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ZEAL FOR THE MISSIONS

As we reflect on the missionary zeal of our Mother Foundress, Blessed Maria Theresa Ledochowska, it
is good to clarify the two important concepts entailed in our theme: zeal and missions.

Zeal means a profound concern and unshakable passion in carrying out an activity, mostly accompanied
by great sacrifices. The concept of missions however requires no explanation for us, Claverian Sisters.

It was not so for our Foundress until she was 23 years old as she herself wrote that she knew nothing
about the Missions, but knew very well the names of most famous tailors, etc. Hence, the following
question arises:

How did she become so passionate about the Missions?

Let us briefly take a look at her characteristics and qualities. We know that God endowed her with great
talents. She was precociously intelligent, very sensitive and was fascinated by all that was beautiful and
good around her.

Her talents made her a very proud person. She wanted to excel and become famous right from her early
age. (She speaks about this in the stories ‘Marietta who wanted to become famous’ and ‘Baroness
Mizzi’). Playing music, painting and writing were among her prime hobbies. She delighted in being
applauded and admired and wrote many novels, dramas, etc., which were recited and performed at the
Tuscan Court and in various theatres in Austria and elsewhere. She had a great career ahead of her,
primarily because she hailed from a noble family.

What might have happened that her passion for arts and dramas changed to passion for the
Missions?

Undoubtedly, the shadow of the cross that gradually spread over her life had a great influence on her -
Typhoid contracted in Lithuania, love failure in her early youth, smallpox, the death of her beloved
father, etc.

But we know from her writings that, though very painful, all this was only a “distant preparation” for
her true conversion and total adherence to God, since as a lady-in-waiting Maria Theresa continued
passionately to pursue her ideals of becoming a celebrity. This is also confirmed by the testimony of
her younger sister Julia at the beatification process of Maria Theresa: “Until the age of 23 my sister was
not pious” (by “pious” she does not mean the religious practices that Maria Theresa faithfully carried
out, but her intimate relationship with the Lord). In fact, it is only from the year 1886 that one notices a
radical “U-turn” in Maria Theresa’s life, that is, conversion to God. Let us take a look at it.

An Intense Spiritual Journey

On 1* December 1885, Maria Theresa assumed her responsibility as lady-in-waiting to the Archduchess
Alice of Tuscany in Salzburg. Here something unexpected happened: in the midst of the mundane
splendour of the court, she found an environment of profound religiousness (Mass almost every day,
Adoration, twice-weekly Confessions, etc.). Having to accompany the Archduchess, “ex-officio” to
such religious functions, Maria Theresa was scruples, that her devotion did not come from the heart, but
was only the fulfilment of her official duty.



To help her through this “spiritual desert” - which was to last for a long time - the Lord used the Court
Chaplain (a Franciscan Father) and her Religious Sister Julia (now Saint Mother Ursula). Maria Theresa
allowed herself to be guided and collaborated with such seriousness that from 4" of January to 4™ of
July 1886 she interrupted her “Diary from the Court” in which she noted down the most interesting
events and suspended her correspondence with her best friend Ilse von Diiring for almost a year (the
whole of 1886). On resuming correspondence with her (12.12.1886) she wrote: «I only take part in
social circles as much as my position [as a lady-in-waiting] and strict courtesy require. Preferably... |
spend my evenings alone...».

At the same time her correspondence with her sister Julia whom Maria Theresa often visited in the
Ursuline Convent in Krakow became more frequent (almost weekly and also strictly personal). Our
Mother’s letters have been lost, but from Julia’s replies we can well deduce what intense spiritual
combat Maria Theresa endured during this period of time.

Her lively and determined nature would make her ‘forge ahead’ and «to be detached from everything
earthly and to love God aloney. Julia advises her to do this first for a single day, later from one feast to
the next (e.g., from Christmas to Easter). Under her guidance Maria Theresa also learned to meditate
and examine her conscience; Julia also tried to persuade her to stop wearing the cilice (she wore it at
Court - perhaps at the suggestion of her Confessor...). The latter, a Franciscan Father, also insisted that
she should join the Franciscan Third Order (on January 18, 1887, Maria Theresa noted in her diary that
she had “received the habit of the scapular”). Later, following Julia’s advice, she would choose the
spiritual leadership of the Jesuits (this is where the Ignatian Spirituality handed down to us by out
Mother Foundress has its roots).

Divine Providence Points the Way

For Maria Theresa, it was a time of an arduous search for «her own personal form of devotion», marked
by frequent alternations of spiritual desolation and consolation. It was a time of providential events,
arranged by the Lord Himself, which showed her the right direction. Later on, Mother spoke frequently
about this in panorama, notes, missionary conferences and personal letters.

In February 1886, Maria Theresa encountered the «missions» for the first time, through two Franciscan
Sisters of Mary. That meeting aroused in her heart «a secret desire to devote herself entirely to the
Missions» ... «But this desire», she confided, «would certainly be stifled in the comfortable life of the
court, if God had not continued to pull at her heart strings» (Cenni, 1901).

In June of the following year (1887), two more Franciscan Missionary Sisters arrived, one of whom was
Countess Gelin, a former lady of the Tuscan court, who «changed the splendid robes of the court for the
humble Franciscan habit and put her life at the service of the Missions. Such an example of contempt
for the worldly things, self-denial and love for the most abandoned souls of the pagans», Maria Theresa
confessed, «gave her much to think about, but the hour of grace had not yet struck» (Cenni, 1901).

Another year passed and Maria Theresa heard the news of Cardinal Lavigerie’s anti-slavery crusade,
but she «did not pay much attention to it and did not take the trouble to examine it» (Cenni, 1901). The
Lord continued to pull at her heart strings, forcing her, through a Protestant friend, to read Cardinal
Lavigerie’s pamphlet (July 1888), which aroused in her «profound admiration and gratitude towards the
man who, at the threshold of old age, undertook the task of freeing the African continent from the
shackles of slavery» (Conf. on Card. Lavigerie, 1891). Maria Theresa was shocked by the «terrible fate
of the poor slaves» and deeply moved and motivated in her heart by «the heroism of the Missionaries,
the need to help them and the hope of a great harvest of souls» (Cenni, 1901).

The phrase «Christian women of Europe... To those whom God has given the talent to write, let them
put it to the service of this cause, for there is no other holier cause...», made her aware that her



extraordinary talents — God’s gifts - «should no longer be used in worldly ways and for vainglory. She
decided to put her pen solely at the service of the anti-slavery work, that is, of the Missions». No sooner
said than done! She confirmed with her uncle, Cardinal Ledochowski, whether it was right or not to
commit herself to that cause, then she immediately set about writing the drama “Zaida”, and finished
the task on 5 January 1889.

From then on, despite her deteriorating physical health, the joy and serenity that she experienced shone
in her writings. On 7 August 1890 she wrote to Ilse: «I feel inwardly very happy... I have a clear
perception that dear Jesus makes me feel more profoundly that He wants me completely for Himself,
and the world is becoming completely indifferent to me from day to day».

The Motivation for Her Missionary Zeal

From the spiritual journey of our Mother Foundress, presented so far, we can easily deduce the
motivation that led her to be enthusiastic about the Missions. She herself, in numerous conferences,
spoke about her motivation to her listeners, justifying her choice of life totally dedicated to the Missions,
and the purpose of the work she founded:

- Compassion for the dreadful fate of the poor slaves;

- Admiration and gratitude for the heroism of the Missionaries;
- Necessity - duty to help them;

- Hope for a great harvest of souls.

Looking back (some ten years later) Mother herself says that «the Cardinal’s words only nurtured her
decision to put her pen to the service of the Missions» (Cenni 1901). In fact, her heart was prepared by
more than three years of intense inner work to deny herself and put God first in her life. She understood
that the Lord wanted her for Himself, with her entire being with all that she possessed, including her
artistic passion which He would ennoble - and she consented.

This is the source from which her extraordinary missionary zeal will flow, to the point of consuming
herself totally for Him. This is confirmed by her words in her letter to her friend Ilse, to whom she
confides that she is looking for “associates with whom to share the work”. She asks: «Will I find them?
This means dedicating oneself, as I do, committing oneself with all one’s energies, and knowing how
to break ties with one’s family and with the world, if that is an obstacle to such activity». (Letter of
15.12.1893)

The Concrete Implementation of Her Missionary Zeal

First of all, the motivation that kindled the missionary zeal in her heart, Mother placed it as the
foundation of our Constitutions: «Animated by love for God whom we love above all things, and love
for our brothers and sisters, especially the needy in the Mission territories, we collaborate in their
evangelization — the divine of divine works and in their human promotiony. (cf. Art. 4 no.1 of the present
Constitutions).

Moved by profound faith, Mother places great importance on missionary awareness [today: missionary
animation], as can be seen in the Letters to the sisters and the conferences or circular letters to the laity:
«God must reign everywhere and his Gospel must be proclaimed to the ends of the earth». (Venice,
1907)

«The charity of Christ urges us on. It is this charity, this love of Christ, that impels us to the practice of
works of mercy even beyond the confines of the homeland». (Zug, 1909)



«To participate seriously in missionary work, natural compassion is not enough. Only a deep faith,
which goes hand in hand with an ardent love of souls, stimulates and encourages us to do thisy.
(Wroclaw, 1908)

The meaning that the Mother gives to the word “propaganda” is beautiful: «the word propaganda means
to extend, to transmit to others the fire and love that burns in one’s heart towards the most abandoned
souls». (Augsburg, 1910)

Such propaganda - she says - is very necessary because: «there are many, even among good Catholics,
who do not have a correct concept of the Missions...» Yet, she continues, we only need to pick up the
Catechism to convince ourselves that: «The purpose of creation... of the Incarnation... of the institution
of the Church is the glory of God and the salvation of souls, yet many do not realise this». (Vienna
1913)

Another beautiful aspect of our Mother’s missionary animation is the ‘exhortation to pray for the
Missions’; to which she exhorts everyone, small and great, poor and rich (concerning this the quotations
would be too numerous). Another cardinal point of her apostolate is that, the missionary animation is
closely linked to vocational animation, for example: to the Pensioners, 1912; in Vienna 1913, etc.). Here
too everything is based on supernatural foundations: «God has traced out the vocation which we are to
embrace... This will be the surest way for us to reach Heaven... With a little good will it is not difficult
to recognise the vocation which the good God has destined for us». (To the Pensioners, 1912)

«How few there are who have their hearts open to the happiness of a vocation that involves their own
eternal health and that of others! ». (Letter to Ilse, 5.12.1893)

Conclusion

Since we are heirs to her charism, it would be appropriate from time to time to try to "mirror" ourselves
in it and verify the formulation of our personal life and apostolate.

The good Lord, in calling us to Religious Life in our Congregation, also asked our Foundress: do you
want this one as your spiritual daughter? I imagine that Mother Foundress answered: Oh yes, I do!

And so, as her daughters, we have the full right to ask her to accompany us in our personal vocational
adventure and to ask her to guide us in today's apostolate. Let us ask her, then:

- May she help us to be aware of and grateful (as she was) for the gifts each of us has received from
God, not to bury them or use them for vainglory or self-seeking.

- To allow ourselves to be guided by the people whom God Himself uses to lead us where he wants us
to go.

- To know how to read the signs of the times and follow her method of apostolate, always placing God
at the centre of everything.

- To always remain fraternally united among ourselves (Mother used to say that «union makes the small
great, while disunity makes the great small») and help each other to walk towards the goal of eternal
happiness.

Trento, 20 September 2021
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