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"Mother Mary's life speaks eloquently because it was firmly anchored 
in something which every human heart longs for: inner peace, that 
peace that comes from knowing that one is loved by God and from 
the desire to respond to his love." (Pope John Paul II, Sydney 1995) 

4, "The will of God is a very dear book 
which I never tire of reading" (Mary 
MacKillop 1873) 

Mary was ever attentive to the will of God in 
her life. Even in the most difficult moments 
she searched her heart to discover God's will 
for her. She wrote to her Sisters in 1880: 'Be 
ready for God's will even when it takes you by 
surprise". And to Monsignor Kirby she wrote 
in 1874: "Oh, Father, I cannot tell you what a 
beautiful thing the will of God seems to me. 
For some years past, my Communions, my 
prayers, my intentions have all been for God's 
will to be done!' 

5. "Let us love and praise God in all" (Mary 
MacKillop 1872) 

"To love another person is to see the face of 
God", wrote Victor Hugo in Les Miserables. 
Mary MacKillop was a woman who saw the 
face of God in every person she met. As a 
result, she became the compassionate face 
of God for so many in our world. Everywhere 
she went Mary reached out to those in need. 
She had a special place in her heart for those 
who were poor and needy, urging her Sisters 
to "never be ashamed of work done for God 
and God's poor" (1874). One of her lasting 
legacies was the setting up of a system of 
Catholic education that was accessible to 
people in difficult circumstances. 

DEVOTIONS 
Mary MacKillop had a number of devotions 
which were especially dear to her heart. 
Standing out among them were the three 
marked in the monogram of the Congregation, 
which was originally stitched in blue braid 
on each Sister's habit and today are in the 
Josephite identifying symbol. They are the 
three J's: Jesus, Joseph and John the Baptist. 

Photocopying Prohibited 

Jesus was the centre of Mary's life. She 
lived and celebrated the Eucharist whenever 
possible and spent many hours before the 
Blessed Sacrament. The Sacred Heart of 
Jesus provided a place of shelter for her when 
life was difficult. Mary spoke often of Joseph's 
humility and obedience, and the Congregation 
was named after him and entrusted to his 
fatherly care. And John the Baptist inspired 
her in giving witness to the Gospel. 

The three J's are set within the Ave Maria 
symbol, depicting love for Mary, the Mother 
of God. Our Lady, in addition to being Mary's 
patron saint, was always her heavenly mother, 
one to whom she could turn with complete 
trust. 

FIDELITY TO MARY 
MACKILLOP TODAY 
What are the challenges that Mary MacKillop's 
life calls forth in each of us, as we come to 
celebrate the centenary of her death? Among 
the most important might be the following. 

1. "Seek first the poorest most neglected 
parts of God's vineyard" (Mary MacKillop 
1900) 

The opening prayer of the liturgy for her feast 
states that Mary pioneered new ways of living 
the Gospel which respect the dignity of all in 
this land. There is an ever urgent call to live 
the Gospel by welcoming the stranger, by 
breaking down racial prejudice, and by hearing 
the cries of the disadvantaged, marginalised 
and isolated in Australian society and across 
our world. Mary MacKillop confronted the 
trends that diminished the people of her time 
and she would urge us today to do the same. 

2. "Never see a need without doing 
something about it" (Original Rule 1867) 

Mary MacKillop cared for two Aboriginal boys 
at Penrith at the request of her brother Donald, 
a Jesuit priest working among the Aboriginal 
community at Daly River. Mary had hoped to 
send her Sisters to live there but this did not 
eventuate. Today Mary would undoubtedly be 
urging us to work alongside our Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander brothers and sisters 
in honouring their rich heritage, culture and 
spirituality and in bringing about true and 
lasting reconciliation. 

3, "May the spirit of unity and love reign 
amongst us" (Mary MacKillop 1884) 

Mary MacKillop was a woman of the Church. 

She took the heart of the Church into the 
midst of the people, being for them "a sign 
and instrument" of God's love. Today she 
would be calling us to be a community of 
disciples where unity in diversity is respected, 
and where different vocations and gifts give 
voice to the Reign of God in a way that is both 
complementary and mutually enriching. 

4. "Let no obstacle deter us from 
proceeding with courage" (Mary MacKillop 
1893) 

In these times of crisis and uncertainty 
Mary MacKillop offers a sign of hope. She 
understands the joys and sorrows of family 
life, the courage required when facing illness 
and loss in one's life, the pain and suffering of 
being rejected, the strength required to speak 
out against injustice. She would urge us to go 
forward with trust in God, as she did to her 
Sisters in 1899: "God is good and has brought 
light and help when all was very dark". 

5. "Believe in the whisperings of God to 
your own heart" (Mary MacKillop 1868) 

Above all Mary MacKillop invites all in the 
Church to listen attentively to the murmur of 
God in their own heart and in the hearts of 
the people. This requires that we take time to 
listen to the small quiet voice of God alive in 
so many ways and in so many places, amidst 
the ordinariness of everyday life. God is 
glorified wherever and whenever the sacred 
is recognised. 

QUESTIONS FOR 
DISCUSSION 

1. What aspect of Mary MacKillop's life and 
work do you find most inspiring? 

2. How important do you think Mary's 
spiritual life was in carrying out her mission? 
What relevance does this have for us today? 

3. What aspects of Mary's life and work 
make her typically Australian and so popular 
in this country? 

4. Which of the challenges mentioned at 
the end of the article do you think you can 
respond to most readily? 
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Mary Mackiilop, 1895 (seated front row centre) with a group of Sisters 
at Minutia, AotearcialNew Zealand, during her first Welt there. 

The MacKillop Moods Schoolhouse built in Penola, SA,1867. 

'  "Mary MacKillop's perseverance in the face of adversity, 
her plea for justice on behalf of those unfairly treated and 
her practical example of holiness have become a source of 
inspiration for all Australians. 

Pope Benedict XVI, 17 July 2008 
Pope Benedict XVI prays at the tomb of B! 
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ry MackIllop. 

Love was the driving force of her life. Mary MacKillop's 
vocation was not primarily to undertake great works that 
would catch the approving eye of the world  —  it was to 
love. God was the origin and source of her love. She knew 
deeply within her that "God is love and those who abide in 
love abide in God, and God abides in them" Jn 4:16). 

On 8 August this year the Church in Australia 
celebrates 100 years since the death of its first 
beatified Australian, Blessed Mary MacKillop. 
Two days after her death the Freeman's Journal 
recorded: "Her demise leaves a blank — a 
great irretrievable blank — in the national life of 
Australasia. What she wrought for the people 
and for the glory of God, and life's labour stands 
as the noblest record of an Australian woman." 

An occasion like this causes us to ponder again 
— who is this woman admired and loved by 
people across our world, what is her story, what 
motivated her, what encouraged her to remain 
steadfast amidst many afflictions? How does her 
life challenge us today? 

AN AUSTRALIAN HERO 
Mary MacKillop stands out as one of our 
Australian heroes. There is something in her 
character and spirit that captures what it is 
to be Australian. She stood on the side of the 
vulnerable, the 'Aussie battler", she gave a "fair 
go" to everyone and she was endowed with the 
pioneering spirit. Her innate goodness and her 
down-to-earth approach to life, together with 
her ability to bring hope in the midst of suffering, 
make her a saint of the ordinary. Her life has 
touched the heart and soul of all Australians. 

But her influence has gone beyond our shores 
too and has touched people all around the world. 
The Sisters of St Joseph, the Congregation she 
founded along with Fr Julian Tenison Woods 
in 1866, has become a living presence of the 
mercy of God not only in Australia and New 
Zealand but also in Peru, East Timor, Brazil, 
Ireland and Scotland. 

In Pitumarca, Peru, there is a kindergarten room 
with bare floors and few resources, yet filled with 
love, so reminiscent of that first stable school in 
Penola, South Australia, where Mary began. 
A teacher proudly points to an image of Mary 
MacKillop which the children painted. She says 
Mary MacKillop is a special woman —"She does 
everyday 'miracles' — and tells of the blessings 
and favours her family has received through 
Mary's intercession. 

At a school here in Australia two teachers, 
Josephite Associates, have formed a Mary 
MacKillop group in their school. Over 80 
students have chosen to belong and they come 
together on a regular basis to pray for the needs 
of people, to organise events to support the 
work of the Sisters of St Joseph in Peru and to 
visit the elderly in their neighbourhood. Mary 
MacKillop is their inspiration. 

Thousands of World Youth Day pilgrims visited 
Mary's tomb at North Sydney in 2008. All 
sensed that in this place they were meeting a 
very special disciple of Jesus — a young woman 
like them who witnessed to the living out of the 

Gospel in this great "South Land of the Holy 
Spirit". Some lingered to kneel at her tomb, 
others to sit in her Memorial Chapel — to pause 
amidst the excitement and to listen to the deep 
quiet voice of God, as Mary had encouraged 
her mother to do so long ago: "Listen to the 
whisperings of God to your own heart". 

THE EARLY YEARS 
Mary MacKillop was born in Melbourne on 15 
January 1842, the eldest of eight children of 
Alexander MacKillop and Flora MacDonald. 
She was baptised in St Francis' Church on 28 
February of that year. 

The early years of Mary's life were turbulent. 
The inability of her father to obtain permanent 
employment meant the family was to endure 
much hardship. It involved frequent shifting, the 
absence of her father for nearly eighteen months 
in Scotland and at times deep embarrassment at 
her father's outspoken nature. For her mother it 
meant the daily reliance on "God will provide". 
Commenting on those years, Mary wrote in a 
letter to Monsignor Kirby in 1873: 'My life as a 
child was one of sorrows, my home, when I had 
it, a most unhappy one". 

Mary's personality revealed traits of both her 
parents. From her father she received her love 
for education, her theological understanding 
and a passion for justice. From her mother she 
learned how to depend on God in the most trying 
of circumstances, and her mother's faithfulness, 
warm and sensitive heart and strength of will are 
evident in Mary's story. 

During those early years Mary faced the 
death of two significant family members. Her 
grandfather Donald MacDonald drowned, and 
her young brother Alick died at eleven months. 
This was followed in later life by the tragic loss of 
her mother, who drowned at sea, and the death 
of her brother John in a fatal accident in New 

Zealand. In these experiences were sown the 
seeds of compassion in her heart. 

Mary as the eldest became the chief provider for 
the family as she took up positions of governess, 
clerk in a stationery firm in Melbourne and later 
teacher in Portland, Victoria, and Penola, South 
Australia. She summed up those early years in a 
letter to Monsignor Kirby in 1873: "Until I was 25 
years of age I had the principal care of a large 
family'. 

While working as a governess in Penola, Mary 
met Fr Julian Tenison Woods, the priest of that 
scattered parish. He saw many needs and 
spoke about them in his sermons. Mary listened. 
She had a desire to be a religious and saw first-
hand the lack of education for those isolated 
children. In the meeting of these two dreams 
a new Religious Congregation was born, the 
Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart, to give 
a Catholic education to the poor in the emerging 
Australian colonies. 

SISTER MARY OF THE 
CROSS 
On 19 March 1866, the feast of St Joseph, Mary, 
then 24, donned a black dress and became 
known as Sister Mary of the Cross. This date has 
traditionally been considered the foundation of 
the Congregation. Mary professed her Religious 
Vows on 15 August 1867. She committed herself 
to live by the rule of life developed by Fr Woods 
and approved by Bishop Shell of Adelaide. 
Soon other women joined the Congregation 
and in 1869 Bishop James Quinn invited her to 
establish a community in Brisbane. 

On 22 September 1871, the cross fell heavily 
upon the new Institute when Mary was 
excommunicated by Bishop Shell. This had 
come about through ill advice and because of 
the desire of the Bishop to change fundamental 

aspects of the Rule to which Mary had vowed 
herself. Many of the Sisters were dispensed 
from their vows. For five months, Mary lived 
apart from the community, but during this time 
she was befriended by the Jesuits. Fortunately 
for the Congregation, before he died the 
following year Bishop Shell ordered that the 
excommunication be lifted and that the Sisters 
be restored to their habits. 

After this it was decided that Mary should travel 
to Rome to seek Papal approval for the Rule. As 
she left on the arduous journey in March 1873, 
she wrote to the Sisters encouraging them to be 
faithful in her absence. She finished the letter: "In 
St Joseph's care I leave you". Mary did not return 
until December 1874. During her time away she 
met Pope Pius IX and visited Germany, England, 
Scotland, Ireland and France. 

On her return to Australia Mary was accompanied 
by fifteen Irish postulants, and she brought with 
her a copy of the approved Constitutions. While 
some changes were made to the Rule with 
regard to the ownership of property, the Holy 
See upheld that the Institute would be governed 
by the Superior General and her Council. The 
decision about ownership of property caused 
great angst to Fr Woods and, as a result, his 
friendship with Mary became estranged. 

The first General Chapter of the Congregation 
was held in 1875, with Mary elected the first 
Mother General. The Congregation continued to 
grow in numbers, and more schools and centres 
of care were opened to cater for the many needs 
of the growing Church in Australia. 

MORE TROUBLES 
Mary's troubles continued. In 1883, Bishop 
Reynolds of Adelaide ordered a Commission 
of Enquiry into the affairs of the Institute. Mary 
wrote to the Sisters at that time: "The Institute 
is going through a severe trial but with humility, 
charity and truth on the part of its members 
all will be well". The outcome of this was that 
Mary was dismissed from Adelaide and went to 
Sydney. 

In 1885, the Australian Bishops held a Synod 
and proposed to the Holy See that the Sisters of 
St Joseph of the Sacred Heart be subject to the 
bishop of each diocese in which they worked. 
The Holy See replied that the Institute was to 
have a central government with a Mother House 
in Sydney. 

On the feast of St Joseph, 1891, with foundations 
throughout Australia and New Zealand, Mary 
wrote to the Sisters: "Twenty five years ago we 
first kept up the feast of St Joseph's day as the 
special feast of our proposed Institute and little 
did either of us then dream of what was to spring 
from so small a beginning." 

Mary suffered with ill health throughout her 

life. The trying events of establishing the 
Congregation had taken their toll and her health 
deteriorated. In 1901, while visiting the Sisters in 
New Zealand, she suffered a stroke. 

On 12 January 1909 she wrote one of her last 
letters to the Sisters. She concluded: "Whatever 
troubles may be before you, accept them 
cheerfully, remembering whom you are trying to 
follow. Do not be afraid. Love one another, bear 
with one another, and let charity guide you in all 
your life." 

Mary died in North Sydney on 8 August 1909. At 
the time of her death Cardinal Moran said to the 
Sisters: "I believe this day have assisted at the 
death bed of a saint. Her death will bring many 
blessings on you, on your Congregation and on 
the whole Australian Church." 

A WOMAN OF GOD 
"A passionate God encounters a passionate 

woman in Australia." This is how Fr Jeremiah 
Coffey described Mary MacKillop on the 
occasion of the 75th anniversary of her death in 
1984. It sums up her spirituality very well. 

Love was the driving force of her life. Mary 
MacKillop's vocation was not primarily to 
undertake great works that would catch the 
approving eye of the world — it was to love. God 
was the origin and source of her love. She knew 
deeply within her that "God is love and those 
who abide in love abide in God, and God abides 
in them" (1 Jn 4:16). 

Fr Paul Gardiner summed up her life in the 
Positio presented to the Holy See for her Cause 
of Canonisation: "Love of God filled her heart 
and overflowed to all those around her. It was 
especially tender towards anybody in trouble." 

Mary loved everyone with an undivided heart. 
She saw the world through the eyes of love. 
As Pope John Paul II said during his visit to 
Australia for her beatification in 1995, 'Mother 
Mary's life speaks eloquently because it was 
firmly anchored in something which every 
human heart longs for: inner peace, that peace 
that comes from knowing that one is loved by 
God and from the desire to respond to his love." 

Among the important influences in Mary's 
spiritual life were the indomitable faith of 
her Scottish parents, a strong devotional life 
received from Fr Woods and an incarnational 
spirituality formed by the Jesuits. She lived out 
this spirituality in the context of her experience of 
the emerging Australian colonies. Her character 
and spirit capture the essence of what it means 
to be Australian. 

There are perhaps five aspects that are 
especially important in Mary's spirituality: a 
deep awareness of the presence of God, trust 
in the providence of God, love for the Cross that 
becomes the Tree of Life, docility to the will of 

God and reverence for the dignity of all. 

1. "God gave me such a sense of his watchful 
presence" (Mary MacKillop 1873) 

From an early age Mary had a deep sense of 
God working in her life. She spoke of feeling the 
presence of God at all times, "when talking to 
old friends, strangers, the Sisters or the Priests" 
(1869). She was drawn to things spiritual. She 
loved her father explaining to her the truths of the 
faith, and she appreciated the Catholic tradition 
for which her ancestors had been persecuted 
in Scotland. Even in the painful moment of her 
excommunication she wrote: "The calm beautiful 
presence of God I shall never forget" (1871). 

2. "When I could not see my way God kept 
my heart full of trust" (Mary MacKillop 1874) 

From an early age Mary often heard her mother 
say in difficult situations, "God will provide'. 
Mary carried this attitude with her throughout 
her life. Time and time again Mary had to place 
her trust in this provident God. Often she did not 
know where she would find the money to begin a 
new venture or to visit her Sisters, but somehow 
God always provided. Her whole life was one of 
trusting in God. 

3. "My name in religion is Mary of the Cross" 
(Mary MacKillop 1867) 

Mary's brother Donald wrote to her towards the 
end of her life: "Every day I understand more 
what your sufferings must have been. Mary of 
the Cross for 40 years and more, aye and long 
before! Surely the God of love will be kind to you!" 
The cross was never far from her endeavours. 
It took many forms: her own ill health, the loss 
of family members, her excommunication, 
the estrangement from Fr Woods and the 
interference of Bishops. Mary never saw the 
cross as an end in itself, exhorting her Sisters 
to "have courage no matter what your crosses 
are' (1890). 


