THE LIFE OF ST. MARGUERITE D’YOUVILLE FEAST OCTOBER 16
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Her Family
Marie-Marguerite d’Youville was born in Varennes, Quebec, Canada on October 15, 1701. (According to Quebec naming conventions, she would have always been known as Marguerite, not Marie.) She was the eldest of six children. After her father died when she was just seven, her family was driven to poverty. It was only through the support of her great-grandfather that she was able to attend the Ursuline convent in Quebec City at the age of 11 for two years. Upon her return home, she became an invaluable support to her mother, Marie-Renée. Marguerite undertook the education of her younger brothers and sisters.

Married and Widowed
After marrying her husband François d’Youville at the age of 20, Marguerite soon came to realize that he had no interest in making a home life. A heavy drinker, he would often leave for long periods of time and deal in illegal trading. Even after all of this, when François became seriously ill, she faithfully cared for him, while pregnant, until his death in 1730. By age 29, she had experienced desperate poverty and suffered the loss of her father and husband and saw four of her six children die in infancy.

Religious Renewal with Charitable Works
Once widowed, Marguerite dedicated herself to her religious renewal and she grew in her belief of God’s presence in her life. Wanting to pass that belief unto others, she undertook many charitable works; provided for the education of her two sons, who later became priests; and welcomed a homeless blind woman into her home.

Sisters of Charity of Montreal
Word had quickly spread of her charity. Marguerite was soon joined by three young women who shared her love and concern for the poor. In 1737, they consecrated themselves to God and promised to serve Him in the person of the poor. At first, the home only housed four or five members, but it grew as the women raised funds. Marguerite, without even realizing it, had become the foundress of the Sisters of Charity of Montreal.

Mocked by Locals and the Poor
As their actions went against the social conventions of the day, Marguerite and her colleagues were mocked by their friends and relatives. They were even mocked by the poor they helped. Some called them “les grises”, which can mean “the grey women” but which also means “the drunken women”, in reference to her late husband’s career as a bootlegger.

“Grey Nuns of Montreal”
By 1744, the association had become a Catholic religious order with a rule and a formal community. In 1747, the General Hospital of Montreal was in ruins and debt. Marguerite was asked to become its director. She and her sisters were granted a charter to operate the hospital that they soon brought back into financial security. In 1765, a fire would destroy the hospital only to see Marguerite again turn to her faith and rebuild the hospital. She and her sisters continued their cared for those in most desperate human misery. After seeing their great work in the community, Marguerite and her followers were now being known as the “Grey Nuns of Montreal.” With the help of her sisters and their lay collaborators, Marguerite laid the foundation for service to the poor.

Her Death
Marguerite died in in the General Hospital in Montreal, Quebec, Canada on December 23, 1771 after a life-long service to those in need. Pope John XXIII beatified Marguerite on May 3, 1959 and called her “Mother of Universal Charity”. Marguerite is the first native-born Canadian to be elevated to sainthood by the Roman Catholic Church. Marguerite was one woman, but this daughter of the Church had a vision of caring for the poor that has spread far and wide.

REFLECTION ON ST. MARGUERITE D’YOUVILLE
Sr. Barbara Harrington GNSH
If there is anything St. Marguerite’s life teaches us, it is how humanly God acts in our lives. We Grey Nuns of the Sacred Heart like to call it “God’s loving Providence,” i.e., God using everything we experience to deepen us and guide us.

I believe Saint Marguerite’s life can exemplify how God guides our lives, drawing us to the unfolding of our best, our saintly selves. Christ’s life can only become ours through the human uniqueness we possess, the talents that are ours to trade, to invest, or to use for building up or mending and for stretching out to others who need us. We can regard all the experiences of our own lives as a personal, unique roadmap to holiness, i.e., the ways God’s loving providence uses to deepen, guide and sanctify us!

How can Marguerite help us understand this? A few of Marguerite’s times of visitation from God may help us more easily ‘read’ within our own lives the many visits of God to us, the grace of God working steadily in our sometimes simple, sometimes complicated, yet always unique lives.

Let’s start with Marguerite’s schooling, only two years, and only made possible by the help of her uncle and aunts. There, Marguerite met influences that molded her, exposed her to new insights that became very rooted in her. The Cross or the concept of good coming out of apparent evil or suffering was one such insight. Another was a new understanding of Christ’s personal love, revealed as the Sacred Heart some few decades earlier to Saint Margaret Mary.
Did help from some relative or a teacher make a big difference in your life? How about your own school memories? What do you still retain of those influences? What has become rooted in you from those years?

Now, let’s look at young Marguerite’s family. What was her place within it? She was the oldest, her mother’s confidant while her father was away in the military and, after his death, a widow’s comforter. She was a teacher and caretaker to her siblings. How did these roles affect her? Certainly not all in a positive way.
In your family situation, what were your roles? What did you learn? How has this affected you?

Marriage is not an ordinary event. For a religious, it’s like our decision to enter. Both vocations call for vows. Both are pivotal events in life. Saint Marguerite fell in love, but lost the opportunity to marry the person she loved, could not enter the society to which she aspired and had to forego the promise of financial stability – all because her mother, her earlier confidant, chose her own bliss and stability. On the rebound, Marguerite chose poorly and suffered greatly, including a gratingly critical mother-in-law, the neglect of her husband, shame at his alcoholism and illegal activities, the death of four of their children and final destitution. Such was the record of marriage for Marguerite d’Youville.
And you? How smoothly has it gone? Were there false starts? Disappointments? Highs? Bliss? Security? This gateway to union, to family, to parenthood – what has it brought you? What has it asked of you? What is the ‘state of the union?

In reference to this period of her life how deeply Marguerite sought, as any of us have, to search for the reserves of grace that can actually pull us up and out of such miseries as those she endured! One of the ways she and we are rescued from such profound loss is through community. Community is another aspect of the life we live, one that becomes very significant in times of trouble. Saint Marguerite lived community in many ways. First, as part of an extended family that were movers and shakers for the area in which she lived. After her husband’s death, she joined the commercial community as a storekeeper on the village square. She belonged to a parish and within it she participated in a circle that proposed to strengthen families and in another group much like our St. Vincent de Paul Society, which visited to help the poor.
She gave, but she mainly received from these communities. For instance, not all, but some in her family supported her through the difficult times, her store customers were faithful enough to render her business successful, her parish priests offered support and guidance. The parish confraternities offered her spiritual formation and opened her to realize her gifts for spiritual understanding and for leadership.
Which are your communities? What do you give? What do you receive from community? Do you allow yourself to be called forth?

Finally, let’s look again at ‘taking one’s place.’ Marguerite took her “first child” place in her own family, then spouse, parent, a place in her church; she responded to the needs that came to her notice, such as the burial of the criminals executed in the town square, or housing for a blind woman. Because she learned from these experiences and because she was encouraged by those she trusted, she gradually took her place in the helping community as a spokesperson for the poor. Then, because responding to social needs costs money, she made the financial decisions needed and took her place in the civic community, there confronting decision-makers for the sake of the poor.
What are your own multiple ‘places’?  In family, in the neighborhood or parish, socially, professionally? How have you deepened as a result?

When we examine a saint’s life, it seems to hold so much goodness or heroism. When we look at our own lives, we see less than the ideal.
Is there a danger that making comparisons will only widen the chasm between our ordinariness and the specialness of sainthood? You can see that my answer is no. Saint Marguerite was canonized to help us see that sainthood is a universal call and a universal reality. Marguerite is called the “Mother of Universal Charity.” Let’s think of the term ‘universal’ as: general; applicable to all; readily available; or within reach. Let us regard our own lives as our personal, unique roadmap to universal charity, in other words, as the concrete manner which God’s loving Providence has utilized to deepen, to guide and to sanctify us!
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