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THE CENTENARY OF VIRGIN MARY’S ANNUNCIATION CONVENT HOUSE

CONGREGATION OF THE SISTERS OF THE HOLY FAMILY OF N AZARETH
IN GRODNO (1908-2008)

The Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth cam&todno in September 1908, at the invitation of
the Archbishop of Vilnius, Edward Ropp, in ordertéie over the Bridgettine Sisters’ convent and
to begin apostolic work. In the same year, thedasviving member of the Bridgettine Order died.

The Bridgettines had served in Grodno since 168@. Aistory of the Sisters of the Holy Family is

preceded by the history of the church and the capwbe complex founded by Aleksandra and
Krzysztof Wiesio owski. By the will of the Churclthe Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth

became their inheritors. The Jubilee’s date, Selpeeml3, 2008, coincides with the 73rd

anniversary of the death of Mother Paw a ¥&a, the first superior of the Grodno convent and a
very distinguished person.

HISTORY
l. Founding of the Bridgettine Sisters’ convent in Gralno (1636)
1. Early foundation

With the approval of the then bishop of Vilnius, rAbam Woyna, the convent house of the
Bridgettine Sisters was founded in 1634 by KrzysAtdiesio owski, Marshall of the Great
Dukedom of Lithuania, and his wife, Aleksandree Sobieski, aunt to King John lll. Initially, it
was an arcaded building on a brick foundation, \aitieighboring wooden church. On December 6,
1636, eight St Bridget Maidens from Lublin were evaponiously introduced therein. Their first
Prioress, elected by the congregation, was Ann&alfieszyn Sobieska, sister to Aleksandra
Wiesio owskanee Sobieska. Two weeks after the election, BishopaAbm Woyna certified the
Prioress and the cloister. The year 1636 is thetieredate of the Bridgettine Sisters at Grodno.
The foundation document was made in Grodno, on 20n&642, by Aleksandra Wiesio owskae
Sobiesk& The Bridgettine Sisters, the Order of St Bridgle¢ Order of the Most Holy Savior, is a
an enclosed convent. Based on the rule of St Augysit was foundedta. 1346 in Vadsten
(Sweden) by Brigid of Sweden. The Congregationigpse was to honor Our Lady and to promote
religious revival. Its first Polish convent housasaestablished in 1396 through the initiative lo¢ t
Teutonic Knights’ Great Master, Conrad von Jungmge

2. Later development of the Bridgettine Sisters’ convat in Grodno

King W adys aw IV endowed the cloister with royadivileges in 1638 and 1643. The well-
equipped house had a spacious garden and was el@$mhouse 30 nuns; built on a square plan, it
is adjoined by a beautiful brick Baroque churchtloé Holy Virgin Mary, built in 1642 and
consecrated in 1651. In the years of prosperity,htbuse was inhabited by some 40 sisters. The
Bridgettines also owned nearby farms, among theich&oow on the Niemen River, later inherited
by the Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth. Thaster and the church had a turbulent history.
During the Swedish Wars (1655 and 1700), the coxpbes seriously damaged, forcing the nuns to

! Its notarial copy of 1927 is kept in the Archivefthe Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth, \WavsProvince. The
36-page-long document specifies, among other thitlgs reason of the foundation, the founders’ itibers, the

cloister’s location, a description of the area pased for the convent house, Bp Abraham Woyna'scapp of the

foundation, dated 1634, the cession of the arethd@oconvent of April 12, 1636, its introduction tine real-estate
register, the Bishop of Cracow’s approval of brimggithe Bridgettine Sisters from Lublin, dated M&g; 1636, the
names of the sisters, their acceptance to theuélbiocese, election of the Prioress and its éeaté#, consecration of
the Prioress, the handing over of Kochanéw, otle@ations, kinds of prayers, duties of the nunsgrémg the convent
without dowry, enclosure, rents, duties of the Ri$s, administration of the estate.



abandon it for three years, moving to Gsla In 1842, by the Tzar's decree, the cloister was
forbidden to take in new arrivals, and followingethanuary Uprising of 1863, it was changed to a
collective one, gathering sisters from other closedvents, without the right to accept new
vocations. In 1885, both the church and the cloist@aculously survived a great fire which
consumed the belfry and melted the church bellsl881, the last five Bridgettines lived in the
house, leaving in 1905 but two sisfeend two aspirants who had received the government’
permission to join the convent. To prevent seiafrthe house, the Archbishop of Vilnius, Edward
Ropp, appealed to the authorities to allow for dlceeptance of new candidates who would take
care of the aged residents and the buildings.

Il. The history of the Virgin Mary’s Annunciation C onvent
of the Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth in Godno

1. During the partitions of Poland, the First World War, the years between the wars and
during the Second World War (1908-1945)

The Nazareth Sisters’ house in Grodno, dedicatethé Annunciation of the Virgin Mary, was
established in 1908, at the request of Archbishdwdtd Ropp (b. 2 Dec. 1851, 25 July 1939),
Ordinary of the Vilnius Diocese. The request waslressed to Rome, to Mother Lauretta
Lubowidzka (b. 2 April 1872, d. 15 June 1942), SupeGeneral of the Congregation in the years
1902-1942. In spite of the difficult circumstancgsrounding the Bridgettines’ convent at that
time, M. Lauretta decided to set up a house in Gopdn order to save the cloister and church
complex from suppression. In September 1908, M. ®&adaycz (b. 20 March 1860, d. 13
September 193%)received from the Tzarist authorities her nomoratas the Superior of the
Bridgettines’ convent.

The foundation at Grodno and the house of the Aaiation of the Virgin Mary owed much to
Mother Paw a, both materially and spiritually. Atpwith her, two other sisters arrived: Sr.
Wac awa W odarska (b. 15 Dec 1882, d. 7 June 186d)Sr. Agata Plupelis (b. 13 June 1873 — d.
13 Aug 1943 ). Later they were joined by: Sr. Agriea Hajos (b. 16 April 1882, d. 11 March 1933
), Sr. Charitas Mikosz (b. 2 Jan 1888, d. 8 Jamt1)9&r. Julia Ferenz (b. 14 Aug 1881, d. 21 June
1949) and Sr. Kornelia Szumska (b. 7 Oct. 188514 .April 1935) (former aspirant with the
Bridgettine Sisters). Organization of the first ldeth community under the aegis of the Bridgettine
Sister§ required an understanding of the current politieavironment, occasional tricks and
conspiracy to appease the vigilance of the panttie and cover the truth about the new
congregation and the actual activity of the sisters

The first Superior of the Nazareth community at ddxw, M. Paw a Gaycz, a talented person with
an unusual biography, took care of the apostoladetlae renovation of the convent and the church,
offering her dowry to that cause with the permissib her superiors. While taking care of the nuns,
the sisters commenced catechization of the childmh youth and teaching the Polish language.
Marian Sodality, the Altar Boys’ Group and a churttoir directed by Sr. Charitas Mikosz were
organized by the church. The sisters’ work was dhiole three priests: Chaplain Lucjan Chalecki,

2 They were: the dying Prioress Eleonora Skdzéewska and Sr.. Scholastyka, a Benedictine nam fNie wie .
Following 1905, the Tzarist government’s restriniavere slightly alleviated, hence the arrivalref aispirants.

3 Maria Gaycz nee Nowina-Chrzanowska, a painter, was born on Ma@hiB60 in the village of Wiszera, Kursk
province; she died on September 13, 1935, in Grodfarried in 1878, she studied painting in Muniald &Paris,
exhibiting several times in Munich, Paris and Warsén 1900 she became a widow. In 1901 she expsztén
conversion and joined the Sisters of the Holy FamflNazareth in Rome, on January 25, 1906. Onuzgepr2, 1908,
she took her first vows, and on June 16, 1912 maeent vows. See: The Main Book of Register ofStsters of the
Holy Family of Nazareth, the Holy Name of Jesusvittee — Warsaw, part | “A” — until 1931, No. 70.

* For the state and church authorities, the NazaBetters who took over the church were officiath Bridgettines.
Later, new Nazarethan arrivals, for the sake oftgadnd fear of suppression, were listed in therahindexes as the
Bridgettine Sisters.



Franciszek Hryniewicz, prefect of the governmeritost, and Dean Juliusz Elert who helped the
sisters organize a boarding house for the comnsitgtents of the state schools. In the convent
house, courses of Polish literature, geographyhestdry were held, as well as occasional patriotic
stage performances. The Russian authorities, sospioof the sisters’ illegal activity, made
frequent surprise searches and inspections. In,18@%irst June Devotion was celebrated in the
church, gathering numerous inhabitants of Grodra. this occasion, Mother Paw a painted a
picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. In 1910 sibters regained the estate of Kochanéw where
they developed catechization and ministry to tle&.dexcelling in apostolic and charity activities
was Sr. Tekla Targska (b. 21 March 1866, d. 21 August, 1956), antantsng activist, awarded
for her communal and patriotic work in the areaGmbdno and Kochanow (especially among the
poor Uniate population, forced to join the Orthodoxurch) with the Gold Cross of Merit, offered
her at a special ceremony on May 17, 1939. It viws Highest state decoration, awarded by
President of the Polish Republic. The Sister rembiit at the age of 72 In the period between
World War | and World War I, Kochanéw was a summesort for the students of Nazareth
schools, the sisters and tourists. One of its sumesedents was Father Prof. Micha Sdpm(b. 1
Nov 1888, d. 15 Feb 1975), whose beatification tale place on 28 September 2008. Between the
two World Wars, the house of Virgin Mary’s Annunoten became a vivid center of religious,
patriotic and social life, influencing not only Gimo and its vicinity, but also the entire
Congregation of the Sisters of the Holy Family adzidreth abroad. In the years 1920-1939, 83
Grodno novitiate sisters went to America to joia th.S. apostolates.

During the First World War (1914-1918) the conveatame the mainstay of the Polish spirit, even
though educational activities in the city were beshand the Nazareth boarding house was closed
down. On August 3, 1914, a novitiate was estabtisize Grodno. The city was initially under
Russian occupation, however, in 1915, the Germaok over. Making use of the situation, M.
Paw a Gaycz, supported by Father F. Hryniewicz, receivealribw occupant’s permission to open
a secondary school. The school changed its locatiamy times. On December 8, 1916, the sisters
were given the building of a former Russian scholOrzeszkowa Street, together with the
adjoining park. There, the school functioned u@®l18. In 1919-1920 it was moved to Zielna
Street, a closer one to the convent. Originallyy secondary school classes were opened, but the
number of candidates steadily grew: in the schealr\1916/1917, there were 150 students; in the
following 1917/1918 some classes doubled, or evipied in number. In the year 1918/1919 the
school had some 400 students. In the year 1919At@20number grew to 500. Following the 1920
school year, the sisters no longer ran the secgratdiool, opening on the convent house premises
a co-educational elementary school which in 1938aghthe rights of a public (state) school. The
school operated until 1939. Some of its graduatgered the ranks of the Holy Family Sisters,
among them Sr. Beata Kitkiewicz (b.1896, d. 10 AA®19) and her blood sister, Natanaela
Kitkiewicz (b. 28 Jan 1900, d. 8 Il 1990), Sr. Ingtzza kowska (b. 3 Jan 1903, d. 15 July 1989)
and Sr. Zdzis awa Trojanowska, still living todéy 8 May 1926).

The years of the First World War were marked bytaatarvation all over the Polish Borderland,
therefore the Sisters continued extensive chardgkywhile supporting conspiratorial activities of
the young, among whom graduates of the Sistergdahere numerous. The girls were engaged in
espionage; roaming the villages in the guise okaets, they gathered information on the strength
and positioning of the German troops, which thdyssguently passed on to the partisans. Surprise
searches of the Germans in the convent house esvealthing. In 1919, the occupants had to
withdraw from Grodno completely, fleeing the Poltstops.

In free Poland, the Sisters of the Grodno houseeghihe problems of the local community, slowly
recovering after years of hunger and foreign octtapaThe Sisters from America sent them food

® Sister M. De Chantal Dylewska, Out of NazarethwNéork 1974, s. 165-166 (published in English)



and clothe® which they shared with the people. In 1919, Grodvas visited by the Superior
General, M. Lauretta Lubowidzka who brought withi titee new Superior of the house, Sr. Boa
Staczyska (b. 30 Jan 1883, d. 1 Oct 1964). Soon Sr. Abmlaowicz (b. 21 June 1885, d. 4 Feb
1927) arrived from Rome, to become novice mistrédsther General visited Grodno again in the
years 1927, 1929 and 1936. The year 1920 brougbiwadanger for the sisters and the local people
of Grodno- the Bolshevik’s invasion of Poland. Tisters and the novices went to our Sisters in
Cracow, while the novitiate was prepared in Wadewidere it remained until June 1, 1921. Three
Sisters volunteered to remain in Grodno: Sr. Téldego ska, Sr. Filipina Pszonka (b. 22 Jan 1882,
d. 19 Aug 1972) and Sr. Emidia Rzeszot (b. 18 a8ly7, dismissed 15 Jan 1922). Following the
withdrawal of the Bolsheviks, Grodno was back witthie Polish borders. After the establishment
of the Holy Name of Jesus Province (1925), M. &t Staczyska (b. 30 Jan, 1883, d. 1 Oct 1964)
became Provincial Superior, continuing in the @fimtil 1938.

In 1927, the church in Kochandw, regained from@mthodox and refurbished, was consecrated by
Father Dean Boles aw Saperski. Near the end of 39#&7into 1928, missions were held there by
Father Karol Lubianiec (b. 7 Jan 1866, d. 28 Sef2).9The buildings at Kochandw, just like the
old convent house and the church in Grodno, requie@ovation. To save the latter, M. Lauretta
Lubowidzka, having visited Grodno in 1936, discusee matter with Father Dean Olsgki who
recommended the organization of a Committee, nugdby ten influential local citizens, for the
Renovation of the Church and the House of the MalaaBisters in Grodno.. The committee’s task
was to gather funds for the cause. The Dean hinpsesided over the Committee. There also
emerged the project of building of a school; theneofor this was to come from the sale of a part
of the vegetable garden. The collected funds fiedrtbe renovation of the convent house’s inner
chapel. In 1939, the Grodno house celebrated théegojubilee of the Superior General M.
Lauretta Lubowidzka.

During the Second World War, Grodno shared the Gdtether Polish cities of the Eastern
Borderland. Bombed by the Germans, it fell- unither Bolshevik rule and occupation September
17, 1939. Meanwhile, the Sisters attempted to dapenschool, but financial problems and the
ideological demands of the Bolsheviks made thenedgoreducational activities. Instead, they
welcomed the Sisters of Charity, expelled from th@st in the Grodno home for the elderly,
accommodating them in the school rooms. . Thediwvianditions at that time were extremely hard.
The Vilnius Superior, M. Fides Tomkowicz (b. 30 Nb894, d. 4 April 1964), upon consulting the
matter with Abp R. Ja brzykowski (b. 7 Feb 187619.June 1955), proposed moving the Nazareth
novitiate to Vilnius. The offer was accepted angraup of 16 novices with their mistress, Sr.
Alfonsa Sawicka (b. 24 Jan 1900, d. 21 Nov 1992jved in Vilnius. They were joined by another
six sisters (5 novices and 1 postulant) who haah lheag with their families and could now return
to the convent. It was soon apparent that Vilnias wot a safe place for them either; the 29 Sisters
from outside Lithuania were transported to Sibaridune, 1941.

During the Soviet occupation, the Sisters’ maincewn was to protect the church from closing
down and turning to non-religious use. The authewiimposed a high tax which took much
sacrifice and self-denial on the part of the Sss{arcluding quest, banned by the Soviets) to ctlle
The local people, including the Sisters’ schooldgetes, offered generous support. Another danger
was imprisonment and deportation to Siberia, uguali night. The year 1941 brought a change to
the situation. Hitler declared war on Soviet Russfgain, bombardments began causing

® The gift from the Sisters in America was a freighr loaded with food: it took six horse carts tuhit away. It
contained sacks of wheat flour, sugar and ricearaeb of animal fat, canned fish and meat, coffema, dried fruit,
milk. Beside the food, there were many clothes)uiiog 100 male suits, welcomed enthusiastically dmny
volunteers and legionaries from Ma opolska (Crapoavince) who had been disheveled to the pointobfieaving the
barracks for shame. | quote after Janina Martusewie. Noela CSFN, Z dziejow siéstr nazaretanek nwd@ie.
Offprint: Wilno i Kresy P6 nocno-Wschodnie. Papéam Il International Conference in Bia ystok, 14-$ept. 1994,
in four volumes, Bia ystok 1996. Vol. II: Kulturanwanie. Eds. Ebieta Feliksiak, Alicja Kisielewska, p. 434.



uncertainty and change of occupancy. The initi@xaion and considerable freedom proved short-
lived. In 1942, the Grodno Sisters received painfalvs of the death of Mother General, M.
Lauretta Lubowidzka. In the same year, the Germanded to exterminate 50 elderly women from
the home for the elderly, having taken over theillding. The Sisters accommodated the elderly
ladies in the former school rooms and Sisters-te@ctook care of them. Terror intensified daily. In
revenge for the death of a single Gestapo offiter,Germans arrested 100 citizens, threatening to
kill 25 of the hostages, unless the guilty persas fiound. The Sisters, too, were taken to prison:
the Germans ordered that half of them go; 13 Sistetunteered to be arrested. Some of the
prisoners were subsequently shot, some were sdabdo camps, while others were released. The
Sisters found themselves in the latter group. Thesa/the Germans did on the Eastern Front, the
more cruel they became as occupants. Detentionsxaulitions outside of the town became a daily
norm. Many priests lost their lives. The Grodna@&isreceived news about the execution of eleven
Nazareth Sisters in Nowogrédek, on August 1, 1943pring 1944, they were secretly warned of a
planned deportation. In the summer of 1944, theipgiag forces changed again when Grodno was
taken over by the Soviets. The bombardment didspate the convent house; it was seriously
damaged by the four bombs that fell on it. The radbng with the supporting beams, was
shattered, so were many windows and doors, andaWigiate chapel was ruined. Sister Jukundyna
Duplaga (b. 5 July 1900, d. 16 July 1944), sevevebyinded during the bombardment, died the
next day. As soon as the front moved westward, Sisters set to mending the damages and
renovating the house, with the aid of the frienldiyal people, especially former school graduates
and their families, as well as Chaplain Piotr Boryk

2. The catacomb times: 1945-1990

Following World War I, the Polish borders againf&d. Grodno was now in the Byelorussian

Socialist Soviet Republic, subject, like Poland,ato oppressive Communist ideology, hostile to
religion. In spring 1945, the displacement of th@ish people began. Some of the Sisters left
Grodno in June 1945, another group went in 1958tla@diast two Sisters in 1959. In 1945, a group
of nine Sisters volunteered to remain and resigeiodno, to defend the church and the convent
house and to accompany those who had made a saei#sion. Thus began a time of isolation for

the Sisters from the rest of the Congregation. adst, their situation in Grodno was by no means
easy, even if Stalin’s decree concerning dissatutiball convents was never realized in Grodno.
Still, the fact that a mere nine Sisters inhabitesl large post-Bridgettines convent house irritated
the Communist authorities. Beginning in 1947, tiegd to expel the Sisters not only from the

cloister, but from the city. The house Superior, Bérchmans Drozdowska (b. 19 Oct 1889, d. 17
April 1970), a person of great courage and deteatitn, an outstanding personality of her times,
bravely, even at the risk of going to prison, unaek all kinds of actions, including sending a

delegation to Stalin, in order to protect the hise buildings; to some extent, she managed to
achieve her goal for a period of time. However, lttal authorities persisted and finally got the

document of suppression of the convent. The conwasteventually transformed into a psychiatric
hospital, while the church became a storage hduse Sisters had to leave the buildings with only
three days’ notice.

On March 25, 1950, the Sisters were escorted byoda militia to the so-called chaplain’s house,
a small building with a garden, owned by the Ssst@nd theretofore inhabited by the Chaplain,
Father Micha Aronowicz (b. 7 Aug 1907, d. 1991kTriest moved to the rectory of the post-
Bernardinian church, to Father Dean Antoni Kuryicev The Sisters took with them from the
church some valuable paintings and the little coffith the relics of Saint Clement, the patron sain
of Grodno. Other objects were brought over to SnBel’s church or given to operating churches
in the neighborhood. Sadly, a few months later &al. Aronowicz was arrested and deported to
Siberia, while Father Dean fell ill with cancer. \rew of the circumstances, the Dean asked the
Sisters to move to the rectory and take care otlthuech. The Sisters’ decision was made easier by



the sudden return of Father M. Aronowicz from SibeAs an exile, Father Aronowicz was refused
the right of residence in Grodno yet, in return tbe Sisters’ benevolent resignation from the
chaplain’s house, he was made resident and cdrtg@rish priest, in place of his infirmed

predecessor, Father A. Kury owicz. With the apptoof the authorities, the Sisters moved on
April 2, 1953, to the modest quarters adjoiningpbst-Bernardinian church.

Thus began a new stage of the Grodno Sisters’rifigtard times of harassment and persecution of
the diminished community, expelled from their camvieouse and bereft of their church. This, no
doubt, influenced some other Sisters’ decisioreavé Grodno for Poland in its present borders. In
1958, when transport was recommenced, Sr. Bartjardielonka (b. 3 Oct 1901, d. 11 Sep 1972)
and Sr. Alfonsyna Suska (b. 28 Dec 1892, d. 7 1888) left Grodno, followed a year later by Sr.
Cezarena Synoradzka (b. 8 May 1910, d. 23 Nov 1888) Sr. Wiktoria Dré&d (b. 14 March
1889, d. 2 Oct 1971). Earlier, in 1956, died thei@e 90-year-old Sister Tekla Targska. Thus,
only four Holy Family Sisters remained in Grodnae: Blawia Zwierzewicz (b. 3 Oct 1901, d. 21
March 1968), Sr. Ebieta Grochowska (b. 8 July, 1902, d. 16 Aug 19%8)Janis awa Lubczyk (b.
23 July 1899, d. 28 Aug 1990) and Sr. Berchmang@rwska, superior of the house. The Sisters’
task was to take care of the church and continséopa service in collaboration with Dean M.
Aronowicz, especially during the years of incregsatheization. The atheist political system, the
strict control of the authorities and the ban ooepating new candidates threatened the Grodno
community with extinction even though new local &ons were declared. In was only in 1965, at
the request of Sr. Inez Strza kowska, ProvincigdeBior from Warsaw (b. 3 Jan 1903, d. 15 July
1989), that Primate Cardinal Stefan Wysaki granted permission to secretly accept new
candidates, obliging the Congregation’s authoritiestake responsibility for the candidates’
formation and their access to profession. The Guo8listers’ communication with the Province,
and that between the Province and the General €©ffic Rome, was made difficult by the
censorship and the ban on foreign travel. They comoated mainly by letters, written usually in
cipher, with parables, occasionally undecipherallkn for the initiates. Although responsibility for
the decisions rested formally on the Province eftfoly Name of Jesus, communication obstacles
often made the Grodno Superior bear the burderebself.

Following the death of Sr. Berchmans Drozdowskal@70, the function of the Superior was
imposed on a junior sister with temporary vows, 8ella Jodkowska (b. Feb, 1, 1944), who was
to perform it for the next 20 years, assisted hy\M&rinez Strza kowska, Provincial Superior in the
years 1962-1972. Sr. Stella, despite her young a@s, obliged to take responsibility for the
community. The convent authorities had to make deisision in view of the circumstances of the
Byelorussian Socialist Soviet Republic’s churchiges. Sr. Stella maintained contact with the
General Office and the Holy Name of Jesus Provipegforming in the Grodno community the
mission of a bridge joining two banks: the Nazaaatipast and the new reality of convent life in
conspiratorial conditions. She passed on to theeiSisthe decisions of the Congregational
authorities, especially those concerning the vaws] watched over the community in the altered
conditions. In the years 1965-1989, 15 candidater® weceived in the Congregation in catacomb-
style. The Sisters had state jobs, did not weaithabd did not lead community life, but they met
occasionally, kept their vows and observed sulgactio the Superior. In addition to their
professional jobs, they performed apostolic sesv@mong the local families and took care of the
parish churches in their places of habitation. Bi&ers’ formation was supervised by the local
Superior and the visiting Sisters from Poland,amtmgm Sr. Inez Strza kowska, Sr. Deodata
Markiewicz (b. 22 March 1904, d. 14 May 1986), Satanaela Kitkiewicz, and others. Their
formation was enhanced by their visits to Polawdihie novitiate house and other convents. In
1973, at the request of Sr. Inez Strza kowska, Ddamronowicz was appointed by Primate
Cardinal Stefan Wyszgki the Curate of the Grodno Nazareth. The Soaétiazareth Friends
was organized to offer the Sisters the supportedipfe of good will. Its members were to spread
the Nazareth mission across the world. For seVadas who were too aged to join the convent, the



Superior General’'s privilege to take the vows oeirtlileathbeds was obtained. A “Covenant of
Friendship” was also made with the newly establisBeminican Sisters’ convent in Vilnius. The
Nazareth Sisters of the times of acute persecutiadthe Church, those who wore the habits, and
even more so, those who wore them not, can justlgdlled Nazareth Sisters of the catacombs.
Responding to their vocation, they were preparegayp the highest price — that of martyrdom.
Their obedience to God carried the risk of perdenuaind death, just as it was with the early
Christians, gathering for the Eucharist in Romaaaambs. In those hard times, it was necessary to
take in only familiar and trusted persons.

The first of the officially registered Holy Familyisters, Sr. Flawia (Monika Zwierzewicz) died in
1968. In 1970, the Sisters’ Superior, Sr. Berchm@mwnstancja Drozdowska), died, followed in
1973 by Sr. Elbieta (Weronika Grochowska) and, finally, by Smidawa (Anna Lubczyk) in
1990, when relative freedom had arrived. At theefah of the last “habited” Nazareth Sister, the
“catacomb” Sisters wore their habits to participatéhe ceremony.

3. Times of transformation. Leaving the catacombs fothe open activity.
The years: 1990-2008.

The onset of the changes can be found in the 198@kse USSR, the Church was persecuted until
1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev, at the"™2Zonvent of the Communist Party, declared the lregin

of “perestroika” in the state. In the Byelorussfaviet Republic, transformations were enhanced
by the celebration of the Millen Anniversary of thigaptism of Russia in 1987, with the
participation of the Polish Primate Cardinal Jo2&mp. In 1989, John Paul Il himself consecrated
in Rome Fr Tadeusz Kondrusiewicz, appointing hira #dministrator of the Roman-Catholic
Church in Byelorussia. An event confirming that gaditical “thaw” was the returning, in 1990, of
the post-Bridgettine church of the Virgin Mary’s wumciation for religious cult by the municipal
authorities. The document confirming the returnihaf object bears, beside the signatures of the lay
and the religious officials, the signature of Sad&a Trbicka (b. 4 Feb 1925, d. 20 Sep 2006), our
Sister born in Grodno. The Sisters were given lthekkeys to the church that had been closed
down in 1950. That same year (September 1, 1990)tisa opening of the Seminary in Grodno.
The political “thaw” and the ongoing changes matgassible for the Sisters from outside
Byelorussia to come to Grodno. The post of the sopen Grodno convent was taken by
subsequent Sisters from Poland, offering help wettonstruction of religious life in the new light
of the Second Vatican Council. Sr. Marietta Marakyithe Superior the Holy Name of Jesus
Province in the years 1986-1992, together with rositers from Poland participated in the funeral
of the last pre-War “registered” Nazareth Sister, Janis awa Lubczyk who died on August 28,
1990. On September 2, Sr. Marietta took part in ftre¢ Holy Mass celebrated by Fr Micha
Aronowicz in the regained church of the Virgin MarnAnnunciation; in her speech, she presented
the history of the Grodno convent, expressing ltbpethe convent house will be regained soon. In
1991, final disintegration of the USSR became a’fdn the same year, dean M. Aronowicz, a
long-time chaplain and friend of the Congregatidrin@ Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth,
died. Among the many who spoke at his funeral, 8rad/larietta Marciniak, Provincial Superior.

An important event for Byelorussia took place inré&v on September 18, 1991: the opening of
the canonization process of God’s Servants: Matgle&Sand Ten Companions, followed by the
second exhumation of their remnants in NowogrodeR®27 September, 1991. Present at both the
events was Superior General (1983-1992), M. Celestaik (b. 21 Dec 1928, d. 8 Nov 2006. The
canonization process of the Martyrs of Nowogrodals wlosed at diocesan level during the term of
the next Superior General, M. Teresa Jasiondwi@n June 2, 1992, the church of the Virgin
Mary’s Annunciation was consecrated by Abp Tadekiendrusiewicz, in the presence of the

" December 8, 1991
8 November 18, 1992, in Warsaw.



Provincial Superior, Sr. Marietta Marciniak, visgdrom Poland and the local community Sisters.
Subsequent Superiors General and Provincial ofHbly Name of Jesus Province contributed
greatly to the restitution, both material and $pal, of the Congregation in Byelorussia. Mother
Teresa Jasionowicz, Superior General (1992-200ak, $pecial care of Byelorussia. On August 23,
1992, the investment ceremony took place and thatiate was instituted in Grodno, in the
returned chaplain’s house. Its mistress was SriaVRraszczyk. In the same year, the house in
Nowogrodek was regained and renovated, and in XB@5novitiate was moved to the place
connected with the martyrdom of the 11 Nazaretke&sThe Provincial Superior at that time was
Sr. Boena Flak. Establishing the novitiate was the tunpoint for the Congregation’s
development in that area, since it offered the ipdig of regular formation for the candidates fino
Byelorussia, Ukraine and Russia, formerly deprived the Communist system of even an
elementary religious formation.

With the growing number of candidates and Sistarshance to set up new convents appeared.
With the novitiate moved to Nowogrddek, part of Sisters went to live in the chaplain’s house
part at the so-called post-office (the post-Britigetcloister) and some remained housed in private
quarters, in the blocks of flats. In 1994, the Qexggtion of he Sisters of the Holy Family of
Nazareth was granted legal identity as a religiouganization in Byelorussian Republic. The
steadily growing number of local Nazareth Sistdiswaed for setting up new houses and for the
Sisters to take up pastoral and communal work. fiéwe houses were Lida (1995), Szczuczyn
(1995), Mi sk (1996), and Iwieniec (1997). They are all padtaenters. The Sisters actively
participate in evangelization through catechesisNOvember 4, 1996, the Sisters of Grodno began
charity work together with the diocesan Caritaseylleontinue to run, by the Nazareth church, a
soup kitchen for the homeless, serving some 100edindaily, organizing Christmas Eve supper
and an Easter feast for the most needy. Thus, ¢batinue the noble pre-War tradition of the
Sisters whose embodiment was Sr. Tekla Taska.

The visitation by M. Teresa Jasionowicz, Superien&al (1992-2001), revealed the harsh living
conditions of the Grodno Sisters. Clearly, it wad possible to regain possession of the post-
Bridgettine convent but the Sisters did not hawerttoney to purchase a new home. During a visit
to the United States, M. Teresa Jasionowicz shtredlight of the Sisters in Grodno with the
Sisters of the five US Provinces. They respondegdrbyiding the necessary finances to purchase a
new house. In 1999, with the offering from the USt&s, the Congregation purchased a raw-state
building nearby the chaplain’s house, in orderda it for convent needs. The costs of adaptation
and furnishing of the new house were covered byHbl Name of Jesus Province. The Sisters
moved to into the new convent in 2003.

Mother Teresa Jasionowicz visited Byelorussia sev@nes®. In the year 2000, the Congregation
celebrated in Rome the beatification of the 11 Mad Sisters of Nowogrédék The town of
Nowogrodek, where the blessed Sisters worked agdl dind where their earthly remains are laid,
became the center of attention. The Liturgy follogvihe beatification gathered the Congregation’s
General Administration, the province Sisters andtéd guests. Grodno, a city on the way to
Nowogrédek, was visited by Sisters from all ovex torld. The Provincial Superior of 1998-2004,
Sr. Lucyna Kornacka, actively participated in theretnonies, along with the entire Province.
During Sr. Lucyna’s term new convents were orgathizhe houses in Mo odeczno (1999), in
Grodno (2001) and in Buds aw (2001); also, theibeaition process of Sr. Ma gorzata Banthe

°In 1992, the Congregation also regained the conhense and the school building in Nowogrédek, white
novitiate was moved after renovations, in 1995. Towener novitiate quarters were taken by professBisters,
theretofore housed in the post-Bernardinian chofdhe Finding of the Holy Cross.

191n 1992, in 1993, with the entire council on t¥ &nniversary of the death of 11 Martyred Sistefddamogrédek;
in 1994, in 1995 — visitation, in 1999, in 2000espbeatification ceremonies.

"' March 5, 2000.



12" Sister of the Nowogrédékcommunity, was initiated and closed, and her bedg exhumed.
During the term of the current Provincial Superi®r, Maria B aszczyk (since 2004), new houses
were opened in Kaieniewicze (2004), Misk (2004), Nowojelnia (2004) and Smorg{®007),
while the houses in Szczuczyn and Nowojelnia wéreed in in 2005 and 2007 respectively. The
present provincial administration, with Sr. Maria& czyk, Provincial Superior, takes great care of
the proper functioning of the new convent housaging attention not only to the living conditions,
but also to a sound balance between apostolic coments and prayer. All the houses have
chapels, even those in blocks of flats (Lida, 8k, Smorgo). Successively, the positions of the
houses’ superiors were taken over by Sisters bodhkeiought up in the former USSR, and the
range of the apostolic services was much widenedseptly, there are 56 Sisters working in
Byelorussian Republic, only seven of them Polisbm& Sisters from Byelorussia also study in
Poland at the Catholic University of Lublin, ther@iaal Stefan Wyszyski University in Warsaw,
and the Papal Theological Department in Bia ystok.

The last period of the Grodno house history, follmpthe emergence from the catacombs in 1990,
can be called “rebirth” of the Congregation in Grodand across Byelorussia, in all respects: the
material, the apostolic and the spiritual, destiiteuneasy post-Communist reality. The damages of
the Communist era affected most of the peopleis-fibor them and for their soul that the battle is
constantly being waged. The consciousness ofrills poses a challenge for the new generation of
Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth, born andaaded on the site, attached to Byelorussia and
carrying within them all that they have experienaethat country. They face the task of becoming
a visible sign of God'’s reality, of making place the Lord, of sowing the seed of the Gospel on
the land that still needs cultivation. “There istling impossible for God,” declared the angel
during the Annunciation to the Virgin Mary. It jusdkes trust in these words, and the apostolic
work in that town and country shall prove fruitful.

Visiting the Byelorussian houses in 2695Sr. Janice Fulmer, Superior General since 2001,
declared that the Sisters in Byelorussia were reatmough to take responsibility for Nazareth in
that area. During Sr. Janice Fulmer’'s term, theoonaation process of God’'s Servant Sr.
Ma gorzata Bana* was opened, her earthly remains exhumed in Novaeitd and the process
closed at the Diocesan le&lGod’s Servant Sr. M. Ma gorzata belonged to tmmunity of the

11 Nazareth Sisters, Blessed Martyrs of Nowogrodibkse are the foundations on which to build.

4. Toward the next century. Challenges. Jubilee year(d8

On Sunday afternoon, May 18, 2008, an unusual psime moved along the streets of Gradno
The relics of Saint Clement, patron saint of Grqdmere ceremoniously transported to the church
of the Virgin Mary’s Annunciation from the post-Berdinian church. In 1950, the Holy Family
Sisters had taken the relics from their church lardight them to the chaplain’s house where they
lived following the expulsion from the convent heudn 1953, coming to live in the quarters
attached to the post-Bernardinian church, they dginbover the relics. And now, after decades of
“exile,” St. Clement was returning to his home pdetplead for the city and its people. He has

12 5r. M. Magorzata Bana(b. April 10, 1896, d. April 26, 1966) was allowdsy her superiors to remain in
Nowogrédek after the death of the 11 Sisters execbly the Nazis on August 1, 1943. She took carthefparish
church while it had no priest, and rescued thetsang from being used for non-religious purposd® &d the prayers
of the faithful, catechized and performed aposteéicvices. She lived in the sacristy, to preveatation of the Holy
Sacrament. She was persecuted. She was calle® tthelian of the Nowogrodek Parish Church”.

133, Janice Fulmer, Superior General since 2001duxird the visitation with her personal secretaryJ8na Zawieja
and the present Provincial Superior Sr. Maria Bagk.

4 February 19, 2003

'> June 17, 2003.

8 March 6, 2004, in Warsaw. The Superior General regresented by Sr. Bena Flak, Assistant General

" Fr. Antoni Gremza, “Saint Clement, strengthenrusur faith”, “S owo ycia” No 11 (256), June 1, 2008, p. 13.



been, and will always be, a model of declaringhfagtven at the price of martyrdom. He is a symbol
of the new century - of all centuries, perhaps.riest have met kindred souls in the 11 blessed
Martyrs of Nowogrédek. He reminds all people todlast the price of faith is always the same,

regardless of the times, be it the Middle Agesher2f' century of Christendom.

The Sisters of the Holy Family arrived in GrodnoSeptember 1908, during Poland’s partitions
and national captivity. In this city they withesgdbé reemergence of free Poland following the First
World War, the inter-War period, the Second Worldn{vhen the city was occupied by both the
Germans and the Soviets in turn), finally — Polantiss of Grodno. They also survived the
Communist regime, firmly persisting in God and @eurch. Following one hundred years of their
presence in Grodno, throughout the changing fdtéiseocity, the Sisters now take new challenges
of the modern times, with their particular diffidek, different from the past ones — the challenges
of the 2£-Century world. Now, more than ever, the world imgry for love, authenticity and
testimony of faith preached through a life of dpai values and fraternity. The Sisters’ house,
dedicated to the Virgin Mary’s Annunciation, likgiay mustard seed, resisted the adverse times of
Grodno history. The seed, though it died, becarmeeaof multiple branché$ Let us ask ourselves
from where it took its strength. Is it the resultlee faithfulness of the several Nazareth Sistédre

had remained there for good or worse? Or, pertaps, faith and trust in the One whose mercy
passes from generation to generation? Looking b@okthe past, we simultaneously look into the
future, to that which resists, despite historidakrms and cataclysms. It is the aim of a jubilee, t
bring back the past and make us remember. Septel8b@008, will gather in Grodno the present
General Administration presided by the Superior €ah- Sr. Janice Fulmer, the Provincial
Superiors from Europe - Sr. Maria B aszczyk, Sm&ketta Pielech, and Sr. Mariettapd& with
their respective administrations — many Sistersguekts. They will all, with the chief celebrant of
the ceremony, Abp Tadeusz Kondrusiewicz, with Bpk&hnder Kaszkiewicz, the priests and the
faithful, thank God for the Centenary of the Na#ar8isters’ house in Grodno, for the Sisters’
work, for their heroic vigil by the Church and th&ve of God, paid with the price of losing their
homeland. A spark of that love fell not only on they of Grodno, but on all of Byelorussia. Today,
we offer thanks for the rebirth of the Church instlcountry, for the model of sacrificial love
embodied in the 11 Blessed Martyrs of Nowogrodekihe future and present generations of the
Sisters who continue that heritage. For man neestsdb freedom and a homeland, but above all —
man needs God.

S. M. Teresa Gorska, CSFN
Translated by Jolanta Kozak

18 The Holy Family Sisters’ houses were founded ind8aw (2001, erected 2004), Grodno 1 (1908), Gra(2001,
erected 2003), lwieniec (197, erected 2002),di@niewicze (2004, erected 2006), Lida (1995), $kil (1996), Misk
2 (2004, erected 2006), Mo odeczno (1999, erect®?)2 Nowojelnia (2004, closed down 2007), Nowogtd¢{L929;
1992), Smorgo (2007, erected 2008), Szczuczyn (1995, closed dDOB).



