13. 
Allocutio de Mulieribus in Ordine nostro, a P. Generali, in Congressu spiritualitatis augustinianae, in loco v. Villanova, U.S.A., dia 27 Augusti 1982 habita.


Even though St. Augustine is not the founder of the Augustinian Order in the same sense that Francis and Dominic founded their religious families, he is, nonetheless, the spiritual Father and inspiration of our Order and of what we know today as the Augustinian way of life. Without him, there would be no ideal such as we propose to live. For this very reason, when we begin to speak of women in the Augustinian Order, we must of necessity return to Augustine himself, for that is precisely where the association of consecrated women with the Augustinian spirit and ideal begins. 


This is not the place, however, to speak of the many women with whom Augustine was closely associated in his life
. But two we cannot neglect mentioning even here: Monica, his mother, who had a tremendous influence on him; and the mother of his son Adeodatus, the woman with whom he lived for fully fourteen years, and whose forced separation from him pierced and wounded his heart severely
. Monica had at least two other children besides Augustine: Navigius, his younger brother, and a daughter whose name we do not know
. It is this unnamed daughter of Monica, Augustine’s sister, who must briefly occupy our attention at this moment.


It is not uncommon in the Church that pairs of men and women, even brothers and sisters at times, working hand in hand as it were, should have a special impact on the religious life of their times. Basil and Macarina, Benedict and Scholastica, Francis and Clare are a few examples that come to mind. As one author tells us: “A full century and a half before the idyll of Subiaco, the Church Fathers had often had their own sisters as superiors of convents”
. But whereas we know quite a bit about some of these women, we know practically nothing about Augustine’s sister, who, however, seems to have stood firmly beside him in the beginnings of the religious life in Africa. In fact Augustine only mentions her in a letter to the convent of sisters where she had lived since becoming a widow and where she had been a holy superior for many years up to her death, which had occurred several years before Augustine wrote
.


But though we know so little about her, we do know that she must have been very provident and a woman of certain initiative, for the convent in Hippo which she governed was not only a new foundation; it was the first of its kind in Africa. Everything about it, then, was new, even though the example of the communities of men, previously founded by her brother, must have provided her with secure guidelines. Well before Augustine’s time there were holy virgins, widows and deaconesses in the Church, but they did not live in community: normally they slept in the homes of their parents. Therefore, Augustine not only became the founder of community life in Africa for men, but also for women. Indeed, this particular convent of women, where his sister and various nieces (daughters of Navigius) lived, was his first foundation and the very first in Africa where virgins lived in common
. That this was not his only such foundation is an assurance we have from his biographer, Possidius
. Augustine took great interest in that convent of Hippo, as well as in the promotion of the virginal life among women in the entire African Church. This is evident from several of his letters and other works. And many other bishops of Africa, following his example, also founded similar communities of men and women.


The tasks which the women of these first convents engaged in were, principally: providing a home for foundlings, caring for orphans, copying books, spinning and weaving. Outside of these activities, much time was spent in spiritual reading and prayer
. Though Augustine must have supplied his religious sisters with much spiritual food by sharing with them copies of his sermons and books, Possidius tells us that he only visited the convents of women on a rare occasion, that is, “in cases of great necessity”. This is strongly borne out by the fact that he wrote letters to this first community
, even though they lived only a stone’s throw away from his own residence
. It is believed that this community of sisters in Hippo was founded sometime between 393 and 397, that is, after Augustine had become a priest (391 a.d.) and no more than a few years after he was ordained a bishop. This of course represents a period not too distant from the founding of his first communities of laymen and clerics
. By the time of Augustine's death (430 a.d.), community life for consecrated virgins had become widespread in Africa
.

After the Great Union of 1256: Augustinian Contemplative Sisters

What happened in Augustine’s own lifetime, moreover, was repeated following the Great Union of 1256, when the Augustinian Order took on its present juridical reality. Convents of women, either already in existence or newly erected, soon began to follow the Augustinian spirit and ideal, often under the direction and spiritual guidance of members of the Order. 


By the time the Order celebrated its first centenary of life in 1356, it could number convents of contemplative sisters in Germany, Italy, Spain, France and Czechoslovakia. The first of these for which there is historic proof is that of Obendorf in the diocese of Constance (Germany), which petitioned aggregation to the Order in 1264, only eight years after the Great Union
. But it was in Italy that the friars seemed to show a special zeal for promoting the Augustinian way of life, either among already existing convents or by founding new ones, as did Blessed Simon of Cascia and others
.


These first foundations or aggregation of women’s convents to the Order, however, especially interest us for certain characteristics that they displayed. All those that were attached to the Order in the strict sense observed not only the Rule, but also an adapted edition of the Constitutions of the friars. They were all directly under the jurisdiction of the Prior General and the Provincial, but at the same time they all had their own Abbess or Prioress, and the local Chapter played a major role in the government of the community. Their spirituality was that of the Order; their cloister, as Augustinians, could be classified as generally mild, especially compared with what was to follow the Council of Trent. Most of the time they were spiritually and pastorally cared for by the Augustinian friars, and they were very much aware of belonging to the Order as such. A simple black habit and black cincture were also considered important signs of their belonging to our Order
.


The Council of Trent and subsequent Papal decrees imposed a very severe cloister on all the Church’s contemplative sisters. At that time, in fact, there were no women religious who were not contemplatives, although there were women tertiaries, who were not, therefore, considered religious strictly speaking. The action of the Holy See eventually placed all these convents of Nuns under the direct jurisdiction of the local Bishop, and as a result many variant rules of life and constitutions were introduced in various dioceses and countries. Various civil suppressions, with the consequent diminution of the friars and their religious houses, also made it impossible in many instances for these brothers to continue to offer spiritual guidance, which consequently led to a relaxing of the bonds of unity with the Order in not a few cases.


When we come to more modern times, however, and I refer especially to the years following the Second World War (1945-1982), we can easily see that great strides have been made once again to strengthen the bonds of unity of our contemplative sisters, not only with the Order, but even among their various convents; this latter fact is something which had never been either attempted or accomplished before. In all this much is due to the Apostolic Constitution of Pius XII of 1950, “ Sponsa Christi”, which made possible and encouraged the formation of federations among the convents of contemplatives of the same Order.


What has been done, then? What is being done at present for the good of our Augustinian sisters of contemplative life, whose history has been so closely associated with us down through the centuries? Following Pius XII's encouragement, our Italian convents have grouped together to form a federation with 27 houses; those in Spain that follow ordinary observance have formed two federations, with a total of 37 houses
. In the more than 25 years since these federations have existed, they have had a very positive effect on our convents and on the sisters themselves. In the first twenty years or so of their existence, there was a general unease and lack of confidence toward these federations, but this has slowly been overcome, even to the point where now there is generally a distinct enthusiasm for them. Much of this change has been brought about by the patient, dedicated and very demanding work of Augustinian Religious Assistants, named by the Congregation for Religious at the suggestion of the Prior General. These self-sacrificing men have guided these federations as their principal advisors, and have visited all their convents on a regular basis. But much has also been accomplished by the interest shown by the Priors General themselves in frequent pastoral visits to our sisters, even in the most remote areas of the countries where they live; by the renewal programs which have been implemented now for more than ten years, despite some serious difficulties, and which have seen some of the Order's finest teachers make it possible for our young and older sisters to update themselves theologically, scripturally, liturgically and spiritually. Common formation programs, in some instances, have also helped positively; and the exchange of personnel, where this was deemed useful for the good of individuals or for the good of some convents, has often been responsible for giving new life to some places which had had no vocations for a long time. 


But beyond all this, the labor of love and study that has gone into the preparation of the new Constitutions of our contemplative sisters, first in 1969-1970, and especially in 1976-1980, as well as the final product of that study, have had and are sure to have a continuing strong influence on the further development of the Augustinian contemplative ideal among these sisters. Though a general consultation was realized in all convents in preparing the first draft of the Constitutions, which was published in 1971, the revision of these (between 1976-1980) saw some highly qualified Nuns take part for the first time in the international commission which was established for this work. Moreover, this international commission was also able to exchange visits, meeting first in our cloistered convent in Rome and then in Madrid. For the first time, the spirituality proper to the Order has been inserted into the body of the Constitutions and the whole has been enriched with many citations of St. Augustine himself. 


These and other factors are beginning to have good effects also in an increase of vocations among these sisters in some areas. However, it also remains true that the contemplative ideal constitutes a very special vocation from God, and one can hardly expect that there will be large numbers applying now or in the future. Some regions, moreover, remain vocationally poor in general, and much more so regarding the contemplative life. 


How do these sisters themselves feel about their male counterparts? From my personal experience I can say that they are most grateful for the way in which the Order is attempting to help them get adjusted to the new circumstances of the world and the Church, especially following the Second Vatican Council. Perhaps the best way to sum up their feelings is to quote here what the President of their Italian Federation said to over 300 Augustinians gathered in Rome for a spirituality course in July 1979. That President, Mother Alessandra Macajone, put it this way: 


“I am about to... voice a humble and hidden, centuries-old experience of monastic life, which has accompanied your monastic life, dear Fathers and Brothers... Here we are, your Sisters, present also in this century, with you and for you, in a journey toward God. In this sense we identify ourselves with the feelings of St. Augustine towards his people: ‘We live with you and for you: and it is our intention and wish to live with you in the presence of Christ always’ (Sermon 355,1)”
. 


The Augustinian contemplative sisters were unknown in the United States until 1968 when their first convent was founded in Holland, Michigan, through the generous sacrifice of some of our Spanish sisters; this convent was transferred to St. Louis, Missouri, in 1978. Unfortunately, however, their type of life is still a great unknown for the majority of our brothers here and in many other parts of the Order. No wonder, then, the grateful surprise of so many who attended that spirituality course of 1979 in Rome, or who have had the opportunity of visiting some of their convents here or abroad, when they discover how remarkably human and spiritual these women truly are: joyful, peaceful, simple, open, loving, hospitable. But perhaps it is their joyful simplicity that has most impressed our men, and made them reflect not a little on their own vocation. But though they are in the convent for us and for the entire Church, they nevertheless wish to be active in and through us. We must learn to work and pray better together, or as Mother Alessandra put it:


“Neither one who devotes himself to the apostolic and priestly ministry, nor one who devotes himself or herself to contemplation really lives the whole charism of St. Augustine... It seems to me that Augustine was conscious that one dimension did not exhaust one’s whole vocation”
.

Augustinian Sisters of the Apostolic Life

The origins of Augustinian sisters of apostolic life may be traced back to the end of the 13th century. At that time, however, they existed only as independent communities, were called oblates or tertiaries, and were considered as religious or laywomen, depending on whether or not they took vows. Congregations, as we know them today, did not come into existence within the Order until the late 17th century. The first of these in the Order was the Congregation of Sisters of St. Thomas of Villanova, founded in 1661 by a French Augustinian, Fr. Ange Le Proust; these were formally aggregated to the Order in 1683. Though a number of already existing congregations began to request aggregation to the Order in the 18th century, the real impetus towards this type of association has come in our own times. In the last 80 years, 43 of the present 51 congregations of women associated with us requested aggregation to the Order. Of these 51 congregations, moreover, 16 were founded by Augustinians, eight of them in this present century. There are also two cases of apostolic congregations which have arisen from former contemplative convents: one in Italy, and one in Poland
.


But what is it that makes a women's congregation truly Augustinian and therefore qualified for aggregation to the Order? Since 1969 our Constitutions specify the following conditions: these congregations must have or accept as the firm foundation of their lives the Rule of St. Augustine and the other fundamental principles of the Order and be fully aware of belonging to the Augustinian family by reason of this spiritual bond
. When these conditions are fulfilled, the decree of aggregation can be granted by the proper authority. It is interesting to note that up to 1969 one of the conditions also required was that they have the Augustinian cincture as part of their religious habit.


Aggregation to the Order, however, in no way infers that the members of these religious congregations are under the jurisdiction of the Prior General or of any other superiors of the Order. Quite the contrary, they all have their own Constitutions and Superiors General. However, they do look upon the Prior General as the supreme moral head of the entire Order and center of its unity
. The ideal proposed to the whole Augustinian family by our Constitutions make it clear how the Order wishes to promote and support all its members in their various branches so that the unity of hearts and minds intent upon God, which is Augustine’s first admonition to his followers, “will be faithfully preserved and enhanced”. Moreover, all the brothers, especially our superiors, are ordered to offer spiritual assistance, insofar as possible, so that renewal may be encouraged
.


Given the autonomy of these women's congregations, we might well ask how these directives of our Constitutions are being carried out. The answer: in many ways. Many of the brothers are helping with retreats, conferences, spiritual guidance and other pastoral activity among our sisters. Others have been responsible for urging or bringing about the union of their Superiors General in Italy, or the federation of various congregations in France and Germany. These federations have helped to promote Augustinian spirituality and a sense of universality among the sisters, which has been beneficial to all, and perhaps especially to the smaller congregations. One example of mutual cooperation which is unique and must be mentioned here is the existence of a common federation among the four Augustinian provinces of men and two congregations of Augustinian women in Spain (FAE). This group has been functioning since 1975 and has been growing in stature and in service throughout these recent years. Many common projects have been undertaken by its governing board, made up of the four Priors Provincial, the Provincials of two provinces of women, and the Mother General of the other congregation of women. Our sisters have also been invited to participate in recent spirituality courses organized either by the Order in Rome or by our provinces in various countries (for example: USA, England, Spain).


In the midst of all these activities, however, an important place must also be assigned to the mutual support provided among us by prayer and the living of a common liturgy. In fact, since the recent liturgical reforms of the Church, all those aggregated to the Order have the privilege and the obligation of following our liturgical calendar and observing the feasts of our Saints and Blessed as their own. Moreover, a secretariat for our sisters was established in the General Curia of the Order some few year ago to help maintain contact with our Augustinian sisters throughout the world. This is partially done by sending them our international newsletter (OSA Internationalia) and the circular letters of the Prior General.


What was said in concluding the previous section of this paper on our contemplative Augustinians could be repeated here regarding our sisters of apostolic life: unfortunately, not enough is known about them by many of our brothers in the United States. It is true that very few of the congregations aggregated to the Order have foundations in this country or even in Canada. But there are some, and perhaps more could be done on our part to make contact with them, to mutually strengthen the bonds of the Augustinian ideal and way of life which we commonly profess, and to help one another in striving for these goals. From what I have been able to gather from a few of our brothers in recent years, there is an ever greater interest being shown in our Augustinian spirituality, even by those many congregations who follow the Augustinian Rule without being aggregated to us. After retreats or conferences by some of our religious, these congregations are discovering that they have more in common - with us than just the Rule. It might be a worthwhile challenge to offer to our provinces (and especially to our provincial and local superiors) that, together with the corresponding superiors of these women’s congregations, they look into this matter a little more carefully. Perhaps an even closer rapport can be established with those who are aggregated, as well as with those who are not, but who have a keen interest in Augustinian teachings on the religious life. 

Conclusion

Before concluding this presentation, I do wish to mention that there are many other women closely associated with us who are neither contemplatives nor apostolic sisters. I refer to two groups in particular. First, those who are members of our Augustinian Secular Fraternities, which are in the process of taking on new life since the recent (1980) publication of an updated Rule of Life for them
. This Rule is specifically designed for those men and women who live in the world, with their own secular activities and in their own families, but who wish to practice more of the Augustinian ideal as suited to their role as lay persons. Secondly, I refer to those who are our honorary Augustinians, affiliated, that is, to the Order either because of their especially notable love and faithful service to our communities, or because they have a very unique relationship with us through the solemn consecration of their sons in the Order. All of these are dear to Augustinians everywhere and deserving of all the assistance we can give them.


One final note and I will have finished this brief overview of women in the Order. Much has been done over the centuries and especially in the past several decades to create or strengthen Augustinian bonds among the religious men and women who make up our Augustinian family. Much more still can and should be accomplished for the good of all concerned, and particularly for the welfare of the Church itself. The time is ripe. The Augustinian ideal, moreover, is one which constantly encourages breaking down barriers where they may exist and stressing the universality of our Christian family and commitment. May the Lord grant that new and even more vigorous steps be taken now, just as in the past, to foster a closer mutual relationship among Augustinians everywhere.
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