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SESSION ONE 

 

I want to spend time this session looking at the qualities required in a leader.  My mind goes 

back to several Province Chapters in Great Britain when I was young.  We would put lists of 

qualities up on newsprint and eventually someone said: “we are looking for superwoman – 

she does not exist.”  And it was true.  We elected the leader then after the Chapter we all went 

back to our communities to continue normal life, leaving everything to the new leader.  We 

then criticized what she did sometimes.  Of course this would never happen today and 

certainly not in Africa would it? 

 

There are certain qualities a leader must have if she is to be a good leader.  There are plenty 

of quotes to look at to tell you what a leader does, but few tell you what personal qualities 

they should have. 

 

Well, besides the obvious ones that everyone mentions e.g. able to work in a team, forward 

thinking, kind, obedient,  generous, a good listener etc. etc.  For me, two qualities are vital: 

the leader may have these others, will have these others but if she does not have these, she 

cannot be a good leader. You can have the knowledge, quote all the quotes, but that won’t 

make you a good leader if you don’t have the gift ex: art, figures.  What you must have are: 

the Gift with Realism and Humility 

 

First of all, you are not superwoman and you will be criticised.  You cannot please all of the 

people all of the time.  You have to know your capacities and be comfortable with them.  You 

have to really discern your motivation in accepting a leadership role and be honest with 

yourself and those thinking of appointing or electing you.  I would go so far as to say that 

anyone who really wants to be the leader is the last person who should be elected or 

appointed. 

 

St. Peter Julian Eymard, the founder of the Blessed Sacrament Fathers went through an 

experience that caused him to question his motivation in wanting to found a new religious 

congregation.  He almost gave up his plans but he received a special grace which enabled him 

to understand at a very deep level what his motivation was.  After he received the grace he 

made a long retreat with the Redemptorist Fathers in Rome to help him understand this grace 

and what it meant for his life’s work.  He called this grace the grace of personality.  Now I 

am not suggesting that when you get a call from Sr. Ellen asking you to take on some 

responsibility that you tell her to wait until you make a long retreat to discern your 

motivation!  You should already have done that before you let your name go forward as a 

possible leader.  But I want to underline the importance of knowing our motivation – as far as 

we can. 

 

If you know you won’t make a good leader then say so.  I have a friend, Sr. Bridget, I used to 

call her “my Bridget” to distinguish her from Sr. Brigid Lawlor when I would talk about her 

in Rome.  My Bridget is very clear that she is not a leader.  She says – and she is right – that 
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she is a good second.  She says: tell me to do something and I will do it.  She takes 

responsibility for what is asked of her but being a leader is just not her.  She is happy with 

this.  She is not looking to take a leadership role.  And I can tell you she makes and has made 

an invaluable contribution to the life of Good Shepherd in Britain.  She has both realism and 

humility, although I think they are one and same because humility is truth. 

 

So, first of all, be honest with yourself about your motivation and for you in Africa, you have 

to recognize that nobody has the right to be leader just because they are the oldest in age or 

religion.  That for you is counter-cultural – you have in many of your countries the “droit 

d’ainesse”. 

 

Linked with this is the recognition that you don’t have to have all the answers.  Being elected 

or appointed leader does not mean that suddenly you are imbued with heavenly wisdom about 

all matters!  It would be wonderful if it happened but it doesn’t, although sometimes it seems 

as though the sisters think it does and you are expected to know everything.  We had a 

Province Leader in Britain once and she was asked if she was worried by the responsibility.  

Her reply was: “I don’t know enough to be worried!”  You must make use of the experts 

around you both within and without the Province: for formation – you have your formation 

teams with sisters trained in this field – you may not be so trained – talk to them, ask them 

what they think, ask them about the modern trends in formation, etc.  You have financial 

experts who know about banking and investments and laws, etc.  You have apostolic experts 

who know the trends of today in working with women and children.  Use them all and above 

all, use your council.  It does not take away from your authority if you say in response to a 

question:  I don’t know.  I don’t know the answer but I will find out and get back to you.  

Nobody can ask for more than that. 

 

Now, you may be the leader but that doesn’t mean that the first morning you go into your 

new office you say to yourself: yippee!  I can do what I want now!  No, you cannot do 

whatever you want.  It is true that you do have personal authority to lead the Province or 

Formation house or whatever.  But, I often say that the person who has least voice in a 

Province or Community is the leader. 

 

Example: Barack Obama – I am President of the United States.  I am the leader of the free 

world and I can’t make anything happen.  I can’t do anything.  The Republican Party blocked 

everything he was trying to do – take one piece of legislation what is called Obamacare.  It 

seems that 45,000 American citizens die every year because they cannot afford health care.  

The President wanted to ensure affordable health care for every citizen.  To me, coming from 

Great Britain where everyone in the country has access to free health care this is shocking. 

 

But sometimes that happens and if there is a discernment in the Province about some course 

of action, as Leader you should listen to the sisters before saying anything yourself because 

as leader you can influence people’s thinking and the way they see a situation.  You may not 

be happy with the outcome but you too have to listen, you do not have a monopoly on the 

Spirit. 

 

Your council has collective authority.  No councillor has personal authority.  The councillors 

only have authority in council and on matters that need their agreement or opinion and these 

are all clearly stated in the Constitutions and in the Province Administration Manual.  

Sometimes your biggest problems come from Councillors who forget this and start telling 

people what to do and when to do it… 
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I heard Rekha, who you will hear later on in the session, once describe the function of leaders 

as to bring out the qualities of those they lead in such a way as their faults are irrelevant. Do 

you do that with your sisters?  Have you experienced this yourselves? 

 

St. Mary Euphrasia talks about this in one of her conferences, it might be n° 4, when she 

mentions that the spirit of our Institute is a spirit of love and that a superior who makes 

herself feared rather than loved is wanting in the spirit of the Institute.  So if you sense that 

your sisters are afraid of you, or wary of you, you should examine yourself closely to see 

what spirit is animating you. 

 

St. Bernard said: “You should be less preoccupied with yourself and more with the common 

good.” 

 

As a leader you will have to make changes.  Pope Francis back in January of this year said at 

one of his homilies at mass: A Christian who hides behind the notion that “this is how it’s 

always been done…” is committing a sin, becomes idolatrous and disobedient, and lives a 

“patched up, half and half life” because his heart is closed to the “newness of the Holy 

Spirit”.  The invitation to free oneself from “customs” in order to make room for “God’s 

surprises” was offered by Pope Francis during Mass at Santa Marta on Monday morning, 18
th

 

January 2016.  We will come back to that. 

 

However, you will soon realize that the most changes must be made in you.  In fact, you are 

the only person you can change… You have to change in order to learn to be a leader. 

 

There is a fascinating correspondence between Mary Euphrasia and her spiritual director that 

gives us an insight into this change in her.  It may surprise you that Mary Euphrasia had to 

learn to be a good leader and to do this she had to change. 

 

Her spiritual director was Fr. Michel Alleron.  He was the parish priest or pastor of the 

church of Notre Dame la Riche in Tours; the Refuge convent was just across the road from 

the Church.  We only have Fr. Alleron’s letters to Mary Euphrasia, not hers to him, but we 

can guess at what she was feeling from what he says in his letters. 

 

The letters we have begin in 1825. 

 

So, in 1825 the community of Our Lady of Charity in Tours were searching for a successor to 

Mother Hippolyte de Botmileau who had been superior for 6 years.  A successor was not 

evident.  Mme d’Andigné was consulted – a laywoman, friend of the community!  She 

suggested the young Mother Euphrasia.  Mother Euphrasia was elected superior on 26
th

 May 

1825.  Her first act on becoming superior was to put into operation a project that had been 

maturing in the community for some time, a project for the girls, for those girls who wanted 

to be religious but who also wanted to stay with the Sisters.  Her words were: “You have 

elected me superior.  I am not worthy of it, I am confused by it, but as you have elected me 

superior, we will found the Magdalens.”  She suddenly found herself in a position to put this 

new project into operation.  We know that there was a group in the community who wanted 

this – the younger sisters.  The older sisters were more reticent.  Mary Euphrasia, confused, 

upset in a sense at being elected head of her community did not let how she felt stop her 

doing what she thought to be right. Managers are people who do things right, while leaders 

are people who do the right thing.”  Warren Bennis. 
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However, as a new leader Mary Euphrasia had much to learn and she was afraid.  The letters 

at this time from her spiritual director Fr. Alleron, give us much insight into the young Mary 

Euphrasia’s character.   

 

She was afraid: 

His first letter shows us that she was in quite a state!  I quote:  “I can well understand that 

having loved and practiced obedience ever since your entry into religion, it seems very odd to 

you now to have to tell others what to do.  Before this you were perfectly happy when your 

Superior decided what had to be done; now it is you yourself who tremble at having to make 

a decision…”  It’s a classic problem for all new leaders in whatever situation they find 

themselves.  Suddenly, “the buck stops here” and it’s an uncomfortable situation.  Mary 

Euphrasia wanted to make what we call a private vow of obedience to her spiritual director. 

Private in the sense that it was not one of the vows of religion it was personal to her and for a 

short time only. Why would she want to do this?   Well, who knows, but I think she probably 

knew her character too well and was afraid of simply doing her own will under the guise of 

being the superior, and I also wonder was there an unconscious desire to “pass the proverbial 

buck” at the beginning?  If there was, Fr. Alleron was too wise and laid down very clear 

guidelines as to the limits of this vow.  He was not going to decide community matters for 

her.  He ends his letter telling her to consult the Lord and ask for his enlightenment and then 

he writes: “This vow my daughter will be, like everything else you have done up to now, for 

the greater glory of God…” Mary Euphrasia could ask for advice, but she had to take the 

decisions.  She would grow through this. 

 

As Eleanor Roosevelt put it: “You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience 

in which you really stop to look fear in the face.  You must do the thing you think you cannot 

do.” 

 

One of her big problems was her character:  I said earlier this morning that we are all leaders 

in our own way.  We do it our way!  I also said we often have to change, we have to learn, we 

need humility and patience.  Mary Euphrasia was no different. 

 

In 1831 Fr. Alleron told her not to be so sensitive. He is writing to her after her departure for 

Angers.  Obviously she is very upset by this move.  We tend to think that she was delighted 

to come to Angers, that she had been longing to come to Angers and now she had got what 

she wanted.  Maybe she had, but that didn’t take away the pain of having to say goodbye to 

all her friends.  Remember that she had lived in Tours since starting school there in 1810 – 

that’s 21 years and she had been with the Refuge community since 1814.  She would have 

made many friends in that time.  It’s a salutary reminder to us that following God’s plan for 

us, or following our destiny – however you want to put it, is sometimes painful and requires 

partings and goodbyes as well as arrivals and hellos.  Fr. Alleron acknowledges that he is 

unable to say much to her as he is in the same state himself and then he writes some beautiful 

lines that give us a hint of what their relationship must have been like.  He writes: I feel as 

weak as you, as upset by your departure as you are at our separation.  It is only when 

someone we love is no longer with us that we realise what we have lost.  At this point in time 

I feel an emptiness I find impossible to define...” 24
th

 May 1831. Mary Euphrasia and Fr. 

Alleron were great friends, theirs was a friendship based on mutual respect and a shared 

desire to work for God.  Mary Euphrasia was lucky to have found someone she could share 

with so deeply – it’s always good for a leader, especially a new one, to have a safety valve.  
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Question: Do you have a safety valve – someone you can talk to and know that what you 

say will be kept confidential? 

 

Her sensitivity and open heartedness is the subject of a letter a month later.  These traits in 

her character would lead her into trouble so often.  In June of the same year, Fr. Alleron 

writes: “Be careful, act wisely and charitably with everyone.  Oh, and above all my dear 

daughter bring everything before the Lord, the friendship of your sisters, the good excuses, 

the qualities, everything…your loving heart has often led you to misjudge people.  You have 

mistaken the apparent for the real, the show of friendship for the real thing.”  I think Mary 

Euphrasia was the kind of person who thrives on love – given her childhood experiences, this 

is understandable, but at this stage of her life she hadn’t got the maturity to tell when people 

were really befriending her for her sake and when they were really just treating her as people 

will treat “the boss”.  It is great to be one of the group, but when you step outside the group 

and become responsible for it everything changes.  It was something she needed to learn and 

she did learn. 

 

The correspondence continued until at least 1859; Fr. Alleron encouraged Mary Euphrasia, 

told her off, picked out her faults and told her what to do to correct them.  He told her to be: 

great but not proud, sensitive but not weak.  He told her to watch what she put down on 

paper: “Your letters are fiery just like your heart.  Imagine the effect they have on the 

recipients. Your style of writing, warmth of feeling, everything, bears the stamp of an ardent 

soul.  I would almost say that much of it appears exaggerated because it is not given to 

everyone to feel and express themselves so forcefully.”  This is one of the hallmarks of Mary 

Euphrasia’s letters, we would agree with Fr. Alleron that sometimes what she writes seems 

exaggerated, but it was the style of the time and French is a much more flowery language 

than English.  But I digress, to get back to Fr. Alleron, he continues: “Therefore I say to you 

that you are right to correspond only rarely and to be reserved in what you say.”   

 

A leader is not born – a leader is made and this correspondence gives us a fascinating insight 

into the making of this particular leader.  She had to grow into it as do we all! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


