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The Story of the Sisters of St. Joseph
of

La Grange

Written by a member of the Community
On the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary
of the

establishment of their Congregation in La Grange

"My soul doth magnify the Lord,

And my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Savior.”

1650

1950

1950




To the valiant pioneers
of the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Joseph of La Grange
who fifty years ago in the days of their early youth
joyously followed the Master’s call
who labored long and arduously
who sacrificed their “all” so generously
that the Congregation might take root
that it might flourish
that it might bear a rich harvest
Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam
with a prayer that the future Sisters of St. Joseph of La Grange
be not unworthy of their rich spiritual heritage of the past
this history

is gratefully and affectionately dedicated.
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September 22nd, 1950

My dear Mother Walburga:

The Tercentenary of the founding of the Sisters of Saint Joseph
and the Golden Jubilee of your foundation at La Grange are memor-
able events. The Sisters of Saint Joseph have grown in numbers
and in their works and today are spread throughout the Church,
consecrated virgins working for their Divine Spouse. Fifty years
ago a little group of Sisters of St.Joseph founded your Congregation
at La Grange. Your schools and your charities have been and are
a precious thing in the Archdiocese of Chicago through these fifty
years. We could on your Jubilee give statistics and show the great
work that you have done in the cause of Catholic education among
us. Rather we prefer to point out that all of this work has been
but the expression of love of consecrated virgins to their Divine
Spouse. It is this deep, edifying religious life which is the great
contribution through these fifty years. There are those among us
who have given of their substance to religion in the Archdiocese.
You have given yourselves, and this is the greatest love. May we
on the occasion of your Golden Jubilee join with you and your
Sisters in your hymn of thanksgiving. We shall aslk Almighty God
to continue to shower His blessings upon you and to make you grow
in numbers and be always to all of us and to those who will come
after us what you have been in these fifty years - an edification,

a consolation and a boast.

Sincerely yours in Christ,

- Archbishop of Chicago
Mother M. Walburga, C.S5.].

Our Lady of Bethlehem Academy
La Grange Paxrk, Illinois







September 20, 1950

Congregation of Sisters of St. Joseph
1000 Ogden Avenue
LaGrange, Illinois

Dear Mother Walburgh:

I would like to take this opportunity to join with the
many friends of the Sisters of St. Joseph to congratulate you on the
three hundreth anniversary of your foundation in France and the Golden
Jubilee of your foundation in LaGrange. 'Probably the Foundress and
the first Sisters in France met with many difficulties in the early
years. Certainly the first Sisters in LaGrange accepted many sacrifices
and crosses to bring the Sisters of St. Joseph to LaGrange. Now as
we look upon the progress you have made in these fifty golden years
we see how God has blessed those sacrifices and yours. The progress
and the vitality of the Church in the United States is due in great
measure to the Sisters who bring the knowledge of Our Lord and His
Church to our children in their earliest years. Our people are good
Catholics because they are given the teachings of Our Lord in their
formative years. In addition the Sisters have done much to bring
about frequent and even daily Communion, This anniversary should
‘make the Sisters of St, Joseph at LaGrange very happy when you look
back - upon what you have accomplished in the relatively short period
of fifty yeara.

May God continue to bless your sacrifices and your
works for His Church.

Gratefully yours in Christ,

P P &

The Most Rev. Martin D, McNamara, D.D.
Bishop of Joliet in Illinois
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Mother Mary Welburgs, C.2.7. .
1000 Ogden Avenus
Le Grange, Illinoic

Dear Mothor Walburge:

Hearty congratulations to you and all the memtors of your
Community on the oceasion of your Golden Jubllee,

It wao oy privilege to be present at several of the elosing
exercisen ond other festive occaslons of the Comwunity back in the enrly years of this
sentury, when your young Comounity started in the originel Nasareth bullding.

In thove years, Mother Mary Alexine, together with her eister,
Mother Mary Bernard, hed not a for difficulties in txylng to udld up the Comaunlty,
ind uy the records of those years will show, they were ably nasisted by the lete
Bishop Frencle O. KEolley, then the young Monsigmor Kellay who wag Just starting the
Soolety of the Oathollc Chureh Extensien in Chieago, and elso by Monsignor Francis
Purcell, then the Reetor of the Quigley Preparatory Beminary.

Basides Motlhor Mary Alexine and Mothor Mary Bernnrd, I ean recall
very well how Mothor Mary Aloyeius, alwuys very metive in the mork of the Comsunity,
wag most gracicup at ell times with tho younger priests like myeelf, or who
accompanied Monclgner Kelley and Purcell in thodr visits te your Acadeny.

1t iu to bo rogretted that Mother Mary Alexina, who, above all
others, is the Foundress of your Community, did not live to see tho Golden Jubllee
of the family of 8t. Joseph Sisters which she mothered so sealously, and with such
splendid resultp, during the lust fifty years. Personelly, I bave not the slightost
doubt that cn the Golden Jubilee of the Community, sho will be looking down through
gone blue window of Henven upon ber hundreds of spiritunl doughters, who are now
dolng such grent work for the honor snd glory of God here in the Archdiccose of
Chleage and tho other Diccomes to which the Community haos opread in the past Cifty years,

That Almighty Cod will continue to bless and procper St. Jonaph
Sieters of Lo Grange, Illinois, in the future ae He has in the past, and with my
huzble blessing upen you and all the members of your Community, believe me

Glncerely yours,

fﬂ e on’
;:nmuc Clurch Extenslon Society
PLEASE SEND ALL CUHMUNICQ‘IUNIH?TE‘E.&%VO;!%’?E%
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A E.Conaress Strect
Ghicago

Dear Hother Walburgas:

It is & source of contioual wonder and reverence
to contemplate how God raises up great rsliglous
communities, such as yours, and sends thsm forth to
do His work of bringing souls to the ablding city.

The particular distinction of jour community
in the field of primary, secondary, and college
education, here in Americsa, 13 high-lighted by the
50th anniversery of the St. Joseph nuns In La Grange.

Since you are celebrating the latter event in
cencert with your tercentenary observance, may I
doubly extend my heartlest blessings and feliecita-
tiona to you all:

With the promise of a speclal remsmbrance on
the altar that the futurs work of the Congregatlon
may prosper in Christ, I remain

Cordlally yo in Our e
77 ffz@% /f"’/ /

Bernard J, Sheil, D,
Auxiliary Bishop ofi/Chicago

Hother Mary Walburga, C.S.J.

Cur Lady of Bethlehem Academy
Ogden Averme and Willow Spring Road
La Grange, Illinois




M. Eolonbznus Rectorg
301 Pasl i Bleast
Shlmge 19

September 13th, 1950

Donr Mother Walburga:

For three oonturies the Statera of 3t, Jessph have
ronlized in renlous, frultful service throughout the world the
promise born in thelr founding. Christ's, Golng, therefore,
toach all mations”, has beon an injunotion ardently obeyed and
oomsletently treasured ms an inspiration.

Yie in Chioagoe hawe, for fifty years, koown and profitted
by the willingmess, oheerfulness and laudable almplieity, comprising
in part & commmity spirit that refleots im notion the leasscna
of your Btornal Spouse.

On the ssonsion of this double anniversary my congratulations
and good wishos take the form of & fervent prayer that God's blessings
will bo abusdant and continuing - & reward for n task well donn,
and & stalf upon which you, individually mnd oolleotively, might lean
in the yonrs of progross that lis shead,

Sinoerely yours in Christ,

Rev, Willism E. Couslns,
Auxiliary Bishop of Chisago




As the chosen people of God, in the old
Dispensation, sanctified the fiftieth year, so
the Congregation of the 3isters of 3t. Jeseph
of LaGrange have set asldh the fiftieth anniver-
sary of thelr foundation to give thanks to Al-
mighty God for the blessings He has shown them
and for the grest works He has accomplished
through them,

In retrospect, the ploneers, reviewing the
days when poverty and anxiety encompassed the
foundation, can thenk God for the strength He
gave them to overcome what seemed unsurmount-
able obstacles,

Singulerly blessed has the Comrunlty been,
in the good "Kother" Cod gave them in the begin-
ning. For the fifty years the Community was guided
by the heroie spirit of hHother Alexine the spirit
that said, "With CGod's help we can do anything".
God has called lother Alexine to Hlmself, Heaven
honors her today for her sublime work of sixty
five years in Hls hervice and fifty golden ysars
of prayer and sacrifice through which she
mothered the Communlty she founded. Her aspirit
lives on in your great community.

Well mey the Sisters make jubilee, -/ell may
they unite to give flory to God for all He has
done for them., God to Jnom all hearts turn in
humble gratitude today has blessed their efforts
and has enebled them to bring their fsundation
to the perfection which we see about us., The con-
ciousness that their years of teil have been so
frultful justly ills their hearts with Jjoy at
this golden time of jubilee,




Wagnsﬁc&f

“Come, and Eear, and I will tell you . .

what great things the Lord hath done . ..’
Ps. 65, 16

“It is good,” Scripture tells us, “to give praise to the Lord” and
to sing to the name of the Most High. That is why the faithful servants
of God daily chant to the Lord their joyous “Thanks be to God! Alleluia !”

If praise and thanksgiving are a constantly recurring motif in the theme
of daily prayer, it is fitting and proper that they become the principal
theme in the commemoration of a fiftieth anniversary, for we have been
commanded to sanctify unto God the fiftieth year. ‘““Thou shalt sanctify
the year . . . for it is the year of jubilee.” (2 Lev. 25, 10)

The year 1950 marks the fiftieth anniversary of the foundation, in
La Grange, of a motherhouse of the Sisters of St. Joseph. Looking
back over the story of the Community’s pioneer days, back farther still
to the very origins of religious communities of women actively engaged
in the apostolate of charity, the designs of God working through circum-
stances of time become apparent.

Viewed in its historical setting, the genesis of the Congregation is
seen in its proper perspective. Thus seen, its purposes in the plan of
God are more easily understood and appreciated. What better theme
could be chosen by the Sisters of St. Joseph of La Grange, upon which
to build their jubilee hymn of thanksgiving to God on the occasion of
their fiftieth anniversary than the story of their humble participation,
under the loving protection of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, in the manifold
outpourings of God’s grace upon men of all nations; upon the souls
of all men—the innocent child, the helpless sick, the destitute poor, upon
the souls too of those gone astray from the House of their Father.
Far greater than any of its founders dared hope, has been the influence
of the Community of “poor Sisters of St. Joseph” on the social needs of
all who have benefited by its labors since the days of its humble birth,
three hundred years ago. In simplicity and lowliness of heart, the Sisters
of St. Joseph sing to God their joyful Magnificat: He that is mighty has
done great things unto them. From generation to generation He has
regarded them as the handmaids of His mercy to men.






A NEW
PATTERN
OF CHARITY

As we consider the evils and misfortunes of the times in which we live,
we are sometimes inclined to think that our own epoch is one of the darkest
in history. That our judgment should follow this line of thought is not sur-
prising. The evils of our times have come within our actual experience ; those
of other days we have only read about. Wars waged by past generations
have affected the destinies of nations; they have imprinted their record
on the pages of history; but the wars fought by those who are “flesh of
our flesh and bone of our bone” are everlastingly imprinted in our hearts
with tears and blood, and pain and sorrow.

The world changes little as generations succeed each other, because
men change little from one generation to another. In every generation
there is love of one kind or another that attracts; in every generation there
is hatred that repels; always these two opposing forces strive to master
and control the hearts of men. In every age, the good are oppressed
and the oppressor, masquerading under the appearance of good, some-
times even of a god, strives to dominate the souls of those about him by
seizing control of their social, political or economic life, as the circum-
stances of time and place may dictate.

Many periods of history might be chosen to illustrate these state-
ments; France of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries will be selected
for that purpose because it furnished the social and political factors that
led to the formation of a new mode of religious life for women; more
particularly because it was in France during the seventeenth century that
the social needs induced the bishops to launch the apostolic work of a
group of pious women who came to be known throughout the world as
Sisters of St. Joseph. The circumstances of their origin and growth form
the subject matter of this history.

To men who loved liberty, and all men do, the despotism of seven-
teenth century France had become unendurable. The common man



seemed to have been born only for the use of the higher class. Men
were thrust into prison without trial, without charges, and they were kept
there until death released them. (How often does history repeat itself!)
Deep hatred existed between the bourgeoise and the nobility. Religion
was made a subject of ridicule. The writings of philosophers mocked at
virtue and truth. Materialism threatened to engulf the nation; men were
bewildered by the godless theories that were the product of their era.
Some way had to be found of stemming the flow of the forces of evil;

means had to be devised of renewing the spiritual life of the poor and the
~ oppressed.

In every age, whether men will or no, God remains Lord of the
universe. He directs the course of men so that, wittingly or unwittingly,
they conform to the designs of a loving Providence. The good may be
oppressed; but the evil intentions of the wicked-are often involuntarily
diverted from their original purpose and are made to serve as the
occasion of a great spiritual work, whose influence may extend to the
limits of the earth and even unto the end of time. This truth we see exem-
plified in the origin of every religious community, and, in fact, in every
great social crisis. When the Church needed a champion to defend her
divine position on earth God raised up a Paul, an Athanasius, or a Peter
Canisius; and the enemies of God and of His Church were confounded.
When error threatened to obscure the light of Truth so that men could no
longer discern the Way, God sent a Benedict, a Dominic, an Ignatius Loyola,
each accompanied by a multitude of disciples, to dispel the errors that would
otherwise plunge men’s minds and hearts into an abyssmal darkness of
Godless living. :

It is not only men; women also are called upon in the workings of
Divine Providence to combat and counteract the forces of evil striving to
effect the destruction of the children of God. It was, as has been noted,
as an antidote to the social evils of the seventeenth century in France
that the Sisters of St. Joseph were founded.

There are few people today, whether Catholic or non-Catholic, who
do not have some knowledge of the splendid services rendered to the Church
by the “‘teaching Sisters” or the “nursing Sisters.” There are few who
can not identify the religious habit of at least one or two Sisterhoods as
they see these Sisters on a bus or train or walking down a busy city street.
No one expresses surprise upon meeting Sisters at the counter of a large
department store or, as the case may be, in a bargain basement or in the
notions section of the newest “dime store.” They know that the Sister is
looking for a toy or an ornament that her meagre resources will permit
her to buy, not for herself, but to bring back to the face of some forlorn
and lonely child the smile of happiness. They know that “their Father’s
business,” in which the Sisters are engaged, is more diversified in character



than are the religious habits that distinguish the members of one Community
from those of another.

It may surprise many to learn that, up to the seventeenth century,
Sisters in convents did not engage in active works, such as teaching and
nursing; religious life for women was patterned upon the lines of contem-
plation; conventual life was cloistered. So generally accepted was the idea
that “the cloister was the only form of consecrated life adapted to women,”
that it was difficult for founders of active Sisterhoods to obtain ecclesiastical
approbation for a mode of religious life that combined service to the sick,
the poor, the ignorant, with the interior life of contemplation.

The story is told of a holy founder, who, having sent his well-pre-
pared candidates to the bishop to ask his approval on the establishment of
their Community, instructed them to answer “No” if the bishop asked them
the direct question, “Are you religious?” He knew that if they expressed
a desire to become religious in the then accepted sense of the term, they
would be advised to embrace the cloister. Even so great a churchman as
St. Francis de Sales, himself a bishop and a saint, did not succeed in found-
ing a_community of women whose Rule did not impose the cloister.

Saintly priests labored zealously among the poor, the sick, the
orphaned of seventeenth century France. Their service was generous;
their work was good. But how, they asked themselves, could two human
hands, albeit they were saintly consecrated hands, minister to multitudes
of neglected sick and poor? Was there no way of multiplying these hands
dedicated to the service of Christ in the person of His afflicted poor?
Could nothing be done to help the countless numbers of souls “fainting of
hunger in the way" because there were none to bring to their side the
basket of *‘fragments” of broken “loaves and fishes” ?

A way must be found, reasoned these saintly shepherds of souls, to
bring Christ to the neediest of His members. God, Whose name is Love,
could not spurn the cries of His orphaned children for a human heart
to love them; He could not be indifferent to the pleas of the sick and the
oppressed that the comforting of Christ be extended to them to lighten
the burden of their misery. Surely the prayers of the saints would be
answered; God, they felt certain, would not only enlighten the mind of a
Vincent de Paul or a Francis de Sales; He would also move the hearts of
the bishops to permit them to carry out their plan; to permit women to
organize into Communities that would unite the apostolate of contemplative
love with that of service; to organize religious Communities of women
whose duty and privilege it would be to instruct the young, to mother the
motherless, to care for the sick, “according to the orders of Holy Obedi-
ence,” that is, according to the rules and vows of an approved religious
community in which service to one’s neighbor would be recognized as an
integral part of one’s consecration to God as a religious.



Now that the colors have been sketched into the backdrop, the
story of the founding of the Sisters of St. Joseph at Le Puy, France, in
1650, should unfold with ease and comparative brevity.

T]1c1u were in France in the middle of the seventeenth century
many priests whose daily labors among the poor revealed to them
the need of an active apostolate of charity. To the priest is given the

THE
SISTERHOOD
TAKES

ROOT






