Marie Eugenie Milleret Lecture: 
Introduction for Sr. Clare Teresa Tjader, R.A.

Many many thanks to Marc LePain on behalf of the Assumption Sisters for his initiation of the Mère Marie Eugénie Milleret Lecture.  It seems very fitting that his tenure as director of the Ecumenical Institute should culminate in tonight’s talk by the person who can rightfully be called one of the world’s experts on Mother Marie Eugenie, Sr. Clare Teresa Tjader.

Now I can see Clare making a face at that kind of language, but I use it because it’s very true.  Because of Sr. Clare’s steady and scholarly work on Mother Marie Eugenie over the last forty years, many people, including the Assumption sisters sitting in this room tonight, now have a much better chance to really know Mother Marie Eugenie herself .  I think it’s fair to say that thanks to Sr. Clare’s efforts, the sisters and friends of the Assumption as well have been introduced to a complex and thought-provoking Christian and woman in Mother Marie Eugenie.  Sr. Clare’s work has rescued Mother Marie Eugenie from hagiographic kinds of story-telling – and revealed a real live woman who struggled to respond to the crises of her own life and of her own time.  At the same time, Sr. Clare’s work has not resulted in some kind of “debunking.” If anything, it seems to me that her deciphering of spidery faded handwriting on the backs of old envelopes, her patient and shrewd analysis of that material and then her editing and publishing so much of  it (Mother Marie Eugenie produced a huge amount of writing in her long life, including something like 4000 letters to Father d’Alzon alone!), has led many people to love Mother Marie Eugenie all the more.  Clare has taken us beyond the pious stories into real stories – sometimes even very humorous stories – that give us a sense of who this Marie Eugenie Milleret was.  And for us sisters, especially, I think I could say who Mother Marie Eugenie is.
So – as you can see, I’m more than delighted to re-introduce Sr. Clare to you all here at Assumption College.  She did a stint of teaching here even while she was helping students invent the START retreat program and getting the international students organization underway; I’m sure that many of you remember her from that time.  Before that, of course, she was our General, whizzing around in Economy Class, bush taxis,  and ox carts, from Paris to Cameroon to Argentina, Japan to Niger, Denmark, Rwanda  and the Philippines and plenty of places in between. At that moment in her life her primary task was to encourage, lead and unify our far-flung congregation, essentially carrying on the project of our first General, Marie Eugenie herself.  
In her “spare time,” Sr. Clare undertook the monumental task of dealing with Mother Marie Eugenie’s papers and even more important, the work of first dealing with them in a scholarly fashion and then working on making them accessible to ordinary folk…not simply translating from French to English or Spanish or Japanese, but rather helping us understand the context and the expressions—the French of a 19th century Frenchwoman of Mother Marie Eugenie’s class and education is not without its perils for 21st century people, whether Anglophones or Francophones! – and finally, the depth of the theological and spiritual thought that may be found in those pages.
I’d just like to share a little personal anecdote that I think illustrates all this work I’ve been talking about.  When I first met the Assumption Sisters more than 20 years ago, I quickly noticed that they seemed to be always talking about this “Marie Eugenie” person:  “Marie Eugenie says this about that,” or “Well, Marie Eugenie doesn’t think so,” etc.  Frankly, it took me a while before I realized that Marie Eugenie wasn’t just out of town for a couple of months, that in fact she’d been in heaven for over 80 years!  She was that present in the community and in the minds and hearts of the sisters!  Now I understand that that presence, that familiarity, was – and still is – in large part the result of all of Clare’s work to make Mother Marie Eugenie better  known in our congregation.  You know that the great project of the Assumption Sisters is to make Jesus Christ better known and loved; Clare is deeply engaged in that work, of course, but making Mother Marie Eugenie better known and loved has been and remains an important and fruitful passion for her and so for the entire Assumption.

For all these reasons, I’m happy and proud to welcome her here tonight on behalf of our Assumption community.
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