Mother Xavier

This is a story of a woman, who from earliest childhood dreamed of teaching little
girls in a foreign land.

She was the only daughter of Marie and Yves LeBihan of France, a family strongly
rooted in deep love of God, trusting always in Divine Providence. She was born in
1814 and her baptismal name was Yvonne. As an intelligent, gifted child, she was
educated at an Ursuline convent boarding school.

Many admirable qualities shone in Yvonne’s life, the chief of which was her
steadfast undying faith in God. Daily prayer, Mass and Christian virtues were her
guiding principles. Yvonne entered an Ursuline cloistered community and her
faith grew even stronger through the Rule and structure of religious community
life. As was the custom, her name was given a new name — Mother Xavier.

A treasured gift of Mother Xavier was her love of teaching. Her students
appreciated her knowledge, kindness, acceptance and understanding of them as
young girls. As happy and contented as Mother Xavier was, her dream of teaching
girls in a foreign land continued. In the late 1840’s during her yearly Retreat,
Mother discerned her need to act on her dream. After consulting with her
spiritual director and community Superior, Mother Xavier made the necessary
plans to travel to America.

It was during her voyage of 1835, to Sault Ste, Marie, Michigan that the stamina,
courage and determination of Mother Xavier were tested. She was used to
community and a religious habit, and suddenly found herself travelling alone and
dressed as a lay woman. This new experience might have deterred a more fearful
woman, and it was only Mother Xavier’s confidence in God’s protection and her
own fortitude that enabled her to carry on - coach, ocean liner, and a storm at
sea, train, Lake Steam boat and disconnected travel schedules. Strangers became
friends and shared ideas of what she would need further north, as well as giving
her room and board during travel layovers.



| am most amazed and intrigued by Mother Xavier’s resourcefulness, realism and
optimistic nature. In 1853, when she arrived in Sault Ste. Marie, the house
prepared by the Jesuits was not yet ready for occupancy, so she spent a few days
with a family and toured the area. At last Mother Xavier was able to don her
beloved religious habit. As soon as her house was ready, Mother Xavier and
Catherine Gordon, a young woman, who wished to become an Ursuline, set up
classrooms, kitchen and small living space on the ground floor, and rooms
upstairs for boarding students. In just a few weeks, “Ursuline Academy” with forty
day students and two boarders began. Many of the students were the daughters
of the workmen who were building the canal.

Within a year, Catherine and two other women took vows as Ursuline Religious.
By 1857, Bishop Baraga purchased a larger house for this growing community and
a new school. The nuns established a day school, “St. Mary’s Academy for Young
Ladies”. When the canal was finished men left with their families to seek work
elsewhere. After seven years the number of students had declined so much that
there was not work for both the sisters and lay staff.

Mother Xavier did not lose faith. She heard of a need and desire for Sisters to
teach at St. Joseph, Chatham, Ontario. This was not possible, but always
resourceful and full of faith, she agreed to start a convent and boarding school for
girls. Two sisters stayed in the Sault while Mothers Xavier and Angela went to
Chatham. The following summer the other two sisters joined them.

May 9, 1860, when Mothers Xavier and Angela came to Chatham, they stayed
with a family for few days, then rented a cottage and proceeded to set up a
boarding a school. For this school Mother Xavier and Mother Angela had to
engage men to build desks, chairs and an altar for the chapel. Women from St.
Joseph parish generously provided food and took the nuns to the market. The
local doctor ordered books for the school, and from another man they purchased
a piano. Early life was difficult, but Mother Xavier never gave up hope. Her deep
faith in God and her optimistic, realist nature enabled her to carry on. Within
fifteen days, the nuns were ready to begin teaching. In the first class there were



thirty students. The number of students increased, so during the summer. The
school moved to a larger facility. In 1861, Ann McGregor was the first woman to
enter the community and took the name, Sr. Mary Theresa. More vocations
followed and also the number of students increased. By 1865, Mother Xavier
began plans to purchase land and have a new convent and school built. In
September, 1870, twenty-seven boarders and forty day students began classes in
this new “Ursuline Academy of Chatham”.

These are just a few of Mother Xavier’s God given gifts and talents. Her faith
strongly rooted in Divine Providence enabled this holy woman to give powerful
witness to the generosity of God and of His people. Like my grandmother and
aunts many women and some men have been educated and nourished by the
knowledge and wisdom of the Ursuline Sisters. Now in 2025, the Ursulines are in a
new moment of change. May their spirit live on in multiple ways for many years
to come?



