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This book is dedicated to


the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration


whom I have known and loved.


They have always been heroic women.





Prologue



Before telling the story of the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration we should take into account the religious environment from which they emerged. What would prompt a small group of women in 1870s Australia to dedicate their lives to praying night and day in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament? Why would they trust a young, charismatic priest to make this possible? What beliefs led them to persevere in this quest, despite formidable odds? To answer these questions, we must situate ourselves into the background that ploughed the soil and planted the seed that produced the eventual founding and growth of the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration.


At the heart of Christianity is the remembrance of the risen Christ present in his body, the church. We enter into this remembrance each time we celebrate Eucharist. ‘Re-membering’ goes beyond recall. We are re-membered into the body of Christ. As the body of Christ we gather, we receive the word and we enter into and become one with the action of Christ, life given once for all for the life of the world. Within the implications of Eucharist lie all we want to say about discipleship of Jesus Christ.


From the beginnings of Christianity, the disciples of Jesus gathered to celebrate the Eucharist. From Justin Martyr who lived in the second century, only fifty years or so after St John’s Gospel was written, we have this account:




On Sunday we have a common assembly of all our members, whether they live in the city or the outlying districts. The recollections of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as there is time. When the reader has finished, the president of the assembly speaks to us; he urges everyone to imitate the examples of virtue we have heard in the readings. Then we all stand up together and pray. On the conclusion of our prayer, bread and wine and water are brought forward. The president offers prayers and gives thanks to the best of his ability, and the people give assent by saying, ‘Amen’. The Eucharist is distributed, everyone present communicates, and the deacons take it to those who are absent.1





The fact that the Eucharist was taken from the assembly to those who could not be present reveals a basic understanding of the ongoing presence of Christ in the consecrated species even after the conclusion of the liturgy:




For we do not receive these things as common bread or common drink; but as Jesus Christ our Savior being incarnate by God’s Word took flesh and blood for our salvation, so also we have been taught that the food consecrated by the word of prayer which comes from him, from which our flesh and blood are nourished by transformation, is the flesh and blood of that incarnate Jesus.2





Periods of persecution meant that distribution of the Eucharist to the sick and those in prison had to become more circumspect, and so between times it was in a box and hidden away, the precursor of the later tabernacle or aumbry set in a niche in the wall of the sanctuary. By the late third century which saw the rise of monasticism, the Eucharist was often reserved in the chapels of monks and nuns, likewise for distribution to the sick.


With the edict of the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century proclaiming toleration of all faiths and that of Theodosius making Christianity the state religion, many nominal ‘conversions’ took place for various social reasons, among them being promotion in government ranks. Bradshaw points out that since many of these ‘nominal converts’ lacked understanding of the Christian faith, they acted inappropriately during the liturgy:




According to John Chrysostom, for example, they pushed and pulled one another in an unruly manner during the services; they gossiped with one another; young people engaged in various kinds of mischief; and pickpockets preyed upon the crowd.3





In their efforts to instil a sense of awe and solemnity around the liturgy, church leaders introduced various alterations to the way the Eucharist had been celebrated, including liturgical vestments and formalities such as processions and ceremonial actions. John Chrysostom was particularly insistent that purity of life should be observed by those approaching communion. As often happens, exhortations meant to challenge can have the opposite effect, and therefore many of the faithful stayed away from receiving communion because of ‘unworthiness’. With the Eucharist now celebrated in basilicas holding large crowds, the ‘central table’ or altar was moved to the end opposite the western door of the building’s entrance. However, since the celebrant still faced east, the direction of the rising sun recalling the Resurrection, he now had his back to the congregation. Eventually, we have the situation where the celebrant becomes the ‘doer’ of the Eucharist and the congregation is silent, unable to see what is happening except when the priest turns to them or lifts the consecrated bread and wine for them to adore. ‘Thus’, says Hardon, ‘the principal focus of the Eucharist came to be seen as making the bread and wine into the “real presence” of Christ which took place at the moment the “words of consecration” were uttered.’4


From the tenth to the twelfth centuries, controversies about the ‘real presence’ caused serious unrest in the western church. In some cases, these philosophical arguments led to reactionary literalism featuring ‘carnal’ interpretations of the doctrine. It was a period when, for example, accounts of hosts dripping blood and suchlike took hold. To combat both extremes of denial and literalism, St Thomas Aquinas and other theologians (using the philosophical terminology of ‘transubstantiation’) clarified what belief in the ‘real presence’ meant—that the sacramental encounter is a real encounter with the risen Christ, not merely symbolic or allegoric. For the general populace, devotions emphasising the ‘real presence’ were introduced. The fact that these devotions called for the participation of the faithful increased their popularity. Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament, Benediction and visits to the Blessed Sacrament reserved in church tabernacles made it possible for ordinary people to play an active role in worship.5 The Feast of Corpus Christi instituted by Pope Urban IV in 1264 was celebrated with joyful processions through towns and villages.6 ‘Acts of Spiritual Communion’ became common, whereby those unable to communicate expressed the wish in their hearts of being united to Christ while the priest actually consumed the Host. These acts of worship stood in stark contrast to the passivity of the faithful during the Mass as it was then celebrated.


This was a time when the majority of lay men and women were illiterate. With Latin being the language of the liturgy and the educated elite, the general populace depended on the visual arts, symbols and ritual practices to convey meaning. As in all cultures, some practices were abused and doctrine distorted. For example, when the consecrated Host became an object separate from the context of the Eucharistic celebration, adoration of the Blessed Sacrament became a mere ‘private’ devotion. On the other hand, we read of people ‘running from church to church just to see the Host’—as though the consecration of the Host at Mass was the work of a magician.7


Such abuses offered prime fodder for leaders of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. Among others, Calvin and his followers denied the ‘real presence’ as defined by Aquinas, maintaining that the presence of Christ in the Eucharist should be understood ‘figuratively’. In response, the Council of Trent (1545–1563) reaffirmed the church’s belief that, ‘in the august sacrament of the holy Eucharist, after the consecration of the bread and wine, our Lord Jesus Christ, true God and man, is truly, really, and substantially contained under the species of those sensible things’.8 Regarding the ‘cult and veneration to be shown to this most holy Sacrament’, the Council declared:




The only-begotten Son of God is to be adored in the Holy Sacrament of the Eucharist with the worship of latria [that is, worship that is due to God alone], including external worship. The Sacrament, therefore, is to be honoured with extraordinary festive celebrations (and) solemnly carried from place to place in processions according to the praiseworthy universal rite and custom of the holy Church. The Sacrament is to be publicly exposed for the people’s adoration.9





One of the early responses to this statement was the introduction of the Forty Hours Devotion to Rome by Pope Clement VIII in 1592. As its title suggests, the devotion consists of a period of forty hours during which worshippers pray continuously before the exposed Sacrament. The retrieval of such Eucharistic devotions during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries featured in an era of intense spiritual renewal throughout Catholic Europe as an immediate reaction to Protestant denial.


However, with the heresy of Jansenism arising in the Belgium in 1640 and quickly spreading through the Low Countries, France and Italy, the renewal movement was influenced in a way that discouraged people’s participation in the Eucharist.10 The basic premise of Jansenism was the ‘otherness’ of God before whom one was to bow in submission and adoration:




According to Jansen, people were naturally corrupt in the absence of God’s grace which was only given to those who were pre-destined to heaven. Among the legacies of Jansenism was a misguided belief that Holy Communion was a reward for the virtuous and should not be received frequently or by those who were unworthy.11





These aspects of Jansenist thought became particularly popular in seminaries, due in large part to the influence of cardinal and statesman Pierre de Bérulle (1575–1629) who founded a society of priests, the Oratorians.12 Oratorians worked especially to improve the theological education of priests throughout France. They set up seminaries and were largely responsible for the spiritual revival of French clergy during the seventeenth century. They placed strong emphasis on the priesthood being aligned to that of Jesus Christ and consequently on the awe that surrounds that role.


Bérulle’s spirituality was one of complete surrender to God–self-emptying in order to be filled with Christ. It was embraced by people from all walks of life and resulted in a wholesome outreach of charity to those living in poverty and ignorance. Its underlying Jansenist stance, however, placed the human at a distance from God’s majestic presence and gave undue honour to those whose lives were consecrated to God, such as priests and those in religious life.


Various efforts were made to counteract the impact of Jansenism. The Jesuits promoted the immanence of God particularly through devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus–which symbolised his passionate love for humanity. They urged people to receive Communion more frequently, especially through a devotion known as the ‘Nine First Fridays’. This devotion involved people attending Mass and receiving Communion on the first Friday for nine consecutive months with the intention of offering reparation to God for the sins of the world.13 Still, even in these efforts, the sense of the sinfulness of humanity and fear of God’s judgement prevailed. Devotions such as the adoration of the reserved Blessed Sacrament could allow one to approach the Holy without risking the presumption that one was ‘worthy’ to receive Communion.


In the sixteenth and seventeenth century Age of Enlightenment, the dichotomy between the things that were ‘of God’ and those that supposedly were not, took on the shape of alienating ‘worldly’ science from religion. At the social level, the dichotomy favoured elitism. This was threatened as the push for a more equal classless society and the separation of church and state gained momentum. The French Revolution followed in 1789–1799, and thousands of priests and Catholic laity of high rank fled to England to escape persecution. So it was that when, from 1829, Catholicism was able to be practised openly in England once again, it was heavily influenced by the piety, traditions and practices brought to the country by Catholic refugees from France.


This was the England into which Julian Tenison Woods was born in 1832. Although he was baptised a Catholic it was not until he was fifteen years of age that he came under the influence of two priests who were to confirm his Catholic allegiance. The first was Father Frederick Oakeley. Before he became a Catholic, he had been deeply influenced by the Tractarian movement of the 1830s that sought to remind the Church of England of its Catholic inheritance and taught the central importance of the Eucharist. The second was Father Frederick Faber, also a convert from the Church of England, who in 1849 had founded a community of Oratorians in London. He had formed close friendships with priests of the Society of Mary (Marists) who ministered to the expatriate French Catholic community.14 At different times Julian lived with both these men and received instruction from them. At the age of nineteen he had been professed as a Passionist, but when his health failed, he was advised to leave and test his vocation with an order whose rules were less demanding.


Through Father Faber’s connections, Julian was then accepted into the Marist novitiate in Lyons in France in 1853. The next year saw him teaching in a Marist college at La Seyne-sur-Mer on the south coast of France. There he lived with Father Peter Julian Eymard as his spiritual director. Author John Hardon considers that the influence of Eymard extends into our day:




Among the apostles of perpetual adoration for the laity, none has had a more lasting influence in the modern world than St Peter Julian Eymard. In 1856 he founded the Blessed Sacrament Fathers in Paris and two years later, with Marguerite Guillot, he established the Servants of the Blessed Sacrament, a cloistered contemplative congregation of women. Peter Eymard’s published conferences on the Real Presence have inspired numerous lay associations.15





When Julian Woods lived with him, Eymard was still a member of the Marist Fathers. In his Memoirs, he later recalled that his spiritual director ‘was shy and retiring with a deep hidden devotion, a spiritual life with the spirit of the Blessed Eucharist, for the honour and adoration of which he founded his order.’ Julian was inspired by Eymard’s spirituality. Years later, following his example, he would with Catherine Gaffney and her companions, found a religious congregation: the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament.


The effects of Jansenism were still present in the spiritual revival of nineteenth century France, but those emphasising the immanence of God such as devotion to the Sacred Heart were much stronger. Eymard impressed on Julian that he should receive Communion frequently. Later, in Australia, Julian would write:




Go often to Communion–never leave longer than a month between your Communions. Go every week and every Feastday if you can, and oftener if your director will allow you.16





Julian saw adoration as the primary response to Christ’s presence in the Eucharist:




If, like the shepherds at Bethlehem, we came to the stable and saw the poor little baby, we should kneel down and adore Him. Jesus tells us that He is God. And if we see the consecrated Host lifted up, we kneel down and adore it, because Jesus Christ says, ‘This is my Body’.17





However, there is a certain literal physicality in Julian’s explanation of ‘real presence’ that borders on former ‘carnal’ interpretations. Why was he drawn to these? Perhaps it was because he grew up in the era of Romanticism where people appreciated poetic imagery. An example of this literalist description is where Julian likens the presence of Christ in the consecrated Host to Jesus in earthly life:




But in this He puts Himself very much in the power of His creatures. He came to be lifted up and carried about for the living and the dying—and alas! He came to be insulted and ill-used. But love for us makes Him consent to all that.18





While we have no personal records of the understanding of Eucharist and adoration that inspired the first Sisters of Perpetual Adoration, we know they came from a mainly Irish background.19 The Irish church had been suppressed until Catholic Emancipation in 1829, and its few priests had received their training in France. A strong Catholic revival was instigated in Ireland in the 1850s by the Archbishop of Dublin, Cardinal Paul Cullen (1803–1878). He had been educated in Rome and, like most of Ireland’s priests, had absorbed many of the Jansenist ideas that still prevailed in Europe. He also happened to be the uncle of Bishop James Quinn, the first Bishop of Brisbane, who gave his approval of Father Woods’ rule for the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration.20


The soil which gave rise to Sisters of Perpetual Adoration in Brisbane in 1874, therefore contained seeds sown over hundreds of years of the history of the Catholic Church. Its first shoots sprouted at a time when, as David Walker points out, Australian Catholics shared a world view that ‘was largely created and sustained by the basic vision of the French school [of spirituality]’. He adds further: ‘The local church and also the universal church was able to sustain such a world view because by and large it was acceptable within the whole society within which the church existed.’21


Having described these circumstances in which the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration were born, we now follow that story through as they adjusted to changes in the worldview of the years of their birth. The fruits that they produced would nourish both church and society in Australia.





Chapter 1



For any organisation, its founding story is important. Foundation stories can shape the character of an organisation. They tell us about the beliefs and cultural aspirations of those who laid down those foundations. The founders’ story has power. As it unfolds, its vision transforms into core principles and values that continue to resonate down the years. These are the principles and values we will see demonstrated in the history of a group of heroic women, the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. We will be introduced first to a group of women who, like Abram of old, were called to step into the unknown to follow a dream: ‘Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show you.’ (Gen 12:1).



Beginnings



It was Monday 15 June 1874, three days after the Feast of the Sacred Heart.1 In Brisbane, three young women, Anne Lafferty (thirty-three years of age), Ellen Connolly (twenty-nine) and Catherine Gaffney (nineteen) took occupancy of a small rented cottage on the corner of Russel and Merivale Streets in the city’s south. Newly-arrived from Sydney, they had made the three-day journey by ship at the instigation of Father Julian Tenison Woods who had assisted them in paying the fare and had made arrangements for them to be met at the Brisbane wharf by a Sister of St Joseph, Sister Clare Wright.2 She had also been entrusted by Father Woods with finding accommodation for the three women, obtaining a sewing machine for them so that they could immediately begin to earn their keep with needlework, and helping them settle into the way of life he had outlined for them. For Anne, Ellen and Catherine considered themselves the first members of a new Religious community, the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament.


Anne and Ellen were Irish-born and had lived in Sydney for some years before embarking on this new journey. Details of Anne’s family are unknown. However, from what we can glean from his letters, it is obvious that Father Woods trusted her and that she was very responsible.3 Ellen, who had emigrated to Australia with her family, was the daughter of Bridget Costello and Thomas Connolly, farmer, and was born in Barnaderg, County Galway, on 22 May 1845. She and Anne had been introduced to Father Julian Woods in 1872 by their spiritual director, Father Angelo Ambrosoli. Father Ambrosoli was an Italian missionary who had arrived in Sydney in 1855. He and his confreres had been sent by the Pontifical Institute for Foreign Missions to help establish Catholicism on the islands of eastern Papua. However, the attempt failed. Sick and exhausted, Father Ambrosoli had been cared for by the Sisters of Charity at Potts Point, Sydney, before taking on the role of chaplain to the Benedictine Sisters at Subiaco.4 It was there he met Anne, Ellen and another friend, Mary Libskin who had expressed their desire to enter a religious order dedicated to adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. Knowing his friend, Father Woods, hoped to found such an order, he had referred the women to his guidance.5 Since then, while gaining a small income from needlework, they had visited various churches to pray and had received instruction from Father Woods about their future Religious Life.


Catherine Gaffney had been born on 13 November 1855, near Deloraine in Tasmania. Her father, Hugh Gaffney, was a migrant from Ireland. Her mother, Catherine Whelan, was born of Irish parents in Tasmania in about 1836. One of eleven children, six girls and five boys, Catherine was well educated both academically and in religious knowledge. Like the rest of the family, she would often walk the seven miles from her family’s farm, ‘Early Rise’, to the Catholic church at Deloraine to attend Mass.6 When Father Woods had come there in 1873 to give a mission, she had been inspired by his idea of forming a religious order of Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. A few months later, on 22 May, 1874, she left her home ‘without even looking back’ to join the three women in Sydney. She carried with her a letter of introduction written by Father Woods:




The bearer, Kate Gaffney, is to join the Perpetual Adoration sisters. She is going to Brisbane to wait for you there. I want you to help her and encourage her all you can. I have given her £5 to help you in going to Brisbane. If you like to keep Kate with you for a few days you can do so.7





Since Anne, Ellen and Catherine had arrived in Brisbane by 15 June, they must have boarded the ship soon after Catherine reached Sydney. At journey’s end, they stayed with the Sisters of St Joseph at Kangaroo Point, observing their way of life until they were ready to move into the premises obtained for them. Mary Libskin travelled separately and would not join them until some two years later.



Father Director, Julian Tenison Woods8



Father Julian Woods was already well-known in the Brisbane diocese for he had conducted missions and clergy retreats there at various times over the past two years. It was at one such retreat that he had heard of Bishop James Quinn’s intention to bring a contemplative religious order to his young diocese.9 In subsequent conversations he had told the bishop of his hopes to found an order devoted to adoration of the Blessed Sacrament and of the group of possible candidates that he was directing in Sydney. The result was that Bishop Quinn had offered to support the enterprise in his diocese. However, sensing the bishop’s enthusiasm—he was ‘full of plans’10—and fearing he would take them over, Julian asked the three women to proceed slowly, making sure that everything was in place before actually leaving Sydney for Brisbane.


Julian had every reason to be cautious. Past experience with bishops in Hobart, and Adelaide. had already caused him problems. He had come from England to Hobart in 1854 at the invitation of Bishop Robert Willson. It had been explained to the bishop that Julian had suffered a series of disappointments in his desire to be a priest. The suggestion that he could teach in Hobart and continue his studies with the view of being ordained there was seemingly an answer to prayer. However, when he arrived at his destination, Julian found that the conditions were not as described. Disillusioned, he set out to Adelaide to visit his brother James there. Hoping to earn his passage back home to England, he obtained employment as reporter and sub-editor at the Adelaide Times.
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A chance discussion with Bishop Murphy of Adelaide, however, changed his plans. The bishop—in urgent need of priests for his diocese—arranged for Julian to complete his interrupted studies with the Austrian Jesuits at their college at Sevenhill in the Mid North of South Australia, and he was ordained on 4 January 1857 at the age of twenty-four. Julian was then appointed to a newly-formed mission of 22,000 square miles (57,000 square kilometres) covering the South East of South Australia, with its centre in Penola. For the next ten years he served his people with enthusiasm and zeal. He was popular with Catholic and Protestant alike, making significant contributions to the civic welfare of the community, particularly its Aboriginal inhabitants. To help raise much-needed funds he wrote books and articles about his geological and general scientific observations of the area.


A severe need in this thinly-populated area was the religious and secular education of children. Julian was thwarted in his attempts to get qualified teachers to stay in such an isolated district. It was only in the early 1860s, when Mary MacKillop responded to his idea of a establishing a group of Religious Sisters dedicated to teaching under these stringent conditions that he could find an answer to the problem.11 On 19 March 1866 the dream became reality with the birth of the Sisters of St Joseph in a renovated stable in Penola. The third bishop of Adelaide, Laurence Sheil, subsequently gave his approval to the rule that Julian drew up for Mary and the many women who soon joined her, especially after schools were opened in Adelaide when Julian was appointed as Director of Catholic Education for the diocese.


It is obvious that Julian considered himself well-qualified to oversee the formation of candidates for Religious Life. He himself had entered the Passionist Congregation in London in 1850, but after two years, having lived as a Novice and then as a professed Brother, his superiors advised him that his health could not sustain the life. Doctors recommended that he go to a warmer climate, so, still longing for the priesthood, he took the opportunity to enter the Marist Fathers in the south of France. It was there that he not only extended his personal experience of religious life, but he met people who would greatly influence him later in Australia. In the Marist community, he lived with Father Peter Julian Eymard who would go on to found two religious congregations, the Blessed Sacrament Fathers for men and the Servants of the Blessed Sacrament for women.12 While travelling in the Auvergne region, Julian had met a congregation of religious women who greatly inspired him. They were the Sisters of St Joseph founded at Le Puy in 1650 and now serving in small villages around France. As the priest in charge of the South East Mission, he realised that these Sisters’ way of life offered a model suitable for conditions in Australia. Years later when he dictated his Memoirs, Julian recalled his personal hesitations before the Penola venture:




I was continually thinking of such a foundation, yet it seemed so wild a scheme and so utterly impracticable that I scarcely dared to hope for it, and certainly never spoke of it to anyone. Yet the idea haunted me in the strangest way and I felt that I were resisting an inspiration when I turned aside from it. I could not help remarking likewise that I felt extraordinary pleasure in reading the lives of all those who had been founders of religious orders.13





By 1874, the Sisters of St Joseph were firmly established, but not without the founders having been deeply wounded. Three years before, Julian had suffered a major burn-out and had lost the confidence of Bishop Sheil. Hostile clerics had convinced the bishop that Julian’s management of finances and his direction of the Sisters warranted a complete overhaul. His defence fell on deaf ears. As a consequence, Julian was exiled to the eastern colonies, the Rule of Life that Julian had written for the Sisters was to be drastically changed, and Mary MacKillop was excommunicated, the victim of calumny. After the bishop’s death and Mary’s reinstatement, an official enquiry into the whole affair was conducted by two bishops. As a result, Julian was no longer to be the Sisters’ director; instead, the Jesuits took over his role. Further, his original rule was changed by church authorities when Mary travelled to Rome in 1872 to get pontifical approval. Julian had lost all control over the situation.


In his dealings with the proposed Sisters of Perpetual Adoration, it is as though Julian was saying, ‘I’ll never let that happen again!’ Certainly, he needed a bishop’s approval for his dream of the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration to become reality, so he was grateful that Bishop Quinn would welcome them to Brisbane. But he did not want the bishop to take over. Therefore, in a letter written in January 1873, he made it clear to the group in Sydney: ‘All I ask of you is that you will follow my directions exactly.’14 He was aware that the bishop considered the primary need in the diocese to be teaching, so he warned them: ‘Wherever you go it must be to commence the Perpetual Adoration and nothing else.’ Again, he asserted his role: ‘In future I shall sign myself F. D., which means Father Director.’15 When the bishop was travelling to Sydney and asked that the women visit him there, Julian gave them the exact wording they were to use—they were to explain that they propose only ‘Perpetual Adoration and to work for the Church’, and that, whatever plans are made, they ‘will do what Father Woods tells (them)’.16 Rather than be in a ‘hurry’ to begin, they were to wait until everything was in place, ‘as the work must be slow to be sure’.17



Early Days



Now settled in the five-roomed house at Highgate Hill, South Brisbane, Anne, Ellen and Catherine set about living their life as Sisters of Perpetual Adoration.18 Father Woods had already written a rule of life for them and had sent it to them while they were still in Sydney.19 In fact it was very like the rule he had drawn up for the Sisters of St Joseph, except for the substitution of the words ‘adoration of the Blessed Sacrament’ for descriptions of apostolic works. They followed this rule now as best they could. St Mary’s Church was nearby on the corner of Merivale and Peel Streets, South Brisbane, so they visited there for a time each day keeping watch before the Blessed Sacrament and attending Mass whenever it was available. According to instructions from Father Woods, they set aside one of the rooms in the house as an oratory. There they met for common prayer and meditation three times a day, framing a schedule of prayer, work and recreation. There were particular prayers they said at different times of the day. For example, upon rising they were to pray while dressing:




Clothe me, my Lord, with the robe of innocence, and adorn my heart with all the virtues that are pleasing to thee, especially with humility, obedience, purity and an exact fidelity to my holy rule and vows.20





Father Woods had also told them not to wear a habit as yet and not to announce themselves to the bishop as having arrived to start the congregation. Being in Tasmania, he wanted them to wait until he could get to Brisbane. As rent for the house was 15 shillings per week, it was imperative that the women quickly obtain orders for needlework. This involved crossing the Brisbane River at least three times a week to take samples of their work to local shops and leading businesses in the main part of the city. A permanent order from the Finney Emporium for items of apparel boosted both their finances and morale.


In a letter sent on 23 June, Father Woods indicated that he had just learnt that they had left Sydney for Brisbane. The surprising request in this letter was that Anne should immediately come to Hobart where there was a rich woman ‘who takes an extraordinary interest in the establishment of the Perpetual Adoration, and will do anything to forward or help it.’ He sent a Post Office Order for £10 via Sister Clare for the passage, and explained that, ‘now that you have seen Brisbane and know what you require’, it would be best to speak to the benefactor personally. He instructed the group, ‘Don’t speak of the lady’s name, especially as she is very well known and wants to keep quiet in this matter’.21 There is no record of what the precise outcome of this visit was, and we can only presume that Anne did indeed make the trip.


A postscript to this letter included another surprise. From now on, he directed, they were to be addressed by their religious names. So by August there were six ‘Sisters’ crowded into the little cottage—Sister Teresa (Anne Lafferty), Sister Gertrude (Ellen Connolly), Sister Stanislaus (Catherine Gaffney) and three more who had come from Tasmania, Sister Mary Joseph (Sarah Breen), Sister Francis (Alice Downs) and Sister Aloysius (first name Frances, but surname unknown).



New Premises



It soon became obvious that the Sisters would have to find a larger house. Five rooms, one of them being an oratory, another a kitchen and the third a workroom, were not sufficient. By September 1875 there was seven women in the group, Bridget Lillis, now Sister Mary John, having joined them.22 Soon after her arrival, the Sisters heard of a larger house on the corner of Russell and Manning Streets in South Brisbane which held possibilities. ‘Park Cottage’, set in attractive grounds opposite Musgrave Park, belonged to an elderly couple, John and Deborah Beach.23 By now the Sisters were becoming well-known in the area, and when the old man became ill, he sent for them to make a bargain. He told them he would give them the house and property when he died, on condition they would then provide a room for his wife and take care of her. They willingly consented to this proposal.


For the next two years, they continued to put up with the restrictions of the rented cottage. It would not be surprising if by now they were feeling discouraged about the establishment of the Sisterhood. Father Woods was occupied with his missions in Tasmania and seemed unable to find the freedom to attend to the group other than by letter. When they learned that he would be in Sydney in December 1877, Sister Teresa and a companion went there to see him, but it is unknown what they discussed.24 During that time, two women—one of whom was Mary Libskin who had been in the original group in Sydney—did became part of the community but stayed only a few weeks. The numbers therefore remained static.


After the death of John Beach in January 1877, the Sisters prepared to move up the two blocks along Russell Street to their new home. Building alterations had to be attended to first. Another large room had to be added to the house for Mrs Beach to live in, and various modifications for an oratory and community-living made. The estimated cost was £200. The amount, otherwise prohibitive, was able to be paid because of money brought by Bridget Lillis. On his arrival from Ireland in the 1850s, Thomas Lillis, the father of Sister Mary John (Bridget Lillis) had ‘struck it rich’ on the goldfields of Ballarat, Victoria. Then, when gold was found at Gympie, Queensland, in 1867, he had moved his family there. Somehow, young Bridget, only sixteen years of age, had heard of the proposed Sisters of Perpetual Adoration in Brisbane and asked her parents’ permission to join them. When she left home, her father had given her £200 to take with her.


By 28 January 1878 all was ready, and the seven Sisters and three postulants who had recently joined them took up residence in their new home. Mrs Beach moved to the newly-built room and the Sisters saw to her wants, taking her meals to her on a tray. As one of the Sisters described her, ‘[Mrs Beach] posed as the most gentle lady in the land.’25 For the time being, all went well.



Visit of Father Woods



It was not until November of that year that Father Woods could visit the Sisters in Brisbane. He did not come as a stranger. Even those who had never met him would write to him frequently and he wrote personal letters in reply. We might say he directed by correspondence. His letters were full of endearing terms and, for those not reading with Victorian-era eyes, quite flowery. Even in physical absence, Father Woods was a powerful presence in the community. Nevertheless, the few visits he did make to Brisbane were remembered as having laid the foundations on which their Congregation was built.


During this first visit, Father Woods celebrated Mass for the first time in the Sisters’ new oratory on 19 November, 1878. Now he could introduce the community to Bishop Quinn who had approved their rule and promised continued interest in their welfare. As yet they did not have the numbers required for perpetual adoration. But, the bishop pledged, if during the next seven years enough candidates joined the group, he would give his approval and recognise the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration as a Diocesan Congregation.


Another significant happening for the Sisters during this visit was Father Woods’ blessing of the simple, black dress and veil that they wore. This was not an attire then recognisable as a ‘religious habit’, but one that would nevertheless earn them the title by which they became affectionately known for at least the next forty years, ‘the Black Sisters’. Their house, too, was blessed and re-named as ‘Villa Maria’—a name Father Woods asked that the Sisters always give their homes from now on.26




[image: Grote Street Adelaide, 1886, showing the Bishop’s House and St Patrick’s Church in which Julian Woods was ordained on 4 January 1857. Photo: State Library of South Australia: B1938.]


Grote Street Adelaide, 1886, showing the Bishop’s House and St Patrick’s Church in which Julian Woods was ordained on 4 January 1857. Photo: State Library of South Australia: B1938.
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St Joseph’s Church, Penola, built by Julian Woods in 1861.







[image: Sisters Agnes and Irene Kelvin in the dress of the ‘Black Sisters’. With them is their mother.]


Sisters Agnes and Irene Kelvin in the dress of the ‘Black Sisters’. With them is their mother.


Victoria Bridge looking from North Quay to South Brisbane, about 1875, John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Negative number: 18790. The Sisters crossed this bridge when taking their sewing to sell in the city.





During the time he was in Brisbane, Father Woods gave spiritual instructions to the Sisters whenever he could. However, he was concerned about their day-to-day interactions and whether they really understood the spirit of the rule. For over a year he had spoken about getting ‘Sister Ignatius’ to live with them and teach them the ways of Religious Life.27 This was Mary Jane O’Brien who had left the Sisters of St Joseph after Father Woods was dismissed as their Director. He had suggested to her and other former members that they should form yet another group of Religious Sisters, the ‘Sisters of the Compassionate Heart of Mary’, so they gathered in Sydney awaiting the time when this could be formalised.28 It never was, but they remained together, living as a group of pious women. In August 1879 Father Woods chose ‘Sister Margaret Mary’ (Mary Anne Fox) from their number to go to Brisbane to instruct the emerging Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. He was anxious that they should not be influenced by Sisters who had not been taught by him: ‘As for you going to a community of Nuns to be taught work—that is, the Sisters of Mercy—that would never do, and would only result in complete failure and surely much painful misunderstanding.’29


Sister Margaret Mary was to stay with the group as temporary Superior for the next two years. From Port Douglas, Father Woods had written: ‘I have given directions to Sister Margaret Mary to make certain changes, which I am sure you will help her to carry out.’30 We don’t know what those changes were, but the lives of the Sisters were certainly different from the time of her arrival. There was obvious friction for which evidence suggests Sister Margaret Mary could well have been the cause. Community problems had already followed her from Bundaberg in Queensland to Adelaide in South Australia while she was a Sister of St Joseph. Mary MacKillop, in a confidential letter to the then Provincial of the Queensland Sisters of St Joseph had written: ‘Sister M. (Margaret) Mary is a great trial to us all—you know what a temper she has—it seems to get worse instead of better.’31 The minutes of a Council Meeting held at Kensington on 2 April 1879 record: ‘Sister Margaret Mary’s wish to abandon religion also discussed and it was unanimously decided that in consequence of bad health and being incapable for community duties she should be allowed to seek a dispensation.’32


Evidently, Sister Margaret Mary’s temper came with her to the Sisters of Perpetual Adoration. From November 1879 through to August 1880 the letters of Father Woods to the Sisters constantly focus on the need for charity: ‘All I ask for you is perfect charity to one another’; ‘Let me beg of you all to try and let charity reign amongst you’; ‘When anything goes wrong, take your complaints to St Joseph’; and most pointedly. ‘Supposing your Spouse makes one of His spouses seem to show temper, but in what she means well—. . . Is it evil? We, and those who love her, will say No.’ No doubt, Sisters’ letters of complaint had been following Father Woods on his travels. A solution, he suggests over and again, is for them to keep strict silence as stipulated in their Rule:




Silence shall be kept in every room except during recreation in the community room. If necessity obliges, the Sisters may speak in other places, but in a whisper and as briefly as possible.33





Optimistically, Father Woods thought that not talking might calm the situation.


However, it was not to be. The spirit of unrest seeped beyond the house to the room in which Mrs Beach resided. She began to interfere in the Sisters’ lives and circulated stories about them in the neighbourhood. Externally, the Sisters tried to act as if everything was normal. Bishop Quinn took an interest in them and visited them regularly. Even though their house now accommodated them better, they still had poor furnishings. To save a Sister from getting a box to sit on when he visited, he would often sit on the corner of the table, speaking in a friendly and informal manner.


Internally, the Sisters struggled. Matters came to a head when Sister Gertrude wrote to Father Woods, asking him to re-install Sister Teresa as superior of the community. This did not happen. In June 1880, Sister Teresa (Anne Lafferty) left the Congregation and returned to Sydney where her former Director, Father Ambrosoli, was now chaplain to the Sisters of Charity at Potts Point. In August, Sister Gertrude (Ellen Connolly) did the same. Later, by February 1882, both women had entered the Sisters of Charity.34


The departure of these two Sisters rocked the small community. Oral history records this watershed moment when the remaining six gathered to consider their future:




They fasted and prayed God to direct them to do his holy will. At this time there were some doubts among them as to which of two courses they should follow. They gathered together to discuss their future and problems. Would they return to their homes and relatives who wanted them to abandon the idea of a new religious order, or would they carry on? One of the group a very young woman at the time, Sister Mary John Lillis, solved their problems and doubts by saying, ‘We can’t go away and leave Him alone’, pointing to the oratory. Their decision was made; they would stay and pray; If it was God’s will, the work would prosper. ‘So they struggled happily on’, one of the group could tell us later.35





In an attempt to console them, Father Woods wrote to the group at the end of August:




Now, my dear children, I hope your faith and confidence in God will enable you to see His hand in all that has happened. Unless the changes which have been made had taken place, the Order would remain languishing for many years. Now, however, you will see that all will soon be flourishing . . . I say to you all without any hesitation that you must not regret what has happened, but to see how good Our Lord has been, what warnings He gave and how patient He was before He struck the blow.36





He must then have realised how distant these words would sound, for two days later he followed up with another letter, only two sentences long but more empathetic and signed affectionately, ‘Ever your own Father’:




I am sending you a big blessing, and can do no more but beg you to have courage and now try to keep the Rule with all your hearts, for God will help His work on rapidly. I am full of hope and confidence and courage, and send you my heart with this.37





The first sign of ‘flourishing’ was the entrance in October of a postulant, Bridget Hayes, who took the name ‘Sister Clare’. In the same month, Father Woods returned to Brisbane to give missions and retreats. On at least six days in November and December he devoted himself to giving instruction to the Sisters. The notes they took of these talks were meticulously written out to be passed on to future generations. To their great joy, this precious time with Father Woods culminated on 28 December with Bishop Quinn giving his approval for the Blessed Sacrament to be reserved in the oratory. The hours of adoration were restricted to between 6 am and 9 pm, since the community would have to be much larger if there were to be ‘perpetual adoration’. But this event had enormous significance for the group. They had reached a milestone that marked and gave expression to their purpose.
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