
Conclusion 

“Judge ‘them’ not for works undone, 
Judge ‘them’ not for fields unwon, 
Bless ‘their’ works in Thee begun.” 
 

At the General Chapter of 1959, held at St Vincent’s Convent, Melrose, Johannesburg, the attempt at 
provincialisation of the Congregation was arrested, at least in South Africa, and the government of the 
Institute was again made more directly subject to the Prioress General and her Council. Standing at this 
point in time and peering forward into the future one could see how much depends on the personality of 
the Mother General under this system. Here Sister M Fromunda Zimmermann1 was elected the tenth 
Prioress General of the King William’s Town Congregation. It was the first time a Chapter was held away 
from the Mother House and now the Congregation, the Catholic Church and the world stood, all 
unknowingly, on the threshold of a new era. 
Pope John XXIII was in his 78th year when he ascended the papal throne in 1958 and many thought, on 
account of his age, he would not have a great future. But events showed very soon that his pontificate, 
thought destined to be brief was, from the outset, marked for history. The much loved and saintly Father 
of Christendom summoned the twenty-six hundred Roman Catholic Bishops to meet in an ecumenical 
council at Rome. Here the Pope called for a spirit of renewal to affect the life of every Catholic the world 
over. He “opened the windows to let in some fresh air”, as he expressed it, and thus invited the Holy 
Spirit to breathe new life and vigour into the almost two-thousand-year-old Church. By the time his 
successor, Pope Paul VI, finally adjourned the Second Vatican Council2 nothing in the world would ever 
be quite the same again. 
The purpose of the Vatican Council was to bring the Church up to date. There was need of renewal in and 
out of the Catholic Church; and as religious institutes were about the most conservative part of the Church 
it was they that had most need of Pope John’s “aggiornamento”. The religious orders were not guilty of 
glaring wrongs and abuses; no. But their members were called upon to “enter into step with the Church 
and adapt up to the world of tomorrow...” 
Our Congregation fortunately had some progressive Prioresses General in the past who, in conjunction 
with General Chapters, have periodically abrogated obsolete usages and introduced more contemporary 
practices. Nevertheless, still more modifications were needed here to comply with the wishes of the Holy 
See and the needs of our time. The Prioress General, therefore, prepared a “Renewal Conference” of the 
entire Congregation which met in 1966 at St Vincent’s Convent, Johannesburg. From this Chapter far-
reaching reforms and necessary adaptations were promulgated. The Constitution was also revised in 
response to the express wish of the Church and as stated repeatedly in the documents PERFECTAE 

CARITATIS and ECCLESIAE SANCTAE. The work on the Constitution was a common task though Sister M 
Clarissa Philippin was specially commissioned to redraft the documents. The text of the new Constitution 
and Directives is the result of community discussions, of prayerful deliberations, of insights gained during 
the Renewal Conference and of official decisions of the General Chapter of 1969. 
The years following the Vatican Council were marked by great restlessness in the Church and in the 
world. Like other Institutes the Dominicans of King William’s Town have also suffered from defections, 
dirth of recruits and an ageing majority in the recent decades. From the professional survey made of the 

                                                 
1 Born in 1914 at Pleystein in Eastern Bavaria, she entered our Congregation at Schlehdorf and was professed in 

1933. Having come to South Africa she graduated as a teacher and later directed St Thomas’ College at 
Village Main in the dual capacity of principal and conventual superior before being chosen as head of the 
Congregation. During her term of Generalship she was also Chairman of the Association of Women Religious 
of South Africa for a couple of years. 

2 Nearly a century had elapsed since the Church had convened the First Vatican Council. The programme of work 
of Vatican I was unfortunately interrupted by the outbreak of the Franco Prussian War in 1870. But when this 
Council was prorogued in October of that year it had already solemnly declared that the Pope is the supreme 
ruler of the faithful. The value of this consolidation and centralisation of the authority of the Church was 
demonstrated in the swiftness with which Modernism, a heresy which might otherwise have proved widespread 
and destructive, was extinguished in the Catholic Schools in the opening years of the 20th century. 



Congregation in 1974, one sees that age is a significant factor for our Institute because it indicates that 
there are insufficient young nuns today to replace the elderly and the number of recruits has diminished. 
This implies either a shrinking of commitments in the apostolate, or a modification of apostolates or a 
combination of these alternatives. Now, at the crossroads, the leaders of the Congregation are faced with 
the very difficult task of having to plan wisely for an unpredictable future. 
After writing so much, little or nothing has yet been said of many persons and events that have also 
played their part in the origin, expansion, apogee and the present ebb-tide of our Congregation. It is not 
possible to write about everything and very difficult to write about the good. Who can really put into 
words the patient suffering, prayer, sacrifice and heroic deeds of our Sisters who blazed new trails and 
who contributed on so large a scale to the Christian education as well as to the spiritual and physical 
welfare of all races in South Africa, of people in Europe and now also in Latin America? 
During 1977 we recall in a spirit of profound thanksgiving to God the names and exploits of all the young 
women of many nationalities to whom He gave the priceless gift of religious vocation and led them to the 
Congregation of St Catharine of Siena of King William’s Town.3 We pray that all the work they have 
done in the past century may be sown for an eternal harvest. We also implore God to “Renew our life like 
the eagle’s” and that He may keep alive in the Institute the apostolic spirit, the faith, hope and love 
manifested by His servants Dominic, Catharine and Mauritia. At the present time the Lord has allowed 
the storms of change to practically wrench us from our moorings and cast us adrift on an uncharted sea. 
However, we can take courage from the knowledge that St Dominic lived in just such a time of change 
and recognised the voice of God in the needs of the age. So we look to the Holy Spirit our helmsman, 
Who, with strong divine persistence can set our sail for a new horizon. 
 
 

                                                 
3 At the time of going to press the Congregation had 738 members. 


