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Dear Readers,  

 

I am not sure when you will read this 

and if we will still be in lockdown. How 

little we know, and yet one thing is 

certain: things have changed and we 

just don’t know how much.  

 

Yet in the midst of the bleak times in 

which we find ourselves, there is 

something in which to rejoice. We 

may not feel it, we may doubt it at 

times, and yet it is there, it is here. 

This is certainly what I learned from 

living Easter in quarantine.  

 

A few weeks ago, as we were 

beginning to experience life in locked 

down communities, some CCS 

students and staff were able to meet 

for the first time online. We shared 

our experiences of quarantine and 

discussed how we can speak about it 

theologically. Here is what I have 

taken from this experience.  

 

 

Theology, and the Catholic tradition, 

can help us to colour with meaning—

rather than explain— the times in 

which we find ourselves. Thus we 

discussed what it might mean to be 

an Easter people, or a member of the 

Body of Christ when the body is 

dismembered. We talked about 

Gospel narratives that can help us to 

inhabit our life differently, reflecting on 

bereavement, powerlessness and 

isolation through the Passion, Holy 

Saturday, the Resurrection, 

Pentecost and the Ascension.  

 

‘Stay home, save lives’ has become 

the new (inter)national motto.  As we 

feel powerless in the face of this crisis 

we experience the Common Good in 

action, learning that protecting 

oneself is protecting others and that 

the safety of each depends on and is 

the responsibility of all.  

 

Thus, this time of solitude has also 

been experienced by many as a time 

of solidarity and has enabled us to be 

more aware of the importance of 

embodiment and of people in our 

lives. 

 

Finally we also reflected on the 

renewed importance of social media 

and technology to enable our 

dismembered ecclesial body to 

function. In her book The Pearl Gates 

of Cyber Space, Margaret Wertheim 

asked a central question: can cyber 

space provide spiritual satisfaction? 

What may have seemed a very 

abstract and sci-fi question a few 

years ago has now become very real 

as online worship has gone viral. 

Many communities and parishes are 

showing creativity in the face of 

adversity. We may need to rethink the 

place of sacraments, what they are, 

and how we participate in them as 

we, the Body of Christ, are hungry.  

 

But as we ponder on what it might 

mean for us to be members of a 

dismembered Body, we need to 

remember that Easter has arrived and 

that one day, just not yet, our Body 

will be a glorious one in God.  

 

Being the Dismembered Body of Christ 
 

Gaël Pardoën 
PhD student at the CCS, supported by Mary Ward and St Jude bursaries 



 

Project Report: Religious Life for Women  

in East and Central Africa: A Sustainable Future 
 

Dr Catherine Sexton 
Senior Research Fellow at the Margaret Beaufort Institute of Theology (MBIT), Cambridge 

Honorary Fellow at the CCS 

Between 2016 and 2019, a team from the CCS working in 

collaboration with the Margaret Beaufort Institute of 

Theology (MBIT), Cambridge—and funded by the Conrad 

N. Hilton Foundation’s Catholic Sisters Initiative—studied 

the sustainability of apostolic religious life for women in 

five countries of East and Central Africa.  
 

The project explored how sisters experience and articulate 

their own understanding of religious life, through their 

charisms and spiritualities. Sisters were asked to tell us 

about their understanding of the essence of religious life, 

as lived in their context, and then to discuss their 

responses in one of 56 groups held across their 

communities.  
 

The project addressed how sustainable religious life is in 

this context in terms of finance and new membership but, 

more importantly perhaps, its spiritual and charismatic 

integrity.  
 

Sisters told us that, along with the centrality of a life of 

prayer, they are committed to community life lived in 

common as an essential element of religious life. They 

seek to balance this with their commitment to active and 

demanding ministries, yet many live a semi-monastic way 

of life, in the form prevalent at the time of founding or the 

arrival of congregations in these countries. We asked to 

what extent is a model of religious life which is conventual, 

lived under-one-roof and emphasises physical 

togetherness, still sustainable, or suitable to the demands 

of contemporary apostolic religious life for women in East 

and Central Africa? 
 

The findings were discussed with participants in each of 

the five countries and later presented at international 

symposia in Rome and London in October 2019. The 

central issue which emerged is the need for continuing 

renewal of the way the life is lived in accordance with the 

spirit and patrimony of each congregation: its expression 

in charism, authentic apostolic spirituality and vocation, 

and community life.  
 

The research led us to ask whether what we heard from 

the 620 sisters—from 80 congregations—constitutes a call 

for further, deep renewal, or is a new form of apostolic 

religious life emerging which is more appropriate to the 

cultural and socio-economic contexts in which it is being 

lived. Or indeed, are these factors shaping and influencing 

each other so that renewal becomes context-specific?  
 

Addressing these central questions, sisters themselves 

will find it immeasurably easier to clarify the ways of 

understanding, living and communicating the essence of 

the apostolic impulse, as lived in their congregations, in 

their own context, to new members. We hope we have 

given them some tools with which to continue this work.  

 

The full project reports  

can be found: 

 

 On the CCS website via  

durham.ac.uk/religiouslife  

 

 On the MBIT website via 

bit.ly/3byvxT3 

 

Project team members  



New Post: FMDM Fellowship in the History of Catholicism 

In 2019, the CCS and the Franciscan Missionaries of the 

Divine Motherhood (FMDM) forged a new partnership, 

creating a three-year postdoctoral position to examine the 

archives of the FMDM with the view of writing a History of 

the Congregation focusing on the impact of their 

Franciscan presence. In January 2020, Dr Brian Casey 

was appointed to the role and we were delighted to 

welcome him to the CCS in March.  

 

The Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine 

Motherhood  
 

The origins of the FMDM begin in 1884 in London when 

three Third Order Secular Franciscans became religious 

and, after a period of much turbulence, founded a 

community in Aldershot, Hampshire, looking after around 

100 orphans.  
 

This was followed by the rapid growth of the new 

movement into a Pontifical Congregation with the name 

Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine Motherhood who, in 

1947, sent missionaries to China and Zambia (Northern 

Rhodesia as it was known then). The Congregation soon 

became present in Asia, America and Africa as well as 

Europe by the middle of the 20
th
 century.  

 

In 1956, Ladywell in Godalming, Surrey, became the 

Congregation’s Motherhouse and the offices of the 

Congregational Leadership.  

 

The Project 
 

The archives at Ladywell cover the Congregation’s 

beginnings at the end of the 19
th
 century and detail the 

rapid expansion of a global religious Congregation in the 

Franciscan tradition over the last century. As such, they 

represent an important body of material evidence for 

research of the history of global Catholicism, and the 

Franciscan contribution to that movement.  

Furthermore, the material also relates to the spread of 

Catholic social action through the Congregation’s 

involvement in a range of initiatives, such as establishing 

medical facilities, orphanages and schools along with 

grassroots engagement with the local communities 

wherever they found themselves.  
 

The FMDM Fellowship will also allow us to develop a 

picture of the FMDM as a global Congregation, to link the 

history of the Congregation to the wider global context, 

and to highlight the unique significance of the archival 

collections for the study of the history of Catholicism in this 

period, and the importance of the Franciscan vision that 

motivates its mission. With the primary focus of placing 

the FMDM and the Franciscan charism in the context of 

global Catholicism, the fellowship will allow for the 

explorations of archives in various sites of FMDM activity 

around the world. 
 

 

 

 

Dr Brian Casey 
 

Prior to joining the CCS, 

Brian worked in Ireland as a 

historical researcher with the 

Mother and Baby Home 

Commission of Investigation 

for nearly five years. He has 

published extensively on 

various aspects of the rural 

countryside in 19
th
 and 20

th
  

century Britain and Ireland.  
 

Upon taking up the post, Brian said, “I am delighted to 

have joined the CCS to research and write the history of 

the FMDM through the prisms of the Franciscan tradition 

and global Catholicism. This project explores perspectives 

from its 19
th
 century antecedents, Catholic 

internationalism, social movements, philanthropy, medical 

and sacred spaces and how they remained faithful to its 

Franciscan charism throughout.” 
 

We extend a warm welcome to Brian and are pleased to 

announce he will be Assistant Director of the CCS. 

 

 

 

A Word From Sr Jane 

Bertelsen FMDM, 

Congregational Leader 
 

The opportunity to work with 

the CCS in Durham has 

been a real gift to us. As we 

discerned this new 

partnership we were 

enriched with the energy, 

passion and vision of the 

team and all they were trying 

to achieve to enrich our 

global understanding of 

faith, theology, mission and 

their collective contribution 

to our society. We recognised that working with the CCS 

will enable us, as a Congregation, to share the FMDM 

charism with a much wider group of people through the 

Fellowship and the research that will flow from it.  
 

Our current missionary endeavours stand on the 

shoulders of those courageous, faith-filled women who 

have gone before us. We have been conscious for many 

years that we needed to tell their stories, sharing how, 

through their lives, the Gospel message of love, peace 

and the dignity of all people has been brought to birth in 

different parts of the world. We look forward to working 

with Brian and the CCS to honour the lives of our sisters 

and all who have shared their mission over the years. 



Between c.1600 and c.1800, nearly 

four thousand women left England for 

mainland Europe. They were not just 

travelling for the sake of it, or 

embarking upon some form of Grand 

Tour; rather, they were escaping 

stringent penal laws against the 

practice of Catholicism in England 

that forbade any institutional 

expression of Catholic religious life. In 

mainland Europe, this tide of female 

religious refugees first founded and 

then entered a series of convents that 

would survive for the next two 

centuries.  
 

Despite the uniqueness of this 

endeavour, the English conventual 

movement was largely excluded from 

the scholarly landscape because of a 

double disadvantage, first their 

gender and then their religion 

rendering them invisible to a great 

many researchers. However, during 

the last decade there has been an 

upsurge in scholarly interest in 

women religious generally, and 

especially in the members of the 

English convents in exile. This surge 

in interest has gone hand in hand 

with the revival of early modern 

English Catholicism as a growing and 

vital field to understanding the 

political and religious dynamics of the 

time. 
 

The English conventual movement 

was unparalleled in the early modern 

period. After the foundation in 1598 in 

Brussels of the first English convent 

to be established since the dissolution 

of the monasteries, it was followed by 

a further 21 foundations across 

Flanders and France, which all self-

identified as English institutions in 

Catholic Europe. In addition, there 

was one continuation from the pre-

Reformation period, the Bridgettines 

of Syon Abbey eventually settling in 

Lisbon, Portugal.  

Here, in mainland Europe, these 

convents remained for two centuries, 

the nuns praying, but also involving 

themselves in national and 

international politics, reading, writing, 

maintaining significant financial 

portfolios and pioneering forms of 

female education. It was not until the 

upheavals and anti-clerical violence 

of the French Revolution at the end of 

the 18
th
 century that the majority of 

English women religious were forced 

to flee to England, once more as 

religious refugees. 

 

James Kelly 

is the 

Sweeting 

Fellow in the 

History of 

Catholicism 

at the CCS. 

English Convents in Catholic Europe, c. 1600-1800 

Sr Mary Aloysia Joseph Wright (1743-1819) of the Liège Sepulchrines, oil 

painting: with permission of the Canonesses of the Holy Sepulchre. 

January 2020 saw the publication of 

English Convents in Catholic Europe, 

c. 1600-1800 (Cambridge University 

Press) by Dr James E. Kelly.* 
  

The book highlights the significance of 

the English convents as part of, and 

contributors to, national and European 

Catholic culture. Covering the whole 

exile period and making extensive use 

of rarely consulted archive material, 

James situates the English Catholic 

experience within the wider context of 

the Catholic Reformation and Catholic 

Europe.  
 

As he highlights below, the convents 

were not isolated but were, in fact, an 

integral part of the transnational 

Church which transcended national 

boundaries. 
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* The discount code for cambridge.org is ECCE2019 (confers 20% discount) 


