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HENRIETTE, A ROOTED WOMAN, A WOMAN OF GOD


Since the origin of the Congregation, beginning with Helene de la Barre and Hilarion, many have tried to reveal to us the person of Henriette Aymer de la Chevalerie.  In this year (1984) that marks the 150th anniversary of her death I, in turn, make my filial contribution trying to discover, with my contemporary sentiments, who this woman truly was.  What was her vision of God?  What mission of grace was written in the depths of her being?  How can her life still inspire us, Sisters of the Sacred Hearts, to respond to the reality when we come face to face with the current crisis that shakes the western world if not all of humanity? 


We are going to consider a rooted woman, a woman of God.  Her entire history reveals that she is a woman on a journey, that is to say, on the long and difficult passage of being rooted in humanity to being radically rooted in the gospel.  

I. Henriette, a woman rooted in her times and in her milieu.

The history of the foundress is well known.  Most of us have visited the places where she was born and where the Congregation had its origins.

St. George de Noisne and Poitiers situate the foundress in her milieu at the dawn of this journey that will lead her to Paris.

October 1793, the date of her imprisonment; September 1794, that of her liberation; and Christmas 1800, the year of her religious consecration place her in time and mark the important stages of her human and spiritual journey.

What was her vision of society and of the Church before her imprisonment in the Hospitaliers in October 1793?  No one can say exactly; Henriette always guarded the details of this period of her life.  But a few clues lead us to a certain response to this question.  

Henriette was a woman of her times.  Daughter of a nobleman, she was raised in a society which stressed the traditional values of stability and economic luxury.  Before the shocking reality of the revolution, the young Henriette probably never questioned the pyramidal vision of the world: the absolute monarchy, exclusive social classes, Christianity as a religious phenomenon (Was not France the eldest daughter of the Church?).  Does this mean that she was entirely at ease in this social order?  It would appear not because she never lacked realism; she knew how to open her eyes to reality.  In a letter written on 16 December 1823, when there was question of a foundation in her native Poitou, she wrote to Helene:


“I would be very happy to go to Chandeniers…I admit it is a ‘hole’ where one would be buried alive…Furthermore it requires outstanding subjects because this small place is surrounded by perhaps more than 60 castles whose inhabitants, in general, are hardly wealthy, foolish and filled with pride.  Besides this, there are great agricultural or peasant proprietors who would swoop upon an egg and miss a sale of 1500 francs for 2 sols.  You see that I am not very enthusiastic about my country.”1 

In perusing her memoirs one discovers a precocious judgment bearing on actual situations, which she perceives clearly.  She is not an integral part of the society of her birth in which she is rooted.    If she lives in this milieu she knows how to keep a critical distance.  Immersed in this pre-revolutionary world, what is her image of God?  What was her life of faith in Poitou where religion caused no problem


“…a veritable forest of bell towers and spires witnessed to its religious traditions.”2

and was not yet disrupted by the warning signs of the threatening upheaval?  Here again she is a product of her times.  The theology of her era (promulgated by more or less open minded and competent teachers), her sojourn as a boarder with the religious of the Abbey of the Holy Cross at Poitiers, the family influence, and the social environment must have colored her relationship with God without, however, reducing it to a social religion.  If, at the moment of the Revolution, she, with her mother, was able to shelter a refractory priest in spite of the risks incurred, it was because her heart was open.  One can conclude that she had a living and active faith that took precedence over personal security.  This gesture was an expression of her faith and commitment in a troubled Church and society.  Like so many others, she and her mother could have regretted in their hearts the lot of priests without endangering their lives.  


Was Mademoiselle Henriette remembered as a frivolous young lady in the salons of her era truly such?  The worldly and superficial environment in which she grew up and shone did not satisfy her entirely.  Here the testimony of Helene de la Barre, who knew her intimately, is eloquent.


“This glittering world into which she was thrown…did not please her…she had a great and proud soul and despised the childishness that often characterized the worldly.  A sound judgment and an exquisite discernment in appreciating people at their true worth placed her above human-respect and rendered her cold and reserved with most people of her mother’s society…Thus her early youth passed in a whirlwind of pleasure which left her heart empty; at her own expense she acquired an experience which she used well in governing others.”3


Let us not deceive ourselves when Helene speaks of a whirlwind of pleasures into which Henriette was plunged.  The need for God, the meaning of life, and openness to others remained active in her innermost being, and gave place to a hidden but real Christian life.  When one reads later in her writings:  “I fear that you regret the world, that is to say, your parents, your friends, in short, all that can give you satisfaction in a Christian way.”4 one has the impression that she speaks of herself as a young girl.

The interior emptiness, of which Madame de la Barre speaks, indicates deep aspirations seeking to be released.  Hidden under worldly appearances is a fertile human ground that will permit the small seed to germinate with God’s grace and to erupt within her life.


Society, shaken to its very foundations, overturned all its values.  Many people abandoned their religious convictions, and others, even among the clergy, hesitated a long time before knowing the way to follow.  But Henriette held fast, not fixed in traditional ways, but flexible and well rooted in real values that she expressed in new ways.  History has left us a remembrance of “the first refusal”5 she experienced on requesting entrance into the Society of the Sacred Heart.


The experience of imprisonment, the long months of seclusion, privation of daily needs, the threat of death which hung over her head and the confession she made to Father Soyer shook her.  Writing to Father Coudrin in January 1893 she says:  “…I was crushed by the events but not converted.”6 

What did Henriette mean by this expression?  With her penetrating intelligence she no doubt questioned the values of society, of the social class to which she belonged, and of the new leaders of the times.  Perhaps she perceived the inequalities and social discrimination of the era as counter-evangelical.  In any case, her conduct in prison in regard to the jailer’s daughter and the miserable, woman prisoner who was rejected despite her sympathy with the revolutionaries leads one to suppose so.  The events challenged her.  Her heart was open to the distress that surrounded her, and her faith revived.  But if this moved and shook her, it did not convert her; that is, it did not effect the radical and unconditional conversion that was never to fail her later on.


In these hours of incertitude what permitted her to bring forth the best in herself, to adjust to the events of life and to the interior call with flexibility and determination?  Once peace returned why didn’t she, like so many others, return to the “flesh pots of Egypt”?  Why did she commit herself to a life of heroism without possibility of return?


Only a spiritual experience of rare intensity explains this journey.  In effect, all her life manifests a before and after.  “I was shaken but not converted.”

II.  Henriette, a woman rooted in God  
It was when Father Coudrin gave her an hour of adoration that her destiny was fixed.

“When you established adoration at the Windmill [Street] and gave me an hour, without knowing it you fixed my destiny.”7 

No one will ever know what happened then between her and God, but the radicality of this experience will change her forever.  The invasion of God will take such possession of her that it will create a spiritual dynamism, a supernatural vigor…a capacity for asceticism and sacrifice, which are the makings of founders and saints.

This grace that fixed her destiny and thrust her on an extraordinary adventure bears a striking resemblance to that of the Motte d’Usseau, which impelled Pierre Coudrin to fearlessly leave his hiding place to minister where his life was always in danger and his head at stake.  For one as for the other, with an interval of a few years, it was in adoration of the Eucharist that God revealed his will to them.  There the young priest will see those men and women whose Father he will become and the Congregation that he will found.  Henriette receives the seal of destiny.   One might say that a similar, inborn, natural disposition, willed by God, united them in a common vocation.

After this experience, Henriette enters into a long period of solitude and withdrawal from the world, giving herself almost uniquely to prayer.  There during long hours of adoration before the Sacrament of the Body of Christ, she contemplates.  She is impelled towards Him who converted her and speaks to her heart.  She will never totally unveil the secret of the King, but she will allow herself to be transformed by Him whom she contemplates.  An interior force draws her, and it is from this experience that she speaks when she writes to a superior whose community was about to enter into retreat:


“You, as well as your whole community, enter into recollection and solitude with new fervor.  I hope that you will experience that the voice of God, when He speaks, is gentler, more consoling, and sweeter than men’s, no matter how loud they shout and how well they speak.”8 
She responds with love to the Love of the Heart of Jesus which she contemplated for long periods and whose voice she heard.  And, it is always in an attitude of obedience that she expresses this love.   “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word.”9 
The extraordinary mortification, to which she will subject herself throughout life but especially during the first years after her conversion, will always be done in docility to the Spirit of God who lived in her and to Father Coudrin, her spiritual guide.  In a note addressed to him she writes:


“I made a vow to be crucified in everything, that is to say that in heart, spirit, will, and action, I must accept not only all crosses, all sufferings, all contradictions which present themselves, but I must say: ‘Still more, Lord,’ in such a way, that in the smallest detail of life, in a matter indifferent in itself that annoys me, I must not refuse it.”10

In her Memoirs, Sister Gabrielle de la Barre tells us to what extent Henriette pushed the immolation of her body and will.


“…hair shirt, bloody disciplines, night watches, fasts, etc.  Not a single part of her body was without its shackle and its torture; not a moment of the day and night which did not have its particular pain.  She spent a whole winter having nothing but a piece of thin wool to cover her on her bare board…. Soon she gave up sleeping in bed entirely…”11 


In spite of all this, we feel a balance in the foundress.  What is asked of her is not sacrifice for the sake of sacrifice, but a placing of her will in the hands of God.  In the note cited above, she adds:


“I also promised by this vow not to take pleasure in anything, that is to say, something good or commanded I must do it even if I find satisfaction in it”12 


Further on, she concludes by revealing that her common sense never gave up its rights:  “I had the intention and the attention to say to God that I did not give in to the first movement of pleasure or of repugnance.”13


This little sentence places the crucified life of Henriette in its true context.  Conscious of the quick reactions of her sensitiveness, which she thought she had not mastered, she practiced mortifications which were not the result of her willing them; otherwise she would have hindered her sensitive reactions.  These acts of mortification were the effect of God’s influence, the purifying answer to the invasion of His grace, the obedience to what she perceived as the Divine Will for her.  Her natural gaiety was the guarantee of the spiritual origin of the interior movement that urged Henriette into the way of penitence.  Of this, also, she is well aware.  Sister Helene de la Barre writes:

“Mother Henriette asked the Lord why He had chosen her and Father Coudrin for this work where everything was suffering, their characters being so joyful.  The Lord answered that lacking joy they would not have been able to survive, and that what they did was all the more supernatural because of it.”14


Furthermore, it is striking to note, in her correspondence, the importance that the Foundress attached to joy and gaiety in the life of the Religious of the Sacred Hearts.  “…also, the young sisters were never joyful enough to suit her.”15 wrote Sister Florence.  Sr. Catherine Astruc recounts:  “The Good Mother never kept to herself; as much as she was able she always tried to make us all happy.”16 


The Good Mother would later inculcate this same attitude in those responsible for formation.  To Father Hilarion who was prone to severity and who confided to her two young women destined to religious life, she said:  “Remember, that in order to serve God well, one must be a little happy.”17 

In these testimonies, we see Henriette’s spiritual temperament being formed.  During those years when she was  “…absorbed in God and unaware of all earthly things…”18 God, in secret, molded and fashioned her as the future foundress.  In this woman, humanly and spiritually endowed, the awareness of the essential would become a spiritual sense of rare delicacy, and awareness of others would flourish in a mission of exceptional scope.

A. A sense of the essential, transformed into an exquisite spiritual awareness.  

After the transforming experience of her radical conversion, what was Henriette’s image of God?  He was an intimate God with whom she entered into direct relationship in her contemplative prayer.  In her estimation, most people, even devout ones, do not know God.  Their encounter with him consists  “…of a certain arrangement of prayer and spiritual exercises in which the heart has hardly any part.”19 

Here, Henriette joins St. Teresa of Avila, the great Doctor, who speaks  “…of an intimate exchange where we speak in secret with the God who, we know, loves us.”20 


Our foundress adds, “It is necessary to accustom ourselves to bring God closer to us.”21 For her, God is the spouse, and relationship with him an alliance of the heart.  The language of the times does not use this expression. Nonetheless, the reality is discreetly expressed.  She writes “More than ever, let us enter into the painful martyrdom which constitutes the consolation of those who follow the Spouse.”22 

In keeping with the spiritual traditions of the great mystics, she, too, affirms:  “God calls all to union with Himself, even in this life.”23 It is from experience that the Good Mother writes “in this life.”  She lived this union, not only in hope but also in reality.  She tasted the sweet joys and the inevitable sufferings of the Kingdom already present and yet to come.  She speaks of herself when she invites us, in this short and astounding phrase, to enter into the painful martyrdom that becomes, at the same time, her consolation.


It is not possible to describe more accurately an interior state so unlike our human designs, and yet so often verified by many men and women of God.  Sister Helene de la Barre experiences it and confides in Mother Henriette in a letter dated October 3, 1805:


“…I beg you to pray for your poor daughter; there is such turmoil in my soul which I do not understand and which troubles me although I am calmer than I’ve ever been in my life.”24 


In agreement with the Great St. Teresa the foundress says that this union with God does not blossom in people without their active participation.  In fact “…few reach it because of their lack of fidelity to grace, and it takes very little to prevent this union.”25 

The Good Mother did not have a foundation in spiritual theology.  In her memoirs, Sister Helene tells us: “She had read little or nothing since her conversion; she was extremely reserved in the use of pious books.”26   


But a spiritual instinct, doubtless the fruit of experience, guided the foundress on her journey and in the formation of the Sisters.  In this respect, texts abound.  They are spread here and there in letters where it is a question of business and problems of all kinds.  One senses their accuracy because they spring spontaneously without preparation as well as without long explanations.  For example:  “She did not like to find, in the Novices, an exterior devotion which clings strongly to certain practices, while neglecting the essential.”27  

Along the same lines she writes to Sister Helene in 1821:

“It appears to me that they are very fervent and very grumpy at your house.  Here, we are scatterbrained and lighthearted.  We do not multiply devotional practices, but we are getting along well.  We work a lot, and we do not quarrel.”28

For the foundress, the fruits of charity, openness and simplicity reveal authentic piety.  Already in 1802 she demonstrates this conviction in a letter to Sister Helene, superior of Poitiers and director of formation,  “…above all, beware of the pious.”29 Henriette, who had found herself alone in her prison, without support of any kind, had experienced that, in moments of crisis, more than a simple devotion is necessary to endure.  Later, in the Society of the Sacred Heart, she came in contact with persons of false piety, including a famous young lady with such a mystical bearing that she deceived even Father Coudrin.  As a result, he accused Henriette of jealousy and deprived her of Holy Communion.  The story is well known.  It shows the spiritual astuteness of the Good Mother.  Enlightened from within, she knew how to recognize true piety rooted in God and blossoming in simple joy and fraternal charity.

The times were uncertain; they lived in hiding, says Father Vincent.  Interior strength and a profound awareness of the presence of God were necessary to hold firm in the face of need.  This is what she aimed to do in her formation.  Once again, Sister Helene writes in her memoirs:


“Little preoccupied with an exterior, methodical regularity which circumstances rendered impossible, she worked on the interior of the foundation, not pretending to embellish the building before digging the foundation well in advance.  When the Sisters were docile and abandoned, she formed them to act with strength and detachment from the little miseries which often darken the virtues of women.”30  


Reiterating the words of Sister Hortense, Father Hilarion reports that Henriette had “…that enlightened devotion which overcame obstacles and made easy religious practices which so many others found tedious”. 31  


It was in the school of the Sacred Heart that she learned that his yoke is sweet and his burden light.  


Faithful to the end, she truly lived what she taught.  Father Hilarion, quoting Sister Radegonde, writes: “It was necessary to know her personally to appreciate her full worth.  She did not have that exterior devotion which is perceived in other pious persons”. 32 


Led by God, she went directly to the essential.  We see this spiritual instinct at work when the Good Mother overcomes her hesitation and admits a young girl as a novice despite her youth.  Not bending at the insistence of the aspirant and her mistress, the Good Mother asked the young girl what she would do if a revolution (the one in 1793) occurred.  The Sister, herself, recounts:


“Good Mother,” I answered. “ I feel very weak; but I know that God gives us the grace when we need it.  This answer turned her in my favor, and I had the happiness of hearing her say in a tone full of kindness: ‘I receive you.’”33  

The spiritual insight of the foundress and her knowledge of the human heart played a large part in this decision.  The humble answer of the young girl who, in spite of her youth, was sufficiently aware of her own weakness not to make thoughtless promises, but knew how to depend on the Lord’s grace, pleaded in her favor and won Mother Henriette’s support.


Along the same lines, we read what another Sister writes:


“We sometimes heard her say, when speaking of very fervent young Sisters, that she feared for them more than for those who were less exact, because, being so young they might not be capable of sustaining fervor… However, it was necessary to advance continually.”34  

Mother Henriette knew instinctively and experientially that the “yes” to God in religious consecration is never said once and for all.  In her pedagogy, God respects the laws of growth.  He does not violate nature.  At the beginning of the spiritual life, when the experience of God is fragile, still a seed; it is easy for a person attracted by devotion to confuse her own will for the will of God, thus falsifying all relationship with Him and the whole life of observance.  Mother Henriette recognized this trap that lies in wait for the novice on her spiritual journey.  She knew by experience that trial, including the test of time, purifies and promotes growth, but that it is also a stumbling block for many.  The spiritual accompaniment of the Founder, and the frequent meditation on the Rule of St. Benedict, which speaks of the religious life as a “school in the service of the Lord”, without doubt, confirmed the interior intuitions of Mother Henriette.


Habitually we see her discern the interior state of her daughters with rare exactitude, and give appropriate advice adapted to and respecting the individual.  One day she wrote to the impetuous Sister Justine Charret who often opposed her,  “I would like to see you a little discouraged before the good God; that would do you good.”35 


She understood her dear Justine well and adds:


“…when we are at the Lord’s feet, we believe that we are ready to suffer everything…but when the occasion presents itself we are weak, and it is a grace of the good God that makes us realize what we are.”36 

“One feels weak and it is a grace”, and God gave this grace to Henriette.  The knowledge of her fragility and of the grandeur of God sculptured a profound humility within her.  Tradition has left us moving testimonies of this humility.


Her humility was first of all her discretion.  We know that from her entrance into the Association she took great care to remain hidden or, at least, unnoticed.  Later, after despoiling herself of her patrimony to buy the house that would become the “Grand Maison”,

“…no one knew that it was due to her absolute despoilment that we owned the house where  we wished to establish the Congregation.”37  

She, to whom we owe our lodging, conceals her magnanimity and asks to live in that house as one living on charity.


But her humility goes even further and remains disconcerting for us.  Several members of the Congregation, close to the foundress, were aware of the extraordinary favors God bestowed on her and this drew their respect and admiration. To avoid all interior movements of self-satisfaction, one night in the presence of her brothers and sisters she made

“…a general confession of everything for which she reproached herself most during her life.”38


Her humility, however, is neither alienation nor weakness.  It is a theological attitude that aligns itself with the strength of character and openness so characteristic of her personality.  Tempered by a good heart and a supernatural view of things, her natural frankness, colored by a great sense of humor, always prevailed.  At the end of a business letter to Sister Justine in March 1821 she says:


“I must remind you to re-read the Constitutions, because I am truly convinced that in reality it is an old document that you skimmed without attention.”39 

She always loved a good education and beauty.  In October 1821 she writes to Sister Francoise:  “Something that will surprise you is that Mademoiselle Beauty has become pretty.  You understand, of course, that we had to wash her face.”40 

Henriette recognized this aspect of her personality very well, but as much as she deplored it, she knew that she would never change it.  She recognized it humbly.  It is good to read what she wrote:  “…You know that I like them pretty; unfortunately, I have not changed.  ‘The fox dies in its skin’.”41 

Her natural frankness often becomes caustic.  To Sister Justine, with whom she can be frank, she writes:


“You will have your books immediately.  I still feel badly that last year, having done my best, you sent word to me that they were very expensive.  I did not steal them from you without notifying you.”42


These moments of sharpness escape her, but she never lets them pass without apologizing.  One day Sister Antoinette disobeyed her orders and, on February 25, 1824, the Good Mother wrote to Sister Helene about her part in the affair:


“Nothing was done as I wanted it…On receiving your letter I wrote to Sister Antoinette very sternly.  I did not take the time to reflect, and I am very sorry that this will hurt her.”43 

As we see, Mother Henriette, always straightforward and humble, does not deny her mistakes.  In a long letter written to Sister Antoinette on March 6th we read:  “I am very sorry to have hurt you.  I would have been mellower if I had reflected.”44 


She also knew how to accept correction and recognize it as just.  Again, to Sister Antoinette, who was afraid of having hurt her, she writes in 1826:


“My dear Antoinette, I feel that you take things too seriously.  I have never been angry because of a correction that was just.  And I promise you that I will do things better another time.”45 


Her humility blossomed in simplicity.  Knowing herself very well, she admits simply that she is unable to speak to a particular Sister to inform her of certain things, and she adds:  “…for me, there are things regarding others that I cannot address.”46  


Further on, speaking of another Sister, we read this remark so full of sense, which appears to be a weakness in the foundress:  “…she has never been at ease with me.”47  


On October 25, 1810, she wrote to Sister Helene who had spoken to her about a person in whom they placed a certain hope:  “I know Madame Turquost’s father. He was carefree and passed as an honest man…He gave me superb bouquets when I was young.  He must be very old now.”48 
Henriette needed an evangelical simplicity and great interior freedom to recall her former worldly life with such humility.

All these citations reveal Henriette’s human and spiritual characteristics.  Even in the midst of a life where tomorrow’s cares were always present and clearly and accurately perceived, she never lost the sense of God.  She was always true to the spiritual instinct with which she was graced.  Her formation of the Sisters was always realistic and comprehensible.  Centered on the essential, simple and humble, aware of her strengths and weaknesses, she faithfully lived, in her own manner, with a rare understanding of the ways of God on the spiritual journey.

B. An awareness of others blossoming in an exceptional mission

The indescribable spiritual experiences that will transform Henriette cause her rich personality to blossom and imbue her with fruitfulness.  This grace and the mission of the Church that the Lord will confide to her will necessitate a long preparation calling her to live like Him, with Him, and in Him until the end of her strength.

The action of God in transforming persons directs their strength toward the Mission written in the core of their being.  Henriette was conscious that the gift of contemplation and “the prophetic charism”49 received from God (and of which Father Vincente speaks) were not given for herself alone.  By putting her Mission of grace to work and living it in depth she could more effectively promote the Reign of Love in the world.  In fact, concerning the gifts of God, Henriette “firmly believed that God gave them to her only for others.” 50 

During her silent adorations she entered profoundly into the interior sentiments of Christ Jesus and, at this source, contemplated “…the thoughts of his Heart: to deliver from death those who hope in His love, to guard their life in time of famine.”51 

Henriette had long been imbued with Jesus’ mission of salvation, which makes us Brothers and Sisters.  The history of her life, her encounter with Pierre Coudrin, and the founding grace that they both possessed reveal the particular quality, which she would give to God’s plan for humanity.


In her prison cell, says Helene de la Barre, she reflected on the past; and her upright spirit understood the meaning of the events, and adored “…the decrees of Divine Providence which she perceived as just.”52 


Around her, physical and moral misery reached gigantic proportions.  In her Memoirs, Sister Helene tells us that, following the example of the Master who revealed Himself to her in His Merciful Heart, “…the first virtue she practiced was an unbounded confidence in the Mercy of the Lord.”53 
And on the same subject she states that at the beginning of her conversion “…a single prayer sufficed for her; she spent a whole year without any other than that of Mary Magdalene at the feet of Jesus.”54 

We do not know the prayer of Magdalene who was saved by the tender, merciful and understanding intervention of Jesus.  But we can try to imagine, with Henriette, the silent adoration of the repentant sinner overflowing with gratitude and self-offering.  The future foundress received the grace to contemplate the Love of God manifested as Mercy.  For her this summarizes the salvific design of God.


Having entered through this door into the interior mystery of the Beloved Son of the Father, Henriette came out of it, if ever she did, inflamed, offered, abandoned.

The fire of Love transforming her heart opened it to others with the same attitude of goodness and mercy.  She was asked to live what she contemplated in the Heart of Jesus.  This mission of grace was etched into the deepest recesses of her being.  It is a grace that future events would reveal just as it was revealed in her openness of heart in prison.  God’s action would increase this grace and impel her to become, as Sister Helene tells us


“…the Foundress of an Order dedicated to His Heart.”55

Sister Helene adds:  “God had spoken to her too clearly for her to doubt her mission.”56   



From then on, totally enflamed with the Love of God, an ardent zeal consumed her throughout her whole life.  In a strangely similar situation the prophet Elias experienced this zeal for the salvation of his people.


“I burn, he said, with a jealous zeal for Yahweh…because the sons of Israel have abandoned Thee; they have destroyed Thy altars and killed Thy Prophets.”57  


St. Teresa of Avila was also filled with it.  She said:


“I cannot see so many souls being lost without my heart being broken with sorrow.”58 



Henriette will be consumed with this same zeal.  It is Sister Justine Charret who tells us:  “…nothing could lessen the zeal of our holy Mother.”59 


In effect, from the beginning, July 19, 1802, when the budding Congregation was reduced to the minimum, we see her leave for Mende to join the founder.  History relates for us the just reservations of the Good Father who, already in Mende, foresaw better than anyone else the difficulties of the foundation.  The foundress needed an extraordinary courage and a deep interior certitude of the will of God to proceed in spite of all and to conquer the obstacles on her itinerant journey.


However, realism and good sense always accompanied her unbounded zeal.  Sister Helene remarks:


“…her foresight was without compulsion.  Submissive to the decrees of Providence, always sacrificing her own interests, and living in the most perfect self-renunciation, she could be disturbed by and suffer from the events but never be troubled by them.”60 

The zeal that animated her rendered her always open to others in spite of the suffering of her heart.  Profoundly attached to the Sisters in Poitiers, pained in leaving them so poor “…she could not refrain from weeping all night.”61 With delicate attention she took the time to write a few lines to each one who remained behind

.


This departure will begin a series of others, also under dangerous, precarious and difficult conditions.  Profoundly docile, she will set out each time the will of God is clearly manifested, and God alone knew if she would be spared.  God’s Work, as we loved to call the Congregation at its beginnings, absorbed all her energies and mobilized her intellectual and spiritual riches to accomplish the work.  This zeal, with which she deeply desired the hearts of her daughters to be enflamed, always remained enlightened by discernment.  In a note, concerning Father Isidore, the Superior of Poitiers, written undoubtedly around the end of 1802 she says:


“…They will have wine at every meal…The superior must see to it that it is good, but not foreign.  The superior will thus be permitted to have some, as well as some liquor for a few who are ill.  Refuse everything to feelings, softness, cowardice, but allow everything that is needed.  He will follow this principle to permit the use of meat.”62 

This, the foundress says, will guide her throughout her life.  The austere life, apostolic work and the privations inherent in the conditions of the country weakened the health and decimated the community.  The recommendations that abound in the writings of Henriette were not superfluous.  “Take care of everyone…take good care of yourself; 63 it is necessary to take care of the weak…you have many of them.”64 etc, etc.


With her characteristic frankness, in speaking of Sister Martha, she even adds in a letter to Sister Ludovine in 1809:


“I am very happy she is better.  I find it strange that you do not want her to take precautions.  It would be desirable that everyone take precautions in health rather than in illness.”65


This discernment that accompanied her zeal goes even further.  In 1803, urged by this zeal, she sent some young girls from Mende to Sister Helene, taking care to say:


“Sister Rosalie…has very delicate health.  She will need many special considerations.  In everything, remember that they are not accustomed to such an austere life; and that the meals of our country do not resemble theirs at all.  They will adjust little by little, but I beg you to take great care to see that they eat well, and especially for a few days give them things that they can swallow.  In short, they are like poor fish out of water who can adjust only with a lot of attention.”66

“Give all that is needed,” she says. But the needs of some are also emotional, and the foundress does not ignore it.  Speaking about an oblate Sister in a letter to Sister Helene in July 1810, she says.  “I think you would do well to take the little relative of Miss Boissiere as a boarder.  We look after our own first.”67 

The foundress considers her own affective realities just as she respected these realities in others.  It suffices to peruse her letters to discover her great delicacy of heart.  “Good-bye, my dear Sister; my heart sings when I think that I shall see you soon.”68

The further she advances, the more freely she expresses the sentiments of her heart.  “…I have never been so exteriorly affectionate with those I love.”69
She writes in 1823 to Sister Helene, her great friend and the only one to whom she will always be able to pour out the tenderness of her heart, “Good-bye, my friend; love me always.  My heart is full!  It is more than time to pray.”70  


The Good Mother knew that Helene was a faithful friend.  “You are the only one in this world who loves me and to whom I can speak openly.  It was necessary to make this sacrifice again.”71 (She speaks of a trip to Poitiers)


There would be so much to say about the love that united these two women, both of whom were equally in love with the Heart of Jesus and inflamed with the same zeal for God’s work.


This zeal which embraced her whole being came from her innermost self and urged her to take concrete means to insure that God’s work, the Congregation, might produce effective fruits.  In the work of education confided to her daughters she understood the necessity of giving a solid formation to the young.  Speaking of a little girl she was sending, she wrote to Sister Helene in 1810:


“I beg you to teach her to read, write and count…let it be said in passing that I do not feel that you are giving enough attention to this.  Do not be offended by my remark.”72 

She personally took responsibility for this.  On October 6, 1812 she wrote to Sister Adelaide,


“Your two young ones have arrived…I am going to try to teach them grammar and history.  I am sorry for not putting enough effort into this, and I feel embarrased.”73


Opened to the realities of the world in which she lived, she understood the necessity of competence in apostolic work.  A product of the times, she does not go far but holds to it in principle, and she tries to inculcate it in her daughters.  Speaking of a Sister training to become a teacher, she writes:

“Louise knows no grammar.  I am very sorry that our little ones and our older students do not have other teachers…One can do well only by knowing what is of prime importance.”74

She herself gives the example and exacts the price.  Speaking of the mother of one of the Sisters, she wrote to Father Hyppolite on November 14, 1818:


“…I can only rejoice in having her oldest daughter who combines virtues of her state in life to talents essential for a boarding school.  It is true that I provided the teachers and she has profited well.”75

However, attentive as she was to the education given to the little girls in the boarding school, her zeal turned primarily to the poor in the free school.  It is not necessary to give many examples; they abound and are well known.


“At the foundation of Laval…Mother Henriette adopted 12 poor little girls; they were lodged, fed and clothed.  When they found work, others came to replace them.”76

In 1806, the house in Paris did not yet have a school.  The foundress writes, “…I shall not receive any boarders before the school for the poor is opened.  This must always take priority.”77
But her zeal did not limit her to children of the free schools; she also cared for their parents.  A Sister writes, “You cannot imagine with what zeal she cares for all these unfortunate parents of the children in the free school.”78

She was drawn to the moral miseries of these poor people; they were often divorced or lived without a civil marriage.  She recommended to the Sisters, who were repulsed by the ignorance and poor manners of these poor people, that they give them a rudimentary religious knowledge to enable them to discover God’s salvation.  She who often said: “…the heart of Jesus is open to all hearts,”79 lived this openness toward all suffering and misery of whatever nature.  She contemplated the immeasurable generosity of the Heart of Jesus too long to restrict or limit her apostolic zeal.  Her charity was universal because it was a participation in the work of God.

Her intense apostolic activity was the fruit of a permanent docility to the will of God, and this docility was total abandonment.  This abandonment came from the very depths of her being.  Abandonment is one of the characteristics of her spiritual profile.  She wrote to Sister Helene in 1804:


“What can I tell you?  My poor heart is sad…I am capable of only a Fiat without feeling which makes me suffer so much that I cannot depend on it…”80

In her abandonment, she had an absolute trust in God.  In 1825, at a time when uncertainty weighed upon the future of the Congregation, she wrote to Sr. Francioise de Viart, 

“We are living in very unhappy times, but if God is with us, who will be against us?”81


This abandonment, so revealing of God’s grace, never surrendered to fatalism.  We always remark in Mother Henriette an attitude of confidence and hope, even at moments when one felt she was humanly discouraged.


“…good-bye; I embrace you with all my heart.  I would like your hearts to be filled with all the consolations which resignation and hope engender.   Let us never give up the hope that a better day is promised us, even in this world”. 82

She speaks from experience when she says:“…absolute abandonment to God’s will is the shortest road to perfection”.83 Following the example of her Master, her abandonment was a permanent interior offering.  Her heart was filled from the opened Heart of Jesus.  On entering the world, she heard His first word, “…You fashioned for me a body…Here I come, O God, to do Your Will”. 84
This fundamental attitude of offering was present in Mother Henriette.  Like St. Theresa, offering herself for the salvation of infidels, the Foundress writes:


“I asked her to send me all the sorrows, all the sufferings of certain people…I offered my life, even my damnation for their eternal salvation and that of all people. In short, I dared, in spite of my unworthiness, to offer myself as a victim for all”. 85
This is the attitude which best expresses the interior disposition of the Foundress, “I…offered myself”.  “My God, Here I am”, certainly reveals the most profound depths of Mother Henriette’s heart in her relationship with God and the fidelity to the Mission received from Him.  To a young lady who wished to enter our Congregation she wrote, “Whatever difficulty there is, say only ‘My God, here I am’”…86
She recommended, says Sister Euphremie in her testimony, “…that we go directly to God and place ourselves in His hands saying these simple words, My God, here I am”. 87
Writing of the Good Mother’s illness in his journal, Father Hilarion quotes Sister Eusebie who is more explicit still.  At the risk of repeating myself, I cannot resist quoting this text so often, because it seems to me that we are touching here on the most fundamental aspect of the Foundress’ spiritual character.


“She will offer herself (to God) so that He might strike her for all of us, and she will say to Him: ‘My God, here I am’.  You know that it was her prayer of preference.  She recommended it to all of us.  She told us that it was the only prayer; all others are reduced to this, and after all is said, we must always return to it.  These are her own words”. 88
This interior attitude of Mother Henriette resembled that of Jesus in His offering to the Father for all mankind.  It is His in the Eucharist, which establishes the Church and saves the world.  The fruitfulness of the Good Mother’s life has its roots in her conformity to Jesus in the very act of His sacrifice.  The Foundress, who has left us such a great devotion to the Eucharist to the point of making us perpetual adorers “in spirit and in truth” 89 embraces the essential of this Christian Mystery during her whole life.


We may now ask ourselves just how far this unconditional surrender to God unfolded in her life.  We have seen her, driven by the certitude of doing God’s will, give herself up to a life of contemplation and mortification which is very difficult to imitate.  We have seen her embarking on a way strewn with obstacles, with misgivings, with difficulties of all kinds, as she journeys through France to establish and consolidate her foundations.  God willed it, and that created in her an indomitable will. She struggled in every way for the “Work of God”, the Congregation, to which she adhered with every fiber of her being.  We cannot doubt it; her whole life witnesses to it.  And yet, she will give up her life work if such is the will of God.  When the political situation became more and more difficult and the suppression of the Congregation by the Civil Authorities seemed imminent, Mother Henriette suffered, accepted and remained firm.  A letter written to the Good Father, January 31, 1822, is witness to this.


“Our affairs are more and more entangled…we fear sinister orders against us…Madame De Vibraye is doing all she can to lighten the blows.  Finally, I told her: “Madame, what God takes care of is well kept; we survived through all the governments; God wants us, without doubt; if He does not want us any longer, may His will be done…That is where I stand now”. 90
What degree of abandonment had Mother Henriette attained at that point?  She saw the work of her whole life endangered with extinction.  Having used all possible influences, she could do no more.  Powerless in the face of imminent catastrophe, she abandoned herself to God without recrimination or bitterness.  Her faith did not falter.  In a supreme sacrifice she offered the work of her life to God.  We remain silent and awestruck before such a response.  Mother Henriette, like St. Ignatius of Loyola in a similar situation, adores and offers her Fiat.

Yet it was not the Congregation but Henriette’s will that God desired.  Like the saints, it was at these very depths that she had to live this self-annihilation.  God, not the Work she did for him, was her interior strength.  

Did God go still further with her?  To what extent did she live conformity to Jesus whose love for His Father and His brothers would go as far as the Cross?  Here we can only stammer, and with her contemporaries have a presentiment of the ultimate demands of God’s love in her.  It seems that in the last years of her life, immobile and paralyzed, she lived immolated love to the extreme, in communion with the state of Victim of Jesus.   Father Hilarion in quoting Sister Eusebie, enlightens somewhat this loving curiosity of the Good Mother’s children.


“We never heard her complain about her sufferings, only that she was not able to move.  And whenever we spoke of her condition, she never said: ‘Since I have been ill, but only, since I have been here’”. 91 
Those who were closest to her during her long illness had an insight into the interior state of the Foundress.  It struck them; otherwise we would not have this testimony.  Scripture tells us Mary was there at the foot of the Cross.   Mother Henriette was also there living in that state of total oblation of self.  It seemed that she was denied interior consolations.  Her long powerlessness was a very painful agony for her.  She no doubt associated it with the gibbet of the Cross.   We note in the diary of the Sister quoted above that she used that very word, 


“…to have an arm that one cannot move, a foot that is worth nothing, to remain on a poor gibbet all one’s life, is nevertheless very terrible”. 92
Christ, in His agony, will say to His Father, in the presence of His brothers: “…let this cup pass from Me.  However, not My will but Thine be done”. 93 
In the same way, Mother Henriette will express the suffering of her condition.  How good it is to see her so truly human in spite of the total abandonment to which grace led her.

How distant seemed the interior consolations and the mystical raptures, which she experienced at the beginning of her conversion!  But the final meeting was approaching and the bouquet, which had been offered, awaited her.

Thus ends Mother Henriette’s journey.  This woman, rooted in her times and milieu, converted by the grace of mercy, untiring zealot of Abandoned Love, will finally become more and more conformed to Him who is her Model, even in His crucified life.  Thus, she will be able to receive the crown of glory prepared for those who, knowing they are loved, have loved in turn until the end.

CONCLUSION

Arriving at the end of the exploration of God’s action in Mother Henriette’s soul, we discover, in fact, her actual message for her Daughters, heirs of the same fundamental mission.  Of course we shall not have to live it as the Foundress did, but the same journey and interior attitudes are required of us.


The present times are difficult.  The whole world lives in a crisis comparable to the one inaugurated by the French Revolution.  Traditional values are questioned: the family has broken down, the notion of lasting fidelity gives place to the desire for unbridled and immediate pleasures, hope has left the heart of man, a profound despair has taken over the young without a future and without a model because they have lost faith in their elders.


The Church in the world is in flux: searching for identity and hesitating -- her children are often led into dangerous compromises.


Religious life, itself, has been affected by this state of affairs.  The young, even those we are educating in our schools, are not enlarging the ranks of the Sisters of the Sacred Hearts.  The aging of our personnel has hit us hard; our communities are being emptied.  The outlook is dark and the future menacing.  Like Mother Henriette we are forced into unconditional abandonment.


The directives of the last General Chapter have emphasized the essentials:




Experience of God




Community life




Apostolic mission

In doing this, it placed itself in direct line with the thinking of the Foundress.  As the Good Father said, the time of the “disturbed” and the “oversensitive” spirit94 is passed.  The life of Mother Henriette teaches us that in periods of crisis, it is necessary to aim at the essential: being rooted in God and abandonment.  We must live as she did, but like her this must be done in joy and trusting that better days will come.  And if these better days do not come, God is always there; He will not fail us.


And if it is our will that God wants…we are urged to roll up our sleeves, to place our guns on the other shoulder and to launch out with clear and solid faith into the adventure of unconditional abandonment to God ... like Mother Henriette who was the first to advance on this road and who invites us to confidence.


These are not pious wishes that she formulated, but a pattern of conduct, which she outlined for us when she wrote:

“I would like your hearts to be filled with all the consolations which resignation and hope give; let us never cease to hope that a better day is promised us, even in this world.”95  

Sister Therese Tremblay, SS.CC.
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