least rivalry or poorly-controlled antipathy can cause in a community. Mother
Mechtilde has in her community a worthy and devoted religious of a difficult personality. Her comments
are inconsiderate and her actions are fantastic and unpredictable. She does not patiently accept the
decisions of the new superior who, nonetheless, takes every possible means to make clear her desires.
Most of the time Mother Mechtilde manages to preserve peace. Mother Stanislas writes:

A thorn was taken from my heart when | learned that relationships were becoming better, simple, and soon
affectionate. ... Our Lord must have been pleased with your resolution with regard to strained relationships,
and | hope you will find it easy to continue on course.

But certain outbursts perplex the young superior, and she questions whether she is following the
intentions of the Mother General. Mother Stanislas writes:

My dear child, if you try to act under the impulse of the Holy Spirit (and that is very necessary for a
superior), you will certainly not be acting contrary to my desires. Ignore, therefore, these thousand fears;
act, rather, as a good child of the good God. Seek only his will. After that, calm and abandonment.

The older I get the more | have come to see the necessity of guiding souls by an affectionate gentleness,
sometimes without showing signs that there may be anything amiss. They are to be led little by little, with
affection, to take the means to reform themselves. That, my dear child, is what needs to be done with N.N.
What do you want; that is how she is made. Let us have some compassion. But you will make progress
with the good God by showing affection and trust; avoid any display of stubbornness. | am saying to you
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what I say to myself: “See how much our Lord loves her.” Courage, then; give no great importance to this
or that unpleasantness. That is your cross; bear it with submission and love.*

Mother Mechtilde rises above these inconveniences. With considerable hesitation she enters into her new role. Other
concerns demand her attention. Classes and courses have to be organized, for pupils are beginning to arrive. She
takes care of the ill and indicates to Mother Stanislas even the least little malady and the remedy of a “good woman”
that she applies. She notes that in the midst of it all she remains at peace, calm. She is not equal to everything, but
she remains confident. She lets the Lord supply for her lack. She is confident that he will take care of it, and that
trust gives her great peace. Her first preoccupation seems to her to be her lack of faith.

These responsibilities and these multiple attempts to promote good order and the development of the work deepen
her love for the congregation. It is like a progressive maternity. God reserves for her some heavy burdens and thus
prepares her little by little to face them. She writes to Mother Stanislas:

In your last letter, there is a passage that left me very confused. At first, I did not know what to think. Then,
after some reflection, | thought you were using some words of thanks to encourage me. | am so weak, that
is true. Yet, | would be most happy if no further mention were made of that. | owe everything to my
religious family; | would wish to devote myself to its service without reserve. | shall always be in debt to it.
I deeply desire never to leave it—that would never be possible; but I desire with all my heart to accomplish
as best | can the duty of filial piety that | have contracted with it.

After God, Jesus, and Mary, the congregation, with the Holy Church, takes first place in my heart. | believe
that, every day, the Lord is pleased to make me more aware of the bond of this love. Duty of justice, to
respond to it by the love of sacrifice. As you have said it so well, my Good Mother, yes, | hope our Lord
will make the sacrifices dearer to me. | want to say that I will esteem them evermore and love them more
sincerely in proportion as | live by faith. Since your departure | have worked at this. With the grace of the
good Master, | have put human considerations further aside.

So much for my small spiritual bulletin.

Accumulation of Responsibilities: Superior and Mistress of Novices

Around January 24, 1895, the General Council decides to give Mother Mechtilde the dual functions of
mistress of novices and superior of the community of Sucy. At that time the community numbers fifty
religious, including the novices who arrived in 1891. The bold intelligence of the Mother General thereby
puts into the trembling and frail hands of Mother Mechtilde all the authority and all the responsibilities of
the house of Sucy at the very moment when difficulties are arising on all sides.

Until now, the boarding department has been filling up slowly. But its good reputation attracts pupils, and
the number is increasing. The workload also increases and the teaching personnel are insufficient. A
number of professors are needed for piano and for languages. Mother Mechtilde contacts young women in
the area, hoping that some might feel called to enter into the order.

The expenditures needed for the ongoing enlarging of the locale have to be faced, and serious economic
steps have to be taken. Some sisters are ill; others think themselves ill. All are working too much; all
struggle to overcome nature. Nerves are on edge, and sometimes shatter. Work is constantly on the
increase. There is a general excess of workloads, an accumulation of functions, fatigue, strained faces
smiling or trying to smile; nerves are strained. At times, certain different personalities clash, not brutally

42 | etter of Nov. 3, 1893.
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(because each is making an effort), but sufficiently for small misunderstandings to arise, for words to
become more rare, for voices to become more silent.

For several months Mother Mechtilde is able to carry out the intensive work of her new functions. She
writes to Mother Stanislas: “Despite the multiple occupations of the moment I do not feel overwhelmed,
so | am quite at peace. Though constantly running from one thing to another I am not tormented by them.
I believe this is a grace of the good Master, for | have had, and still have, great need for him to calm this
crazy natural spontaneity of mine.”*®

Things are going well. There is a full crop, and the harvest is beautiful. New pupils arrive and are
registered. Laborers and architects are at work. There is more energy evident throughout the house and in
the garden. A person has to climb up to one floor, then down, to go from garden to granary. There is an
infinity of material concerns. Mother Mechtilde has to make an effort especially difficult for her: drive
herself often to these material matters, and then return quickly to the spiritual life. She has to give a
conference to the novices or give direction to others, or give a presentation on the Rule; then return to the
work of the garden and of the kitchen. In one letter she begins to speak of fatigue: “T am passing through
periods of uneasiness, and | know not what sufferings that occur quite often. | am really exhausted, fed up
with everything.”*

Failing Health

Exactly a month later, August 19, her condition seems to become worse: “If only you knew through what
anguish I am passing! It seems to me that you would not keep me here at Sucy.”

A good Marianist priest encourages her to go spend several days in one of their villas in Bellevue. She
accepts the invitation: “I am so exhausted; all I can do is follow the current.” Yet, in a postscript she adds:
“Having reflected, I cannot bring myself to leave. Afterward I would have much remorse. It is so little in
keeping with our customs. May the good God do with me whatever he wishes!” By August 24, the
descent is somewhat more steep:

The novitiate is getting along quite well, its direction suffering a bit because of the state of my nerves.
Seeing so little strength in these natures, I am inclined to browbeat them. ... The weather is stormy and
fatiguing. ... It is now that I see how little power I have, my excessive weakness. You know, my Good
Mother, how | am always inclined to bear my attention on myself! I know not how to forget myself. I am
always fearful that this condition of extreme fatigue may lead to exhaustion. May the good Master always
give me the grace to do only what is his divine will!

The letter also covers the entire life of the community at Sucy. A retreat is about to be preached at Petit-
Val by a Brother of Mary, Father Jacelet. All the religious are preparing themselves for it. Mother
Mechtilde, overwhelmed, exhausted, receives renewed encouragement from Mother Stanislas. She would
like to see Mother Mechtilde relax for a while and not get involved in too many small items. “She must
think big!”

Finally, Mother Mechtilde accepts the offer to go make a retreat at Bellevue. She is in an extreme
condition of depression. She writes:

“3 etter of May 30, 1895.
44 etter of July 19, 1895
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I am truly ill. T have some kind of fever; I really can’t wait to leave Petit-Val. You must not at all depend on
me, my Good Mother; this is sincere. | can no longer put up with anything, or do anything—and, with that,
a condition of annoyance which embitters me and irritates me. | am in an inconceivable abjection.

Finally, she arrives at Bellevue. She takes with her a young Spanish companion, Sister Marie del Pilar.
The latter tries in vain to have her take some of the excellent snacks sent to them from the villa Jeanne
d’Arc; it is next door, and some Brothers of Mary—who shower both of them with all sorts of goodies—
live there. The two are alone at the villa Saint Charles, but good Brother Besson, a saintly religious of 72
years, comes often to make sure they lack nothing.

On September 14 (1895), Mother Mechtilde writes to Mother Stanislas:

Far from the usual occupations, at rest and in solitude, surrounded by a marvelous nature, | pass my time
admiring the plants, the flowers, the fruits, the thousands of bushes. I collect seeds. I find all that
interesting. | think rarely of Sucy to which I will return only with fear and trepidation. However, | do not
want to let myself go. | want, rather, to profit by the time I still have here to crank up the machine anew and
also my poor soul that is already better disposed to accept whatever the Lord might wish.

This is a tiny moment of rest in preparation for other battles. | must indeed expect them. | am always
burning with good desires, but | do not do better for all that. In truth, I think I no longer have the energy to
vanquish myself; the struggle serves only to embitter my nature. 1, therefore, have to be very patient with
myself and abandon myself to all that our Lord might will or permit, without complaining.

Please, then, my dearly beloved mother, permit me to keep silent all that my impressionable nature would
willingly say to you. I am expiating my numberless sins. The death of my judgment, of my reason, serves
not a little to that purpose. | can keep silent by asking you nothing, despite the natural petitions which this
exercise of death provokes. May our Lord grant me the grace of seeing you again. | will speak of it to you
if you find it a good. | have no intention of hiding anything from you.

This reticent letter disturbs Mother Stanislas. She proposes to the young superior a voyage of distraction.
She knows well what a crushing load she has placed on her shoulders by giving her the charge of mistress
of novices and of superior in an institution still at the point of developing, but she also knows this sister is
the very one needed at the moment at Petit-Val. This house is to become the head of the congregation and
needs this frail-but-heroic religious: “If only you knew how I suffer seeing the novitiate in your arms!”
she writes. But she does not remove her.

The calm, the solitude, the change of climate, the beauties of nature bring peace little by little to her
hypersensitivity. She thinks of the novitiate, her dearest concern. She writes: “I am somewhat concerned
about the novices’ recreations. Their conversations are not always pious; they learn only to speak about
themselves. Some of the novices complain of this.”

She is now ready to return to her charge though still very much in pain, hardened by the trial but
courageous. She has not undergone in vain the former rude and frightful discipline of Father Ginhac to
“kill nature.” Mother Stanislas knows from her own experience to what rigors he condemns privileged
souls. She herself has been under his rude hand, but he has taken over when she was less young. Frail
Mechtilde, truly a small Jesuit of the “tertianship,” is able to react with a will of iron. She also pays no
attention, willingly and deliberately, to the nuances, and the Good Mother recalls the usefulness of them
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with regard to the novices. “The newly-arrived must be well informed that perfection is hardly of this
world, and that the religious life is like a hospital—especially the novitiate—where efforts are made to
cure spiritual illnesses. ... Do not concentrate your attention too much on the novitiate. You need
relaxation, distraction.”

Return to Duties

After this brief respite, life and function take over. Mother Mechtilde assumes again her triple burden: the
boarding school, now alive with more students; the community, where she has to help promote, patiently,
affection and a good spirit; finally, the novitiate, the weightiest load, for the young novices and postulants
continually pester their mistress. Direction of these young ones—sometimes disoriented, troubled,
sometimes sulky, crying, too imaginative—becomes, at times, overwhelming.

After the end of 1895 at Sucy, the letters continue; the months pass. Mother Mechtilde is again beset by
life and its demands. No more complaints in her letters. There is only a report of tasks accomplished, of
advice asked in a filial and calm tone. Yet, there are still some surprises that require a forceful heroism
against herself. Nature is never quite totally dead.

In the house at Sucy there is peace, serenity, silence. Interior lives became balanced, stabilized, quieted in
a calm. The inquietude and nervous anxiousness of Mother Mechtilde is on the road to being pacified.
She writes to Mother Stanislas, toward the end of 1896:

I have let myself go too far in | know not what feelings of distrust in the divine Master and, consequently,
to a thousand fears about the future which should not, in fact, concern me. All this flows from my lack of
faith, from my lack of humility. | am completely void of them, yet, despite that, | have a great desire to see
those virtues grow and develop in me. Oh, yes, my very Good Mother, | have regained courage by seeking
to bury myself in God’s calm, in penetrating myself more deeply with his goodness. After that, I no longer
think of the difficulties. They will come, more or less, according to his good pleasure to which alone do |
wish to attach myself. You can see, my Good Mother, that it has pleased him to change my dispositions and
to render me a little less negligent.

And a few days later:

| certainly attribute to your prayers and to your heartfelt recommendations to our Lord the profound calm
and the closer and more intimate union of my soul to his divine Love which | am experiencing these last
few days. It seems to me that it has been a long time since | have felt a union so gentle and so strong. | am
not at all preoccupied with anything whatsoever. | live very calmly in this present gift, engulfed by
recollection and silence.

Truly, our sisters are edifying. | have seen only some rare exceptions failing against one of our regulations.
In general, all seem happy.

A year later, July 27, 1897, in a letter addressed to her, Mother Stanislas asks for precise news on her
health, always at risk. She is concerned with the chronic fatigue of the young superior and does not wish
her to suffer some attack. But the long and painful period of struggle against herself seems to torment her
less than before. The more painful moments, the more tumultuous ones of her interior life, are more a
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thing of the past. She has asked the Lord again and again for peace, his peace; it has now descended upon
her, merciful and enveloping. The battle has been won!

Autumn arrives. In the park the novices are sweeping the dead leaves. Mother Mechtilde is completely
penetrated with the calm of the air. Infinitely sensitive to the charm of the seasons and to the flowers
opening up or shedding their leaves, she senses the passage of God’s goodness. She invites her sisters to
praise God for his creation.

Mother Stanislas is reassured. She senses that peace and calm have returned to this delicate soul. She can
give her the sad news of the death of Sister Marie Isidore.* This Sister leaves behind a remembrance of
her devotedness, of her family spirit, of her continual prayer.

The atmosphere of order, peace, and calm happiness is such in 1898 that Mother Stanislas wonders
whether this euphoria might provoke a painful feeling of inequality in other more needy convents. It
might arouse depression and concern in others. So she recommends:

I strongly desire that the sisters of other houses who go to Sucy be very prudent in their words and in their
letters, that they not talk about Sucy as of an “earthly paradise.” This could arouse some feelings of
jealousy.

It is true that the establishment is in full prosperity. Pupils crowd the boarding school. All kinds of new
courses have to be developed, even vacation classes. Many postulants come knocking at the door. The
novitiate increases with young women who have to be studied and closely followed. Such success is not
without concern to Mother Stanislas who worries about the excessive burdens on Sister Mechtilde:

I know not how to banish some fear as I see you burdened with the boarding school. ... May God be
blessed for the hope for life that his goodness gives us in populating the novitiate. But | do worry about you
and wonder about this excessive work.

And a little later: “This seems to me an almost impossible task even for one in good health.”

Mother Mechtilde, however, “hangs on.” She is still the thin and small religious who seems very frail.
However, through physical and moral sufferings overcome, she has acquired a control of herself that is
almost absolute and her nerves obey her. She has reached that degree of renunciation to which God
attaches, for his servants, such a serenity that pain, while still being felt, is softened and merges itself into
love. Her will is so united with that of the Master that troubles pass her by. Moreover, she loves to repeat
often to her novices this word of Saint Teresa: “Let nothing bother you!” Yet the victories she has
achieved over herself and the battles she must still wage are more painful and much harder for her than
for others because of her frailty.

The kindness natural to her has now been spiritualized. More than ever, she merits the name “suavity”
given to her before by her companions in the novitiate. What she calls her “impetuosity,” her “somewhat
mad activity,” has been checked and transformed into strength. She possesses an extraordinary calm, not
only when she has to make serious decisions, but also, what is perhaps more difficult, in the tiny details of
life.

%5 Sister Marie Isidore Bee.
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We know of such events as this one: One day she experiences a pain in her neck. Impossible to trace its
cause. The bell for dinner is ringing. Calmly she takes her meal—the little food to which she is
accustomed. Then she is off on some chore, and then to recreation. It is only then that she asks another
religious: “Would you please be kind enough to check what I have on my back?” The other looks:
“It’s...it’s.... Oh! It’s a piece of a tail!” “Well, take it off.” There was laughter. A rather small victory,
would you say? But for such an impressionable person, it does not lack merit. And her calmness showed
itself in much more serious matters in her relations with the novices, the pupils, and their teachers.

Knowing how to remain imperturbable when one is a woman commanding other women, younger and
equally edgy, is a strength usefully acquired by one in authority. This amazingly gentle authority she
exercises without ever raising her voice, without even having to insist, so much so that others sense that
she is transmitting the will of an Other.

In the numberless letters she writes, whether to the Mother General or to religious or to boarding pupils
on vocation, she manifests the ambience of Petit-Val. It is an ambience of familial gentleness, of
tenderness, covering an authority that does not compromise. It is a family life which softens the rigors of
the Rule of the community or of the regulations of the school and also of the inevitable hurts and
humiliations. It makes even those hurts and humiliations loved: “Good for heaven!” “Valuable for
eternity!” It is a surprising atmosphere of accord, of charity. Sensibilities bend, cede, vibrate in a unison
of mother, religious, and pupils.

This thin and tiny superior, so gentle, is surrounded with an extraordinary prestige. There are testimonies
from former students. During the times of recreation, the pupils, from time to time, glance toward the
entry of the balcony where they know Mother Mechtilde will pass by. “What are you looking for?” the
newcomers ask. “She is a saint! She is a saint!” A spiritual current seems to pass through all of them.
Their mother passes by quietly, smiling and dignified. The bolder ones accompany her for a few steps,
hoping for a glance from her.

An incident enables us to understand these currents of sympathy, this feminine sensitivity, unanimous and
disciplined, and all channeled into familial feelings of goodness and charity. One novice is sent home.
Lack of suitable temperament? Some small scandal? We do not know. But here is the recital that Mother
Mechtilde gives to Mother Stanislas:

I have just witnessed a most saddening spectacle for which | was completely unprepared. After planning
the work for the day and after having encouraged my sisters to make some sacrifices to prove our love of
the Heart of Jesus, and having said the benedicite,* I saw at the far end of the refectory a tall unrecognized
figure. For a moment | thought my eyes had gone bad, and | seated myself. Raising my head, | saw,
kneeling before me, our poor Sister Emile, weeping, begging forgiveness and pardon of her sisters. Ah! Her
confession truly had the air of being humble and her repentance sincere.

The whole community was moved and tears flowed from all sides. Nonetheless, our Lord gave me the
grace to maintain my self-composure. | told her that, without any doubt, | was touched by her dispositions,
but that | could not readmit her nor make any promise to her, that that was beyond my powers. | promised
her our prayers and then invited her to eat at her usual place at table. I thought I should do that in order to
cut short a scene which you cannot imagine.

% prayer before meals, asking the Lord to bless the food.
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After the meal | was extremely embarrassed! | asked Mother Angéline, my Sister Anne Marie, my Sister
Louis Dominique to come to my room to give me their advice. Should she be sent away immediately, or
wait for your answer? This latter choice seemed the wiser to avoid any new emotional outbreak.

It is true that this poor child showed that morning a virtue | would never have suspected in her. She accused
herself as few others would have done. Such a confession really shook me. These recent days this poor
sister has written me two heart-searing letters. | answered with Kindness but firmness that she should orient
her life in a different direction. What is to be done, my Good Mother? This morning | am overcome with
emotion and inclined toward another attempt. The good God has permitted the departure of this poor child
to remain a secret. ... This lesson will be profitable to our sisters, especially to poor Sister Emilie who
begged on her knees the lowest employment in the house. Since the pronouncement of her exclusion she
has beegcrying day and night. If you had been here, my very Good Mother, surely your heart would have
melted.

Because she thinks the matter is closed, “In order to avoid rumors we think it prudent to give her her
headgear, at least for some time, until we have received your advice on this matter.”

Mother Mechtilde was not mistaken. The Mother General answered, “Take time to reflect; keep her for
some days.” The case is closed.

So it is that life goes on for Mother Mechtilde, among her sisters in a true union of heart and of mind. She
is happy in this solitude of Sucy, and when her duties oblige her to go out she suffers. She especially
dislikes Paris, the great city, noisy, carefree, sometimes dangerous. She learns little by little that safety is
found wherever the Lord is found, whether in Paris or at Sucy.

In 1900 she is forty-two years old. She has scarcely changed physically. She still has her beautiful direct
gaze and her affectionate and calm smile. She is still thin and frail; now, as at the time of her youth, she
eats like a bird. But now nobody wonders how she can live eating so little. Everything about her seems
immaterial. She “stands tall” and is available and courageous despite the excessive work. No one could be
more disarming and vulnerable. She is all that the Lord needs to realize his works at once difficult and
great. Soon she will give battle in the midst of truly trying circumstances.

47 etter of Oct. 25, 1901.
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5
Storm Clouds on the Horizon

What has been going on during these past years in the universal Church? And in French politics? And in
the Church in France?

The Universal Church from 1848 to 1914

The pontificate of Pius IX (1846-78) is full of contrasts. On the one side, Pius IX reacts vigorously
against the ideas of his time, while on the other, his pastoral and spiritual qualities assure the Church a
resurgence of vitality and an unprecedented popularity of the papacy.

To the eyes of Pius IX, the struggle against liberal ideas is only one form of the combat of the Church
against the forces of evil. It is in that spirit that he publishes, in 1864, the encyclical Quanta cura,
condemning the modernist errors, together with the Syllabus, a list of 80 among those errors. It will be a
century before the Church takes a position in favor of religious liberty, in Vatican Council 1l (1965). The
encyclical provokes many backlashes and confirms, for its detractors, the incompatibility of the Church
with the modern world. Catholic intransigents agree; others, liberal, are very upset.

In 1869 the pope convokes the First Vatican Council, which proclaims the dogma of papal infallibility
before the members depart because of war (1870). Before, in 1854, Pius X had proclaimed the dogma of
the Immaculate Conception. This led the Congregation of the Daughters of Mary to add “Immaculate” to
their name.* The end of Pius’ pontificate is darkened by the loss of the Papal States and the opposition
encountered during the Council. It is a period full of worries, in particular at the number of governments
who were opposed to the Church.

The Activity of Leo XIII

The successor of Pius 1X, Leo Xl (1878-1903), does not distance himself fundamentally from the basic
principles espoused by his predecessor, but he does make a radically different application. His concern is
to renew dialogue with the world that had been somewhat roughly handled by his predecessor’s anti-
modernist ideas.

On the political level he puts his efforts into controlling the conflicts existing with different governments.
In France, despite his advice to Catholics to rally behind the Republic, he fails. This is what he wrote in
the encyclical Au milieu des solicitudes, February 16, 1892:

Accepting the new governments is not only permitted, it is required, even imposed by the need for a social
bond that made them and that maintains them. ... This type of behavior is the most secure and the one
which is becoming to the French in their relations with the Republic which is the present government of the
Nation.

8 Mother Marie Joseph de Casteras, at the time Superior General, obtained from Rome the option to add to the title of the
congregation the word “Immaculate.” From that time on, July 14, 1869, the congregation became the Congregation of the
Daughters of Mary Immaculate.
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In addition he works at developing a theology of life in society in modern times and in setting out the
modalities of action. He presents new views on a certain number of problems: political power, the notion
of liberty, the activity of the laity.

Since 1845 Marxist doctrine® has become widespread. The Christian response to the workingman’s
problem is limited for a good part of the time to charitable action. Analysis of the causes is done only by
some few circles, such as the Avenir around de Lammenais in 1830 or the Ere nouvelle of Lacordaire and
Ozanam in 1848. In contrast, in Germany an awakening of awareness begins to take place. After 1870,
following the Syllabus of Pius IX and the growth of pauperism in France, Albert de Mun and René de la
Tour du Pin inaugurate the Cercles Catholiques d’ouvriers in an attempt to initiate a dialogue between the
working class and the owners. The various tendencies among Catholics in the different countries of
Europe enter into dialogue and a common position is beginning to take shape.

Leo XIII follows this movement attentively, for the idea of an encyclical seems timely. It is thus that
Rerum novarum appears in 1891. This is where the pope leaves his most decisive sign and the most
durable on the workingman question. (John Paul Il will celebrate the centenary in 1991,>° with the
encyclical Centesimus annus.)

This is the first official position of the Church on the social question and on the need to find a solution to
it. After the encyclical two currents surface: the traditional current proposes a “corporative system,” a
carryover from the ancien régime; and the socio-democratic current with its “Christian democracy.”
Between these two ways a third will emerge; it will become the social Catholicism of the first half of the
twentieth century. This is the view of a contemporary historian:

The principles presented by Rerum novarum, because they are human and based on natural law and the
rights of nations, have guided not only Catholics ... they have become in some way the common patrimony
of humanity. It is without effort that, on June 17, 1927, the Senator Emmanuel de las Cases could establish
a parallel between the principles of Rerum novarum and those which appear in title X111 of the pact of the
League of Nations. Leo XIII shows himself as he truly was: one of the truly very great popes of history. He
was clearly in advance of the preoccupations of his time, avoiding anathemas and manifesting an
astonishing clarity for distinguishing the permanent from the variable. ... To the technicians of political
economy who had set up a legal system that considered the human person as an indifferent piece of matter,
Leo XIII recalls what there is of religious in each human being living on earth and whom a God came to
save. To the believers in class struggle, he opposes the union of classes.>

On the ecclesial level, the action of Leo XIII is no less important. He gives a great impetus to the
development of the religious sciences, favors the development of missions and the development of
Catholicism throughout the world. An opening is effected toward the Oriental Churches and the Anglican
Church. On the other hand, the end of his pontificate shows a hardening of positions.

* Karl Marx, German philosopher and socialist economist, born at Tréves in 1818, published his Das Capital in 1867 in which
he lays out his doctrine.

% The encyclical Rerum novarum is the only one which has been the object of commemorations by his successors in the form of
new texts prolonging or putting into effect the thought of the Church on this subject: Pius XI, in 1931; Pius XII, in 1941; John
XXII1, in 1961; Paul VI, in 1971; John Paul II, in 1981, and in 1991 for the centenary.

5L p, Pierrard, Histoire de I’Eglise par elle-méme, under the direction of J. Loew and M. Meslin, Ed. Fayard.
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The Activity of Pius X

The pontificate of Pius X (1903-1914) gives the appearance of a contradiction between a conservative
aspect and a reformative one. He wants to restore Christian society. This purpose is translated into a will
opposed to all that appears as doctrines or positions hostile to the Church. But, at the same time, he
manifests a determined stimulation of all spiritual energies. His conservative aspect appears with regard
to certain young Catholic theologians (Loisy, Lagrange) who take an interest in the methods of historical
and literary criticism used by Protestant exegetes or rationalists and applied to the texts of Scripture and
to the history of religion. Disturbed, the traditionalists become active. From the beginning of his
pontificate Pius X reacts by excommunications and by the encyclical Pascendi (1907).

The anti-modernist struggle is increased when some “integral” Catholics begin a campaign of
denunciation. The Sillon, animated by Marc Sangnier from 1899 onward, seeks to reconcile the Church
and the Republic, to Christianize democracy, and to win back to the faith the popular masses. In 1905,
Pius X, in whose eyes liberalism is the worst of the errors manifested by the separation of Church and
State, condemns it in a solemn form in the encyclical Vehementer nos (1906).

From that time on, a more political orientation and more daring theories on the religious aspects of
democracy arouse the thunders of the conservative press against Marc Sangnier, in particular the Action
francaise whose supporters are numerous in France and in Rome. In 1910, Pius X condemns the Sillon,
though the founder of the Action francaise is an agnostic and professes a doctrine of positivist inspiration.
In 1914, Pius X is led to condemn the works of this latter group, but death surprises him before he can
notify the members. Despite all, liberal Catholicism remains alive in the university environment and
among youth and young priests.

On the pastoral front during the eleven years of his pontificate, Pius X undertakes reforms in a number of
domains: beginning the preparation of a Code of Canon Law® seeking to condense the legislation of the
Church, which had not yet taken place; adaptation of institutions to present-day needs; reorganization of
the Roman Curia and of seminaries; dispositions to improve catechesis and preaching; encouraging
frequent Communion; admission of young children to First Communion; liturgical renewal by restoring
Gregorian chant and the reform of the breviary; encouraging the laity as organized by the encyclical Il
firmo poposito, which became a kind of charter of Catholic Action.

France from 1878 to 1914

During this period France experiences a profound political evolution. Anticlericalism and anti-
christianism have been growing since 1790. The first separation of Church and State may be said to have
taken place in 1795: “The Republic does not recognize, nor does it underwrite, any cult.” (These two
expressions will be taken up again by the legislators in the law of 1905.) For the moment, the law is in
effect until 1801. In fact, the situation is painful. The clergy survives in division, in suffering, and in the
underground.

When Bonaparte takes over power in 1801, he proclaims that “The Revolution is over.” However, he
wishes to benefit from the power of the Church. He, therefore, resumes diplomatic relations with the
Vatican and publishes the Concordat. Catholic cult is once again a “public service.” This arrangement is
prolonged for a century, but anticlericalism is not appeased by the Concordat. It will continue throughout
the nineteenth century with more intense moments.

52 The code would be published in 1917 by Benedict XIV and was later replaced by that of 1983 following Vatican Council I1.
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When the Third Republic in turn suppresses the budget of worship, it explains that, having suppressed a
public service, it naturally suppresses the financing of it. The anticlerical policy of the Third Republic is
the fruit of the polarization of French society. It begins, in fact, with the defeat at Sedan on September 4,
1870. From 1871 to 1914 we witness the establishment of the Third Republic. After the defeat of the
commune (1871), the conservative Republic of Thiers falls. Divided, and abandoned by both the business
world and the peasants, the royalists fail in their attempt at a restoration.

The Constitution of 1875 enthrones a parliamentary republic. The economic and social difficulties, and
also the republican divisions, help the opportunistic republicans, Gambetta and Ferry, to gain the upper
hand. From 1879 on, they move toward a liberal and lay democracy. This is enforced by a diffusion of
schools, for they wish to wrest formation of the young from the Church.

On May 4, 1877, Gambetta declares in the Chamber of Deputies: “Our enemy is clericalism.” His speech
becomes an absolute foundation for the republican party and begins the laicization of France. The Third
Republic holds to a methodical laicization of everything public: cemeteries, tribunals, schools, hospitals,
hospices. It suppresses crucifixes and other religious symbols in the courts of justice and in the
classrooms of the schools. This group of lay laws at the moment concerns only public schools; private
schools, especially in the countryside, are not affected. Somewhat later Gambetta denounces the growth
of monastic orders and of the congregations, stating: “They are the true social danger.”

The Jules Ferry law of 1879 initiates the prohibition for religious to teach in public or private
establishments. “No one may participate in public or private education, nor direct a center of instruction
of whatever level it may be, if he/she belongs to a nonauthorized religious congregation. (That is, not
“recognized” teaching body.)”

This law causes a profound shock throughout France. There are fierce debates in the Chamber and in the
Senate, and this article is suppressed. But the administration, by strong pressure, has it passed on May 29,
1880.

The first of the decrees proclaims the dissolution of the Society of Jesus within three months. The second
obliges the religious congregations to seek authorization. Neither the Jesuits nor the congregations
submit. On the contrary, they maintain a strong opposition and are then expelled by force. This is
followed with a change in the academic councils so as to exclude any religious ministers who were
members.

The secular secondary schools for young women are created in 1880 by the Camille Sée law. In 1881, the
Jules Ferry law makes all secular primary schools public. And in March, 1882, it makes all primary
teaching obligatory and secular. Schools shall have one free day a week, in addition to Sunday, to allow
the parents who so desire it to provide religious instruction for their children.

Expelled religious return little by little and take back their positions. Then the government shifts the
struggle to the fiscal field. The laws of 1880 and 1884 set an exceptional double tax in an effort to ruin the
religious congregations. The reaction of the institutes is not unanimous: some resist, others submit. We
know how division in such cases works to the advantage of the aggressor.

On October 30, 1886, the Bert-Goblt law imposed the secularization of teaching personnel. Beginning in
1894 a new anticlerical wave, even more powerful than that of 1880-89, unfurled over French

%3 A nonauthorized congregation is deprived of moral (civil) personality. It is, therefore, not recognized. Of course, there is an
equivoque in the words: nonauthorized, nonrecognized. The law of 1901 will take advantage of this equivocation to require that
every congregation be authorized not only to enjoy moral personality, but also to exist legitimately.
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Catholicism. Its origin is in the Dreyfus affair,> for the majority of Catholics found themselves among the
anti-dreyfusians. They are anti-Semites, anti-nationalists, anti-republicans. The dreyfusian right
immediately denounces a conspiracy seeking to bring down the republic. The minister (1895-1902),
Waldeck-Rousseau, begins by dissolving the Assumptionist Congregation, owner of the newspaper La
Croix, which it cedes to a Catholic businessman, Féron-Vrau, in 1901. La Croix had taken an anti-
dreyfusian position. The minister denounces the millions belonging to congregations and promises to give
them to the working classes.

Then, in his law of July 9, 1901 (quite liberal in its general dispositions on associations; it concedes the
freedom of association and freedom of religion), he inserts a collection of measures that are
discriminatory with regard to the religious congregations (Title I11). They will be the only associations if
they submit, under pain of dissolution, to a prior authorization by and control of the State. This law sets
conditions for their creation, their functioning, the status of their members, their dissolution, and the
disposition of their assets. Moreover, the nonauthorized congregations may not engage in teaching.

The minister Combes begins by applying in draconian fashion the dispositions of his predecessor. By the
law of July 7, 1904, he forbids teaching by all members of religious congregations, authorized or not. He
also obliges teaching congregations to go out of existence within ten years.>

Then he goes to the foundation of his position: he breaks diplomatic relations with the Holy See and
presents a proposed law pronouncing the separation of Church and State. It is voted on December 9, 1905.
However, freedom of conscience and of worship is guaranteed.*® Attached by conservative and radical
oppositions, this radical republic has to face up to numerous difficulties, to social agitation, and to
external insecurity. Combes has to resign.

However, with Clémenceau (1906-1909) the radicals remain in power. In 1906 the “crisis of inventories”
prevents the public authority, owner of cultural assets, from putting it into practice. The inventories will
never be completed. In 1907 a new law offers the departments and the communes the free disposal of
assets whose income had not been distributed by an association law of 1901. The church buildings remain
available for worship.

Faced with the risk of greater troubles, Clémenceau becomes more tolerant. He presents an enormous
program of which he is able to realize only a small part. Aristide Briand replaces him in 1909. These
years are characterized by numerous social disturbances. Ministerial instability reappears. Religious
issues still provoke incidents, but exterior problems are passing to the fore. War seems imminent, and
nationalism regains its vigor especially among the young. From 1910, and especially 1912-13, the

%4 Captain in the French army and of Jewish origins, he was accused in 1894 of delivering secret documents to the enemy. A
council of war condemned him. In 1896, it was discovered that the handwriting of the documents was not that of Dreyfus but of
another officer, Esterhazy. In a second trial Esterhazy is acquitted. In 1898, Zola attacks the General Staff in an open letter
published in the newspaper L Aurore, under the heading: “T accuse.” Zola is captured and condemned, but his article makes
known to the public all the details of the affair. Dreyfus is innocent. The process is reviewed, but in 1899 another council of war
condemns Dreyfus with attenuating circumstances. Dreyfus will never be completely cleared.

% E. Combes: extract from a speech of Sept. 4, 1904: “Whether it is a matter of buildings devoted to worship or residences
allowed by the provisions of present agreements, there is no question of reasonable concession, no sacrifice in keeping with
justice, that | would not be disposed to accept, so that the churches and the state might inaugurate a new and enduring era of
social concord in guaranteeing to religious groups a real freedom under the incontestable sovereignty of the State.”

% Before 1905 four religious cults were recognized: Catholic, Lutheran, Calvinist, Jewish. They enjoyed the status of a public
establishment. The law of 1905 brought an end to this condition by postulating two principles: 1) freedom of conscience,
individual freedom (art. 10 of the Declaration of the Rights of Man); 2) freedom of worship, collective freedom. It allows each
group to seek the status of a cultural association. That was rejected by Rome, for it would escape from the authority of the bishop,
was not canonical, and raised the specter of the heavy hand of power. So the subordination of worship recognized by the State no
longer exists.
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moderate republicans again are in charge of the government, supported by Briand, by most of the
important press, and by the “volunteers” and the royalists.

Raymond Poincaré symbolizes this regrouping. Opposed to socialism, attached to the army, he finds
support from the right despite his distrust of the Church. President of the republic in 1913, he plans to
exercise an active role. War seems inevitable. The armaments rivalry upsets public opinion. Russia first
enters into war to save the Serbs attacked by Austria. France, having common interests with Russia,
cannot stand aside. The First World War is beginning.

The first years of the twentieth century, before the war of 1914, has been called the “Beautiful Era.” In the
fields of the sciences and technology, electric lighting produces marvels, and music can be listened to on
the gramophone. Railroads are developing. France has entered into the modern age. In 1900 France is
ready to welcome the Universal Exposition, which celebrates the exploits of science and technology. The
first line of the subway is inaugurated that very year.

In 1903 Marie Curie and her husband receive the Nobel Prize in physics in recognition of their work in
radioactivity. In 1911 Marie Curie receives a second Nobel Prize for the discovery of polonium and of
uranium. Her daughter, much later, in 1935, will receive the Nobel Prize in chemistry for her work
permitting the artificial production of radioactivity. Einstein undertakes his own research and gives the
first elements of the theory of relativity. And, in 1909, Blériot manages to cross the English Channel in an
airplane.

These first twenty years also see the spread of the intellectual and artistic world: Freud and his studies on
dreams; Apollinaire and Proust, producing new literary approaches; advances in radio and the cinema.
The latter will have a great diffusion toward the end of the *20s with the production of sound films. This
is an important art and medium which the totalitarian countries will use for the formation of the mind.

Under the Secular Laws on Schools

It is clear that the politics of France from 1880 to 1914, politics that were secularist and anticlerical, has
repercussions for the Church in that country. Through good years and bad, the religious congregations in
general have been successful in holding firm despite the difficulties which began in 1876. Those
difficulties continue through 1900-1901 and reach a climax with the arrival of Minister Combes in 1902.
The religious war begins. Combes wants to destroy Catholicism. Why? Because he has come into power,
he says. He begins with the institutes of religious men; then he attacks those of religious women. Six
hundred and five such congregations ask for the authorization to teach. Of these, 551 are of women, 64 of
men.>” Two hundred and fifteen refuse to ask, not thinking it proper to submit to the law; they prefer
exile. Among these are the Jesuits. “This law of exception wounds deeply our most fundamental rights as
free men, citizens, Catholics, and religious. ... In attacking our life, it violates in us the imprescriptible
rights of the Church. ... We cannot ask for such authorization.”®

Demonstrations are organized, especially in Paris. The “Catholic Mothers” take to the streets, but nothing
is done. Combes has more than 3,000 schools closed, expels more than 20,000 religious, and confiscates
their assets. The liquidation of the assets of the nonrecognized congregations begins immediately. Men
and women secularize themselves in an effort to continuing more or less clandestinely their apostolic

5 According to E. Lecanuet, Les signes avant coureurs de la separation, vol. 3, Paris, 1930. A. Rivet, Traité des Congrégations
religieuses, 1789-1943, Paris, 1944, speaks of 456 congregations, 395 of women, 61 of men.
S8 E. Lecanuet, Les signes avant coureurs de la separation, vol. 3, Paris, 1930, p. 300.
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works. It is interesting to note the report® of a town of 4,000 persons in order to understand the spirit with
which the inquests are made:

Gentlemen, in his letter of December 31 last, the Prefect invites the municipality to deliberate on the
request for authorization formulated by the Congregation of the Little Brothers of Mary, for the
establishment situated at Varennes.

Keeping in mind the fact the congregations in general and the teaching ones in particular are dangerous to
the republican spirit and therefore to the republic. ... That the reactionary spirit with which they saturate
the minds of children will create in the future two Frances, the one enlivened by the spirit of VVoltaire and
Rousseau, and that animated with the spirit of Escobar and de Loyola. ...

Keeping in mind that the education given in these establishments is a necessarily evil; that the men and
women who direct them have, contrary to nature, made the vow of chastity; that the fact of wearing the
habit gives them the prestige to horde everything; that they have abandoned fathers, mothers, brothers, and
sisters; that, in consequence, they cannot teach children how to love and respect their family because they
have none and have repudiated them in order to be totally brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ. ...

Keeping in mind that France has need of procreation; that the sterility of persons enclosed in the convents
is one of the principle causes of the drop in birthrate. ...

For all these reasons, we propose that we:

1) Give advice against maintaining the Congregation of the Little Brothers of Mary;

2) Ask the superior authority to refuse the authorization for the school of Varennes;

3) Propose that the government dissolve all religious congregations in virtue of article 13 of the law of July
1, 1901.

Having seen this report, the council approves 15 votes to 4.

It is clear that persons who are lacking in arguments easily fall into the ridiculous in order to arrive at a
predetermined end. That may be true at any time, but in this difficult moment it seems to work.

In March of 1903, all the authorizations were rejected. There takes place a new and brutal dispersion of
male religious congregations. The religious superiors receive notice that, according to the provisions of
the law of July 1, 1901, their congregation is dissolved and their centers are to be closed immediately. A
delay of two weeks is given to the most important house. The religious are to be dispersed and are to give
up community life under pain of a penal process set up by the law. On October 12 of the same year,
10,049 schools are closed. Among those, 5,039 are reopened by Catholics, 988 for boys and 4,051 for
girls. Some are directed by lay persons who have never been members of any of the religious
congregations, and 882 by secularized religious. In this way, more than 50 perce