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Much of the ministry we carry out has aspects of leadership about it - for the people for whom we offer ministry, for ourselves, and for those who are witnesses to this ministry.   Members of many groups in the Church  are often  involved in a type of ministry which can be called servant leadership -  while serving the needs of the less fortunate in our society they also offer examples of leadership. With the Feast of St Louise de Marillac  approaching, I think it is appropriate to draw attention to an article written some years ago by  Sr Louise Sullivan DC (pictured at right)  on the type of leadership practiced by Louise de Marillac who was indeed someone who provided a model of leadership in what might be called the Vincentian Tradition
.  This reflection will try to draw from Louise Sullivan's article some of the characteristics of Louise de Marillac's form of leadership.
Where Louise exercised leadership

For Louise, leadership was service. She did not seek advancement of herself or of the institution that she  later cofounded. Her leadership was gratuitous and had nothing to do with power. It was non-threatening and built bridges between groups, focussing always on those being served, leading to collaboration by gentle persuasion.
Louise exercised  leadership in a number of areas.  Initially this leadership was with groups known as the Confraternities of Charity.  Louise was already familiar with and involved with the Confraternities of Charity when Vincent "missioned" her to Montmirail on May 6, 1629 to visit one of the early Confraternities of Charity there.  She took on the task of renewing the work and spirit of this group.  She then went on to visit other Confraternities of Charity in France, developing a collaborative leadership style in their renewal.
Her role of leadership with the Company of the Daughters of Charity began when they were formed on November 29, 1633. It was largely Louise who had the responsibility of spiritual and professional formation of the  young women who wanted to be Daughters of Charity.
Then there were the Ladies of Charity which were first formed as a Confraternity of Charity at the Hôtel Dieu in Paris around March 1634.  Louise found herself working with these good women, as many of the initial works of the Daughters of Charity were under the supervision of the Parisian Ladies of Charity.  Many of the Ladies of Charity came from the nobility and the rich bourgeoisie and while their social position provided them with financial resources, it also limited their availability and sometimes their willingness for direct service. (This problem in the Confraternities of Charity in Paris led to the formal formation of the Daughters of Charity.)   So Louise trained the first Daughters of Charity to prepare the food and medicine which along with the help of the Ladies of Charity they brought to the sick poor in their homes.  This collaborative effort soon spread beyond the homes of the sick to hospitals and child care institutions.   Thus, under Louise's  collaborative leadership, a social chasm was bridged in what was then a highly hierarchical society.

As the works of the Daughters of Charity spread, it became necessary to formalise arrangements with local civil authorities.  In these situations Louise de Marillac became not only a collaborator, but also a negotiator when it came to contracts being drawn up.   When necessary, she apparently could be quite "hard nosed" to make sure that contracts which involved the Daughters of Charity were just and appropriate.   Setting up of works of the Daughters of Charity, while being developed in a civil context,   was an extension of the mission of the Church and so involved the approval of the local bishop and/or Parish Priest.   Some of these negotiations were delicate, and it was Louise who had to explain the "secular" nature of the Company of the Daughters of Charity.
It should not be thought that all of the above experience in leadership was gained without any difficulty.  Louise lived in a real world where not every project was always successful.

Essential attributes of Louise's leadership style
In the final part of Louise Sullivan's article on Louise de Marillac, Louise Sullivan highlights some  attributes  of Louise de Marillac's form of leadership.  Firstly, Louise de Marillac was a spiritual leader who cared for the whole person.   She shared a vision with Vincent de Paul - that of Jesus Christ to be loved and served in the person of those who were poor.  She mentored the Daughters of Charity in this above all. She sought to enable those who shared the Vincentian Mission to maintain their focus on the 'why' and the 'who' of their service.  And she mentored this spiritual growth, as well as their personal and professional growth, with a human dimension - she was also a caring person. She cared not only about the spiritual growth of the Sisters, but about the Sisters themselves, and their families.   

Secondly, Louise de Marillac tried to foster "families of faith" among those who shared the common Vincentian Mission.  The Vincentian institution, whatever its form, was to be a place where each individual felt respected and valued, and where every task, large or small, was important.
Thirdly, Louise de Marillac was trusting in her leadership.  She herself was highly organised, with a strong personality which could have led her to micro-manage, which she did on occasion.  But she also allowed Sisters in distant places to assume responsibility for the work they carried out.  She supported those Sisters with her frequent letters to them, offering encouragement and support.
Fourthly, her leadership style was creative.  She was able to find resources to support abandoned children, have them educated, and develop a foster care program.  Louise was prepared to take risks and work with the various parties involved in setting up new works.  Recognising the need for good human relations in various works, she even developed a method of conflict resolution.
Fifthly, her leadership style was "relational".  She encouraged people to work things out together, rather than just writing to the Superior of the Community. She communicated with the Sisters frequently, and often in the process she also acknowledged her own part, and even sometimes culpability, in not giving them enough attention and allowing the situation to arise. 
Conclusion
Louise de Marillac was well known for her attention to detail - this shows in her letters to the Sisters.  This attention to detail could come across as a need to have everything under control and a need to micro-manage the lives and works of the Sisters.  But the aspects that Louise Sullivan has highlighted above - Louise de Marillac as a Spritual Leader, someone who fostered personal and professional development, who trusted the Sisters, who was creative and who employed a relational style of leadership - indicate that Louise de Marillac was able to keep a healthy balance between her "administrative" tasks and her care and concern for the well-being and development of the Sisters.   Hence the first part of the title of the article on which this Reflection is based:  "God Wants First the Heart and then the Work".  
Louise Sullivan DC begins the text of her article thus:  "On 6 May 1629, Vincent de Paul sent out on mission the woman who was to be the first Vincentian leader formed at his school - Louise de Marillac"
 But I would like to go further and suggest that Louise de Marillac was not just "formed" in "Vincent's school" -  she was herself one of those who created in its initial stages what Louise Sullivan refers to as Leadership in the Vincentian Tradition.
********

FOR REFLECTION
If we accept the notion of "relational leadership" as practiced by Louise de Marillac in various ways,  how might this affect  leaders and members of a religious congregation  in relation to the exercise of "authority" and "obedience to authority" in their congregation ?
**********
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