The Holy Spirit in the Mission of the Church and in the life of Mother Foundress

Volumes of theology and spirituality have been written about the Holy Spirit and His action in the world, in the Church and in every person created in the image of God.  Here we are interested to see how much attention our Blessed Mother Foundress gave to the Holy Spirit; hence the brief research into her writings, preceded by some thoughts of the Magisterium of the Church. 

"In the Upper Room Jesus Christ reveals the Holy Spirit as the Paraclete, the Spirit of truth, and he speaks of his own "departure" through the Cross as the necessary condition for the Spirit's "coming": "It is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you." We have seen that this prediction first came true the evening of Easter day and then during the celebration of Pentecost in Jerusalem, and we have seen that ever since then it is being fulfilled in human history through the Church, which lives, works and grows until the end of the world. All this happens by the work of the Holy Spirit.” (Dominum et vivificantem, 61).

"The Holy Spirit is the gift that comes into man's heart together with prayer. In prayer he manifests himself first of all and above all as the gift that "helps us in our weakness”. Therefore, the Holy Spirit not only enables us to pray, but guides us "from within" in prayer: he is present in our prayer and gives it a divine dimension. Prayer through the power of the Holy Spirit becomes the ever more mature expression of the new man, who by means of this prayer participates in the divine life." (Dominum et Vivificantem, 65).

In the missionary encyclical "Redemptoris Missio" it is amply emphasized that the missionary activity of the Church is above all the work of the Holy Spirit:

 " Missionary activity demands a specific spirituality, which applies in particular to all those whom God has called to be missionaries. This spirituality is expressed first of all by a life of complete docility to the Spirit. It commits us to being moulded from within by the Spirit, so that we may become ever more like Christ. It is not possible to bear witness to Christ without reflecting his image, which is made alive in us by grace and the power of the Spirit. This docility then commits us to receive the gifts of fortitude and discernment, which are essential elements of missionary spirituality. The Spirit transformed the apostles into courageous witnesses to Christ and enlightened heralds of his word. It was the Spirit himself who guided them along the difficult and new paths of mission. Today, as in the past, that mission is difficult and complex, and demands the courage and light of the Spirit. As then, today we must pray that God will grant us boldness in preaching the Gospel; we must ponder the mysterious ways of the Spirit and allow ourselves to be led by him into all the truth.”  (Redemptoris Missio, 87)

Let us turn now to the words of our Blessed Mother Foundress, who in her life had a great devotion to the Holy Spirit and wanted to inculcate it in her spiritual daughters. Allow these messages to speak to us  without commenting on them; they are the realities lived and witnessed by her, who in her life and work was docile to the inspirations of the Holy Spirit, that had taken her to the heights of holiness. 

"Is not devotion to the Holy Spirit, the giver of all grace, a truly apostolic devotion? Is not the Holy Spirit the source of those graces and blessings, which the Redeemer merited for us on the bloody wood of the cross? Is it not the Holy Spirit, who has reduced the darkness of Satan, and wherever He comes, warms, enlivens and illuminates everything? He enlightens the poor pagans so that they may renounce the horrors of paganism and return to Jesus Christ; He enlightens Christians, inflaming them with apostolic charity for the most unfortunate among their brothers and sisters in Africa, so that they, according to their strength, may participate in the work of the salvation of souls. From the very beginning of the Sodality, the foundress - animated by a great friend and devotee of the Holy Spirit, Fr. John Janssen, Rector of the mission house of St. Gabriel in Mödling, had a special devotion to the Holy Spirit and tried to infuse it into the hearts of her sisters, and very often she had the opportunity to admire and bless the very special influence of the Spirit in her work." (MTL, Cenni sul Istituto dei membri interni del SSPC, 1901)

“Since the beginning of the St. Peter Claver Sodality, it has been my hidden and secret desire that the  Sodality would have a foundation in Rome. However, I didn't even dare to think about the realization of this desire. In God’s providence a temporary illness would force me to go to Rome. It was almost, as if it were the Holy Spirit Himself inspired the doctor to prescribe Rome as a home for a few winters. This stay in Rome gave me the reason to ask the Holy Father Leo XIII for permission to open a house in Rome itself.” (MTL, Conf. in Trieste, 1905)

“The Holy Spirit is still too little revered in the world; by many people, even by many Catholics, it is neglected. Many things would be different and better if people would turn to Him with faith and trust. I set out to do my utmost to revive this devotion and in my prayers I will warmly and incessantly remind you too. From this you can argue that with your friendship you are not in front of an "icehouse" as you complained. [...] The way the Holy Spirit assists me, I can see from the composing of my small magazine "Echo from Africa". It was truly a daring initiative to start the magazine without having any capital, amidst the difficulties of my present position and all alone. But this went beyond all expectations; there are already 1,000 subscribers and with this the life of the Echo is assured. You cannot imagine how much interest in poor slaves results! (MTL a Ilse, 28.12.1890)

“… I would like to give myself more to the formation of sisters than I have done so far; and this is not because I consider myself particularly suitable for such a task, but because I think I understand from the various circumstances that I do not fulfill the designs of God and that I should not evade this exercise as I have done up to now. Pray for me to the Holy Spirit, that He will guide me especially in the moments of assigning the offices to the right people. " (MTL a Ilse, 10.10.1901)

"Saint Teresa, like all Saints, highly appreciated perfect obedience and recommended it to others. However, this obedience is possible only if the Holy Spirit assists us, and having recently celebrated the Solemnity of Pentecost, it is more appropriate than ever to speak of the help of the Holy Spirit in the practice of perfect obedience. We therefore ask the Holy Spirit insistently to grant us the love of God. He is Charity; we often and prayerfully recite prayers to the Holy Spirit and also other prayers; we will tangibly experience his help and comfort. " (MTL, Conf. alle Consorelle 7.06.1914)

"Yes, my daughters, this I wish you at Easter this year, to all of you who are here today: remain faithful to the Lamb who invited you to follow Him. To remain faithful to the Lamb means: to be faithful to the vocation, to be faithful to our holy work, to be faithful to the Superior through whom the Divine Lamb speaks to us ("my sheep listen to my voice" says the Lord), to be faithful to the inspirations of the grace with which the Holy Spirit exhorts us to overcome ourselves, to forget ourselves, to prefer the good of the Work and the sisters to our own. (MTL, Auguri alla comunita’ di Maria Sorg, Pasqua 1903)

"The time does not allow me, beloved Promoters, to continue to expand on the countless graces that the good God wanted to grant us last year, but you will have an exact report that will be distributed during the coming year 1911. Donations, thank God, have increased. In 1910, 215,428.23 crowns (224,404.41 lire) were sent to the various missions; 4 seminaries were founded; the number of Promotors has increased to 9,050; our extern members to 121 and 3 new deposit centers have also been opened. And all this, my dear Promoters, happened through the work of Him who is Almighty, of the Holy Spirit, who reads the hearts of all men, who moves them, guides them, inspires them to good, to work, to sacrifice! Therefore, to Him be thanks, praise and blessings!” (MTL, VII Circolare per l’anno 1911)

“The Sodality has imposed upon itself a field of activity that will last as long as there are souls to be saved and missions in Africa to be helped. The undertaking is big and difficult and the Sodality soon understood that it would need special assistance of the Holy Spirit and the Most Holy Virgin Mary.” (MTL, Conf. Mariana, 5.03.1912)

"We must again thank the Holy Spirit wholeheartedly for what we have been able to do during the year for the salvation of souls in Africa: with prayer or with the offerings of our crosses and our sufferings, with donations, with the cooperation or with the complete sacrifice of our person. The voice of God that inspires us to work in this way is a great grace for us." (MTL, X Circolare per l’anno 1913)

“You can also contribute to these projects and wishes, esteemed collaborators, in three ways. Please, contribute with what the Holy Father has called absolutely necessary for the support of the Missions: prayers, money and vocations. As it was already said, pray often, especially to the Holy Spirit for a flourishing development of the Sodality, pray for new vocations to the Sodality, pray that the Lord will give the grace to be strong and overcome every obstacle to all those who have already answered his call." (MTL, XV Circolare per l’anno 1920)

 “In our insufficiency we ardently desire that precious gift of the Holy Spirit, the gift of Counsel, which must direct us in all our actions. However, such a gift is a grace, which we can obtain only through prayer. And whom could we invoke as mediator if not Mary, Mother of the Good Counsel? In ascertaining our ineffectiveness and without solid guidance from above, in the firm confidence of obtaining it through Mary and invoking her with this honorary title of Mother of the Good Counsel, this touching and thus opportune devotion arises. [...] Mary, in return, will obtain the gift of Counsel from the Holy Spirit and with her good inspirations she will become your guide and protectress until the end of life, especially at the hour of death. (MTL, Conf. Mariana, 5.03.1912)

Pope Francis among his many splendid talks thus traced the role of the Holy Spirit:

 “The Spirit frees hearts chained by fear. He overcomes all resistance. To those content with half measures he inspires whole-hearted generosity. He opens hearts that are closed. He impels the comfortable to go out and serve. He drives the self-satisfied to set out in new directions. He makes the lukewarm thrill to new dreams. That is what it means to change hearts. The Holy Spirit changes our hearts: does not free us from the weight of our problems, but liberates us within so that we can face them. It does not give us everything at once, but makes us press on confidently, never growing weary of life. From slaves of sin we become free, from servants we become beloved children, from worthless worthy, from disillusioned filled with hope. By the working of the Holy Spirit, joy is reborn and peace blossoms in our hearts."... (Francesco, Omelia della Pentecoste, 2018)

Reflection:

1. What space in my life and in my activity do I leave to the action of the Holy Spirit?

2. Can I distinguish the subtle voice of the Holy Spirit in my soul from the overbearing "cries of the flesh"?

3. Do I firmly believe and trust that He is capable of changing me and bringing me to holiness, to which I am called?
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