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OUR JOURNEY
through the ages

Dieppe

The journey begins: (+/‐1000 To 1285) Founded by the Poor
Our beginnings, lost in the mists
of me, were in Dieppe in Normandy in the North of France.
Women in the culture of the day
in Europe went around their
neighbourhoods caring for the
poor, the pilgrims, the sick and
wounded because they saw the
face of Jesus in those they
served.
One such group of women
was established in Dieppe.
As the years passed they
came together and formed a
Religious Community.
The ﬁrst exis ng wri en reference to them was by Pope
Honorius IV in 1285 by which
me they had already been
established for a considerable me.

The Augus nian Canonesses of Reims were present at the bap sm of Clovis, the ﬁrst Chris an
king of France,
in 496.
At ﬁrst the sisters worked in
the Hôtel Dieu
with the Hermits
of St Augus ne
(Augus nian Friars). They adopted the Rule wri en by St
Augus ne and followed a life, based on
that of the ﬁrst Chris an community (Acts
4:32-35), that he had lived in North Africa;
a life of Contempla on and a Mission of
Mercy to the poor and sick of the town.
A Journey marked by change in the Church and our Order: (1285 to 1563)
In the 12th Century a new
form of Religious life called
Canonical life arose. It began with priests living in a
community with their Bishops and developed into a
way of life where the community prayed the Divine
oﬃce of the Church together and, unlike the Benedicne monks, the priests or
sisters went out of their
Monasteries to care for
those in need. This was when the sisters exchanged their black habits for
white ones.

The Council of Trent

The Council of Trent
(1537 to 1563) set the
whole Church on the
path to reform. It was a
turning point for Religious Orders and it certainly was for the Augus nian Sisters of Dieppe. They had to draw
up new cons tu ons,
with the help of Fr Lignier SJ to comply with
the direc ves of the

Council. These were approved in
1631.

Under pain of suppression as religious, strict Papal enclosure was introduced.

Journeys to far places:
(1635 to 1963)
The ancient olive tree began to
spread its branches and the
fruit of Mercy was carried further aﬁeld. From 1635 the
Community of Dieppe began
establishing founda ons in
other parts of France. Vannes/
Malestroit, Rennes, Bayeux,
Morlaix … King Louis XIII of
France, impressed with the sisters’ endeavours, gave them
his personal support and want-

ed to entrust all the hospitals
in his kingdom to their care.
In 1639 the Order spread to
Canada where, with the Ursulines sisters, we were the ﬁrst
missionary women ever to
venture abroad from Europe.
The Augus nian Sisters went
to Canada at the request of
the Jesuit Missionaries there to
provide much needed nursing
and medical care to the
se lers and indigenous people.

One Augus nian, Catherine of St Augus ne,
who le Bayeux in Normandy in 1648 for

Quebec Canada is considered one of the founders
of the Church in Canada and was bea ﬁed by Pope
John Paul II in April 1989.
During the French Revolu on ruthless persecu ons
were inﬂected on Religious Communi es. Many
sisters, even whole communi es suﬀered imprisonment and martyrdom. Monique L’ Huillier, who entered the Monastery of Château Gon er in
1776 ,aged 32 years, was greatly admired by all who

knew her for her deep faith, generosity, and openness to the Holy Spirit
even in mes of trial. During the Revolu on she refused to take the Oath of
Liberty and Equality and was guilloned in 1794. She was bea ﬁed along
with the Martyrs of Laval in 1955 by
Pope Pius XII.

On the 31st October 1891, at the

invita on of Bishop Charles Jolivet nine
Augus nian Sisters from the Monasteries of, Pont L’ Abbe, Vitré, Fougères,
and Dieppe arrived in Durban. They
came to establish Hospitals and medical care for the people of this country.

A er a long trek to
Estcourt the sisters
were established there
on the 6th November
1891 where they
opened a school and
Hospital. From here
they opened hospitals

in Durban, Ladysmith, and Pietermaritzburg and they always oﬀered
medical care from these centres to

the local people in the district.
They also established schools
and homes for children who
were in need of care.

Beginning in 1901 Communi es
were also established in England.

In 1946 a Federa on was formed uni ng
all the Autonomous Monasteries; under
the guidance of a charisma c and mys cal Sister from Malestroit in France,
Mother Yvonne Aimée of Jesus. She was
known for her kindness and care for
poor people. During the Second World

War she worked
with the French
Resistance and
saved many lives,
bravely risking
her own life and
those of her sisters; she received
the Legion d’
Honneur from General Charles de
Gaulle. The cause for her bea ﬁca on is
presently in Rome.

Va can II a landmark on our journey:
The second Va can Council (1963
to 1965) invited all Religious Communi es to revisit their origins
and rediscover their original Charism and Spirit. This we did, rediscovering the gi of Canonical life
with its Contempla on and Mission of Mercy to the poor. It was
at this me that the Papal Enclosure imposed on us by the Council
of Trent was li ed.

As we sought to discover the Will
of God for our Order in the ‘Signs
of the Times’, some Monasteries
were closed and new ini a ves
were undertaken. Two new Com-

muni es were founded;
in 1965 a group of sisters
from diﬀerent Monasteries in France went to
Banfora in Burkina Faso,
and in 1977 the sisters of
Park House in England
started a mission in
Shuwa, Nigeria.
This was a me of openness, of new beginnings, and of challenge. We faced a crisis in voca ons to
our way of life, and diﬃcul es in adap ng to a changing Church and world.
We too closed several of our large communi es and works and reached out
anew to the poor
and sick who had no
-one to care for
them. It was at this
me that the
mission in Pomeroy
began.
Following the up-

heaval brought about by
the Vatican Council we entered a time of diminish-

ment, the drop in vocations has meant that our community has become
smaller. But this has also been a me of transforma on. Even as in South
Africa we are transi oning from a culture dominated by European values to
one that is truly South African; so in our Community we are making the
same journey.
One really great Grace in the years since we celebrated our Centenary has
been the presence of the Augus nian Friars (Hermits of St Augus ne) among
us as they were when our order ﬁrst took shape in Dieppe.

The ﬁrst group of three Friars came from St Thomas of Villanova Province in
Pennsylvania USA, the Irish Province and the English Province. A li le later
they were joined by Friars from Cebu Province in the Philippines.

When these Provinces were no longer able to con nue in this mission we
were happy to welcome our Augus nian brothers from Nigeria. Their presence is of great spiritual support to us and we hope that in the future the
Order of Hermits of St Augus ne will be established in South Africa and be
richly blessed with Voca ons to their way of life.

Looking Ahead along the Road: Time of poverty, time of Grace:
As we look to the future we are filled
with hope for truly South African Monasteries of Augustinian Canonesses to
flourish here. We hope to be
beacons of prayer and contemplation
and to reach out in Mercy to people in
need. Perhaps as the Church in South
Africa matures from a Mission Church
into an established Local Church we too
will mature and become a little more
contemplative in our mission, bring

back the balance between Mary and Martha in our life. We have a gift to give the
Church in South Africa today – a gift of
witness to the Mercy of God through our
life as a community united in contemplation and service of Christ in those who are
poor.

St Augustine exhorts us to keep moving
forward singing Alleluia, like travellers do
to lighten their load, sing and march.
(Sermon 256:3)

In the Year of Mercy (2016) on the feast of St Monica, we came together to discern
the gi God is calling us to bring to the Church today.

G

od called us to Witness to his Mercy.



In our Community, the Church, and the World



By our Unity as a community living in harmony



By forgiveness, given and received



Strong in our Faith and trust in God’s providence



Fully alive and committed to our Vowed life



In Prayer together and for one another



By service and acts of kindness to Christ visible
in the least among us

