
EDEL QUINN  
LA Y  APO STLE AND M ISSIONARY  

IN THE CHURCH OF TOD AY

S u m m a r iu m . - Edel Quinn, iuvenis hibernica nostri temporis (1907-1944) 
considerari potest sub multiplied aspectu ut exemplum apostoli et missionarii 
laici. Vita et spiritualitas eius in mysterio Ecclesiae Corporis Mystici — cardine 
totius organizations apostolicae « Legionis M ariae» — veluti resumuntur. 
Labor apostolicus, primum in Hibernia et Anglia dein in Africa, fuit ma­
gnum servitium Ecclesiae praestitum; etenim « signa tem poris» praevidens 
Iaicos apostolos ubique suscitavit efformavitque. Ipsa ergo ut apostolus 
missionarius et apostolorum efformatrix est donum Dei pro Ecclesia hodierna, 
quam virtutibus illustrat et peculiari charismate ditat.

Each epoch has its sain ts, raised up by the Lord in His Church 
and endow ed by the Holy S pirit w ith  a special m ission. They bring 
a clear m essage from  Heaven to  th e ir fellow m en and  are  given a 
p a rticu la r w ork to do according to  the needs of the  tim es. To them  
is confided the w ork of p reparing  the  m eans of in te rio r refo rm  at 
the cross-roads of h istory  and  pointing ou t the way to genuine re­
newal.

Among the heroines of sanctity  ou r own days, we m ust count 
Edel Mary Quinn. This young Irish  w om an consum ed her existence 
in  the  h eart of E ast Africa, as an  Envoy of the Legion of Mary. H er 
life, a  veritable poem  of heroism , is a  com pelling exam ple of the 
lay and  m issionary aposto late , and  is all the  m ore a ttrac tive  be­
cause of the sp irit of joviality and absolute self-forgetfulness w hich 
characterized  her.

. The fam e of sanctity  w hich su rrounds Edel Quinn has reach­
ed fa r beyond the bounds of the Legion of M ary and  her 
native counttry , and is already truly  w orldw ide. H er life story, 
w ritten  by the able and com petent Cardinal Suenens, has proved 
itse lf a « best-seller » in m odern  hagiography. I t  has been tran sla ­
ted  and  repeated ly reprin ted , not only in the  m ore im p o rtan t E u­
ropean languages b u t also in the tongues of the d is tan t O rie n t.1

* These pages are but an elementary presentation of the figure of Edel 
Quinn, inspired by the only existing and accessible sources of knowledge of her life and spirituality:

L. J. S u e n e n s ,  A Heroine of the Apostolate , Edel Quinn. Envoy of the  
Legion of Mary to  Africa. Dublin 1962. — F . D u f f ,  Edel Quinn. Dublin 1963. —- 
The Official Handbook of the Legion of Mary. Dublin 1965. — L. J. S u e n e n s ,  
Theology of the Apostolate of the Legion of Mary. Cork.

1 It has been published, or is under publication, in the following langua­
ges: English, French, Spanish, Italian, Flemish, Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
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Appeals th a t Edel Quinn be raised  to  the honours of the a lta rs  
continue to flow in to  M ontfort House, Dublin, the cen tral seat of 
the Legion, especially in recent m onths. The Cause for her Beatifi­
cation is already un der way in  Rome.

The popoularity  of th is Irish  legionary is due no doub t to  her 
sym pathetic personality  and  the timeliness  h e r of m essage. 
H ers is a m essage w hich has gained new im portance in v irtue 
of the teachings of the Second V atican Council. Edel is a lay apo­
stle of our tim es. As a w om an too, she sets an  exam ple of the apo­
stolic m ission of w om en in  the  Church today. She is to  be nu m ber­
ed am ong the p recu rso rs  of the m ovem ent, in v irtue  of her having 
opened wide the fields of the  m od em  aposto late  by the  uncom pro­
m ising gift of herself and  the sanctity  of her life. W ith keen insight 
Archbishop R iberi said of h e r : « h e r  life has becom e a  fac to r de­
stined  to  influence by sheer force of exam ple the course of h is to ­
ry » .2 In  th is series of studies Edel Q uinn finds h e r righ tfu l place 
beside those o ther great wom en — C atharine of Siena, Teresa of 
Jesus, E d ith  Stein — who consecrated th e ir lives to  the service of 
the Church.

I - H er  L ife  and S p i r i t u a l i t y  ’

Edel Q uinn was born at Greenane, near K an tu rk , Co. Cork 
(Ire land ) on Septem ber 14th 1907. Because of his office, h e r father, 
an  official of the Bank of Ireland, had  to  change residence on va­
rious occasions, un til eventually in 1924 he se ttled  dow n w ith  his 
family in Dublin. At the  age of seventeen Edel began her com m er­
cial career, and was em ployed as secretary  to a firm  im porting  
building m aterials. H er life, during those youthful days, is charac te­
rized by her conscientious application to  h er w ork as a typist, and 
her partic ipation  w ith  girl friends at tennis, m usical recitals and 
operettas. Under the  m antle of th is apparen tly  insignificant way of 
life, Edel was really laying the foundation  for fu tu re  heroism  and 
sanctity. A grow ing intim acy w ith  the divine G uest of her heart 
and  a progressive m astery  of self m atu red  her call to  the religious 
life.

She cam e to  know  the Legion of M ary a t the very daw n of its 
foundation  and quickly passed from  being a m ere active m em ber 
to the responsible office of P resident of the P raesidium  « Refu- 
gium  P eccatorum  ». She proved herself m ost efficient in the difficult 
w ork carried  ou t by her group, nam ely, the rescuing of « street-

Slavonic... The 1963 English edition has brought that to the 90,000 mark. We 
know of a fourth edition in French and a third in Spanish.

2 S u e n e n s , A Heroine ... p. X.3.Only the more outstanding event’s of Edel's life are indicated. For more 
detailed information c£. the biographies indicated.
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girls ». And it was in th is aposto late  th a t the  Legion achieved its 
first ou tstanding  victory, thereby  gaining respect and  prestige in 
Dublin.

At the  age of tw enty  fou r Edel refused  a  m ost a ttrac tive  p ro ­
posal of m arriage and  decided instead  to  becom e a Poor Clare in  
the convent at B elfast (Ire land). She was already getting  th ings in 
o rder and  p reparing  for h er en try  am ong th e  Poor Clares w hen an  
unexpected and  h eartrend in g  event p rov identially  changed the 
w hole course of h e r life. An in te rna l hem orrhage revealed th a t 
E del’s health  was gravely underm ined  by an  advanced sta te  of 
tubercu losis. The doctors obliged h e r to  abandon th e  idea of be­
com ing a nu n  and  p rescribed  com plete re s t in a sanatorium . Hope 
of a cure was very fa in t indeed.

O ur young pa tien t spen t eighteen m onths in  the  sanatorium  
a t N ew castle; she passed h e r tim e betw een m edita tion  and  reading 
and  th e  consoling of the  sick by w o rd  and  exam ple. I t  was here 
she cam e to  know  the books of h e r favourite au tho urs : Dom Mar- 
m ion, Dom Vonier, St. T hérèse of the  Child Jesus.

A fter spending a year and  six m onths in the  sanatorium , she 
decided it was tim e to  leave, desp ite m edical op in io n .4 So she re­
tu rn ed  to  her fam ily and  shortly  afterw ards she w as again engaged 
as secretary  to  a m otor engineering firm. She also re tu rn ed  to  her 
active aposto late  in  the Legion of Mary.

B ut presently  various circum stances w ere to  lire h er w ith  zeal 
for new  conquests. She gave up  h e r w eeks of vacation and  w ent 
to  Wales to  help im plan t the Legion there. I t  w as a ten ta tive  expe­
rience, and  as a  resu lt she decided she w ould be even p repared  to 
rem ain  in  E ngland as an  Envoy of the  Legion and  find w o rk  a t 
som e firm  in Chester. She proposed her reso lu tion  to the  Conci­
lium  : « I w ould like », she said, « to  re tu rn  to  E ngland, se ttle  in 
Chester, and, w ith  th a t place as centre, w ork  to  p lan t the  Legion 
everyw here ». W hile she aw aited  an  answ er, the  h o u r of Providence 
s truck  and  God indicated  o ther p lans fo r His chosen servant.

The call cam e from  d is tan t Africa, w here the  Legion h ad  al­
ready set firm  roots. I t  w as in  the form  of an  u rgen t appeal from  
an Envoy in  South  Africa. B u t as p lans fo r E del’s going th e re  w ere 
beginning to  take shape, a  second appeal arrived  from  Central 
Africa. A fter m uch deliberation , it w as agreed th a t she w ould go 
to th is la tte r  m ission instead. In  accepting the proposal to go to

4 Edel’s « discharge» from the Sanatorium is a delicate circumstance 
in her life. Frank Duif has this to say about It: « The circumstances under 
which she departed from Newcastle are not of the very clearest. I have no 
doubt that the distinguished Roman Official, who is popularly called the De­
vil’s Advocate, will be asking awkward questions there. It is not absolutely 
certain that she got a clear bill or a clear permission ». Cf. F. D u f f , o . c . 4.
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Central E ast Africa, she said sim ply: « This is the happiest day of 
m y life » .5

Tow ard the end of O ctober 1936, she set ou t fo r N airobi, the 
capital of Kenya. She lost no tim e in  getting  dow n to w ork, and 
the  following D ecem ber 7th she founded the first P raesidium  in 
E ast Africa, un der the patronage of the  Im m acu late  Conception.

D uring the  eight years of h e r aposto la te  in  Africa, E del's m is­
sion consisted in the  founding of Legionary groups, th e ir organiza­
tion and  assistance. A circu lar le tte r  from  His Excellency Msgr. R i 
beri. then  Apostolic Delegate, opened w ide to  h e r the  doors of all 
the m ission centres. Kenya, Uganda, Tanganika, M alawi, Zanzibar 
becam e the vast field of h er aposto lic activity. In  an  old vwo-seater 
car, she travelled, in trep id  and  un tiring , hu nd red s of m iles 
th rough  the h ea rt of th e  African bush. At the  req u est of A rchbis­
hop Leen, she even m ade h e r way to  th e  d is tan t Island  of M auri­
tius, in  the  Ind ian  Ocean.

These w ere years of m ost exacting activity. B ut no difficulty 
was un surm oun tab le  fo r Edel Quinn. She held ou t against fatigue 
and exhaustion. U nder the veil of an  angelic sm ile, she succeeded 
in concealing the  te rrib le  m alady th a t continued to  underm ine her 
health .

Even a fibre like hers could resis t no longer and, in m id-M arch 
1941, a grave a ttack  of p leurisy  obliged h er to  go from  one hospital 
to  ano th er in  South  Africa. B ut tim e w as precious and  pressing 
and  so a t the  beginning of Janu ary  1943 w e find h er back  in  Nairobi, 
the cen tre  of h e r activities from  the  beginning. N otw ithstand ing  
the rap id  progress of h e r m alady, she d id  n o t spare  herself the  fa­
tigue of long aposto lic journeys. The following year, now literally  
consum ed, she re tu rn ed  to  N airobi for good. I t  was the end. She 
died on May 12th 1944. H er tem poral w ork  was over and  her m es­
sage to  the w orld began.

S p ir it u a l  T r a it s

I t  is no t easy to describe Edel Q uinn’s sp iritua l life. She was 
always carefu l to  conceal the  rich  graces th a t adorned  her soul 
beneath  the veil of a  sm ile and a  ready sense of hum our. H er le t­
ters, full of in fo rm ation  and questions and  in terspersed  w ith  funny 
and joking rem arks, scarcely allow us to  guess the p ro fun d ity  of 
her in te rio r life. Som e in tim ate  notes, as brie f as they are  concise, 
w hich have been preserved, p e rm it us to  peer a t the  sanctuary  of 
her soul. I t  is on these la tte r  especially th a t we w ould like to  fix 
ou r a ttention .

5 Obvious reasons compel us to shorten considerably the description of 
this decisive moment for Edel, in which important and graphic factors in­
tervene. Cf. Suenens o. c. pp. 75-80.
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E del’s sp iritual life is as solid and  rich  as the  books w hich 
form ed and  nourished i t :  the New Testam ent, the  Im ita tio n  of 
Christ, the  W orks of St. John  of the Cross and  the  Little Flower, 
the  w ritings of St. Louis M arie Grignon de M ontfort, Dom Colum- 
ba M arm ion, Dom V onier and  A rchbishop Leen. F rom  each she as­
sim ilated the  best and wove it  in to  her l i f e : C hrist and  Mary, the 
Cross and  E ucharist, abnegation  and  tru s t, seem ingly opposed 
aspects of the sp iritua l life w hich baffle m odern  w rite rs  w ere 
beautifu lly  harm onized by h e r : the C hristo-centric and  M arian life; 
liturgy and  contem plation; p rayer and  the active aposto late; the 
cross and joy; in te rio r solitude and assiduous a ttendance to  hu ­
m an affairs.

The distinguishing features of her sp iritua lity  are  undoubtedly 
her profoundly  Christo-centric life, expressed by h e r in tim acy w ith  
and  devotedness to  C hrist in  the  E ucharist, the  a rd o u r of h e r de­
dication  to  M ary and  h e r aposto lic zeal and  generosity. M oreover, 
h e r life was sealed by the  cross of ill health  — tuberculosis — 
w hich bi'ought h e r earth ly  existence to  a  p rem atu re  end.

I t was all in the service of the Church and the m issions.

II  - E del Q u i n n  a n d  t h e  C h u r c h

Edel Q uinn is b u ried  in  N airobi. At the  foot of a celtic cross 
of Kenya m arble, un der the  s tan dard  of the  Legion, an ep itaph  re­
calls « the  g reat services to  the  Church » of th is young Irish  wo­
m an. H er whole life was a  service rendered  to the  Church. Howe­
ver, before serving the Church by her aposto lic w ork, she lived its 
m ystery in  her in te rio r life. H er m ission in th e  C hurch m ay be 
sum m arized as fo llow s: vital union w ith  the m ystery of the Church 
and lay and m issionary aposto late.

In  the Mystical Body o f Christ

A vital partic ipa tio n  in  the m ystery of C hrist’s union w ith  His 
M ystical Body, nam ely the Church, is essential in  the  life of Edel. 
I t  is true  th a t in h e r  w ritings, w hich are  few and  very brief, we do 
not com e across com plicated expositions of o r m edita tions on th is 
them e, b u t she lived its m ystery and  helped o thers  by h e r exam ple 
to  pen e tra te  it ever m ore deeply. A friend  of h e r  girlhood days 
w rites in  th is connection : « The doctrine of the  M ystical Body took 
m e a little  ou t of my depth . Of late it has s tru ck  m e th a t w hereas 
w e believe O ur L ord’s w ords : ' As long as you d id  it to  one of the­
se, m y least b re th ren , you did it to  me ’, Edel no t only believed it 
b u t realised it and based her whole sp iritua l life upon it... I t  was
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only la te r on, as a nun, th a t I realised  w hat a  firm  grasp  she had  
of the doctrine of the M ystical Body » .6

Edel had  learned  th a t doctrine especially from  the pages of 
the  Legion H andbook, w hich ded icates a  p ro fou nd  and  solid chap­
te r  to  the  M ystical Body of C hrist and  m akes of it the  very nucleus 
of the Legionary organization.

We shall try  to  transcrib e  the m ore significant passages. Edel 
m ade them  the  sub jec t of her reading and  frequently  explained 
them  a t the m eetings. H er notes too are  a v ital echo of these pages.

« In  all those w hom  they served the  Legionaries w ere to  see 
the Person of Jesus C hrist Him self. W hat they did to  those  o thers 
— even the  w eakest and  low est -— they w ere to  rem em ber th a t 
they did it to  O ur Lord Him self... These princip les, upon w hich the 
Legion system  is bu ilt, a re  a consequence of the  doctrine  of the 
M ystical Body of C hrist » .7
A fter expounding w ith  precision  the sc rip tu ra l texts on w hich th is 
doctrine is based, the  H andbook co n tin u e s :

« This tru th  has been described as the  cen tra l dogm a of 
Christianity... The activity of the  M ystical Body is the  activity of 
C hrist Himself... B aptism  only sanctifies because it estab lishes be­
tw een C hrist and  the soul th a t vital connection by w hich the  sancti­
ty  of the H ead flows in to  its  m em bers. The o ther S acram ents, and 
above all the  E ucharist, exist fo r the  pu rpose  of intensify ing the 
union betw een the Mystical Body and  its  Head. In  addition , th a t 
un ion is deepened by the  operations of fa ith  and  charity , by the  
bonds of governm ent and  m utual service in  the Church, by la­
bour and  suffering rightly  subm itted  to, and  generally by every 
act of the  C hristian  life » .8

W ith like force and  precision, the  H andbook explains M ary’s 
function  in  the  C hurch as M other of the  M ystical B o d y :

« The sole pu rp ose  of M ary’s existence is to  conceive and  bring 
fo rth  the  w hole C hrist, th a t is the  M ystical Body w ith  all its m em ­
bers perfect, and  fitly jo ined together (Eph. iv, 15-16), and  one w ith  
its Head, Jesus Christ. M ary accom plishes th is in  co-operation 
w ith , and  by th e  pow er of, the  Holy Spirit, Who is the  life and 
soul of the  Mystical Body. I t  is in  h e r bosom  and  sub jec t to  hep 
m aternal care th a t the  soul grow s up  in C hrist and  com es to the 
age of His fullness (Eph. iv, 13-15) » .9

The en tire  legion aposto late  cen tres roun d  th is M arian p e rs­
pective :

« The Legionaries do n o t really b ring  M ary to  help them  in 
th e ir  service of th e  o th e r m em bers of the  M ystical Body. She it is 
w ho sum m ons them  to  assist her... As no one can even a ttem p t

6 lb. pp. 66^7.
7 The Offcial Handbook ... p. 159.
8 lb. p. 160-161.
s lb. p. 161.
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the service of his neighbour o ther th an  in  the com pany of Mary, 
sim ilarly, no one can discharge th is duty w orth ily  except by en ter­
ing to som e degree in to  the  in ten tions of Mary. I t  follows th a t 
the m ore close the union w ith  Mary, the  m ore perfectly  is fulfilled 
the divine p recep t of loving God and  serving one’s neighbour (I 
John  iv, 19-21)».10

« ...Let all th is teach th e  Legionary his sublim e vocation in  the 
M ystical Body. I t  is to  supply w h at is w an ting  to  the  m ission of 
O ur Lord. W hat an  inspiring  though t fo r the  L egionary : th a t Christ 
s tands in  need of h im  to  b ring  light and  hope to  those in  darkness, 
consolation to those w ho are  afflicted, life to  those w ho are  dead 
in sin. I t  goes w ithout saying th a t it m ust be the  Legionary’s place 
and du ty  to  im ita te  in a qu ite  especial m ann er the  surpassing  love 
and  obedience w hich C hrist the  H ead gave His M other, and  w hich 
the M ystical Body m ust reproduce » .11

U ndoubtedly, w e have in  these pages the  secret and  source of 
Edel Q uinn's sp irituality  and  h e r  vital un ion w ith  th e  Church. The 
whole of th is doctrine is reflected in h e r life, as is clear from  her 
in tim ate  notes. H er w ritings reveal, above all, th a t she had  a tta in ­
ed th a t filial union w ith  C hrist and  w ith  M ary w hich is described 
by the  H andbook and  w hich m ade h e r an  in s tru m en t of sup ern a­
tu ra l help to  o thers, thereby leading them  to  a perfec t Christian 
way of life.

Union w ith  Christ
« We seize in  E del’s w ritings » says C ardinal Suenens, « the 

pro fund  C hristocen trism  of h e r piety. C onstantly  she re tu rn s  to 
H im  Who alone has access to  the Father, to  H im  W ho offers God 
the un ique and perfect ado ra tion  of the hum an race » .12 This was 
a fundam ental a ttitu d e  in  h er life, expressed equally du ring  h e r 
long hours of adoration  before the Blessed S acram ent and  during 
h e r unending journeys th rough  the African bush. S cattered  p h ras­
es like the following, w hich are  rep le te  w ith  h e r personal expe­
rience, w ere p a r t of h e r  life before being com m itted  to  w riting , 
and  reveal the sublim ity of h e r un ion w ith  C h ris t:

« To be w ith  H im  in  un ion w ith  M ary — ju s t loving H im  in 
m y soul during the day, during travelling, un iting  m y actions w ith  
th e  sim ilar actions done by H im  w hilst on earth . ' M aster, w here 
dw ellest Thou? And they abode w ith  H im  ’. My privilege is the 
sam e. R est in His presence, and m y G uardian Angel will adore Him  
for me. Silence. Everything is Elis, th rough  Mary. Delight to  give 
oneself m ore and  m ore in everything to  Him  th rough  H er » .13

w lb. p. 162.
11 lb. p. 163.
12 Cl. S u e n e n s ,  A Heroine ... p . 247.
in lb. p. 116.
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« In  C hrist and led by His S pirit, we can offer th rough  Mary 
to the E ternal F a th er the  infinite m erits  and  satisfactions of Christ 
to  m ake repara tio n  for our sins and  fo r the  sins of the  w orld, to 
give thanks and  glory to  God... He m akes us sharers  in  His life, so 
th a t, as He has taken  our sins on Him, He m ay m ake us ' p a rtn e rs  ’ 
in  His m erits. In  Him  we have everything — and w hat m ust th a t 
mean! » .14

« C hrist’s exam p le : hidden life in  obedience to  Mary, doing the 
F a th er’s will. L etting Jesus live again in  m e His life for the  F a th e r -  
U nited w ith  H im  in love fo r the  F ather, w ith  M ary loving Jesus in 
me... Holiness our aim . ' Perfect as ou r F ath er ’. O ur holiness lies 
in keeping His life in  us, in increasing it by ever closer un ion w ith  
Flim Who is its  source » .15

Edel lived un ited  w ith  Christ, especially in the E ucharist and 
in  h er ever m ore in tim ate  partic ipa tio n  in the  Sacrifice of the Mass.

Friends of h er youthful days recall h e r E ucharistic  fervour, 
her in term inab le  visits to  the  Blessed Sacram ent, and  her custom  
of assisting a t as m any M asses as possible on S u n d ay s.16 H er reso­
lu tions during the  years of h er aposto late  in  Africa will always be 
the sam e: « Always as m any Masses as possible... ». « M ore in His 
com pany in the  Blessed Sacram ent... » .17

This rem arkab le  liturgical-E ucharistic note of her sp irituality  
reveals itself continually in  h e r n o te s :

« W ithout the E ucharist, w h at a desolation life w ould be! 
Thank the T rin ity  over and  over again fo r th is  Gift. Keep Our Lord 
com pany in the  Blessed Sacram ent... Our fa ith  tells us He is in the 
E ucharist; let us seek H im  there. If  we knew  we could find Him  
anyw here on ea rth  we w ould do ou r u tm o st to  go there. We can 
find Him, a t every free m om ent, on the Altar. Be w ith  H im  there. 
B ette r th an  all books! » .18

Elsew here, she w r ite s : « At Mass I un ited  m yself to the vic­
tim  Christ, th rough M ary’s hands, for the  glory of the Trinity, in 
thanksgiving fo r everything, and on behalf of souls. At Mass al­
ways to  have the special in ten tion  of offering and  hearing it on 
behalf of those souls w ho cannot h ea r it them selves by reason of 
sickness, distance, w ork  o r w ar. Place th is in ten tion  in M ary’s 
hands » .19

By m eans of h er enlightened piety, Edel was able to abide in 
the « h e a r t» of the Church, the  E ucharist, and  in the  in tim acy of 
the Mass to  live the  redeem ing reality  of C hrist and  His m em bers.

C hrist w orks th rough His Spirit, the  Sanctifier and  soul of the

14 lb. p. 246.15 lb. p. 247. The quotations could be multiplied. Cf. especially all Chapter 
XXIII of the biography by S u e n e n s .

16 lb . p. 17; cfr. also pp. 66-67.
n lb. pp. 175, 246.
is lb . pp. 192-193.
»  lb. p. 250.
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Church. Edel experienced His sanctifying action  w ith in  her, m o­
ving her to dedicate herself fo r so u ls :

« Our thoughts and  w ishes for sanctity , our th irs t for love of 
God, are  no t ou r own, b u t the  Holy S p irit’s. T herefore, if H e pu ts  
them  in o u r m ind, He m ust m ean to  teach  us how to  fulfil them ... 
Led by the  S pirit of Jesus, realise th a t of ourselves we cannot have 
a  good thought. If ou r good desires com e from  the  Holy Spirit, 
how  boldly can w e expect th e ir fulfilm ent, by offering C h rist’s 
m erits  to His Father th rough Mary » .20

Christ, the  Holy Spirit, M ary : th ree  realities operating  harm o­
niously in  the w ork of redem ption . And th a t w as how  Edel lived 
un ited  w ith  them  in h e r soul, as she consecrated  herself to  the  
apostolic service of her neighbour. For, according to  the  w ords of 
one of the  best exponents of the  sp irituality  of the  Legion of Mary, 
aposto lic action  m eans the  continuation  of the  In carnation  of 
Christ, conceived in  souls « by the  Holy S p irit of the Virgin 
M ary » .21

Union w ith  Mary
Edel Quinn w as a profoundly M arian soul. F rom  the  days of 

h er childhood, Our Blessed Lady occupied a  special p lace in  her 
life and aposto late. W ith the  passing of the  years, M ary becam e 
the  fascinating ideal of h e r vocation, and  the  im pelling insp ira tion  
of all her activities, even the  m ost trivial.

H er devotion to  the  Im m acu late  M other of God was solidly 
and  securely founded on the  doctrine of the  H andbook and  the 
teaching of St. Louis M arie Grignon de M ontfort. F or Edel, M ary 
was no « m onolith  », b u t the W om an w hom  she loved to con tem ­
plate  in the light of C hrist and  of the Holy Spirit, as « the  dwelling 
of the  B lessed T rin ity  », as the  M ediatrix and  M other w ho conceiv­
es and form s C hrist in  the  hearts  of the  faith fu l. The quotations 
we transcrib e  below presen t O ur Blessed Lady as inseparab ly  un i­
ted  w ith  C hrist in the  life of E d e l: no p rayer to  O ur Lord th a t is 
no t re fe rred  to  His M other; no glance a t M ary th a t does no t te r­
m inate in  Christ. The quotations, chosen a t random , reveal how 
balanced b u t a rd en t h e r M arian devotion w a s :

« Let us clothe ourselves w ith  Christ. Ask M ary M ediatrix to 
po u r His Divine Life in to  ou r souls, so th a t it m ay be He W ho lives 
and  no longer we... We give ou r acts to  Mary, then  she takes such 
of them  as have spiritual value and uses them  to bu ild  up C hrist 
in  us. Be hers, in o rder to  be all the m ore His » .22

20 lb. pp. 246-247.
21 This idea recurs frequently in Cardinal Suenens’s commentary on the 

promise made by Legionaries: Theology of the Apostolate of the Legion of Mary.
22 Cf. S u e n e n s , A Heroine ... p. 248.
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« M ary loves Jesus in  me, caresses and  com passionates H im  
fo r all His w ounds. But, above all, she speaks h er g ra titud e  fo r the 
E ucharist, and  gives th ank s to  the  E te rn a l F a th er fo r th a t Gift... 
In  dryness be satisfied ju s t to  be w ith  H im ; M ary will love and  
ad o re ...» .23

« Realise th a t Mary loves us because we are  C hrist’s legacy to 
Her. Let us give ourselves com pletely to  H er, to  be  m ade all His, 
to  be consum ed unceasingly. Let us try  to  give u tte rly , in every 
possible way, w ithou t counting the  cost, to  be spen t for Christ. As 
Jesus and w ith  Him , to  love Mary. M ary in  m e will love H er Son » .24 
Such w as E del’s devotion to  O ur Blessed Lady: im itation , confi­
dence and  con stan t union as the  source of h e r aposto lic un der­
takings.

F rom  her in tim ate  un ion w ith  C hrist th rough  M ary sprang 
E del’s legionary aposto late  as a  sup ern a tu ra l service. H er own 
w ords testify  to  th is :

« Act as Jesus and  M ary w ould ac t tow ards o th e r people. Re­
m em ber th a t these o thers are  the  tem ples of God... Adopt the  
po in t of view of Mary, h e r patience, h e r un derstand ing  love w hich 
accepts ou r least effort, how ever im perfect it  m ay be... We will love 
our neighbour if in  each one we see Christ... R estra in  the  tongue; 
em ploy it as you th in k  M ary w ould have used h e r speech » .25

Lay Apostle and Moulder of Apostles
In  the  Church Edel Q uinn is a  lay apostle. I t  is no t so m uch 

h er sp iritua lity  th a t characterizes h e r as h e r  aposto lic activity. 
However, i t  w as h e r sp iritua l life and  h e r un ion  w ith  C hrist in  His 
M ystical Body th a t rendered  h er aposto late  so genuinely fru itfu l. 
F rom  h e r p rayer sprang  the a rd o u r of h e r  dedication , w hich tru ly  
m ade of h er « a heroine of the  aposto la te  ».

A lthough h e r  activity is bound  up  w ith  a  p a rticu la r  organiza­
tion, nam ely, th e  Legion of Mary, th e  forcefulness of h e r  w itness 
and exam ple is valid fo r all, because founded on the  fundam ental 
C h r i s t i a n  virtues.

Lay Apostle
O ur young legionary w as ado rned  w ith  the  qualities and  super­

n a tu ra l v irtues th a t go to  m ake g reat apostles. They w ere the  gifts 
from  on high th a t con stitu ted  h e r vocation. Edel p u t all those tre a ­
sures of n a tu re  and  grace a t the  com plete disposal of th e  Church.

F rom  girlhood, she had  tra in ed  herse lf in terio rly  in the  p rac ti­
ce of virtue, to  heroism  in sm all th ings and  to  th e  scrupulous fu l­

23 lb. p. 192.
24 lb. p. 270.
23 lb . p. 251.
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film ent of the  duties of h e r state. By m eans of a con tinual and 
determ ined  in te rio r discipline, she succeeded in overcom ing her 
tim idity , denying h e r capricious w him s and  arriv ing a t th a t con­
tem p t and  forgetfulness of self w hich con stitu te  the  tru e  following 
of Christ.

The testim ony of h e r friends and  the  p ic tu re  she unconsciously 
gives us of herself th rough  h er le tters, reveal an  Edel w ho is jovial 
and  cheerful, an Edel w ith  a b road  m ind and  a  big h eart. H er p re ­
sence com m unicated enthusiasm , h e r tenacity  overcam e all diffi­
culties and  h e r patience was tru ly  a prov iden tia l endow m ent in 
coping w ith  m issionary problem s. H er capacity  fo r w ork  w as u n ­
believable; th is is confirm ed by the w eight of h e r correspondence 
and  by h e r vast m issionary  program m es. She dem anded precision  
and  exactness from  herself. W hen tubercu losis becam e the  one 
unsurm oun tab le  obstacle to  h e r activity, she transfo rm ed  h er m a­
lady in to  a life of in te rio r fo rtitu d e  and  aposto lic reparation .

Edel Quinn w as conscious of h er m ission and  she fulfilled it 
w ith  diligence; she never w asted  tim e and  perfo rm ed  each action 
w ith  g reat care. The following reso lu tions, m ottos of h er aposto- 
late, reveal the firm ness of h e r c h a ra c te r :

« Avoid everything half-done... » .26
« W ork fo r the  day. The sain ts never lost tim e. Live fo r the 

day. Life is m ade up  of days. Why lose a m om ent on the way du­
ring  a  b rie f journey? O ur E te rn ity  is bu ilt on t.ime. Never w aste 
tim e. If  one has given all to  Jesus and  Mary, one has no righ t to 
w aste tim e » .27

« Try to  live as Envoy and  P rae to rian  to  the  fu llest » .28
H er preoccupation  to  be faith fu l to  du ty  led h er alm ost to 

excess in neglecting h er health ; and w h at for h er w as a fa r  g reater 
sacrifice, she readily  abandoned the sw eetness of contem plation  
w hen her conscience called h e r to  ac tiv ity .29

Edel p u t h e r uncom m on n a tu ra l endow m ents a t the  service 
of those su p ern a tu ra l v irtues w hich characterize the  tru e  Christian 
apostle and  legionary.

H er f a i th : th a t p lenitude of fa ith  in  C hrist and  of tru s t in  Our 
Blessed Lady, fo r w hich she asked  daily in the  closing p rayer of 
the  « Catena », fo rm ed the  secret of h e r unw earying activity. Those 
who had  the  privilege of living w ith  h er testify  to the  sup ern a tu ra l 
in stin c t w hich guided her, and  the a tm osphere  of fa ith  in  w hich she 
lived. Cardinal Suenens, her biographer, sees in  E de l’s fa ith  her 
m essage to  th e  apostle of to d ay .30 N othing b u t th is « courageous

26 lb . p. 175.
27 lb . p. 216.28 lb. p. 243.
29 Cf. for example the following phrase from her notes, which reveals her 

attitude towards work and contemplation: « Our duty to work when 
we would sometimes rather be with Him ». Ib. p. 209

30 Cf. all Chapter XXV: « The message of a life» . Ib. pp. 265-271.
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faith, which inspires us to undertake and  carry  out g reat things 
for God » ,31 explains her decision to set ou t fo r d is tan t Africa, her 
hope of reaching even the F ar E ast and  her constan t and exhausting 
activity. She was deeply m oved by the new s of the m issionary ex­
pansion of the Legion in Asia. She felt un ited  w ith  all who from  
afa r helped h er by th e ir prayers and  sacrifices. H er own apostolic 
prayer was th a t of the Our F a th e r: « Thy K ingdom  come! ».

Deep fa ith  was un ited  w ith  su p ern a tu ra l obedience. Edel was 
always conscious of her m ission as « Envoy », and  as such she fu l­
filled perfectly the principal duties of every Legionary, — fidelity 
to the directive norm s of the H andbook, and  obedience to the or­
ders of h er Superiors in D ublin — « head-quarters », as she gra­
ciously styled them . Instead  of yielding to  the easy tem p ta tion  of 
a com prom ise, she held ou t courageously against a veritable ava­
lanche of ob jections on the  p a r t of certa in  m issionaries w ho w an­
ted  to  « adap t » the H andbook. H er action  was prov idential and 
w on success for the Legion in Africa. If she w as un relen ting  w here 
principles w ere concerned, she also knew how  to  ask for advice 
and solve p articu la r  problem s, thereby  p ruden tly  an ticipating  so­
lu tions which F rank  Duff from  Dublin afte rw ard s accep ted w ithout 
hesitation.

E del’s life could no t be lacking in w hat sets the seal to the 
m ission of all g reat apostles, nam ely, the cross. H er ill health  was 
a daily tria l and, a lthough m ost p robably  she did no t w orry  ex­
cessively about m isunderstandings, she did feel alone at tim es, and 
the defection of som e legionaries caused her keen pain.

Such is the  aposto lic figure of Edel, in its b road  outlines, w ith 
its qualities and m ost ou tstanding  virtues. H er w ork  consisted  in 
the setting  up of hundreds of Praesidium s in  Kenya, Uganda, Zan­
zibar, Malawi, Tanganika and  the sland of M auritius; th a t m eant 
the form ation of thousands of legionaries for the aposto late  of 
catechization and evangelization, the visiting of the sick, cu ltu ral 
instruction , the  validation of m arriages, etc. H er m ission was 
th a t of a « p ioneer » of the lay aposto late. To use h e r ow n w ords, 
she had  « to open up the way », tra in  and  organize. Above all, she 
had to  train and th a t rem ains h e r g reatest title  to glory.

Moulder of Apostles
Edel was a bo rn  leader. She was always esteem ed and looked 

u t to by h e r girl friends, w ho recall h e r skill in organizing tennis 
team s and  operettas. F rank  Duff w as quick to  detect h er ex trao r­
d inary qualities and characterized  h e r as « a leader am ong lea­
ders » .32 In  the  ranks of the Legion she w as speedily given the offi­
ces of P resident and  Envoy.

31 Cf. closing prayer of the « Catena »: The Official Handbook ... p. 61.32 Cf. F . D u f f , o . c . p. 3.
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H er principal com m ission was th a t of « leader », w hich m eant 
m uch h ard  w ork in the organizing of groups of m ilitan t laity in 
m issionary countries, the instilling of an  apostolic consciousness 
in newly-converted Christians and  the teaching by w ord and exam ­
ple th a t w om en too have to m ake an active con tribu tion  in the 
spreading of the Gospel.

I t  was no easy task  to  instil these tru th s  in to  the  m inds of 
new com ers to  the Christian faith . The cheerful le tte rs  and  am using 
anecdotes sent to  Dublin by Edel during these years afford us a 
glim pse of h e r colossal achievem ents, no tw ithstand ing  h er decli­
ning health . There w ere grave prob lem s to  be unravelled and  coLint- 
less sm all difficulties to be overcom e; she had  to  try  and  m ake 
herself understood  in  prim itive  dialects and  she had  to  overcom e 
the paralysing m entality  w hich considered w om an as som ething 
despicable w ith  no aposto lic consciousness. To a g reat ex ten t the 
objections and obstacles cam e from  fellow m issionaries, who con­
sidered  native Christians as being incapable of doing Legionary 
w ork. B ut Edel was com pletely victorious, due, no doubt, to  her 
deep faith  and un lim ited  tru s t in O ur Blessed Lady.

W ith an  understanding  w hich is charac teristic  of g reat « pio­
neers », Edel knew  how  to  choose key people in  every group; these 
she tra in ed  and  gave responsibilities, independence and tru s t. Once 
a  group w as on its feet, she herself was quick to  w ithdraw , so as 
to foster autonom y and initiative. However, by m eans of corres­
pondence and visits, she kep t in  touch w ith  th e  various groups, 
inspiring  courage and  solving th e ir  problem s and  difficulties. Un­
der h er com peten t direction , Curias, Com itias and  S enatus ' w ere 
quickly organized in  various countries and, a t the  tim e of h e r death, 
the way was clear in o th e r parts .

Bishops and m issionaries w ere sim ply am azed a t the  zeal of 
th is  Irish  Legionary. They did no t hesita te  to  confess th a t th e ir 
own w ork  w hen com pared w ith  hers was only half done, because 
they did no t have h er aposto lic graces. E del had  the  gift of p e r­
fecting th ings and  she b rou gh t the  new ly-baptized them selves to 
p artic ipa te  in  the aposto lic yearnings and redeem ing asp ira tions 
of the  m issionary Church.

« M oulder of apostles »: we believe th a t th is was th e  d istin c ti­
ve achievem ent of Edel Q uinn and « the great service she rendered  
the Church »; by tra in ing  an  apostolic laity in m ission lands, she 
was reading « the signs of the tim es » and antic ipating  the  doctri­
ne of the  Second V atican Council on the lay aposto late  in m issio­
nary  co u n trie s .33

In  the  light of all th is, the following trib u te  rendered  to her by 
F ran Duff does not seem  too g re a t :

33 Second Vatican Council, Decree « Ad Gentes » on the missionary acti­
vity of the Church n. 21.



4 9 0 P. BENJAMÍN CASTELLANO, O. C. D.

« If building fo r the Church is an  im p o rtan t ingredient of 
sanctity , she possessed it. She now  ranks w ith  the great bu ilders 
of the Church in  Africa. H er organizing has becom e p a r t of the 
fabric  of the  C hurch there, con tribu ting  as well to  its  fu tu re  
grow th and spirit. The m ethods she in troduced  are now stan d ard  
technique for m obilising the  faith fu l and  m aking them  p a r t of the 
active princip le of the  C hurch » .34

Conclusion

The sp irituality  of Edel Q uinn — h er doctrine , life and exam ­
ple — are  em inently  suited  to  the needs of th e  C hurch of today. H er 
popu larity  is fast grow ing am ong the  youth  of Ire land , w ho see in 
h e r the « type » of the  lay sa in t of m odern  tim es, because of h e r im ­
m ersion in the hu m drum  affairs of life during  her early years, h e r 
a rtis tic  and sporting  a ttrac tions, h e r solid C hristocen tric  and  Ma­
rian  piety, her burn ing  love for the  C hurch and  h e r aposto late. 
H er life offers an  answ er to  the apprehensions of ou r Catholic 
laity. In  recen t tim es, m uch has been w ritten  about the  sp irituality  
of the  laity  and  all are anxiously looking fo rw ard  to  a m odel of 
th a t sp irituality , em erging from  the  ranks of the laity them selves 
and receiving the C hurch’s approval.

Seen in  th is light, the figure of Edel Q uinn becom es heroic and 
daily acquires im portance fo r the  Church. H er n a tu ra l endow m ents, 
placed at the  service of souls, the  sanctification of h er social re la­
tions and of her w ork  as typ ist and  h e r  sufferings offered as aposto­
lic expiation are  a  living and  convincing answ er to the  questions 
confronting  the laity. M oreover, h e r w holehearted  ded ication  to  
the w ork of the  aposto late, the persuasive pow er of h er w ords and 
exam ple, the undaun ted  courage she show ed on all occasions and, 
finally, the  m anner in  w hich she harm onized activity  w ith  contem ­
plation  respond to  the earnest yearnings of our lay apostles. Be­
sides, the  specific field of h e r activity, nam ely, the  m issions, the 
exam ple she gives of adap ta tion , and  the  success th a t crow ned 
her w ork am ong the  native laity m arks h e r ou t as a  m odel fo r ca- 
tech ists  especially, w hom  the Church today invites to the  m ission­
ary apostolate.

All th is confers on Edel Quinn th e  ch a rac te r of tim eliness. She 
is tru ly  an « envoy » from  God to His C hurch in  m odern  tim es. 
She belongs to the num ber of those g reat w om en w ho b ring  ho­
no ur to  the  com m unity of the people of God by the  sanctity  of 
th e ir lives, and enrich it by the  abundance of th e ir  charism .

Fr. B e n ja m ín  C a s t e l la n o ,  O. C. D.

34 Cf. S u e n e n s , o. c. pp. 256-257.




