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Here is Saint Marie Eugénie Milleret – an image that most of you have now seen on the beautiful posters made for this event.

[image: image2.jpg]


And here is Marie Eugénie Milleret – a photo taken sometime in the late 1860s or early 1870s, I should think.

Now, to borrow a question that I get a lot in my Bible class when we discuss the two stories of Creation in Genesis:

Which one is true?

Which one is truly Marie Eugénie?

The answer might seem obvious.  At Creation, her countryman M. Louis Daguerre had not yet perfected the daguerreotype, but by the time that Marie Eugénie was in her fifties, it had been in use for quite some time, and even fairly ordinary people like her were having their photos taken.  
So, it’s clear that the photo represents the “true” Marie Eugénie and the other image, the icon, which some of us sisters have called the “Weight Watcher MME” is just wishful thinking.  Right?

You knew that was a trick question, didn’t you?

So which one is “true”? 

As with Genesis, I have to say that both are.  Let me explain.

Let’s start with the icon, which was “written” (that’s the correct way to describe the process) by one of our Sisters in Italy, Sr. Celine Mazza.  The saint is wearing the traditional Assumption habit – something that I never wore, but which Sr. Therese and Sr. Francis who are here today wore for many years.  The dress is a dark purple, the symbol of penance, and has the big white cross sewn onto the bodice; it’s topped off by the soft white veil – the white symbolizing joy. The cream-colored choir cloak speaks of the prayer life of the Assumption, our participation in the Daily Office, which you can still find us praying morning and evening here at the College with our Assumptionist brothers. In her left hand a scroll reads “Jesus Christ and the extension of his reign” – one of her important watchwords – in the other, she’s carrying what seems to be a rustic church with the Eucharistic symbols of loaves and fishes in it.
And she’s standing in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.
Well, how realistic is that?  Not very…and yet, very true.  

She stands between the “Old” World and the “New World,” as a kind of human bridge –and that’s what she is for us Assumption Sisters and can be for the people with whom we live and work, those whom we serve.  This icon captures a great truth about Marie Eugénie – she unites people.   And that’s as true today as it was long ago.
I’ll just tell you one story to illustrate my point.  It’s about me.  I had never heard of the Assumption Sisters, had no intention of being a nun.  I had finished my doctoral work at the University of Pennsylvania, and was busily going about my life teaching at Temple University in Philadelphia.  I met the sisters in my parish church one Sunday, and when they invited me to come to pray with them and have dinner, I did.  (I was curious about the “purple nuns” and about the mixture of accents I was hearing – English, Welsh, French, American, Filipino.)

This was in September 1984.  During that meal, they spoke a lot about “what our sisters in Nicaragua are saying” about the Contras – the older people in the audience will remember the civil war in that country where the U.S. backed the Contras against the Sandinista government.  And they were also speaking about what “our sisters” in El Salvador were saying – this was just four years after the assassination of Archbishop Romero and the murder of the four American churchwomen.  As I listened that night, and again on many other occasions, I heard about what “our sisters” in. . .Tanzania or Togo or Italy or Japan or the Philippines or – lots of other places – were saying about this or that issue that I’d read about in the newspaper or heard about on the radio… and I said to myself: “these women are really sisters, really family.  They’re deeply connected to people in places that I recognize…and places I’ve never heard of.”  That impressed me, and even more, it touched me.  
As time went on, it seemed that it was a certain Mère Marie Eugénie, a lady I kept hearing about, who was responsible for this intense awareness on their part.  (It wasn’t until I’d visited a number of times that I realized that MME had been dead for almost 100 years – she was so present in their conversation!  At the beginning, I kept thinking that she’d gone out of town and would be back soon. Really…I’m not joking!)
That went on for five years –I learned more and more about their life of prayer, their active seeking of change in a run-down West Philly neighborhood, and I learned more and more about their deep international bonds.  I learned to look forward to the arrival of sisters from other countries – and in fact, four from East Africa made such an impression on me that eventually I went to visit them in Kenya and Tanzania, returning home with the idea that maybe I should think about trying their life out myself.

Well, the rest of the story is. . .history.  And for another day!  But it was the loving bonds of friendship and concern and family, tied up with their love of MME and of  Christ, that first drew me to the Assumption.  And that’s why I’d suggest that this icon, which symbolizes all of that so beautifully, is a “true” image of MME.

As for the “truth” of this photo – if we look at it closely, we see a woman in her early 50s, perhaps, not beautiful, but with strong features and deep-set eyes, looking off in what was probably a standard pose of the day.  What is she looking at?
There’s nothing in this photo that suggests that she’s looking over time between then and now and seeing herself standing on the Atlantic Ocean!  Or her icon hanging on the façade of St. Peter’s in rainy Rome as the Pope pronounces her a saint of the Church!
Rather, my guess is that she’s in the moment, thinking perhaps of the many needs of her growing congregation of sisters and the young girls and women they’re teaching not only in France by this time, but also in England – and soon in Spain, Italy, Belgium, Denmark – not to mention Central America and the Philippines…all founded either before her death in 1898 or very soon after.  (The U.S. took a bit longer – the first Assumption Sisters arrived in Philadelphia in 1919.)
By the time this photo was taken, most of her initial work was complete:  she’d founded the Congregation of the Religious of the Assumption at the age of 22, had dealt successfully with dubious and even hostile priests and bishops who assumed that women were too weak to be able to lead an active apostolic life of teaching AND maintain both a rigorous prayer life AND a rigorous intellectual life.  She had weathered storms and lived with deep sorrow, starting with the divorce of her parents when she was 14, the death of her mother when she was 15, and the pain of being farmed out to relatives thereafter.  She’d seen how high society lived, and hadn’t liked it much – too shallow – and she’d also seen how the extremely pious lived and hadn’t liked that, either – too narrow, too suffocating.   So she’d had the experience of being at loose ends, of not belonging to anything or anyone. 
 Then, when she was just 18, something happened. Sitting among all the society ladies and gentlemen who came out to see and be seen at a series of Lenten conferences in Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, in the midst of all the feathers and fashions, the hats and the hairdos, Marie Eugénie had a profound religious experience. She wasn’t expecting it, but when it happened, she responded to it completely.  The rest of her life was dedicated to living out what she’d understood about herself and God.  

What she’d understood was that God creates the human person to be free.  That the earth is a place of glory for God – not, as was commonly held by some religious people, a place of exile, a place to be endured or to be despised.  She also came to believe and to teach that “everyone has a mission on this earth”  --  that it was, as she said,  “simply a matter of seeking to know how God wishes to use us.”  She was sure that God would use the Assumption in the here and now, and so she taught her sisters and their students to “love their times.”  Yes, they were to love their times, but at the same time they were not to be satisfied with those times.  Rather, they were to seek to change them for the good – to use her expression, to seek the transformation of society through education and prayer.
A tall order.  Worthy of someone who can stand in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean!

OK, you say…both are true.  I get it.  But how did she get to be a saint?

Well, the technical answer concerns medical miracles – things that can’t be explained by science.  13 years ago a family in the Philippines had a baby with a congenital defect – the two sides of her brain didn’t close.  Kids like that aren’t supposed to be able to talk or walk or even see…they are usually profoundly retarded.
But this baby was lucky.  Or blessed, I guess. Her family asked for prayers to MME on her behalf throughout the Assumption world.  Now, at age 13, Risa Bondoc was able to walk slowly up to the Pope and present our gift to him at the canonization mass.  She goes to our school in Manila and seems to be of normal intelligence.  The miracle is that she’s all those things despite the fact that the two sides of her brain have never closed, that the physical condition of her brain hasn’t changed a bit since her birth.  That’s the  miracle attributed to the intercession of Marie Eugénie, and it was the thing that gave the green light for her being canonized..  And for Risa and her family….what a wonderful thing!
So that’s the technical answer. But I’d venture to say that the “true” answer goes deeper.   Marie Eugénie became a saint by trusting in Christ and by being willing to share her vision with others.  She became a saint by sharing her life with friends –sisters like the Irishwoman Kate O’Neill who was with her from the start, friends like Fr. Emmanuel d’Alzon (whom she encouraged to found the Assumptionists, by the way)  and many others whose names we don’t know.  She became a saint by using the gifts she had to make her world a better place.  

So for me, the proof of her sanctity isn’t found in the miracles or the event at St. Peter’s, wonderful as they were.  The proof is found in the continued existence of the Assumption all over the world.  Sisters who love each other, and who share her love of the world and its people, who long to transform society, to make Jesus Christ better known and loved through their way of living.  All of that began with a small group of 20-somethings in a tiny, ill-furnished apartment in Paris 168 years ago, with the 22 year old Marie Eugénie as the leader. Later in her life she liked to say that “Love never says: ‘I have done enough.’”  It’s up to us Assumption Sisters and, I believe, to our friends who share her vision – including, I hope, many of you here -- to continue to make that statement a reality.  
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