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            THE  430

Louise de Marillac:  A Woman of Her Day – A Woman for Our time

Saint Louise de Marillac was a woman of her day.   Saint Louise de Marillac is a model for our time.  Louise heard the voice of God speaking to her in the scriptures, in the events of her life, in the signs of her time, and most importantly in the depths of her heart.  Her response took many forms: advocacy, diverse and many works of charity, the promotion of women, an ever deeper and more intimate relationship with her Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  It was this holy relationship that nourished and sustained her energy for serving Jesus Christ in others, especially in the poor.  


Louise was born in Paris on August 12, 1591.  She was the “fille naturelle”
 (natural daughter) of the widower, Louis de Marillac, a member of a noble family of the royal court of Queen Regent Marie de Medici.  About the time of Louis de Marillac’s remarriage, Louise was sent to the Dominican Convent at Poissy for schooling.  (Louise was probably about three years old.)  Here she received an excellent education in classical subjects and in the fine arts.  After her father’s death in 1604, Louise was sent to a boarding house in Paris where providentially she learned the practical skills for managing a household.  Louise always was drawn to the religious life and when old enough she sought entrance to the monastery of the Daughters of the Passion in Paris.  However, Father Honore de Champigny, provincial of the Capuchins, refused her entrance and instead told Louise God had other plans for her.
     


Louise’s only alternative was to marry.  The Marillacs arranged that Louise marry Antoine le Gras, age 32, and secretary of the Queen, Marie de Medici.  Louise was to be known as Mademoiselle Le Gras and not Madame, (because of her “fille naturelle” status) certainly a public humiliation. Louise and Antoine Le Gras enjoyed a comfortable life close to the activities of the royal court.  

Louise de Marillac was profoundly marked by the effects of the economic, political, religious, societal, and familial circumstances of her time.  Louise’s response to the challenges placed in her path by these circumstances was one of faithful response to the scripture passage, “The charity of Christ urges us”(2 Cor. 5:14).   


After the death of her husband in 1625, Louise moved to a more modest residence which brought her closer to the neighborhood of Vincent de Paul.  The years 1627-1629 were a time of transition.  Louise was adjusting to life without Antoine, to Michel away at school, and to her new financial circumstances and new surroundings.  This was a period of openness to the work of the Spirit in her soul and a time of a developing relationship between Vincent and Louise.


Together, Vincent and Louise slowly discerned God’s designs regarding an organization of lay widows and country girls who would have a rule of life which would support their dedication to serving the poor through spiritual growth, mutual charity, and quality care of the poor.  The woman lived a common life at first without vows and later and to this day with private vows for one year at a time.   Vincent and Louise’s unique vision is expressed in the common Rules of the Daughters of Charity, 1658.

. . .  having only for a convent the houses of the sick and that in which the superioress resides, for a cell a hired room, for a chapel their parish church, for a cloister the streets of the city, for enclosure obedience with an obligation to go nowhere but to the houses of the sick or places that are necessary to serve them, for a grille the fear of God, for a veil holy modesty, making use of no other profession to assure their vocation than the continued confidence in Divine Providence and the offering they make to God of all that they are and of their service in the person of the poor  . . .


Some of the works of charity included the establishment of numerous hospitals, caring for the foundlings, instruction of children, and ministering to the galley slaves.  
It is astounding to realize all that Louise accomplished in her life-time.  Her efforts were given to the development and promotion of people.  Her motivation was the love of the suffering Christ.  This same love was emblazoned on the hearts of her sisters through Louise’s example of service and her deep spiritual union with Jesus Christ as evidenced in her numerous letters and reflections.



Saint Louise de Marillac is our model.  She is our model for prayer and a deep interior life.  She gives the example of being a pliable instrument in the hands of life events and circumstances and learning to use these for the benefit of others.  She teaches us to respond to needs and sufferings of others by seeking ways to bring relief.  Louise promoted the sisters by instilling self-confidence, developing their intellectual abilities, nurturing their spiritual growth, and instilling a mutual love for one another.  Most importantly, Louise taught the sisters how to love the poor by serving them with humility, respect, cordiality, respect and devotion.  All her life Louise sought personal liberation from self doubt to freedom and confidence in God, and in her maturity she helped others to experience that same liberation. Indeed, Louise is a model today for all who seek personal liberation from whatever hinders their flourishing and for all who are working to foster such liberation in others. 

� In French law at the time, a natural child was a child born out of wedlock but recognized by the father.
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