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PATRONESS OF FAILURES

GerarD MEATH, 0.P.

N October 20th, 1946, Marie Thérése de Soubiran

was declared Blessed fifty-seven years after she had

died a failure in the eyes of the world and of her

ellow christians. She was another Jeanne d’Arc in whom
oliness looked like madness or stupidity and very unlike
Wholesomeness. Yet she had promised to be the most con-
ventional of saints with breviary lessons written according
t© the book: she came of a comfortably placed French
amily with long traditions of piety and priests and nuns in
the ancestral role; she was precocious in holiness and at the
age of ten was put to direct the retreat of a young woman
of twenty. Of the two the ten-year-old found it the greater

_ Mumiliation. Her new foundation developed unobtrusively
out of the sodality organised by her uncle, Canon de Sou-
Iran, and at the age of twenty-one she was the first Superior

OF the first regular community. Yet though the congregation
8ew steadily and Marie Thérése duly became Superior
eneral, by the age of forty she was expelled, never to be
Vlnc}icated and to die in disgrace. For fifteen years she was
0 !IVC uprooted and unwanted, and her story on the face

Of it rendered her so suspect that it was naturally difficult
;0 find another religious order prepared to accept her. Ob-
SerVe that she was still set on serving G(?d in the rehg_lous
tate; a nun of anything less than heroic goodness might
Without infidelity have accepted the expulsion as a charter
reedom entitling her to establish a new life in the
World, When eventually she did gain admittance to Notre
Ry Me de la Charité it was only to be.expected that she
ould be regarded with suspicion and in time ostracised ;
0211‘ mﬂqence_ on other nuns, espfacially the young, could
they be considered dangerous. It 1s not difficult to imagine
she Problem presented by her presence in the noviciate, and
0 Must make another noviciate whether she was an ex-
Wif}fr lor General or not. So the nuns found themselves,
the best intentions in the world, edging her out from
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community life. She had already been effectively cut off
from the members of her own foundation and only allowed
to hear how her ideals were being smashed. Now she became
a moral leper whom everyone would willingly try to save
dare they risk the contamination of her presence. She was
not 1nsensitive to the pain of this isolation, for she wrote:
‘It is difficult not to be allowed to devote myself, to have
nobody’s trust’. But she was a foundress who had failed an
the only work that could safely be entrusted to her was
answering the door, dusting and darning socks. And this
was the doing not of wicked people but of good people
albeit influenced by the intrigues of a forceful lunatic; for
her successor Mother Mary Francis, who had manoeuvre
the abdication, was a maniac who had been married before
entering the convent. She had deserted her husband, mad¢
herself proficient in theology (she wrote two spiritual books)
and entered Marie Auxiliatrice in pursuit of power. But
these facts only came to light when she had deserted the
congregation after Marie Thérése’s death. During her life-
time Marie Thérése was a failure and suspicion pursued her
to the moment of death. When she had made her last
confession it was noticed that she was serene and happy, $°
her superior, good conscientious woman, suggested that she
had a false conscience and should change her confessor.
is an astonishing story of holiness where God took away
everything but himself. ‘
Nevertheless it is difficult to deny the idea that Mari®
Thérese understood more than we do about the fruitfuln€®
of her life. The understanding did not alleviate her pa®
and darkness, but by becoming herself a dispossessed pers®
she was throwing down a deep root from which her congf®
gation would draw their peculiar capacity for cherishing "
dispossessed. For this among others is the most characte’
istic work of the Maisons de Famille of the Congregati®
of Marie Auxiliatrice. The houses founded in TOulouse;
Amiens, Lyons and Paris provided more than shelter (s)'
young women of what we now call the professional class®’
they were, as their name indicated, a home from which t
young women would eventually go out to found their © &
homes. Since the foundation of the congregation this W0
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has grown even more important, and 1t 1s much to be regret-
ted that the English hostel at Bow was destroyed in the
ar raids. This work tackled one of the most serious prob-
ems of modern society and Marie Thérése must have
looked far ahead, and to do so the founder herself had to
€come a problem child. There is just a hint that Marie
hérese understood what her life meant, because in spite
of the complete darkness that flooded the last fifteen years
of her life she remained unshakable in her confidence that
¢r foundation would spring into vigorous life within a year
of her death.

At the same time Marie Thérdse’s family does not stop
at the doors of the convent; she remains in a unique way a
Patroness of many modern men and women. We shall not

© surprised if her life reminds us of Poles, Roumanians,
erbs and all those people whom we call displaced persons.
.once knew a priest from Eastern Europe and was with
M on the day he was told that his father had been shot by
€ communists, that his mother had gone out of her mind
3nd that his brother had joined the communist party. He
©ld me that day that what he felt most acutely was the
Utter futility of life; that feeling swamped all desire for
I;Venge or pity for his parents and all other feeling, and it
3$ possible as it sometimes is in human relationships to
°nse and share this with him. Humanly speaking there was
Othing for him to live for; he was no longer young and
. © work of a lifetime (he had been in politics in his own
ountry) was destroyed for ever. There are many such
People 1 Europe today and no amount of ‘pi-talk’ will fill
® emptiness of their lives, but that fact of Marie Thérése,
fe lll,tlle woman proved another Christ, may help them to
alise that no life is wasted.
and utile or not, Marie Thérése possessed a shrewd human
the rellgxoug insight and she planned for her nuns to live
Po double life of prayer flowing into action; for this pur-
¢ dal,ly exposition of the Blessed Sacrament was one of
neeedearhest customs of her convents. The endless energy
Sto (:id for work among the dispossessed could only be
asoe uring the hours of silent prayer, and this would
Prove an attraction for many young people—the double
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life of contemplation and action dedicated both to God and
man. Here again we find ourselves back at the centre ©
Marie Thérese’s life; her secret is not boundless energy of
even boundless love of mankind. She and her nuns are not
dedicated to works of charity or even to adoration of the
Blessed Sacrament but to redeeming with Christ a dis-
possessed and futile world by their own dispossession. Marte
Thérese remains a patron of modern Furope when great
men are few, failures frequent and futility threatens
Strength and a clear head are reflected in her eyes when
even though blinded by bitter sorrow, she could still se€
victory in the grave because it was the grave of Christ.

£ & 2

POINTS OF VIEW
THE MAN IN THE STREET

Your Editorial in the January issue indicates that you no¥
intend to take the hand of the man in the street and to sho¥
him the way into and through the Life of the Spirit. This ¥
good news. I would not quarrel exactly, but complain abOuE
the new style of lettering on the cover; because a number ©
people reject what they consider to be ‘arty-ness and craftYé
ness’. These people suffer from the ‘closed mind’ mention®
by the Editor of last December’s Christian Democrat. 1£ S
lettering were to be bold and simple (like Gill’s sans—S?;l
lettering on London’s Underground) I am sure the scept_lc1
post-Christian would be more likely to pick up, and possi? y
to read, your review. ]
Referring to Mr McWalter’s ‘Point of View’, 1 do 19
agree with him when he says the Church is out of touch W_‘ée
the man in the street. The Church is, as always, the g
for all men to the way of salvation. She is here, there 2%
everywhere, for all to see, for all to enter. It is the maft lis
the street who is out of touch, who has fallen away, who d
distracted by the noise and bustle of his material life a?le
who does not enter. And why? Because we, members 0
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