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			Introduction

			For some, the Catholic nun’s habit represents an outmoded Church  and an obsolete way of life. Yet the distinctive black-and-white garb is  a nostalgic image held dear by millions, serving as a universal representation of holiness—a mysterious and evocative cultural icon that has  defined the Catholic sister for nearly two thousand years.

			Because of the universality of the Catholic Church, the image of  the nun is a familiar one, and whether Catholic sisters taught us in  school or not, their lifestyles and attire fascinate us. When we speak of  nuns, we tend to think of starched white linen headbands and wimples,  long heavy woolen dresses, and flowing black veils. Although this form  of attire is now more the exception than the rule, it continues to define  our conception of the Catholic sister. Films and advertisements almost  invariably use the habit to portray women religious, and the Church  likewise uses the image because of the reaction it evokes from aspirants  to convent life and potential donors alike. The habit lingers on because  there is simply nothing as visually effective to take its place.

			This book is dedicated to examining this extraordinary attire,  which is richly complex and contains many unexpected paradoxes. For  example, the habit’s critics blame it for suppressing the individual, yet  its proponents laud it for erasing class distinctions. Feminists see it as  a symbol of patriarchial domination—a Christian analogue of the  Moslem burqa—while traditionalists speak of the habit’s ability to   empower. Some blame it for separating the Church from the people,  and still others credit it for creating fellowship and trust. It is hard to  imagine how the same clothing, which epitomizes oppression and obsolescence to some sisters, can represent the ultimate beauty and dignity of the vocation to others.

			The story begins at the dawn of Christianity, where the first consecrated women and earliest Church authorities shaped the habit’s initial forms. Evolving from ascetic ideals, it traveled through medieval  cloisters and knights’ hospitals to the rugged frontier schools of the  American West, taking on many shapes. Those worn by Benedictines  and Dominicans, for example, were designed as monastic uniforms,  specifically intended to distinguish women who had consecrated their  lives to God. Other orders’ habits, such as those that copied the  “widow’s weeds” or the working costumes of their times, came about  from a desire to blend into society and among those whom the sisters  served. The brown Carmelite habit has rarely been seen outside the  monastery walls, while the white winged coronet of the Daughters of  Charity became familiar even to non-Catholics as a model for the dramatic cap worn by Sally Field in the 1960s television series The Flying  Nun. Examining the distinctions and similarities in the habits of different religious communities, as well as the unique symbolism and mystical rituals that accompany them, may help us to understand the  complexities of this mysterious attire.

			In the 1960s and 1970s, many religious sisters abandoned the  habit, causing a universal sensation. It is a development laden with pain  and bitterness, even among those who approved of the changes. Debate  over the habit still rages today, and female religious orders are split  down the middle on clothing issues. Two canonically approved membership organizations currently exist in the United States: the Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR) and the Council of  Major Superiors of Women Religious (CMSWR). The LCWR, the  larger of the two, is made up of sisters who, for the most part, do not   choose to wear a formal religious habit, while the newer CMSWR requires its member communities to do so.

			Described by some as a “living cloister,” many sisters see the habit  as being at odds with their work in today’s world. Others, however, believe strongly that it is an essential tool that opens doors. They also believe that by wearing the habit, they are following the wishes of Pope  John Paul II, who as recently as 1996 in his apostolic exhortation Vita  Consecreta expressly recommends male and female religious to dress in  identifiable clothing, citing the Second Vatican Council’s (1962–1965)  insistence on the retention among religious of “identifiable garb.” For  these nuns, the habit is a wearable sacramental with a supernatural  character that cannot be replicated in secular clothing.

			Looking back, some link the disappearance of habits to the significant decline in the membership of female Catholic religious orders—  a loss of approximately half of their members—over the past thirty  years. Perhaps this explains why many new religious communities are  incorporating the habit into their way of life.

			Although raised as a Protestant, I grew up in the fundamentally  Catholic city of Baltimore, where nuns were always present in my peripheral vision. From those glimpsed as I rode my bike past the brick  convent at the end of my road to others passed in the school halls during rival athletic events, they were mysterious, black-robed figures in my  girlhood landscape. It was not until years later, when I converted to  Catholicism, that I began to understand the devotion and heroism of  these women. With few exceptions, their lives of steadfast prayer and  service, even in the face of extreme hardship and brutality, are models  of the Christian ideal. As I began to form friendships with some of  these serene, courageous women, I became curious about their clothing.

			I found that myths and inaccuracies about the religious habit  abound, and very little has been written about religious clothing and its  history. In fact, the history of women religious has generally been ignored in literature until fairly recently, when feminist scholars and historians began to tackle this neglected topic. Regarding the habit specifically, no synthetic work exists in English to date. This book, then,  opens the nuns’ closet doors for the first time.

			Given the huge scope of time covered, it can only serve as an introductory overview. I discuss a mere fraction of the thousands of orders that have existed within the Church, and I have not reported on  religious habits from non-Catholic communities or secular institutes.  Although I have used many important scholarly secondary sources,  archival materials from religious communities, and Church documents,  I have relied heavily on personal interviews for information. Many of  the various opinions presented in this book are derived from conversations, letters, and e-mails from Catholic sisters all over the United  States and abroad.

			My book is a “popular” history, written from the viewpoint of  someone working outside of religious and scholarly spheres. Although  the text received review by clerical and religious persons, it remains a  journalist’s summary of an extremely complicated and far-reaching  topic. I have provided notes at the end of the text to alert the reader to  my sources, and to serve as a resource for locating further information.  I have not always cited quotations and information available in general  texts, or when extracted from my own interviews and correspondence.  The bibliography contains a list of works used in the overall compilation of the book.

			Religious life may be defined as the permanent mode of living of  those who take three perpetual vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience  within an institute approved by the Church. I use the terms “nun,” “sister,” “consecrated woman,” and “religious” (the last is commonly used  as a noun to refer to men and women who have taken the vows of religious life) interchangeably, although there are differences according to  Church canonical law. I speak of convents, monasteries, and abbeys interchangeably as well, although there are juridical differences. Similarly,  when I speak of a “community,” it may mean “order,” “congregation,”  “institute,” or “association,” although each has significant distinctions   in canon law. Technically, the term “nun” refers to members of religious orders—who generally engage in “monastic” activities and who  take “solemn” vows—while “sister” refers to members of religious  “congregations,” who work in “active” apostolates and who take “simple” vows. The title “Sister” is typically used for a female religious, and  “Mother” is traditionally used to indicate the superior of a religious  community. These terms, coupled with a religious name taken at the  profession of vows, were in common use prior to Vatican II. Today  many sisters prefer to identify themselves with their full birth names,  followed by the initials of their order (often, but not always, from the  Latin original), although both systems of nomenclature are in use and  both appear in the text according to individual preference.

			In describing the religious habit, some general terms are used which  may not be familiar to the reader. “Habit” refers to the ensemble of  clothing and accessories that make up religious dress. It can also mean  specifically the robelike tunic or dress that is the main garment worn  over the body. The “veil” is the long cloth worn on the top of the head,  extending down the back. Some veils are designed to be pulled forward  over the face, and other veils are designed as thin linings to wear beneath heavier veils. The veil is usually attached to a cap underneath, or  “coif,” which is a close-fitting cloth headpiece that conforms to the  shape of the skull and often ties under the chin. A “wimple” or  “guimpe” is the fabric piece that covers the neck and chest, and sometimes extends over the chin. A “bandeau” is the piece that stretches  across the forehead, often attached at the ears behind the veil. A  “scapular” is a long apronlike garment that is worn over the tunic and  extends down both the front and back of the tunic. A “cincture” is a  belt worn around the waist of the tunic, and a “Rosary” is a string of  prayer beads and other objects often attached to the cincture and worn  at the side. A “cappa,” cape, or mantle refers to a cloak worn over the  tunic.

			Those who imagine that the topic of the habit is relevant in only  religious spheres, separate from secular society, are utterly mistaken. As   recently as the 1960s, for example, sisters who worked in the Ukraine  were not allowed to wear any type of habit or religious insignia on pain  of imprisonment; unfortunately, this remains the situation in China today. The communist government in the Ukraine at that time clearly understood the power of symbolic clothing. Although nuns receive their  call from a supernatural source, and their mode of dress marks a distinct detachment from earthly things, their existence has always made  an explicit impact on the world.

			On the surface, it may seem frivolous to discuss the clothing—  rather than the accomplishments—of women who built groundbreaking networks of schools and hospitals and who have generally been the  most well-educated groups of females of their time. It might appear to  trivialize the women who have continued to minister tirelessly to the  spiritual and social needs of millions through almost two millennia. Yet  it is important to remember that clothing is a uniquely human characteristic, a silent but powerful medium from which we can learn who we  are and what we value. Clothing defines gender, status, beauty, and ideology, and it can be found in virtually every culture. It touches on human history, psychology, sociology, economics, aesthetics, technology,  customs, laws, attitudes, and values.

			The evolution of the shapes, colors, and fabrication of the habit  distinctly reflects growth and changes in both the Church and secular  society over many eras. Its symbols spoke to each age in which it existed, whether in the corridors of an eleventh-century German abbey  or on a civil rights picket line in downtown Manhattan. Perhaps it is  merely the persistence of the habit, however—regardless of its variety  of manifestations—that may prove to be the most interesting. It is  clothing that has provided a seamless link from the past to the present,  and one that shows every sign of continuing into the future.
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			Enigma

			A Catholic sister wearing religious garb can board a city bus and not  be surprised if the bus driver places his hand over the fare box, insisting she ride free of charge. Respect for the habit remains universal—  nun imposters who panhandle in city subways bank on wearing it to  collect as much as $600 per day. It also can be an easy target for  lampooning—consider the popular “Fighting Nun” puppet or the  “Nunzilla” windup toy.

			The nun’s habit is one of the most widely known and recognizable  religious symbols of our time, an icon deeply embedded in our cultural  consciousness. Perhaps the habit has continued to fascinate us because  of its unique blend of associations. As memoirist Mary Gordon recently wrote, “The image, the idea, of a nun brings together three powerful elements: God, women, and sex.”1

			At the same time that the habit serves to shroud the body and to  mask the individual, it also dramatically announces its wearer to the  world. The habit has the glamour of fashion while being antifashion; it  is the antithesis of extravagance and sexual allure, yet it impresses and  arouses. The sighting of a nun in habit remains for most of us a notable event, because what the habit proclaims is something so counter-culture and so radical, we cannot help but to react with awe and  reverence or with suspicion and disdain. From this clothing, we immediately recognize a woman who has decided to commit her life fully to   God, to renounce the possibility of bearing children, and to work  within the boundaries of a community for some specific sacred purpose, frequently in neglected or controversial areas. She seems both less  than female but greater than human—it was not unusual for schoolchildren of only a generation ago to believe that Sister had no hair, no  legs, and no biological parents, for example.

			Habit scholar Rebecca Sullivan notes that although the habit might  seem like a static uniform, it has reacted to social and moral changes  throughout history. It is a creative and imaginative clothing carefully  constructed to impart meanings to its observers. It has also been used  to instill unquestioning conformity and an identity that absorbs the  self into a collective whole. Sometimes the habit replicated the clothing of the foundress of the community. It might have been designed by  a bishop, or revealed in a mystical vision, or simply evolved from the  peasant garb of the times. The habit embodied the mission of an order, joining together groups of women across the globe and across centuries in a common creative purpose.2

			Today many people may not realize that sisters in North America  who wear the habit are an exception rather than the norm. Most nuns  say they have chosen to move to secular dress to serve their constituency better. But for some it has been a matter of personal autonomy, an emergence of the individual, and a reshaping of religious life.  These sisters believe that secular clothing allows them to be approached  as a “who” rather than a “what.” Although public identifiability has  long been a practice and law of the Church, they feel that the benefits  gained from shedding the habit more than justify the change of attire.  Some women religious have retained a symbolic ring or pendant, while  others appear quite indistinguishable from laywomen, lipstick and jewelry included. But while it may seem that these sisters have become “invisible” on the streets and in parishes, they believe their actions are  speaking louder than any physical symbols. And one nun notes, “They  can still tell who we are. Our hair is too short, our skirts are too long,  our shoes are too flat.”3

			It is this particular image to which many in the laity object. They  do not want to see their cherished sisters as dumpy or unattractive—  their plainness seems too close to the ordinary. Bonds formed with  nuns in past generations were intensely visual and are not given up easily. Catholics cling to black-and-white memories of swishing skirts and  tinkling rosary beads in the classroom and the kindly faces framed in  fluted linen in hospital rooms. One contemporary Englishwoman reminisces, “I still have fond memories of the Faithful Companions of  Jesus, at my old school, setting out in the sun and wearing floral sun-bonnets over their black ones.” She remembers the clothing long after  she has lost connection to the person.

			With their rapid disappearance, images of habit-clothed nuns have  become more idealized and romanticized than ever. They are often used  in the media and entertainment industries to grab attention and to sell  products. Nuns in habit are irresistible subjects for journalists and advertisers, and this representation has become both piously saccharine  and crassly kitsch at the same time. Cultural historian Jessica Matthews  notes, “Items that can be found in specialty gift shops include nun  squeaky toys, nun candles, nun puppets, nun lunchboxes, nun Halloween costumes, windup jumping nuns, strings of nun lights, postcards,  comic books (Warrior Nun Areala), dolls, bookends, and coffee mugs  that say ‘It’s a bad HABIT.’ ” 4 Additionally, the Internet teems with  pornographic nun-related merchandise.

			Most women religious—those who wear the habit and those who  don’t—are not happy about this phenomenon, which either perpetuates negative and inaccurate stereotypes or denigrates the sacred. The  image of the cranky old nun in habit is one often utilized by cartoonists in the secular media, but its continued appearance in diocesan  newspapers boggles sisters’ minds. In September 2001 The New World,  the newspaper of the Archdiocese of Chicago, ran an ad featuring a  cartoon nun wielding a ruler. Many sisters protested, resulting in the  subsequent printing of a halfhearted apology from the editor. On the  other hand, some Catholic newspapers revere the habit so seriously that   they refuse to feature photographs of sisters wearing secular clothing.  This rankles women religious across the board.

			These phenomena are not limited to religious publications. Bridget  Brewster, director of communication and development for the Sisters  of St. Joseph of Tipton, Indiana, tells of an experience with her local  media:

			Following up a press release, the local newspaper sent a writer  to do a story about the Sisters and particularly about  St. Joseph Center and its use as a conference center and home  for lay residents as well as Sisters. As is customary, a photographer was dispatched. I talked with the photographer at  length. . . . “Please be respectful as you photograph individuals.  It is my sincere hope that your photos will be an accurate and  honest portrayal of the Sisters. These women are all about justice issues as well as their various ministries. Yes, they do gather  for prayer daily as well as for Mass, however, that does not define them. Only two Sisters still wear a modified habit and veil  and are not an accurate reflection of the Congregation. Please  don’t let me open the Sunday paper to find an ‘icon of a nun  in prayer.’ ” . . . The photographer understood and agreed.  Well, as you have guessed, the large photo on the front page  was one of the two Sisters in habit with a crucifix in the background! It is just too easy to convey a message with a veil and  crucifix! . . . People simply do not want to let go of the image  of the silly, innocent, naïve, pure, helpless nun that is seen  through the habit.

			The Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights was founded  in 1973 by the late Father Virgil C. Blum, SJ. The Catholic League defends the right of Catholics—lay and clergy alike—to participate in  American public life without defamation or discrimination. The  League believes that Catholic-bashing has become commonplace in   American society and regularly tracks negative images of nuns and the  habit. For instance, in 1997 a coffeehouse in Nashville, Tennessee, sold  a cinnamon bun designed to bear a likeness of Mother Teresa, called  the “Nunbun,” along with other products bearing her image. After  protest from the League, the line was discontinued. In 1999 Late Night  with Conan O’Brien kicked off the New Year with the host approaching  an actress dressed as a Catholic nun and punching her in the face. That  same year the League cited a Saturday Night Live episode featuring Rosie  O’Donnell and Penny Marshall playing buffoon nuns in habit, with  Marshall drinking liquor from a flask.

			One of the most egregious objects of the League’s protests is the  Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, a group of habit-dressed gay male  political activists and performers. Established in the heart of San  Francisco’s Castro neighborhood in 1979, the male “sisters” commit as  individuals to vows of community service and strive to “promulgate  universal joy and expiate stigmatic guilt through habitual manifestation.” League president William Donohue has petitioned the Internal  Revenue Service to revoke the tax-exempt status of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, explaining that: “If a group of anti-Semites were to  dress as Shylock and mocked Jews, no one would excuse them because  a small part of what they do is to contribute a pittance to selective  charities.”5 The “sisters’ ” response to those who ask them why they  “make fun of nuns” is that “We are nuns, who continue the essential  work of traditional sisters in nontraditional ways.”

			The habit was an object of satire in secular art and literature even  in medieval times. Today, however, no portrayal of nuns frustrates  Catholic sisters more than those in the 1992 film Sister Act. In the film,  Whoopi Goldberg plays a Reno singer on the run from her gangster  boyfriend. She hides in an urban convent, disguised as a habit-clad nun.  The juxtaposition of a lounge performer and a convent is a formula  that propelled Sister Act into becoming one of the hundred top-grossing  films in the United States of all time. It greatly offended many nuns,  not so much because of Goldberg’s character but because of the portrayal of the convent nuns, who were depicted as naïve and incompetent. It is a dated yet prevalent image that completely distorts what  nuns really are like. Many women religious feel that Sister Act served to  reinforce early stereotypes, such as those presented in The Bells of St. Mary’s and  The Sound of Music, perpetuating inaccurate perceptions of  their lives formed in past generations. They believe these clichéd images  of the habit have made them seem an anachronism precisely at a time  when their contributions to society are so relevant.

			Nonetheless, the habit sells. Belgian Sister Luc-Gabrielle, reluctantly stage-named Soeur Sourire (Sister Smile) by record promoters,  had a blockbuster hit with “Dominique” in 1963. Clad in her white  Dominican habit, the “Singing Nun,” whose birth name was Jeanine  Deckers, reached number one on the American charts, superseding even  the Kingsmen’s “Louie Louie.” The image of a singing nun in habit was  so appealing that in 1965 MGM made a musical film about her called The Singing Nun, starring Debbie Reynolds. Ironically, Sister Luc-Gabrielle later wrote a song in 1967 that included these lyrics: “To live  in their midst consecrated, In shorts or dresses, blue jeans or pajamas.”6

			More than thirty years later, her wish has yet to come true. “The  meaning of the habit shifts as the symbol is processed out of religious  context and into a mass media image,” says Sister Beth Murphy, OP,  who has written on the topic and serves as communication coordinator for the Dominican Sisters of Springfield, Illinois. “Media images  of priests and religious don’t happen in a vacuum. They are complex  social and cultural texts that carry diverse layers of meaning, subtly influenced by social and historical factors, among them, the experiences  of real Catholic people.” In 1965 nuns taught 30 to 40 percent of  American Catholic schoolchildren. 7 Sister Beth theorizes that perhaps  the proliferation of the habit image in the media is more about touching the hearts of this affluent and educated market segment and less  about anti-Catholicism or misinformation. Baby-boomer Catholics  want to see the image of the nun in habit, a distinct memory from their  childhood. IBM recently cashed in with a commercially successful ad   campaign featuring old-world Czechoslovakian nuns. In 2000 Jell-O  ads depicted a sister in a traditional habit, licking her lips and staring  longingly at a cup of pudding, with the tag line “I could go for something.” Recently the noted purveyor of collectibles The Franklin Mint  issued a commemorative plate showing nuns in black-and-white habits  herding identically colored cattle through a field. The plate was titled  “Holy Cow.”8

			In 1995 eighty women religious communications professionals  formed the National Communicators Network for Women Religious  (NCNWR) to address the image of sisters in the media. Other groups,  such as Media Images of Religious Awareness (MIRA) and Sisters  United News (SUN), also formed to try to change society’s outdated  and inaccurate perception of nuns. They believe that, beside the fact  that few American sisters wear habits, the ideas of the unworldly, child-like nun incapable of managing her life, the tyrannical school nun, and  the holier-than-thou nun all need reshaping.

			Many sisters view Susan Sarandon’s portrayal of Sister Helen  Prejean in the film Dead Man Walking as a breakthrough, believing themselves accurately depicted in the media for the first time. Sister Helen  relates that she had to explain to the film’s director, Tim Robbins, that  the nuns in her community, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Medaille, do  not wear habits and were not originally required to do so by their  seventeenth-century founder. She was adamant that her character be  portrayed accurately, which included Sarandon’s plain haircut and lack  of makeup.9 Many women religious were overjoyed with the film, honoring both Sister Helen and Susan Sarandon for their work. Similarly,  MIRA chose to honor Ann Dowd for her nonhabited portrayal of  Sister Maureen Peabody in the award-winning television series  Nothing Sacred.

			But what about nuns who do wear habits? Mother Teresa of  Calcutta, art critic Sister Wendy Beckett, and cable television personality Mother Angelica are figures whose contemporary image has been  fixed in the public mind partly through their clothing. These women   command respect and admiration in religious and secular circles alike.  Perhaps the habit has even furthered their causes. Mother Teresa’s  Missionaries of Charity are the fastest-growing order of women religious in the world, and Mother Angelica’s Eternal Word Television  Network (EWTN) has become the largest religious media network in  the world, transmitting programming to more than 79 million homes  in eighty-one countries. In these cases, the habit is an empowering, positive symbol, and it is quite hard to imagine any other clothing that can  make this kind of a statement.

			Although the habit is essentially humble clothing with a simple  mission, many complexities are woven into the fabric. Like the vividly  colored badges worn by seventeenth-century Mexican religious sisters,  the clothing of Catholic nuns is not simply a black-and-white matter.  The habit is a metaphor for the Catholic Church itself, subject to the  human extremes of love and hatred.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Tradition

			The nun’s habit was once considered essential for establishing a new  personal identity and sanctified lifestyle. During her clothing ceremony,  an event familiar to many through its fairly accurate representation in  the highly successful 1959 film The Nun’s Story, the newly professed sister received her consecrated garb and new religious name in a ritual not  unlike the christening of an infant. She then prostrated herself before  the altar and allowed the presiding bishop to shroud her with a black  funeral pall. Candles burned at each corner of her body while the choir  sang the “Dies irae”  (sequence from a requiem Mass), symbolically  marking her death of self. From that point on, all references to her old  life vanished. Transformed, she left her natural family to emerge reborn  as a daughter of the Church.

			Orders maintained traditions around the habit, sometimes for  centuries. The ensemble was a rich, symbolic clothing prescribed in  their various constitutions and revered by society. Each article had  a specific meaning, relating the physical body to the spiritual realm.  As a sister dressed, she meditated on the metaphorical messages  of her clothing, regarding the habit as more of a devotional item  than mere modest attire. The Little Company of Mary used the colors of their habit to relate these meanings, as stated in their constitution:

			The black will remind the Sisters of their abandonment of the  vanities of the world; the red will remind them of the Precious  Blood, and of the Wounds of Jesus, and of the spirit of mortification; and the blue of the Immaculate Virgin, and of the  purity of life which their vocation requires in habitual virtues.1

			The habit of the Sisters Adorers of the Precious Blood had an  even more elaborate set of symbolism. It is described in this way:

			Buttons on cape—Seven Last Words.

			Belt and sash—chastity and Precious Blood and cords used  to bind Jesus at scourging.

			Veil—contempt for the world and reminds us of Veronica’s  veil.

			Tassels on shorter piece of Sash—Seven Bloody Sheddings.

			Tassels (lower)—Seven Sorrows of Mary.

			Chain bound link to link—our unending fealty to Christ.

			Heart—Source of the Divine Blood and the indissoluble  union of Jesus and the Bride and reminds us of infinite love  of God.

			Cross surmounting heart—our lot here is to bear the cross  in order that the crown may be ours in heaven.

			Wimple and coronet—Crown of Thorns.

			Peaked coronet—direct thought upward.

			Habit—signifies poverty and reminds sisters of purple garment of mockery that Jesus wore.

			Cape—virginal modesty.

			Collar—yoke of religious life and reminds us that Jesus carried the sins of men on his shoulders. Three buttons signify  the three nails.

			Frill—obedience and reminds us of the crown of thorns.  The hairband signifies modesty of the eyes and reminds us  of the cloth used to blindfold Jesus.

			Mantle—the hidden life of a religious and the hidden life of  Jesus in the tabernacle.2

			Special prayers were also commonly part of dressing rituals. The  Congregation of Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary,  was founded in 1845 in Monroe, Michigan, by Father Louis Florent  Gillet and Mother Theresa Maxis. The sisters were originally called  the Sisters of Providence and wore a black habit, but in 1847, when  the Church decreed Mary Immaculate as patroness of the United  States, Mother Theresa and the sisters petitioned to change the title of  the community to a name that would honor the Blessed Mother. They  replaced their black habit with a blue one, a color symbolic of the  Blessed Mother, and the professed sisters adopted a gold ring engraved with the words Ego te sponsabo (I will wed thee). After dressing  in the blue tunic, a sister prayed “May the Most Holy Virgin clothe  me with her holy habit.” Donning the blue scapular was accompanied  by “May the most Holy Virgin clothe me in her virtues.” After the  black cincture came “Gird me, O Lord with a cincture of purity, and  destroy in me all seeds of lust, and let constancy and chastity ever  reign within me.” Upon putting on the Crucifix, each sister prayed,  “Let me die for love of thee, Oh Lord, who didst expire on the cross  for the love of me,” and finally, after putting on the veil, “Place, Oh  Lord, upon my head the helmet of salvation, and defend me against  the assault of the enemy.” 3

			The Franciscan Sisters of Mary Immaculate had no set
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