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Women Helping Women – Around the World
Dear Partners in Mission,
Our first pioneer Sister, Marie
Françoise Perroton, set sail from
France at the age of forty-five for the
islands of the South Pacific.
She was inspired by a letter from women in Oceania
who were asking for women from France to come
and teach them. This happened in the 1840’s and
since then, responding to the needs of women
throughout the world has been an important part of
the work of the Marist Missionary Sisters.
As we continue to work among the poorest, our work
is often in providing basic education and skills “at
the grassroots”. Helping women to help themselves
is an important way to promote their rights and
dignity.
As partners in our Mission you are invited to
contribute to this work by your prayers and your
financial help.
I would like to share with you this passage from
Pope Francis which speaks to us Marists in a
special way:
“It is in dialogue with God,
enlightened by prayer, that the Christian woman
continually searches to answer the Lord's call, in
the reality of her situation. This is a prayer that is
always supported by the maternal presence of
Mary. She, who cared for her Divine Son, who won
the favor of his first miracle at the wedding at
Cana, who was present on Calvary and at
Pentecost, shows you the road to take to deepen the
meaning and role of women in society and to be
fully faithful to the Lord Jesus Christ and to your
mission in the world”.
Sr. Claire Rheaume, smsm
Regional Leader, Region of the Americas

Sr. Michelle De Silva (center) with some recent graduates from
a training course in Cartagena, Colombia. Sr. Michelle is
originally from Trinidad and has served in Peru and Colombia
since 2007.

Cartagena, Colombia
EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN = GIVING
WOMEN A FIGHTING CHANCE
Life is challenging, and more so for women. Women
who have remained in abusive relationships so as to
provide for their children or have fallen into the trap
of human trafficking often fill us with sadness. But
does it move us to act?
For the past three years I have had the joy of
accompanying a group of women whose goal is “To
give the women of Cartagena a fighting chance” Our
aim is to give them the tools they need to provide for
their families with dignity through the ministry of
Centro Pastoral El Salvador, and its program Cursos
de Capacitacion, loosely translated as “Training
Courses”.
Founded in 1985 by a Belgian Sister, Beatrijs
Vansina, this program has 20 teachers who go out
into the barrios of Cartagena, offering women
vocational training in a variety of skills, from basic
sewing to shoemaking. Meeting once a week for a
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Above: The proud graduates from the village of Las Cruces.
period of sixteen weeks, the women receive the training
they need to start businesses that can be operated from
their homes. At the end they receive a diploma that
certifies their training. Since its inception in 1985 more
than 1000 women have benefited from this training
program and some of our present teachers were
themselves graduates.
Changing Course
Since joining this team, my role has been to motivate and
accompany them into new frontiers, to move beyond the
needs of housewives of the barrios and to extend help to
women on the fringes of society.
In 2014, in
collaboration with the Good Shepherd Sisters, we offered
training courses to the women they serve - women
engaged in prostitution. It was a challenge to overcome
the mindset that women are prostitutes because “they like
easy money”, especially in Cartagena which is a
renowned tourist destination.
At first I had to
accompany the teachers every week, as we struggled to
understand these women and deal with the stigma of
“being seen” with them. As the courses progressed I
witnessed the movement
from teacher-student
relationships to friendships being formed. We are happy
to know that three of the first group are no longer
engaged in prostitution and one is now a volunteer with
the Good Shepherd Sisters reaching out to former
“colleagues” and teaching them what she learned in the
course.
Setting Out
In January of 2015, we were invited to visit a village two
hours from Cartagena, called La Vereda Las Cruces.
Once a fishing village, damage to the local ecosystem has
reduced fish stocks and affected the livelihood of its
families. We offered 53 women a training course called
Variedades, which helps them create small products that
have a fast turnover. This first course offered a new
source of income for the family. In some cases the wives
did the production and the husbands the marketing in the
nearby city of Barranquilla. Most importantly, there was
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an increase in the women’s self-esteem. In the month
of November our second group graduated, all 85 of
them!
I have witnessed the joy of many women who have
graduated from this program. Many had never
finished high school, some did not even get that far,
but they marveled at the wonderful things they could
do with the training they received. In the village of
Las Cruces, a little girl was so inspired when she saw
her mother receive her diploma, she wanted to join
the next courses. We told her to stay in school and
she too would have her diploma.
“Each sister, community and region tries to listen to
the cry of the poor, especially those for whom public
opinion is not concerned, and seek how to respond
concretely…” (SMSM Constitutions, 42)
Empowering women is more than the right to vote
and the right to choose. It is more than giving
handouts of food, clothes and money. As an SMSM,
I believe that it is listening to them, motivating them
and challenging them. It is giving them a “fighting
chance” to change the course of their lives and set out
confidently into the world.
Sister Michelle De Silva, smsm
Cartagena, Colombia

Ambositra, Madagascar
Our SMSM community In Madagascar was
established in 1992 in Ambositra south of the
capital Antananarivo. At the moment we are five
sisters of five different nationalities: Srs. Gisele
Ndione (Senegalese), Luigina Armanelli (Italian),
Alegria
Fernandez
(Spanish),
Beatrice
Hayogurbere (Togolese) and Senitila Latu
(Tongan)
The main ministry for most of us Sisters is at the
Centre for the advancement of young women
(Centre de Promotion Féminine Françoise Perroton).
The Centre was created especially to help young
girls who dropped out of school or those who
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could not get into the formal system of education. In
addition, one sister is working in a Health Centre of the
Diocese, another sister is working in a school owned by
the Christian Brothers and one sister works with Caritas.
We also support some other students in their education
and we are always available to welcome and help those
Number
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who knock
At the Françoise Perroton Centre, we welcome young
women each year who are interested to study and take
part in our two-year Course. At the end of their second
year they sit for the official exams and obtain a Certificate
if they pass the exams. We offer the following courses:
Knitting, Sewing, Crochet, Embroidery, Home
Management and Hygiene, Cooking, Gardening, English
and French classes and Introduction to Computer. We
Sr. M. Alegria Fernandez teaching the young women at the
encourage and help these young women to appreciate
Françoise Perroton Center in Madagascar.
who they are and to develop the gifts and talents they
At the end of each day, despite the challenges
have. We also try to create an atmosphere that inspires
we meet, we thank God for the opportunity to
them to value their dignity and to grow in mind, body
walk with these young and marginalized
and spirit.
women, with the poor who continually knock at
The sister who works with Caritas is also of great help to
our door and with the children who need
these young women, especially those abandoned by their
education.
husbands or by their families. She tries to help and
Sister Senitila Latu, smsm
support them and their children, making sure they have
the necessary legal documents and school stationery. She
accompanies them in various ways, and is always
available to listen to each one and visit them in their
homes.

Mt Salem, Jamaica
HOLY FAMILY SELF-HELP CENTRE is a life skills
training institution owned by the Catholic Diocese of
Montego Bay and run by our Sisters in the Mt. Salem
community.
The purpose of the centre is to train young men and women
with skills that will enable them to become self-reliant, and
not depend on the illegal activities in which so many young
people get involved.
Since a major employer in the Montego Bay area is the
hospitality industry, The Holy Family Centre offers short
courses in skills that will help young people to obtain
employment: Food and beverages (3 months), Table
waiter/waitressing (1month), Housekeeping (3 weeks),
Sewing for fashion and interior decoration (3 months).
After the students complete each course, the successful
students are awarded a certificate and they are ready to move
on to seek a job in the Hotel Industry either locally or
overseas.
During their time at the Centre students not only learn these
skills but are also helped to develop self-esteem, good
attitudes and behavior, as well as their spiritual life,
respecting their different religious backgrounds. They find a
comfortable atmosphere here and make rapid progress. Most

Sr. Prista Haga (5th from left, middle row) and Sr. Rachel
Timme (lower right) are both from the Solomon Islands
and are presently working at the Holy Family Self-Help
Centre in Jamaica. Here they are with a group who just
received their Housekeeping Certificate last September.

leave here with a grateful heart. From September
to December 2015, 54 students graduated: 41
housekeeping students, 9 Waiter/waitressing
students and 7 food and beverage students. Some
students did two courses at different times.
Sister Prista Haga, smsm
Mt. Salem, Jamaica
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Thinking of becoming a Marist
Missionary Sister?
Learn more: Visit our website
•
maristsmsm.org
Contact:
•
Sr. Palepa Ioane smsm
Marist Missionary Sisters
Vocation Minister
•
Email: vocations@maristsmsm.org
Tel: 781-996-9233

Are you looking for….
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More information about Marist
Missionary Sisters?
How to give a donation online?
Summer 2012
How to ask the Sisters to pray for a
special intention?

All of the above can be found at our website:

Planning Ahead…
Continue your partnership in our worldwide ministry to
those in need by remembering the Missionary Sisters of the
Society of Mary in your will or other estate planning.
Your generosity will bear fruit for many years to come.

maristsmsm.org

Sign up for our occasional E-newsletters
at maristsmsm.org/news. We won’t
clog your inbox, and we’ll never share or
sell your email address.

