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Vocation … It’s often experienced as an attraction, a desire, 
or a fascination.  Sometimes it brings with it an uneasy sense 
of repugnance or a faint anxiety that one might not achieve 
it or do it well.  Yet, this desire and attraction is often expe-
rienced as tenacious, relentless and both incredibly gentle 
and obnoxiously intrusive in our lives until we pay more at-
tention and begin to pursue it.  Some people discover their 

vocation early in life, others discover it in looking back, in re-reading all that 
has made their lives meaningful.

In this issue you will read about many different vocations – the joys and the 
challenges that make up the stuff of following a path day by day.  The stories 
are inspiring because they tell of the strength of our unique “calls”.  They 
speak of bends in the road, the turns and twists that help one to realize 
that one started down a path that doesn’t quite fit so well and the ability to 
change until one is again on the “better” road.  In contemplating the mystery 
of vocation within the human person, we find ourselves in awe at just how 
well others have responded to the ongoing upward journey of fulfilling the 
demands of their life choices. 

Vocations are discovered, followed and challenged.  Often, many of us at 
some time pause and ask, “What was I thinking?”  Yet, the challenges and 
how we respond to them make us who we are. They force us to go deeper 
into our strengths and vulnerabilities.  The challenges teach us to humbly 
accept our own limitations. The challenges teach us that our vocation, what-
ever it is, needs to be purified and reshaped and most of all our vocation has 
a way of teaching us that we are not the important one in the picture.  

The sense of a vocation is not static.  It stretches us along a road of discovery 
not only to be a spouse, a parent, a nurse, a priest, a sister, a scientist but 
an increasingly better kind of person – to love in a still more generous way.  
Cherishing the sense of vocation is partly our experience, yes, but not just 
ours, but God’s idea as well.  Vocation is an invitation into a deeper relation-
ship with the God who will accompany us as we are and wherever we choose 
to go.
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Letter from the Provincial   Sr. Mary Ellen Moore, SH Letter from the Editor   Sr. Jean Kielty, SH
Most often when one hears the word “vocation,” the first thought is 
a call to the priesthood or religious life, but vocational call is broader.  
As Pope John Paul II said in his September 14, 2000 address from the 
Vatican, “Every life is a vocation, and every believer is invited to co-
operate in the building up of the Church.” God gives each one of us a 
particular mission in life. As we grow and life progresses, God makes 
it known to us, usually in indirect ways, more as an invitation than an 
imposition. Discovering and ultimately following your vocation gives the greatest 
glory and praise to our Creator. It is what we were meant to do.  As I reflect on the 
theme of this issue, Call to Vocation, and the questions for reflection that we posed 
for our contributors, I am awed by their responses. With a range of stories detailing 
the authors’ experiences of being called in some capacity, it is clear that a vocation 
is limited only by one’s abilities and insight. 

Our contributors offer varied perspectives on the meaning of vocation, sharing with 
us their unique ways of responding to their individual calls. One writer put aside her 
“attraction radar,” and allowed herself to “notice the love that already surrounded” 
her, another shares how a narrow perception of the meaning of vocation grew into 
a broader understanding of “following Christ in some capacity,” and others explore 
the vocation of marriage, motherhood and bringing their talents to life through 
academic pursuits. This issue also heralds the arrival of James Jacobsen, the newest 
member of the Voices of Hope publication committee. He interviews his mother 
about her call to foster parenting, seeing the opportunity to touch the lives of 
children waiting to be adopted as being an honor and a blessing. Our theme of 
vocation ends with a wonderful story first printed in the Catholic Herald in Great 
Britain, detailing the life of Sr. Anne de Sousberghe, who may, in fact, be not only 
the oldest living Helper, but the oldest living nun in the world.

This issue also highlights Sr. Mary Therese Harrington and her SPRED colleagues, 
recipients of the prestigious Laetare Award. And in this installment of Helper 
History, Sr. Laetitia Bordes shares 
with us details about the period 
when Helpers first began venturing 
into small community living. Finally, 
we remember Sr. Teresa Cole who 
returned to God since the last issue 
of Voices of Hope. The Society of 
Helpers and the publications team 
hopes that you enjoy this collection 
of reflections on vocation. We invite 
you to take some time to reflect 
on and be grateful for your own 
vocational journey, or whatever 
path(s) you took.
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On May 19, 2013, Father 
James McCarthy, Sister 
Susanne Gallagher and 
Sister Mary Therese 
Harrington were honored 
to accept, on behalf 
of SPRED, the Laetare 
Medal at the University 
of Notre Dame’s 168th 
c o m m e n c e m e n t 
ceremony. 

The Laetare Medal is an 
annual award given by the 

University of Notre Dame in recognition for outstanding service to the  Roman 
Catholic church and society. First awarded in 1883, it is the oldest and most 
prestigious award for American Catholics and is conferred to an individual 
or group “whose genius has ennobled the arts and sciences, illustrated the 
ideals of the church and enriched the heritage of humanity.” 

“Receiving the Laetare award was a complete surprise,” said Harrington.  “It 
was also a surprise when the declaration preceding the award put us in the 
category of New Evangelization. Usually we are in the category of disability 
issues,” she explained. “But as we looked at Pope Francis’ use of the New 
Evangelization phase this is what he seems to mean. To build a poor church, a 
church for the poor, that is the poorest, the weakest, the least important.  At 
last - we had found our place!  We are in a state of awe!”    

Father James McCarthy, of the Archdiocese of Chicago, established SPRED 
(Special Religious Education Development) in 1960.  He worked with 
parents, special educators and catechist volunteers to help residents with 
developmental disabilities and learning problems, and living in group homes 
and state facilities, become integrated into parish assemblies and participate 
more fully in religious life. 

SPRED serves within the Archdiocese of Chicago through collaboration with 
twenty-one agencies that each has multiple housing sites. SPRED catechists 
complete thirty hours of training. Presently, there are 850 active catechists 
working in 136 SPRED Centers in the Archdiocese of Chicago. One catechist 
sponsor plus a leadership team is available for each person with special 
needs. SPRED currently serves 670 persons with developmental disabilities 
and provides resources to 22 dioceses in eight countries.

            Helper Ministry
                                     SPRED Wins Laetare Award

“To be enamored and elated by the beauty of another 
person is a gift and can make one feel so much more alive 
and responsive to others and to God.” - From the vocations 
website for the Trappist community

There was a time when my “attraction radar” was on high alert at all times – 
beginning with Sunday morning mass, continuing through my Monday morning 
commute on the train, then the Tuesday volleyball league, Wednesday night 
bible study, Thursday after work happy hour, and my Saturday afternoon run 
along the lake.  I constantly found myself on the lookout for a potential suitor, 
and if the same handsome man were to appear at two or more of these 
locations, then it was a sure sign that we were meant to be together!  I took 
notice of many people along the way, always trying to read the signs of a 
potential romantic interest.    

Years later, as I embarked on the journey that would take me from a career 
in consultation into a life of ministry, I made a very conscious decision to put 
dating on hold.  At first, this was a very practical decision which I hoped would 
give me more time to focus on my studies.  In reality, the actual number of 
dates was few and far between.  What I really needed was permission to give 
the radar screen a rest!  Unbeknownst to me, that one decision would have 
significant consequences for my life and my future. 

Suddenly free from the pressure I had put on myself to become someone’s 
other half, I began to take notice of the love that already surrounded me.  
I rediscovered my own love of 
prayer, scripture, and spirituality.  
As clients and coworkers learned of 
my decision to pursue a career in 
the church, they offered stories of 
their own faith experiences, many 
of whom I had worked with for years 
without ever broaching the taboo 
subject of religion.  The friendships 
I made in graduate school quickly 
moved beyond the superficial facts of 
life, and we easily exchanged stories 
of the not-so-straight paths that 
brought us to divinity school.  As for 
romantic relationships, my interest 
quickly waned in favor of more 
interesting, meaningful, and intimate 

              Love Exponentially 
                                              by Beth M. Knobbe
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conversations with friends, 
classmates, and prayer 
group. 

What I suspected would be a 
temporary decision evolved 
into a more permanent way 
of being.  I never intended 
to spend my years as 
intentionally single, but the 
call to single life found me 
ready and waiting with an 

open heart.  As I allowed myself to dive into this new reality, I discovered 
a deep fulfillment and joy in this way of life.  I recognized the truth of the 
gospel where it says, “It was not you who chose me, but I who chose you 
– and appointed you to go and bear fruit that will remain.” (John 15:16)  I 
began to see how God delights in me as a single woman, and God continues 
to bless and fulfill my “yes” in response to that call.   

God calls each one of us to a particular vocation.  And that same gospel 
passage continues, “This I command you: Love one another.” (John 15:17)  
God chooses each one of us to fulfill some unmet need for love in the 
world.  Each vocation brings with it a different expression of love.  The more 
I embraced singlehood, the more I recognized the many facets of love in 
my life.  Love is expressed in generous hospitality, through the intimacy of 
prayer, and in compassion for those who struggle.  I experience love within 
friendship, among my students, with my family, and for my goddaughter.  

Something else changed when I embraced the single life as a vocation and not 
merely an extended layover on the way to some more exciting destination.  
Instead of keeping an eye toward external markers of beauty, I notice people’s 
hearts.  I pay attention to sadness and joy.  I recognize confusion and grief.  I 
watch for gratitude and despair.  I’m curious about people’s feelings, and I’m 
far less concerned about whether or not they are noticing me.  

Last semester, at the suggestion of a mutual friend, I invited a handsome 
young missionary to speak to our students.  At the end of the evening, one 
of the girls pulled me aside, “Wow! Did you SEE him?!” Her excitement 
suggested something we both noticed – his deep blue eyes, dark hair, and 
other attractive physical features.

Sure, I saw all of those things.  And although an earlier version of the single 
me would have spent much more time obsessing over this, I  instead found 
myself intrigued by his stories of mission, wrapped up in our conversation 

about ministry, and inspired by the compassion with which he spoke about 
his work with the poor.  Grateful for our brief encounter, I was free to bid him 
farewell, certain that God’s grace was at work in our conversation.  What I 
desired was not a deeper relationship with this one person, but when our 
time together was complete, I found myself more encouraged in my own 
relationship with God.  

When we live out our true vocation, our capacity for love exponentially 
increases.  New parents say, “I never realized I could love one little person so 
much!”  Even in the midst of tragedy, a couple may reflect, “I never imagined 
I could love my spouse more than on our wedding day, and here we are 10, 
15, 20 years later.”  The same is true for those in religious life and the single 
life.  We discover countless ways to share our hearts with others, and we are 
stretched into sacrificial service for those we love. 

As we seek to discover our true vocation in life or to grow in deeper 
commitment within our chosen vocation, I invite you to pay attention to your 
love.  Who are you in love with?  To whom or toward what is your love being 
directed?  How expansive is your love?  And how expensive is your love?  

Love is so much more than warm feelings or heartfelt expressions.  While 
love may delight in beauty, it does not desire to possess or control it.  True 
love multiplies itself – the more we give, the more there is.  Love may cost us 
something, but it leaves us - and those who receive it - free to live more fully 
as God intends.  Ultimately, a vocation based in authentic unconditional love 
draws our hearts closer to God, who is the very source of love itself.

Beth Knobbe lives an intentional single life and writes from her home in 
Chicago.  She earned a Master of Divinity degree from Catholic Theological 
Union, and she currently serves as a campus minister at the Sheil Catholic 
Center at Northwestern University where she coordinates retreats, small 
faith-sharing groups, RCIA, and leads an annual mission trip to Nicaragua. 
Beth is a regular speaker on topics related to spirituality, and she is the author 
of two books – Party of One: Living Single with Faith, Purpose, and Passion 
and Finding My Voice: A Young Woman’s Perspective.  
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An ancient doctor 
in a small clinic in 
Northern California 
asked me to 
take off all of my 
clothes so he could 
complete the several 
page form I had 
handed off to his 

receptionist earlier that afternoon.  
I was uncomfortable, especially 
when he made comments about 
how peculiar some of the questions 
on the form were “This asks if 
you’re flat-footed; I’ve never seen 
a question like this before!” he 
exclaimed as he read through it.  I 
was undergoing this ordeal as an 
application requirement to enter a 
men’s religious congregation.  I was 
a 20-year-old university religious 
studies major, and this seemed 
like an inevitable step in my future 
career of serving God.

Let’s clear up a misconception I had 
at this point in my life - the word 
“vocation” for me meant entering 
a religious community to become 
a priest, brother, or sister.  Sure, 
you could love and serve God as a 
layperson, I’d studied the Vatican II 
documents in class, but that wasn’t 
a vocation really. Religious life was 
the real deal (obviously I hadn’t read 
those Vatican II documents TOO 
closely).  I felt no trepidation about 
entering a religious order to follow 
my “vocation” – it just seemed 
natural and the right thing to do.  
What I grew to discover was that, 

like the doctor visit that I’ve just 
outlined, it was an uncomfortable 
fit.

The unflattering fit began pretty 
early on.  I was accepted into the 
community but decided I would 
finish my college degree, which was 
a goal only two years off, all the 
while staying under the direction 
of a vocation director who lived in 
my city. In one of our meetings, he 
introduced me to a brother from 
the congregation who was visiting 
from another province.  Several days 
after our lunch, I expressed to my 
director that I would like to explore 
a vocation to brotherhood with the 
community (rather than priesthood).  
His answer of, “You will be a good 
priest for us,” was definitive, and I 
kept my mouth shut about it from 
there on out.  During my time 

            Listening and Loving
                                               by Seth J. A. Alexander

associated with this congregation, I 
met many good and holy men, but 
also came to realize that joining 
their ranks was not feeling right.  
This was a hard decision, but I ended 
my relationship with them after two 
years as an associate member.

What was most difficult was the 
feeling that I no longer had a 
vocation.  However, what I didn’t 
realize at the time was that I did 
still have a vocation, just not that 
particular vocation.  But, what other 
vocations were out there? This was 
a confusion that I couldn’t quite 
wrap my mind around.  Despite all 
my discernment and planning out of 
the rest of my life as a religious, I’d 
never really looked at myself.  I didn’t 

really know who I was, so how could 
I figure out how the unique person 
I am and the gifts I have could be 

put to the service of God? After a 
good amount of prayer, advice from 
friends and spiritual directors, and 
just getting to know myself, I came 
to the realization that I had a very 
narrow view of “vocation.”

Vocations aren’t a restrictive 
form that we shoehorn our lives 
into. One’s calling isn’t always as 
dramatic as St. Ignatius’s cannonball 
to the leg or St. Francis’s dream of 
rebuilding the Church. Vocation, 
I’ve discovered, is more in line with 
the way in which Therese of Lisieux 
speaks of the “little way.”  Who we 
are and how we respond to God and 
our fellow human beings everyday 
both in big and small ways is the stuff 
of vocation: it is interacting with the 
world from a posture of love.  So, in 
that sense, figuring out what we are 
called to do as a vocation is always 
open-ended.  In all that we do, 
whether it is living life as a religious 
or working at a grocery store, are we 
listening for God’s voice in our lives 
and responding to that voice?

There’s a passage from Flannery 
O’Connor’s Wise Blood, in which 
Hazel Motes, the protagonist, is 
explained this way:

He saw Jesus move from tree to tree 
in the back of his mind, a wild ragged 
figure motioning him to turn around 
and come off into the dark where he 
might be walking on the water and 
not know it and then suddenly know 
it and drown. 



Motherhood can easily be described as being the most 
terrifying and rewarding vocation a woman can be blessed 
with. The terrifying aspect is easy to understand for any 
first time mother - the constant fear of not being good 
enough is forever present in the back of my mind. Could 
I prepare for my daughter’s arrival in a better way? Am I 
forgetting something she needs? Is working and leaving 
my daughter in the care of others a selfish act? Am I even 
doing any of this right? My mind is constantly bombarded 
with doubting questions of these sorts. 

However, there is one thing I know for certain: being blessed with a daughter 
is the best thing that has ever happened to me. Motherhood is the most 
amazing opportunity that I could have been selected for and it truly is an 
honor to be chosen by God for this vocation. The idea of being chosen makes 
motherhood such a special vocation, because it involves every single aspect 
of your life. It’s a calling to choose to put a little human being first in your life, 
a vow to wake up for 2 a.m. feedings and diaper changes even though sleep 
may be the only thing on your mind. It’s a promise to make this little person 
your number one priority, despite anything else that may be going on in your 
life. It’s one of the most selfless and love-filled acts a woman can take on, and 
that is the beauty of motherhood - it revolves around love.

I feel prepared for this because I have been working with children of all 
ages for the past four years. I have been teaching infants and toddlers at a 

daycare in New Lenox and have learned a great deal through my job. I have 
learned useful skills such as how to feed, diaper, and soothe an infant - not 
to mention the experience I’ve been accumulating in guiding appropriate 
behavior and disciplining a child. Patience surely is a virtue, as all those who 
work with children know all too well.  I’ve always felt drawn to children and 
am nurturing by nature, which led me to pursue my bachelor’s degree from 
Saint Xavier University in Early Childhood Education. I completed my degree 
in 2012 before being blessed with my current vocation. 

I possess a great passion to work with children, I always have and I’m sure I 
always will. Loving and caring for my own child will be a completely different 
experience from anything that I have ever done, but patience and a heart full 
of love can propel a person to accomplish amazing things. 

I am currently seven months pregnant and I have seen the joy my daughter 
has already brought to family and friends, without even making her first 
appearance in the world yet. In two more months, I get to meet my little angel 
and I could not be more excited. We will live and grow together in this crazy 
world. Each day we spend together will be a beautiful learning experience for 
us both. I am about to embark on the most lovely vocation, and I could not be 
happier in this direction that God has guided me. 

Stacy Dahlberg is a 24 year-old alumni of Saint Xavier University with a 
Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education.
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 This illuminates, now, how I understand my vocation.  I am called to follow 
Christ in some capacity, to listen for God’s voice; it can be mysterious, scary, 
or uncertain, but I just have to keep listening.  We all have to keep listening. 
Listening and loving.  

Seth J. A. Alexander is a Ph.D. candidate in the Theology Department of Loyola 
University Chicago. He is currently in the process of writing his dissertation, 
which explores the spirituality of medieval mystics, Hadewijch of Brabant and 
Beatrijs of Nazareth. Seth also serves as a catechist assistant in the Catechesis 
of the Good Shepherd program at St. Teresa of Avila Parish in Lincoln Park, 
Chicago.

            Called to Motherhood
                                                   by Stacy Dahlberg

It’s one of the most selfless and love-filled acts
 a woman can take on, 

and that is the beauty of motherhood 
- it revolves around love.

http://traversingtruth.files.wordpress.com/2010/04/baby-hand-holding-mothers-hand1.jpg
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W h e n 
volunteer 
g r o u p s 
come into 
our home, 
one of the 
first things 

we share with them is our belief 
that each one of us has been 
called here by God for a reason. 
More particularly, we know that 
all of us have been created by 
God with a vocation—a specific 
way in which we will contribute to 
building the Kingdom of God. We 
do not claim to know the reason 
why each person has been called 
to Bethlehem Farm, but we do 
know that each person will learn 
something about their vocation, 
their purpose in life, and who they 
are created to be. As volunteers 
journey through the service-
retreat experience, we ask them 
to take note of the times they 
experience consolation, or joy, 
and the times they experience 
desolation, or despair. St. Ignatius 
referred to this self-reflection as 
the discernment of spirits. He 
developed the Examen for this 
purpose: to reflect regularly upon 
the movements of the Spirit in 
our lives as we discern the will of 
God for our future. 

We can think about our vocations 
in life in two ways. First, are we 
called to the priestly, religious, 

married or single life? Second, 
what will be our primary work 
in the world? That is, in what 
unique way do our talents meet 
the world’s needs?

In looking back at our vocational 
discernment as a couple, several 
thoughts come to mind. Both of 
us were intent on following the 
will of the Spirit in our life’s path. 
When we met at Nazareth Farm 
11 years ago, Eric had already 
spent some time discerning a call 
to religious life, had given up on 
finding a soul mate with whom 
to share the married life, and 
was exploring a call to missionary 
work. Colleen was disheartened 
by a recent dating experience, 
and was questioning if there was 
any man of faith out there for her. 
Although it may sound quaint, 

we deepened our relationship through a series 
of letters written back and forth, both before 
and after we started dating. Letter-writing had 
a couple of qualities that made it valuable in 
vocational discernment. First, when writing, 
we tended to skip the day-to-day trivialities 
and delve deeper into meaningful exchanges 
about our values and faith. Second, we could 
be more intentional about the speed and 
direction of our relationship, because we were 
not distracted by being physically close to each 
other. (There certainly is a place for long walks, 
holding hands, and stargazing together, which 
also spur deep-hearted conversations, but our 
culture often places too much emphasis on the 
physical and not enough on the emotional and 
spiritual journey of the relationship).

When Eric left the staff at Nazareth Farm and 
Colleen prepared to graduate from Loyola, 
each of us continued to discern international 
volunteer work. Eric’s path was directing him to 
Latin America and Colleen’s path was directing 
her to France. A friend of Colleen advised us 
to consider the metaphor of a potted plant 
left in a dark room: the plant might survive 
for an extended period without care, or it 
might shrivel up and die. A person who cared 
deeply that the plant should live would make 
sure to give it enough water and sunlight. In 
the same way, our budding relationship might 
survive two years away from each other, but 
we would more likely grow apart with our 
different experiences and changing circles of 
friends. She suggested that we stay together 
if our relationship was important enough to 
us. We had to pray over that decision, and it 
has blessed the rest of our lives that Colleen 
chose to serve at Nazareth Farm herself, and 

                  On Vocation
                                          by Eric & Colleen Fitts

On its better days, 

our vocational 

journey has been 

marked by openness 

to the will of God, 

an ordering of our 

relationship 

toward our values, 

listening 

to trusted friends, 

learning 

from our parents, 

following 

our hearts 

into new and different 

experiences...
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In June, I was ordained as a Minister of Word and 
Sacrament in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). The 
ordination service was held at the small, rural church 
in western New York where I was raised, confirmed, 
and nurtured for most of my life. Having the service 
at my home church was particularly meaningful as 
this was the place that I first felt called to ordained 
ministry. 

Although I did not have the theological vocabulary of vocation while I was 
growing up, what I did have was a community of people who recognized, 
affirmed, and encouraged me as I sought to discover how my gifts, talents, 
and passions could serve God, the church, and the world. At the service, 
surrounded by members of my local church and larger denomination, I was 
reminded that the process of discerning my vocation has not been done in 
isolation, but in community, and that this process is just beginning.

When I was twelve years old, I was first called to become an ordained minister.  
It was Communion Sunday at the small, rural church where my family attended 
and, like the first Sunday of every month, the minister led the congregation in 
a shared meal of remembrance.  However, on this Sunday, when the minister 
took the bread in her hands, blessed, broke, and gave it, saying, “This is the 
body of Christ,” I felt the Holy Spirit move in the church and stir deep inside 
of me.  At the end of the liturgy, as I joined the congregation in saying The 
Lord’s Prayer, I experienced a sense of wholeness and purpose as I heard, 
for the first time, God calling me to participate in God’s mission of love and 
reconciliation in the world through ordained ministry. Despite my epiphany 
in church, however,  this call to ministry soon became muffled among other 
calls and interests throughout high school, including teaching, social work, 
and law. 

In 2006, I arrived at Macalester College.  Inside the classroom, I was 
considering law school.  But outside of the classroom, I was involved—and 
eventually immersed—in Macalester’s Center for Religious and Spiritual 
Life (CRSL).  Through participation in Vespers services and covenant groups 
at the CRSL, I quickly found a community unlike any I had ever experienced 
before.  Surrounded by other students who wrestled with issues of doubt, 
brokenness, and God’s presence, love, and grace; supported by chaplains 
who encouraged me to live more deeply into my joys and fears; and invited 
to explore the caverns of the Christian faith in multifaith settings, I was 
challenged not to be a “better” or “stronger” Christian, but rather to be more 
vulnerable in my faith.  

In my junior year, I began to intentionally discern my call to ministry. 
With the support of the college’s chaplains and in a community of other 
students, I began to explore how my gifts of intentional listening and group 

           To Live, to Work, to Serve
                                                      by Kristin E. Riegel

Eric chose to work 2 hours away 
at Wheeling Jesuit University. In a 
sense, the vocational discernment 
of our mode of life (marriage) 
has also directed the vocational 
discernment of our primary work 
in the world (Bethlehem Farm). 
Our choice to stay together 
and get married led us into a 
conversation on a cold January 
night, around a dining room table 
at Nazareth Farm, about what 
“another Farm” might look like. 

On its better days, our vocational 
journey has been marked by 
openness to the will of God, 
an ordering of our relationship 
toward our values, listening to 
trusted friends, learning from our 

parents, following our hearts into 
new and different experiences, 
and taking note through 
consolation and desolation of 
where the Spirit is nudging us.

This article was reprinted with 
permission from the Bethlehem 
Farm newsletter, Field of Treasure. 
Bethlehem Farm is a Catholic 
community in Appalachia that 
transforms lives through service 
with the local community and the 
teaching of sustainable practices. We 
invite volunteers to join us in living 
the Gospel cornerstones of service, 
prayer, simplicity, and community. 
Learn more about Bethlehem Farm 
at bethlehemfarm.net.



sight of why I was in school and more importantly, who had called me to be 
there. Triple booking my schedule, rushing from place to place, and leaving 
dishes overflowing in my sink, much to the dismay of my roommates, became 
the norm. It was during these times, when I was most consumed by my to-do 
list of papers to write, meetings to run, and people to visit, that worshipping 
God with the McCormick community on Wednesdays and other communities 
on Sundays, making time for friendships with different classmates, and 
reading the Bible became most crucial, reminding me who Christ is, and that 
my vocation was not only what God was calling me to do, but also how God 
was calling me to live in the world.

Now graduated and ordained, I realize that the process of discerning my 
vocation is just beginning, rather than ending. The opportunity to discern 
my call to ordained ministry as a Teaching Elder in the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) in and with many different communities has been a wonderful 
blessing, but the work is not over. The questions of who Christ is, who I am, 
and how am I being called to serve God and the world continue to be real, 
living, and incredibly life-giving questions. As I begin serving as a full-time 
pastor, I am both humbled and excited to see how God will continue to lead, 
shape, and transform me as I continue this process of discovering how God is 
calling me to live, work, and serve.

Kristin Riegel is a Teaching Elder in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and serves 
as a Resident Minister at The First Presbyterian Church of Ann Arbor in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. She enjoys reading, hiking, and creating mixed media art. 
In her free time, you can find her at a local coffee shop or enjoying the great 
outdoors.
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facilitation and passions for community building 
and writing could best be used to meet the 
needs of the world. While serving on the 
Macalester Multifaith Council, as a co-chair of 
MacProtestants, and participating in multiple 
vocational exploration programs, I began to feel 
my spirit come alive and to hear God’s voice 
calling me not to law school, but to seminary. 
Heeding this call, after graduating in May 2010, I 
headed to Chicago.

In September 2010, I began the Master of Divinity 
program at McCormick Theological Seminary. 
At McCormick, my knowledge of Christianity 
was broadened and deepened as I learned 
about early Christian history, the richness of 
the Reformed Tradition, and the distinctive 
gifts and challenges of being the church in the 
21st century. In addition to learning about what 
it meant to be Reformed and Presbyterian, 
I learned about what it meant to be Baptist, 
Pentecostal, and Non-Denominational, as I 
studied and worshipped alongside pastors from 
as far away as South Korea to near as the south 
side of Chicago. 

Every class and worship service was an 
opportunity to engage in ecumenical dialogue, 
to build relationships across racial-ethnic and 
theological lines, and to grow together as 
the body of Christ. At McCormick, I began to 
recognize my gifts for writing, teaching, and 
working cross-culturally through my experiences 
of serving as a learning partner to international 
students, working as an educational assistant 
for multiple courses, and interning as a student 
pastor at Grace Commons, a PC (USA) missional 
faith community in Chicago.  

At McCormick, aspects of my faith deepened as 
I learned more about the Bible, theology, and 
ministry. However, in the midst of preparing to 
answer God’s call, I found myself at times losing 

... what I did have 

was a community 

of people 

who recognized, 

affirmed, 

and encouraged me as 

I sought 

to discover how 

my gifts, talents, 

and passions 

could serve God, 

the church, 

and the world.
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We lived in the St. Thomas More parish on the South Side of Chicago, around 
83rd and California.  At first, it was just my older sister Jenny and me. Then 
we made way for my second sister Caitlin, and then along came my third 
sister Elizabeth. One memorable night at dinner, my parents said, “We’ve got 
something to tell you.” All of us kids said, “You’re having a baby!” 

That’s when my wish came true - Jack, a brother ( I could finally get bunk beds). 
There are five Jacobsen kids, so growing up in my house as a young boy I was 
always around babies. Not kids, so to speak, but actual tiny babies. When I 
was between the ages of 7 and 12, my parents began fostering babies through 
Catholic Charities. There was no government support; it was all conducted on 
a volunteer basis.

Our family fostered a total of 5 babies and, for a short time, we had 3 year-old 
Maria. Growing up around these babies was such a blessing. I got to experience 
so many life lessons of care and will hopefully pass on a few of my own. I sat 
down with my mother to discuss some of the highlights of being a foster parent.

James:  How did you get involved in being a foster parent?

Janice:  We loved having babies in the house! A friend of the family from 
St. Thomas More pointed us in the right direction. It was “temporary care,” 
which meant we cared for newborns waiting to be adopted.

James:  How many years were we a foster family?

Janice:  I think it was about 5 years.

James:  What was rewarding about this experience?

Janice:  It was such an honor being trusted to love and care for a baby waiting 
for a forever family. Then meeting the families and seeing them meet their 
new baby was such an awesome experience.

James:  Can you give me a brief overview of that time in our lives?

Janice:  It was such a blessing to those babies even for a short time. You kids 
were helpful and loving to those babies. Even our dog Gertie would wait ‘til 
we told her she could see the baby. She would lick their little feet. We would 
take pictures and make a little book for the new parents with pictures of our 
home and family. It was a great experience all around.

James:  Do you recommend this service for other families?

Janice:  Absolutely! It was very rewarding for our whole family.

Catholic Charities has been facilitating foster care for more than 80 years. To 
learn more about becoming a foster family, contact your local Catholic Charities 
or visit  www.catholiccharitiesusa.org.

                       En Route to a Forever Home: An Interview 
                                                                                            by James Jacobsen
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I am a feminist liberation theologian and understand my 
vocation to be teaching and constructing theology that 
is accountable to marginalized women. I experience my 
academic theological work as a sacred calling and this 
conviction has pulled me through many grueling years 
of education.  I have had to remind myself time and 
again that when Jesus called the disciples he made no 
promise that it would be easy, only that it would be life-giving. 

My mother is a United Methodist minister and my dad, now a college 
administrator, was a Roman Catholic campus minister for most of my 
childhood. My siblings and I were raised in both churches.  From early on, 
I understood our ecumenism as two ways of celebrating the same God. 
The plurality of my family’s faith showed me that there were many ways to 
understand and experience the divine. I grew up surrounded by theological 
conversation and with parents of deep faith who cultivated in us an ability to 
see the sacred in our midst.

When I was seventeen, I went on a volunteer trip to Appalachia Kentucky 
with my dad and other students from Allegheny College.  My dad led this 
trip annually, working with a Glen Mary mission church to serve one of the 
poorest communities in Appalachia. During this week, we celebrated mass 
outside on the mountain, visited and worked with people in the community, 

Each week, I listen 
to my pastor's peti-
tions for vocations 
to the priesthood 
and religious life.  
For quite a while, 
this summed up 

my knowledge of vocation. Thankful-
ly, my understanding has evolved and 
broadened. 

The Webster’s dictionary I have de-
fines vocation as "a summons or 
strong inclination to a particular state 
or course of action." This isn't a bad 
description. It's better than I expect-
ed from Webster. Still, as my personal 
definition of vocation was forming, I 
struggled to figure out how jobs, min-
istries and work fit into it all.

A much better and more complete 
understanding came to me through 

considering my mother's life. My 
mom's vocation in life has ALWAYS 
been that of motherhood. For so 
many reasons - not just by the default 
of having children - her vocation is 
undeniable and overwhelmingly obvi-
ous. It is a perfect, though sometimes 
difficult, fit. As I surveyed her life and 
all the different roles she filled, jobs 
she held, work she did and ministries 
she started or participated in, I came 
to see it all as a journey, a path.

Now, as I ponder my own vocation(s), 
I see it even more clearly as a journey, 
a dedication to a path.     The voca-
tion is the same path, but the scenery 
changes based on gifts and needs. I 
can see now that it isn't about mak-
ing a single decision to be a nurse or 
a missionary, dedicating myself to the 
work of the Church or taking a specific 
job. Ultimately, discerning my voca-
tion was the decision to give myself 

             Calling Us Forward
                                              by Carolyn Roncolato

to God's purpose. To me, it means 
to start a path no matter how unex-
pected and ever-changing the jour-
ney - my jobs, positions, ministries 
and geography simply make up the 
changing vista along my path. They 
make up the view from my vocation.

I thought that discerning my vocation 
would fulfill me. I thought the gaps in 
my life would close. Apparently, this 
is not how it works. Contrary to my 
hopes, I do not feel that I have arrived 

at my destination; I do not feel that I 
have attained some sort of spiritual 
enlightenment. Instead, my desire 
for God has intensified to something 
I did not understand before. I feel a 
hunger, a longing for God that burns 
more deeply than ever before.

Leah lives in southern Illinois.  She 
currently works as an acute care 
nurse for a small group of rural hos-
pitals that are part of Southern Illi-
nois Healthcare.

            An Ever-changing Journey
                                                       by Leah Bechtel



21 22

and hosted revivals at our camp. This experience 
touched me profoundly, awakened a depth within 
me I did not know I had, and altered the trajectory 
of my life. For the first time I tasted the kingdom 
of God and I hungered for more of this experience. 
During this week, I experienced a concrete sense 
of God among both the students on the hill and in 
the Appalachian community. Fifteen years later, I 
still go on this trip, now as a leader.  My experience 
in Appalachia Kentucky has fundamentally shaped 
both who I am as a person and my theology. 

My vocation was (and continues to be) called 
forth by guides along the way who identified and 
affirmed in me gifts I did not know I had.  When I 
was a freshman in college, I took my first theology 
course, in which I studied liberation theology, 
feminist theology, black theology, and process 
theology.  I loved it and I was good at it.  Studying 
theology felt like walking into something I was 
made for. This class validated and encouraged 
questions about God that I had for a long time. It 
offered me alternate models for thinking about 
the divine, the world, church, evil, and justice. I 
took more theology courses, and through both 
the academic work and my ongoing experience in 
Kentucky, I felt a strong conviction that I wanted 
to spend my life in pursuit of and in service to the 
divine. 

My feminist consciousness was awakened in 
the same moment as my interest in theology. 
I have long been committed to investigating 
the patriarchy of Christianity and to looking for 
alternative liberating theologies for women. This 
interest guided me to work with victim/survivors 
of domestic and sexual violence. I worked for two 
years in agencies that serve domestic and sexual 
violence victims. I observed the ways religion was 
used to condone violence against women, often 
employed as justification for remaining in abusive 
situations. But, I also saw that religion helped 
women get out of abusive situations, was a source 

of strength and hope, and was a critical component in their own search for 
healing and liberation. My awareness of the power of theology to be used for 
harm or good confirmed my call to study, teach, and engage it.   

Though I loved advocacy work and found work with domestic and sexual 
violence victim/survivors to be very important, I could not turn off my 
theological mind. I knew I could only do academic theology if it was committed 
to real women and concrete issues of injustice. As such, I wanted to study 
at a school that encouraged academic work that is engaged in the world. 
This brought me to Chicago Theological Seminary (CTS) to study feminist and 
womanist theology with Laurel Schneider. 

In 2004, my husband and I moved to Chicago and I began a master’s degree 
at CTS.  In 2006, I graduated, and after much discernment, I decided to 
stay at CTS and get my PhD.  The PhD is a long, ridiculous and exhausting 
process and there have been many moments along the way in which I have 
seriously doubted my call. I have often wished for a different vocation, finding 
this process too hard and exhausting.  As a result of these questions, I had 
moments of very difficult discernment.  Yet, time and again, I had the deep 
conviction that to give up theology would be to give up a deep part of myself. 

I continue to go to Kentucky every year and am writing my dissertation on 
my relationship to women in this community. Drawing from this experience, 
I construct methods for academic feminist theology to be more accountable 
to women living in poverty. My call has been cultivated among the poor and 
oppressed and my theology remains accountable to these communities of 

I have often wished 

for a different vocation, 

finding this process

 too hard and exhausting. 

As a result 

of these questions, 

I had moments of very

difficult discernment.  

Yet, time and again, 

I had the deep 

conviction that to 

give up theology 

would be to give up 

a deep part of myself.
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people. I am a feminist liberation theologian, committed to the work of justice.  
I understand my vocation to be both academic theology and also activist work 
for justice. At times it takes some creativity to be both of these things but 
nevertheless, it is my conviction that they are fundamentally connected.

 My understanding of vocation is rooted in my theology. I believe that God is 
profoundly present to our concrete world and that God knows and loves both 
our gifts and our struggles. This God pays attention to us as we change, and in 
calling us forward, takes account of our ongoing development. It is my belief 
and my experience that we do not get only one call and we are not called 
only once. God will continue to beckon to us until we hear what we need to.  
And when our lives change, God will accompany us out of the old and into a 
new story. 

Originally from northwest Pennsylvania, Carolyn Roncolato now lives in the 
neighborhood of Hyde Park in Chicago with her husband. She is a PhD student 
in theology at Chicago Theological Seminary and is planning to graduate May 
2014.  Carolyn is an adjunct professor at CTS and is looking for a full time 
faculty position in religious studies, gender studies, or philosophy.

Discovering Life Fulfillment
                                            by Sr. Dominga Maria Zapata, SH

For too long, 
the concept of 
vocation was 
limited to priestly 
and consecrated 
life.  This may have 
prevented believers 
from seeking their 

own vocation, seeing their lives 
as inferior.  I felt this as I began to 
consider religious life, feeling that 
such a vocation was for special and 
holy people.  In recent decades, 
more effort has been made to 
restore the culture of vocation by 
which all encouraged to discover and 
follow their own call in life that will 
lead each to a life of holiness, which 
helped broaden my own concept of 

my personal vocation. I see Christian 
vocation as a relationship with God 
through relationships with one 
another in the concreteness of life 
and a life fulfillment for everyone.

OWN DISCOVERY

The path to discovering one’s 
vocation marks one’s life journey.  I 
did not have many opportunities 
to participate in the fullness of the 
Catholic faith while growing up 
in Puerto Rico.  Then, as a young 
immigrant, I was invited to take part 
in a parish mission. This experience 
turned my life upside down.  My 
previous goal in life was to become 
a successful professional in order to 
help the rest of my family, who would 
not have the same opportunities.

I soon discovered the reason why 
I had left my family, country and 
friends. Discovering my relationship 
with God led to the discovery that 
my life had a bigger purpose than 
making money and being successful.  
My leadership gifts became evident 
and my experience during the 
mission had brought about a new 
dimension of faith and guided the 
process of conversion in my daily 
life.  I knew from the beginning of 
this process that everything that was 
happening in my life was the gift of a 
God who loved me and was guiding 
me to greater happiness.  This active 
presence of God has been part of 
my life since that initial call to follow 
Christ at the service of others.

 The greater my involvement with 
serving the needs of others, the 
greater my awareness of God’s 
purpose in my life.  I had discovered 
that my greatest joy in life was 
to share with others God’s active 
presence in life.  I had deeply 
experienced this liberating gift in my 

own life and was able to see how 
important God could be in the lives 
of the young people with whom I 
shared life.  The mission experience 
and the reality of the life in which I 
found myself at that moment came 
together in my decision to explore 
my vocation in religious life.  

PARTICIPATION IN THE FAITH 
COMMUNITY

The first gift of my conversion was 
discovering the faith community of 
the Church.  My vocation was not 
merely for my personal benefit and 
holiness but rather it was part of the 
faith community to which I belong.  
Growing up in a large family may 
have been the root of appreciating 
the communal dimension of faith.  
This community offered me various 
means to clarify and nurture my 
personal vocation: Eucharist, prayer 
life, spiritual accompaniment, 
reading the life of saints, mentors 
and concrete means of service to 
others.  All of this led to my decision 
to live my personal through religious 
life.
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Another dimension of the faith 
community was the variety of gifts 
and charisms within the Church.  The 
search inspired me to know more 
about myself in order to become the 
actualized “self” God had created.  
This discernment was a real challenge.  
The Vatican Council II helped me to 
face the challenge of enculturation.  
When I decided to become a Helper, 
I had to face the challenge of culture, 
specifically language, social and 
religious traditions and personalities.  
For me, it was not only the general 
culture, but also the religious culture 
of the Helpers and my own Hispanic 
Caribbean culture.   The challenge 
of integration has followed me 
throughout life both within the 
community living and the ministry.  
Every time the context of life changes, 
the challenge presents itself anew!  

The core of my relationship to God 
and to others may remain, but 
questions of how to live change 
within each circumstance of life.  
Living my vocation, therefore, is not a 
static reality but a constant challenge 
of listening to God’s guidance in and 
through the faith community as well 
as the ongoing effort to know myself 
while continuing to respond to 
change and growth.  It seems as if I 
have to discover the fulfillment of my 
vocation each day. In the spirit of St. 
Paul, “I have not yet reached my goal, 
and I am not perfect.  But Christ has 
taken hold of me.” (Philippians 3:12)

I have lived my vocation within the 
concrete relationships that make 
up my life: family, Helpers, friends, 

people in ministry, relationships 
both local and global.  All of these 
relationships determine and shape 
how I live my vocation within 
religious life.  Every aspect of life is 
perhaps what makes each vocation 
so unique to each individual.  

THROWING THE NET 
TO THE OTHER SIDE

Living my vocation within the context 
of the faith community requires a 
readiness to go “to the other side.”  
During the initial stage of formation, I 
was sent to teach catechesis to small 
children.  I made the effort but I had 
to admit that I did not have a natural 
gift for it.  It prepared me for a future 
that would require more trust in 
Divine Providence and honesty with 
myself and my supervisors.   

My first official ministry was in an 
Archdiocesan Office of Religious 
Education, responsible for Hispanic 
children’s catechesis.  I had to find a 
balance between doing what I was 
asked to do and what the community 

needed.  By then, I knew better what 
I was capable of doing and what my 
limitations were.  Again, I had to 
admit that serving children was not 
the gift through which I could best 
serve others.  “Throwing the net to 
the other side” required much honest 
discernment so as not to stay within 
the comfort zone of my desires.  

Another  challenge is the uncertainty 
of life.  Yes, I have doubted whether 
or not religious life is how I can best 
live out my vocation.  My doubts 
came primarily at a time when many 
of my good friends left the Helpers.  
Although I wondered if I should do 
the same, at the same time I have 
never doubted that the Helpers are 
where I could best live my vocation.  
I was sure that if God did not want 
me in religious life any longer, God 
would make it very clear, and I would 
happily live my vocation in a different 
way.  I have felt that God holds me 
more than I could ever hold God. I 
am convinced that the how of the 
living out one’s vocation changes but 

the inner call is what grounds me.  
Since I made my first commitment 
as a Helper in 1965, the world, 
the Church and the Helpers have 
changed drastically.  So have I!  The 
initial invitation of faith continues to 
make it possible to fit in a changing 
world where long commitments are 
not considered a possibility for many.  

My vocation is a witness that it is 
indeed a life fulfillment.  Giving and 
receiving is central to any vocation.  
The measure of life fulfillment may 
depend on how unconditional the 
giving and the receiving are.  As for 
me, there is no greater life fulfillment 
than to discover one’s vocation as it 
is lived out throughout the journey 
of one’s life.  “Even before I was born, 
the Lord God chose me to serve Him 
and to lead back the people of Israel” 
(Isaiah 49:1), and therefore, I live my 
vocation in the hope of reaching the 
end, “Come and receive the kingdom 
that was prepared for you before 
the world was created.”  (Matthew 
25:34)     



Peter Stanford meets Sister 
Anne, who went to art college 
aged 94 and now, at 108, may be 
the oldest nun in the world.

The Guinness Book of Records 
isn’t much use in this particular 
instance. It lists only the oldest 
surviving nun ever: Sister Anne 
Samson of Canada who died in 
2004 at the age of 113. In June, 
when Spanish Cistercian Sister 
Teresita Barajuen passed away, 
aged 105, she was hailed as the 
world’s longest-lived enclosed 
sister. And she was followed 
to her eternal reward shortly 
afterwards by Sister Madeleine 
Lawrence, an Australian Sister of 
Mercy, at 110.

All of which potentially (but not 
conclusively) means that British-

based Sister Anne de Clerque- Wissocq de Sousberghe – known for half of 
her long life as a member of the Society of the Helpers of the Holy Souls 
simply as Sister Romain – is, at 108, now the world’s oldest nun.

 “So I am the senior Sister?” she asks with a girlish giggle when I tell her. Her 
big blue eyes, undimmed by the years, open wider still. She’s quite taken by 
the thought – as you would be.

Though she carried on working late into her 80s, and was a student at 
Kingsway Art College when 94, for the past few years Sister Anne has been 
living in a Catholic retirement home in northwest London. Her walking is 
good, but slow. Her hearing is fine, too, but her greatest trial – “my penance,” 
she says – is that her eyesight is no longer good enough for her to read. “How 
I miss it,” she laments.

But Sister Anne is not one to dwell on regrets and infirmity. When I ask 
her (inevitably) for the secret of a long life, she replies without even a 
beat: “optimism.” And she continues to look forwards and tells me of her 
excitement, for example, about the advent of Pope Francis. She likes what 
she has heard about him, she says. He is a Jesuit, she notes, and her beloved 
brother and only sibling – who lived to 102 – was a Jesuit too.
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I wasn’t radical. I was revolutionary
                                                          The Catholic Herald August 2, 2013

In this warm-hearted and calm nursing home, where residents include a 
significant number of retired priests and nuns, and the atmosphere has a 
gentle spiritual charge, Sister Anne spends much of her time with two other 
member of her order who live there. Sister Marian (“make sure you spell it in 
the English way”) Limbrick, a mere stripling at 90, is with us today.

“We are a community,” Sister Anne says, nodding at Sister Marian. “We talk 
to each other. Community is a very important structure. It’s creative. We 
forget that too often now when we talk always of the individual.”

This community is expanded today by the presence of Sister Elaine Kelly, at 
73 one of the youngest members of the province, who visits regularly. Sitting 
with these three wise women affords a rare opportunity to hear about our 
Church’s history at first hand. “I think women are often closer to the people,” 
Sister Anne confides.

She was born in Brussels in 1904 into a devout, well-to-do family. “My 
brother, Leon, and I grew up in a very cultured atmosphere,” she recalls. “My 
parents surrounded themselves with artists, lecturers and intellectuals.”

There is a black-and-white picture of her mother behind her on a shelf.

As a young girl, she can remember the First World War, the invasion of her 
country by the Germans, and escaping, first to a school in La Rochelle in 
France, and later to Jersey. Her father, meanwhile, went to what was still 
then the Belgian Congo.

When did she first hear the call to religious life? “I hated the idea,” she comes 
straight back by way of response. Despite her great age, Sister Anne is not 
one to offer a rose-tinted view when looking back over her many decades. “I 
had a life before, you see, and a lovely boyfriend.” 
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First, she went to art college and studied sculpture. Later on, she points out 
a Picasso print on her wall above her bed. “That is from his Blue Period,” she 
explains. “I like the way it expresses how we have to wait for answers.”

That early love of art has never deserted her. 
On the table in front of us is a beautiful vase 
she made – two complementary rounded 
sections, joined into one, in contrasting 
colours. “It looks different from every angle,” 
she says. 

And Sister Marian recalls how, when the 
order had its main London base at Holy 
Rood House on Gloucester Avenue, between 
Regents Park and the busy Irish parish of Our 
Lady of Hal in Camden, where they served, 
Sister Anne got out her paintbrushes to 
transform the blank brick wall that faced on 
to their basement kitchen and transformed it 
into a bright, inspiring Picasso-inspired mural 
of a child and a dove.

But we are skipping ahead. “As a young woman,” Sister Anne recalls, “I was 
always interested in advanced ideas, but I knew that God was waiting for me. 
I felt drawn to my order because of its missionary work and because it too 
was very open to new ideas. I was part of a group of students who gathered 
to study new ways for the Church to work in different countries around the 
world.”

She was 25 when she finally decided that God could wait no longer. She joined 
the Society of the Helpers of the Holy Souls, founded in France in 1856 by 
Blessed Eugenie Smet. Its members dedicated themselves to the poor but, in 
advance of the times, the approach was to go out where those in need lived 
and help them in whatever way was required, rather than wait for them to 
come to a school, hospital or convent. So Sister Marian, for example, spent 
some time as a qualified health visitor.

Sister Anne’s most significant work was in catechetics, with children, parents, 
teachers, sisters, seminarians and priests. She trained at Louvain University 
and in 1965 published a bestselling guide called Tell My People, celebrated in 

its time for the radical approach it advocated, deeply imbued with the spirit 
of the Second Vatican Council.

“I wasn’t radical,” Sister Anne corrects me with a chuckle. “I was revolutionary. 
I changed the way religion was taught.”

Sister Elaine recalls recently meeting Fr. Christopher Jamison, former Abbot 
of Worth, broadcaster and now director of the National Office for Vocation. 
“When I mentioned Sister Romain’s name, he just lit up. ‘The monks in Worth 
will never forget her,’ he told me. ‘She organised a liturgy in our abbey church 
and she had people going outside to pick daffodils and then dancing around 
the pews.’” 

Sister Anne/Romain’s expertise in transforming liturgy and catechetics was 
sought by seminaries, parishes, schools and – its former premises only 
five minutes away down the road from the nursing home – at the Grail, a 
community of dedicated lay Catholic women. “Oh yes, I went there,” says 
Sister Anne, “but I’m afraid I can’t remember what I did there.”

Old age, perhaps, but also that there are so many memories in there to 
rummage through. What is so curious talking to Sister Anne is the realization 
that while down in London in her heyday she was promoting a new, more 
open method to teaching youngsters and adults the faith, up near Liverpool 
at exactly the same time I was labouring away in my Christian Brothers’ school 
through the Penny Catechism.

“I didn’t like those questions and answers,” she replies when I share the 
thought. Neither did I. “You have to get children first to think about what 
they are feeling,” she continues. “Putting that into words that they learn is 
the last thing you do. In my book Tell My People, it had to be about what was 
inside people, not what was on the outside. Children believe in the invisible. 
In adults that belief in the invisible has been killed off.”

So how was her “revolutionary” message received, even in the heady days 
after the Council? “God wants a Church,” she replies simply, “so he picks 
someone, puts them there, and tells them to get on with it. That is what I 
did.”

She seems to be saying that she was not to be deflected. Some of her closest 
collaborators were the leading lights of liberal British Catholicism in the 
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       Helper History: A New Venture 
       Small Communities in California   by Laetitia Bordes

As California’s population boomed in the 60s, many new parishes were 
established to serve the growing population.  With more and more 
Catholic children attending public schools, there was a need to address 
the quality of religious education.  Because there were far fewer reli-
gious communities in the West than there were in the East and Mid-
west, the laity played a vital role in religious education conducted un-
der the auspices of the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine -- CCD.  CCD 
programs needed to be organized in newly erected parishes and lay 
catechists had to be trained.

Orange

In the 1960s, the Archdiocese of Los Angeles still conducted the reli-
gious education of children in public schools through the “release time” 
program.  Under this program, children could be released from their 
classes once a week for a 45-minute period to receive religious instruc-
tion.  The instruction, however, had to take place outside the prem-
ises of the public school.   At that time, the Archdiocese of Los Angeles 
included all of Orange County, and the archdiocesan CCD Office was 
faced with the challenge of providing religious instruction to thousands 
of children throughout that vast region. The Director of the Confrater-
nity made an appeal to the Helpers to work full time in religious educa-
tion in Orange County. The 
Helpers responded in 1964, 
and the Archdiocese rented 
a small house for four Help-
ers in Costa Mesa. They 
remained there until more 
permanent housing was 
ready for them in Orange 
the following year.

During their time in Or-
ange County, the Helpers 
felt like missionaries  when, 
every morning, they would 
pack  the trunk of their cars 

immediate post-Vatican Council days, men such as Fathers Charles Davis and 
Hubert Richards, both of whom were later to leave the priesthood.

And she was part, too, of that radical but doomed experiment of Corpus 
Christi, a national catechetical centre set up by Cardinal Heenan in 1965 
under Richards’s leadership, but later closed because it was judged to have 
gone too far.

Sister Anne, though, stayed, and stayed true to the new approach, though 
she was always careful to work in harmony with the hierarchy. She was at 
one stage a member of the bishops’ conference social welfare commission. 
“I wouldn’t call myself a teacher,” she reflects, “because I don’t like the idea 
of imposing anything on anyone. That’s why I always tried to start with the 
parents. I made the parents listen to their children. Once I put a beautiful 
picture in front of the children. Then I made them come in, in silence, sit 
down, keep silence, and just look. I wanted them to understand the difference 
between seeing and looking. One is simply to note that the picture is there, 
the other is to try and understand how that picture touches you. Children 
are much better at the second. I remember once, after doing this with some 
children, one of them came back to me several days later with a picture of 
an apple. ‘I’ve been looking at this apple, ’she said to me, ‘and I have seen so 
many things’. There’s an exterior and an interior. For faith, you have to get to 
the interior.”

Her passion for her subject burns bright in her face, animated and lively. 
And she remains so eager to impart her knowledge and the accumulated 
experience of her many years.

“Will you write about this?” she asks me at the end of our time together. 
“That way I might still have an apostolate.” 

How could I say no?
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with  wares of easels, vi-
sual aids, paper and pen-
cils, and set off for Tus-
tin, Anaheim, Santa Ana, 
Orange, and Costa Mesa. 
They would drive from one 
public school to another, 
gather the children from 
that school, and walk them 
across the street or down 
the block to the garage or 
back yard of a local Catho-
lic resident where the re-
ligious instruction would 

take place under a tree or on a bench. The catechist had to report to 
the school, gather the children, walk them to the “classroom” and  walk 
them back to school, all in the allotted 45 minutes. Then the Helper 
would pack her wares, load them into the trunk, and head for another 
city.  This was the daily routine that brought minimum religious instruc-
tion to hundreds of children each week.   

Fortunately, “release time” was withdrawn in the 70s, and children re-
ceived religious instruction in their parishes. Besides this catechetical 
“merry-go-round,” the Helpers trained lay catechists and provided reli-
gious instruction to teens at the Tustin Marine Base and in several par-
ishes.  In the summer, they organized Bible Schools.  When the Helpers 
moved away from Orange County, they left behind a good number of 
well-trained catechists to carry on the important ministry of religious 
education.

Mater Dolorosa

New housing developments just eight miles south of San Francisco 
brought in hundreds of families to an area surrounded by foothills, 
greenery, farmland, and orchards. A new parish was erected in the city 
of South San Francisco in 1960.  There was no church and no Catholic 
school when the Helpers were asked to address the need of religious 

instruction for 1,200 children.  Sister Helen McDonald, a Helper from 
Great Britain, who had succeeded in establishing a “school of religion” 
when she was interned in a German concentration camp in France dur-
ing World War II, jumped at the chance of getting something started 
from scratch.  She was indeed the pioneer of Mater Dolorosa parish.  
She began by visiting families, getting volunteers to teach (no problem, 
their training would come later), organizing meetings and setting up 
teaching areas.  The program was flourishing by the time Helen re-
turned to her British province, and more Helpers were needed to re-
place her. 

In 1967, it was decided to set up a small community in Mater Dolorosa.  
This would be a new experiment for the San Francisco community. The 
Helpers now working there saw the advantages for their apostolic ser-
vice to the people of living in the parish rather than commuting. The 
parishioners welcomed the idea of having sisters living close by. The 
pastor provided a small house for the sisters and people contributed to 
the setting up of the new community.  This was a new venture in com-
munity living, bringing the challenge of finding a balance with prayer, 
work, shopping, cooking, and learning to live as a “team.” The Helpers 
focused on family visitations, directing the CCD program, training cat-
echists, working with teens, and all the while the parish continued to 
grow. The Helpers left Mater Dolorosa parish in June of 1969, almost 
a decade after Sister Helen 
McDonald had begun her 
pioneer work. 

The ventures into these 
small California communi-
ties brought a wealth of 
opportunities for growth 
in self-knowledge, in dis-
cernment, and continue to 
provide an understanding 
the breadth of the Helper 
charism. Follow the con-
tinuation of this story in the 
next issue of Voices of Hope. 
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Sr. Teresa Cole, SH
August 2, 1931 - March 28, 2013

First Vows: February 2, 1960 - Chappaqua, NY
Final Vows: January 29, 1966 - New York, NY

Born in New York, the youngest of five children, Teresa entered the Helpers 
in 1957. Prior to this time she had worked in a bank, then in the chancery of 
the New York Diocese. After first vows Teresa studied nursing at Columbus 
Hospital in Chicago, thereby earning her certification and becoming a 
professional registered nurse in the State of Illinois. Early on Teresa visited 
the sick, and then worked for a time at St. Joseph’s Hospital. Eventually her 
other skills were needed and she became provincial secretary for a while, 
then provincial treasurer, an office she held for many years.

Teresa was a very private person. Most of us can say we hardly knew her. 
What we did know was that she had a profound love of the Eucharist. Daily 
Mass was extremely important to her so it was not surprising that it was on 
Holy Thursday when she entered into her new life.

The move from Barry Avenue to Marian Village was difficult for Teresa. 
However, she blossomed there, making many friends and entering into 
various activities. Unfortunately, she had health problems, which only got 
worse as the years passed. A survivor of breast cancer for more than thirty 
years, Teresa found herself battling the disease once again without knowing 
what it was. After several days in the hospital, many tests being taken, the 
diagnosis was clear and her decline was rapid. She was peaceful right up to 
the end.

“We need saints without cassocks, without veils - we need saints with jeans 
and tennis shoes. We need saints that go to the movies that listen to music, 
that hang out with their friends. We need saints that place God in first place 
ahead of succeeding in any career. We need saints that look for time to 
pray every day and who know how to be in love with purity, chastity and all 
good things. We need saints - saints for the 21st century with, a spirituality, 
appropriate to our new time. We need saints that have a commitment to 
helping the poor and to make the needed social change.

We need saints to live in the world, to sanctify the world and to not be afraid 
of living in the world by their presence in it. We need saints that drink Coca-
Cola, that eat hot dogs, that surf the internet and that listen to their iPods. 
We need saints that love the Eucharist, that are not afraid or embarrassed 
to eat a pizza or drink a beer with their friends. We need saints who love 
the movies, dance, sports, theater. We need saints that are open, sociable, 
normal, happy companions. We need saints who are in this world and who 
know how to enjoy the best in this world without being callous or mundane. “

- Pope Francis (World Youth Day 2013)

“We need saints.”
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