MOTHER IRENE DABALUS, OSB:

LEADING BENEDICTINE WOMEN IN THEIR TRANSFORMATION INTO CHRIST
by Sister Lydia Villegas, OSB

What | share today does not come from an interview with Mother Irene Dabalus but are my memories of her from
the time she was Prioress of the Manila Priory (1975-1982), Prioress General of the Congregation of the Missionary
Benedictine Sisters of Tutzing (1994-2006), until the present as Superior of the Tagaytay Community.

Mother Irene was elected Prioress of the
Manila Priory in April 1975. She had
returned to the Philippines in late 1974
after completing a doctorate in philosophy
and theology in Muenster, Germany with
the rating of magna cum laude. On her
final year in the Juniorate (period of
temporary vows), M. Irene was sent to
Grottaferrata, Rome, where she and the
other Juniors of the Congregation prepared
as an international community for final
profession. However, she did not return to
Manila for her final vows.

She pronounced her final vows in Grottaferrata in 1967 and to begin her doctoral studies in Germany soon after.
M. Irene fondly recalls her student days in Muenster. She relates her experience of wintry days when she and
M. Mary John Mananzan would walk over expanses of snow-covered meadows, lie down on the snow and move
their hands up and down in glee. An anecdote is told of a German child who seeing M. Mary John and M. Irene,
said: “Look! One whole sister and one-half sister | have never seen in my whole life!”

The ‘70s were difficult years in the history of the Philippines. The country was like a seething volcano ready to
erupt as the socio-economic, political, and moral ills worsened under martial law. M. Irene was just over 36 years
old when she assumed the office of Prioress in 1975. The Manila Priory’s response to this situation was the spelling
out of Christ’s total and integral salvation through the 4-pronged thrust." This was the Priory’s insertion into the
mission of Christ and His Church.

The Asian Bishops’ Conference in “Justice in the World” had declared that action on behalf of justice and
participation in the transformation of the world appear to them as a constitutive dimension of the preaching the
Gospel, or, in other words, of the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its liberation from
every oppressive situation’.

As the Missionary Benedictine Sisters of the Manila Priory started to re-orient our schools and hospitals,
participate more actively in direct work with the poor, systematize the mission with the indigenous Filipinos, and
send Sisters to the foreign missions, tensions were felt within and outside. We returned to our convents in the wee
hours of the morning under house arrest in the custody of our Superiors.

There were tears as M. Irene was elected Vicaress General (vice Mother General) of the Congregation during the
General Chapter of 1982 in Rome, for return she did no more. But the thrust and direction of the Priory was to
continue, for her Sisters had made a commitment to God and His Church. And we took pride that our M. Irene had
been called to international leadership.



While in Rome (she was reelected Vicaress General in 1988), she continued to keep abreast with the develop-
ments in the Philippines. And when she visited the Manila Priory as co-Visitator with the Prioress General, M.
Edeltrud Weist, for the official visitation, we knew how much she would have wanted to return, be an English
teacher to little children in our provincial schools or be a rural missionary, but the call was to leadership on the
Congregational level. She would learn more of the Congregation as she visited other priories. The demands of
leadership were on a much larger scale and her Filipino heart remained Filipino while it expanded to embrace all
other cultures.

M. Irene was elected Prioress General in October 1994, the first non-
German Prioress General. It was a new challenge to be the head and
spiritual leader of a religious congregation with German roots. She was
always grateful for this German heritage, and | venture to say that she saw
how her solid education in St. Scholastica’s College with the German Sisters
from Grade School to College (HS ’57, valedictorian; AB English '61, cum
laude; BSE "65, summa cum laude) had prepared her for the new office.

During her term as Prioress General, M. Irene took active part in the Union
of International Superiors General (UISG) in Rome as one of its Executive
Board (1998-2001). Among Benedictine women in the world, she
represented the biggest group of Benedictine international congregations,
(the Missionary Benedictine Sisters of Tutzing) in the Communio
Internationalis Benedictinarum (an association of all Benedictine women,
including cloistered Benedict-ines).

As General Secretary for seven years, and mostly during the second term of M. Irene as Prioress General, | was
privy to the work of the Generalate. Once more | experienced M. Irene as spiritual leader, mentor, and
organizational leader. Leadership on the Congregation level entails giving of much time to administration but
M. Irene knew that caring for the Sisters took precedence, especially during visitations of the Priory.

Yet M. Irene in her quiet style of leadership took everything in with equanimity and decisiveness. She believed in
the Priory’s direction, understood the painstaking efforts of the sisters to be shaped anew by the demands of the
Gospel, and was patient with each Sister, inspiring those moving ahead faster than the rest, accepting the mistakes
of the new ventures, trusting that her Sisters through a healthy and faith-filled reflection on their participation and
process would find the way through new trials and initiatives. To those who remained in our schools, the challenge
to live out the thrust led to creativity and fresh initiatives. Each Sister found a place in the Priory’s 4-pronged
thrust. The Priory was fortunate to have in M. Irene a spiritual leader. Though she was not able to fully pursue the
intellectual activities expected of Ph.D. holders because of her office (in the 1980s M. Irene was often invited to
speak over national television in Germany, where she was introduced as “Schwester Doktor” on theological
questions and issues on the Church), she put to full use the fruits of her studies and her wealth of experience as
she facilitated community retreats, lending not only scholarliness but also down-to-earth challenges to spiritual
growth and transformation into Christ as only a Shepherd could.

In her we saw what it meant to live simply and be single-minded in our pursuit of justice, peace, and love. In her
we saw how one was to accept graciously a wide spectrum of differences in perspectives and beliefs. To her we
Sisters could be open and admit faults, mistakes, and shortcomings, for she listened and made us feel that we
were okay in spite of everything. Above all, she showed us in her acceptance of us how to accept and relate to
others too.



M. Irene stood to influence not only her Sisters in the Priory but also the other
religious in the country. She was Chairperson of the Association of Major
Superiors of Women during the difficult years of martial law. | distinctly
remember how in September 1977 the military seized a group of us religious
from different congregations, seminarians, and lay leaders during a peaceful
rally commemorating the anniversary of martial law. After dispersing us with
water canons (the water was colored pink to identify us later), we were taken
to Camp Crame for fingerprinting and interrogation. We were assured that we
were not being arrested, but this was a lie, as hours later before the
Commander we were accused of sedition and rebellion. After midnight M. Irene
and the Franciscan major Superior came to see us and to face the military, as
there had been an agreement that no religious could be taken without
informing her/his religious Superior.

| Chapter

She continued giving spiritual conferences to the Sisters of the different Priories and to the Sisters of the Casa
Community in Rome whose local Superior, the Prioress General herself is. Once more | saw her trust in the basic
goodness of each Sister, experienced subsidiarity and sharing of responsibilities in her leadership. | felt the breadth
of her vision and understanding of issues from a multi-faceted perspective, her love and compassion for each
person, especially for those in need.

Above all, | saw a selfless woman with more than three decades of leadership responsibilities. Where others would
have been wont to complain like Jeremiah or any of the prophets, M. Irene accepted all with quiet grace. Such
stance has invited deep respect and admiration from the Sisters and all those M. Irene has worked with.

Today M. Irene takes care of the St. Scholastica’s Center of Spirituality and the St. Benedict Resource Center in
Tagaytay. Since November 2007 she has been designing renewal programs for Sisters and lay leaders, conducting
recollections and contemplative sessions, accompanying individuals and groups in their retreats. She remarks that
she She continued giving spiritual conferences to the Sisters of the different Priories and to the Sisters of the Casa
Community in Rome whose local Superior, the Prioress General herself is. Once more | saw her trust in the basic
goodness of each Sister, experienced subsidiarity and sharing of responsibilities in her leadership. | felt the breadth
of her vision and understanding of issues from a multi-faceted perspective, her love and compassion for each
person, especially for those in need.

Above all, | saw a selfless woman with more than three decades of leadership
responsibilities. Where others would have been wont to complain like Jeremiah
or any of the prophets, M. Irene accepted all with quiet grace. Such stance has
invited deep respect and admiration from the Sisters and all those M. Irene has
worked with.

Today M. Irene takes care of the St. Scholastica’s Center of Spirituality and the
St. Benedict Resource Center in Tagaytay. Since November 2007 she has been
designing renewal programs for Sisters and lay leaders, conducting recollections
and contemplative sessions, accompanying individuals and groups in their
retreats. She remarks that she finds this ministry even harder than being
Prioress General. And so it must be, for one has to attune one’s self to the
workings of the Spirit in each person and co-discern with her where the Spirit is
leading her and saying to her in the depths.



