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hip In the Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Chapter 43, Verse 19 
(TNIV) it is written, “See, I am doing a new thing!  Now it 
springs up; do you not perceive it?  I am making a way in the   
wilderness and streams in the wasteland.”  As we made our way 
from spring into summer in the northern hemisphere, our earth 
echoed this same concept.  We witnessed the newness of life in 
the beautiful flowers, the freshness of the air, scented with the 
fragrance of blossoms and freshly mowed grass

Throughout this edition of Journeys, we are focusing on  
spirituality and spiritual direction.  Through the process of dis-
cernment, we plumb the depths of our spirituality, our relation-
ship with our God, and we experience “something new,” some-
thing that we may have never dreamed possible for our spiritual 
lives.  It is not through anything that we have done other than 
responding to God’s invitation to go deeper.  We go to those 
places that might feel barren and empty to us, yet through the grace of God and the insightfulness of a 
spiritual director, we find that the desert of our spirit is blooming, that which was arid is watered and 
refreshed. We find that what has happened in the past is the foundation for all that is happening pres-
ently and for all that is yet to come.  

In a scene from the movie Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Indiana is on a rocky precipice       
needing to get to the other side though no way appears possible.  He relies on the trust his father taught 
him as he steps into the unknown.  As he does, a stone bridge spanning the precipice appears and he 
is able to safely get to the other side.  As we look to scripture, both Mary and Joseph had to rely on 
their foundation in faith in order to be open and receptive to God’s prompting in their lives.  When an 
angel appeared to Mary telling her she was to become the mother of Jesus, and when an angel appeared 
to Joseph in a dream telling him to not be afraid and to take Mary as his wife, they, too, had to take a 
leap of faith into the unknown.   Because of their trust in God and the guidance of others, they were 
able to navigate the trials of life and to move into ‘something new.’  Our spirituality and our spiritual          
companions bring us to ‘something new’ in our lives as well.  Do you not perceive it?

As we look at recent events in our Church, we see God doing ‘something new’ as Pope Benedict 
XVI became the first Pope in 600 years to resign.  Certainly, Pope Benedict XVI took much time in 
prayer and discernment with his spiritual director to arrive at this decision.  The College of Cardinals 
met in a conclave to elect a new Pope, Francis.  During this time, there was also much prayer and  
discernment as the Cardinals examined the needs of the Church today to elect someone who they  
believed could meet those challenges.  And God says, “See, I am doing a new thing.  Do you not  
perceive it?”

Pictured (l-r):  Mary Ann White, SSJ; Clare Marie Beichner, SSJ; 
and Mary Herrmann, SSJ.  

Mary Ann White, SSJ
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As Sisters of St. Joseph, we are called to respond to the needs 

of the era and the area.  In 1875, Erie needed a hospital, and thanks 

to the vision and leadership of Mother Agnes Spencer and the 

generosity of the community, our Sisters were able to respond by 

founding Saint Vincent – Erie’s first hospital.  

For 138 years, we had the privilege and responsibility of 

serving the sick and the injured and running one of the largest 

health systems in Pennsylvania.  Today, the healthcare industry is 

more complex and more competitive than ever before.  The era of 

independent, stand-alone hospitals has passed.  Saint Vincent  

Hospital was one of the last independent Catholic hospitals in 

Pennsylvania.  In fact, most Catholic hospitals across the country 

have had to branch out and join forces with other providers to build 

larger, healthier systems.  To be effective and sustainable, hospitals 

across the country are affiliating with, or merging into, large multi-

faceted, multi-hospital systems.   In many cases, this has involved 

detaching from their founding Congregations.   The time was right 

The End of an Era...
The Beginning of 
Something New.

for Saint Vincent to do the same.  With this change, we step away 

from our leadership and sponsorship roles at Saint Vincent.  We 

are pleased to leave our healthcare ministry in the capable hands of 

the Highmark and Saint Vincent boards and  leadership teams as it 

becomes part of the Allegheny Health Network.     

This is an exciting time for the Sisters of St. Joseph, Saint  

Vincent Hospital, Highmark and, most important, the Erie region.  

In its new partnership with Highmark, Saint Vincent is poised to 

meet the ever-growing, ever-changing healthcare needs of the 

region.  This affiliation assures the continuance of Saint  Vincent 

Hospital as a community of caregivers dedicated to bringing God’s 

healing love to all.  For the Sisters of St. Joseph, letting go of our 

sponsorship of Saint Vincent opens the door to many exciting  

possibilities and ministry opportunities.   We continue to be called 

to meet the needs of the era and area.   Today, we let go of Saint 

Vincent, and we let in the opportunity for other ministries.

Pictured (left-right) are 
John Paul, President 
and CEO of  Allegheny 
Health Network;  Sr. Mary 
Herrmann, SSJ, President 
of the Sisters of St. Joseph; 
and Scott Whalen, CEO of 
Saint Vincent Hospital.
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We are witnessing a spiritual awakening unprecedented 
in modern times, according to scholars in American religious      
thought.  In response to this awakening and the deeply human 
experience of longing and desire for meaning in a world that  
is in chaos, I offer you some insights and gleanings about  
spirituality from a Christian perspective.  

What do we mean by spirituality?  Historically,  
spirituality was often equated with the so-called religious  
aspects of the Christian life such as prayer, penance and  
fasting.  More recently, the meaning of spirituality has  
broadened.  We each have unique images and thoughts about 
God and our relationship with God.  Spirituality can be what 
we believe and imagine and how this influences the way we 

live, relate, pray and worship.  Spirituality is our sense of connection to God.  For many Christians, connection to God 
takes the form of a strong personal relationship with Christ.  This spirituality is a lived experience and expression of 
Christian life.  People have varying degrees of awareness of God and God’s presence in their lives -- from a vague sense 
of a life force within or around them to an intimate, personal relationship with God.  In his book The Holy Longing, Ron 
Rolheiser makes good sense of what is frequently a misunderstood word:  spirituality.  He writes of desire.  “Inside of 
us, it would seem, something is at odds with the very rhythm of things 
and we are forever restless, dissatisfied, frustrated, and aching.  There 
is within us a fundamental dis-ease, an unquenchable fire that renders 
us incapable, in this life, of ever coming to full peace.”  He continues, 
“Spirituality is, ultimately, about what we do with that desire.  What we 
do with our longings, both in terms of handling the pain and the hope 
they bring us, that is our spirituality.”  St. Augustine said,  “You have 
made us for yourself, Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in 
you.”  Bruce Springsteen’s song, Everybody’s Got a Hungry Heart, echoes this reality of longing and desire.

In this longing for the sacred, the deep meaning of life, we come face to face with the Divine.  “We are fired into life 
with a madness that comes from the gods and which would have us believe that we can have a great love, perpetuate our 
own seed, and contemplate the divine.”  (attributed to Plato)

Our encounter with the Divine is grounded in our human experience -- our everyday, ordinary experiences of 
life.  Our spirituality, as the ‘lived relationship with Mystery,’ is simply an expression of being human.  The relationship 

with the Divine Mystery becomes visible in the weaving of life choices, 
attitudes and actions.  Could it be that our primary human vocation is 
to “wake up” to the mystery of God’s presence and action in all human 
experience?  

One of the challenges we must face if our spirituality is to be real is  
to develop a spirituality that is more relevant to our age.  We need to 
look at the basics of our religious beliefs in the light of today’s world view 
which is vastly different from that which shaped Christian thought in its 
beginnings.

by Rosemary O’Brien, SSJ

Seeking

Spirituality?
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Sister Rosemary completed a four-year certification program in spiritual direction sponsored 
by the Villa Maria Education and Spirituality Center,  Villa Maria, PA.  She earned an M.S. in 
Sacred Science (Theology) and completed a two-year pastoral counseling certification program.

Continued on page 14.
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Our spiritual life is one of the most 
precious gifts God has given us and our  
efforts to develop and foster this life can 
be greatly aided by the practice of spiritual 
direction.  Spiritual direction can be  

defined as helping a person to be aware of 
the action of the Spirit in their lives as they 

are; helping a person with their relationship 
with God; and helping a person move in a  

direction toward God.

 To live consciously is the first requirement of a real 
spiritual life.  It calls for honesty and attention to the circumstances and 

choices we make in our day-to-day living.  The spiritual life asks for consideration 
of the following: 

•	 the way you pray;
•	 the God you pray to;
•	 who you pray with; and
•	 what you pray about.

Answers to these questions and the consciousness of how God is leading us in our actual life situations make 
up the substance of direction.  Discernment, the weighing of our inner movements in seeking the will of God, 
often plays a part, especially if serious decisions need to be made.

Some distinctions may be helpful.  A conscious spiritual life and religious             
observance go hand-in-hand, but they are not the same thing.  Religious observance 
is not spiritual consciousness.  Spiritual exercises can help us be spiritually alive and 
can deepen our attachment to the faith community we belong to but, as St. Paul says in        
Galatians 5:18, “We are to live by the spirit, not by the law.”  In John 4:23, Jesus says, “The 
true worshipper of my Father worships in spirit and truth.”  Integrity and honesty with 

oneself are necessary to the vitality of the spiritual life.

The greatest danger to our spiritual life is drift.  
Drift occurs when one just goes thoughtlessly and  
even carelessly from one thing to another, not being 
conscious of life’s many varied experiences.  While 

routine and maintaining many habits can be good, it can also be dangerous if it leads to drift.

Cycles of life, rhythms of the universe and seasons of being are all important to spiritual direction.  Any  
individual event or moment is part of the whole process.  It is important to be aware of the whole process, that is, 
the broader cosmic context of one’s life.  The journey is as important as the goal.  Everything can be grist for the 
mill.  “Everything will prove its value in its time,” says Sirach (39:34).  Regular spiritual direction helps keep one in 
the rhythm and cycles of life itself.

Spiritual direction leads to a discerning life, the effort to place all things into the hands of God.  It is a blessing 
for those who engage direction for any time of their lives.

 the 
  Spiritual

. .
 .

Sister André studied at St. Louis University in St. Louis, Missouri and received Certification in Spiritual 
Direction.  She also completed training in direction of the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius at Colombiere 
Center in Clarkston, Michigan.  She held staff positions at Colombiere Center and the Jesuit Retreat House 

in Cleveland.  She has been involved in directed retreats and spiritual direction for 37 years.

Direction . . .
André Feulner, SSJ

on the Path
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 with Spiritual Growth by Mary Fromknecht, SSJ

Spirituality is key to becoming a whole and com-
plete person.  It is the catalyst for a relationship with 
God, with others and with our world.  

Henri Nouwen, a Jesuit Priest, captured it well:  
To pray does not mean to think about God in contrast to 
thinking about other things, or to spend time with God instead 
of spending time with people.  Rather it means to think and 
live in the presence of God.

Through an ever-deepening spirituality, one is able 
to recognize God in all creation.  While the task is not 
easy, it is very rewarding.  Our spiritual life and daily 
living on the earth is a second-by-second trust in the 
One who created us and who promises us life forever.

We are able to deepen our relationship with God and our world in many different ways.  First, it is important to 
recognize that ‘talking with God’ is comparable to talking with our best friend.  We often unveil our deepest thoughts and 
desires to a friend because we trust that person totally and completely.  When we are able to do the same with God, who 
knows ‘all’ anyway, this is prayer. . . the finest way of deepening our spiritual life!

Second, in order to arrive at a significant depth in any relationship, it is important to spend time with the Other.   
That time can take place in many ways:

•	 taking	a	walk	with	one’s	eyes	on	the	great	gifts	of	beauty	that	nature	provides;

•	 reading	the	works	of	theologians	who	present	their	thoughts	to	us	for	our	reflection;

•	 reflecting	on	passages	of	the	Bible	to	perceive	how	that	Word	impacts	our	life	today;

•	 performing	acts	of	kindness	as	suggested	by	the	Works	of	Mercy	and	the	Beatitudes	and,	in	so	doing,									
recognizing God working in and through us;

•	 journaling	your	thoughts	and	reflections	through	writing,	drawing,	listening	to	music	or	any	media	that	helps	
to strengthen your relationships;

•	 participating	in	spiritual	direction—regularly meeting with someone trained in the art of listening to and 
reflecting back the possible workings of God in another;

•	 wandering	through	a	labyrinth*	(a	metaphor	for	journeying	to	the	center	of	your	deepest	self	and	back	out	
into the world with a deeper experience of who you are at your core); and

•	 deepening	one’s	life	with	God	through	one	of	many	kinds	of	prayer,	including	meditation,	worship	services,	
the	rosary,	the	Divine	Office**	and	contemplation.

  Any relationship is only as strong as the energy that two people 
put into it.  It is the same with God.  God is constant, it is our  
responsibility to grow and deepen personally so that together we 
may grow in love.  This is not always easy or without pain.  In order 
to deepen personally and spiritually, one must give fully of self and 
rely always on the goodness of the Other.

Sister Mary was trained by the Jesuits while she obtained a Master’s Degree in 
Theology and Ministry from the Jesuit School of Theology in Chicago.

*A generous benefactor has provided a labyrinth on the grounds of the 
Sisters of St. Joseph Community Living Center. 

**The Divine Office, also called the Liturgy of the Hours, is the 
official set of daily prayers prescribed by the Church.

. . .
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Helps Me To See God 

. . . In My Life

Many SSJ Associates are actively involved in the process of spiritual direction.  Some are certified spiritual 
directors or in the process of becoming certified, and many others are walking their faith journey with the 
guidance of a spiritual director.  Some of these Associates shared their thoughts and experiences . . . 

As humans, we all have questions.  There have been difficult 
times (family deaths and other situations) when I have wondered, 
“why?”  Sometimes I wonder:  “Where is God’s Spirit acting in my life?”      
Meeting with an objective, prayerful person (spiritual director) often 
gives me the “divine” insight needed to figure out how the spirit may be 
moving -- or what it is that God is really trying to “say” to me.  I have 
been in spiritual direction, on and off, since 1995.  I had “lost” a dear 
sister, and then both mother and father that same year.   

     Audrey McLaughlin

I would say that having a spiritual director is a way for someone 
to explore their personal spiritual growth as well as have the opportunity 
to bring spiritual or religious issues up for discussion without any 
concern about what you say or believe.  It is a great listen-and-speak 
forum.     Lucille Sitzler

. . .

My spiritual director has helped me see God in situations in life 
that I couldn’t identify myself, made suggestions for prayer and reading, 
and encouraged me to be honest and compassionate with myself.      
    Anonymous

My journey with my spiritual director has been nothing short of 
incredible, which doesn’t mean that every meeting or most meetings 
are incredible.  It is the process that has been a remarkable gift in my 
life.  Being with my spiritual director has helped me to become aware 
of God’s presence and action in my life in a way that I can’t imagine 
it having happened without her companionship.  It has opened me to 
a vibrant, more personal relationship with God and the sacredness of 
which we are all a part.      Mary Fuhrman

Because of spiritual direction, estranged relationships were  
healed.  I have developed a prayer life.  I have come to understand the  
GREAT LOVE God has for me, not just intellectually, but deep within 
my heart.   I learned how to journal while in prayer, as well as different 
ways to pray.      Debbie Brasili 

I was thinking about/praying about the next phase in my life,  
trying to determine where I should go . . .  We have been meeting off 
and on for over five years now.  He (spiritual director) really listens and 
cares and does not judge; these sessions have been invaluable, and  
I thank God for him!     Anonymous



Sister Kelly Smock, SSJ, of Springboro, PA, and from our 
own Congregation sums up her experience by saying, “It is a       
sacred time of growing even more into the woman God has called 
me to become.” 

“Relationships really are at the heart of who we are, and it’s          
because of those relationships that the Spirit helped me to find 
the CSJs and the CSJs to find me,” said Sister Alison McCrary, 
CSJ. She is from rural Georgia, a member of the Eastern Band of 
the Cherokee and a novice with the Congregation of St. Joseph.  
“I am grateful to have had this Sabbath time of the novitiate to  
allow God to open my heart to all that is possible.”

Sister Heather Ganz, CSJ, a Long Island New Yorker from the 
CSJs in Brentwood, NY, added, “I am continually amazed at the 
growth in my life.  I am beyond grateful to have formed some 
blessed relationships with women who radiate love of God and 
neighbor without distinction.”  

Sister Mary Flick, CSJ, a native of St. Louis, MO and with the  
St. Louis CSJs, reflected that she is in a mid-life vocation change 
and said, “I had been with a religious community during the 1980s; 
those were difficult times for us.  But now, two decades later,  
I have found in women religious a new spirit for a new time.” 

While reactions to the program vary, they hold a common thread 
called thankfulness. “I have not found this experience to be easy, 
but I feel fulfilled, engaged and joyful,” said Sister Clare Bass, CSJ, 
a Mississippi native from the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet 
in St. Louis.

Sister Zita Iwuoha, CSJ, a native of Nigeria, West Africa, from the 
Baden, PA CSJs said, “I live and share life with other energetic 
women who are as excited as I am in learning more about this 
precious “Congregation of the Great Love of God.” 

grateful for time together

At the U.S. Federation of Sisters of St. Joseph Novitiate House,which moved to Chicago on rotation from Orange, 
California in the summer of 2011, six dynamic women recently completed an eight-month segment of their novitiate, 
discerning about becoming women religious.  Sister Kelly Smock, a member of our Congregation, was among the group.  
The next step for each of these novices, when ready, will be when they ask to make their first profession of vows.   The 
Federation is a union of 16-member congregations of Sisters of St. Joseph throughout the U.S. and Canada who trace 
their common origins to Le Puy, France, in 1650.  Today, the Federation includes 5,000 Sisters, nearly 2,900 Associates 
and 11 Agrégées. 

The novitiate women are
(l-r) Sisters Mary Flick, CSJ;
Alison McCrary, CSJ;
Clare Bass, CSJ; 
Heather Ganz, CSJ;
Kelly Smock, SSJ; 
and Zita Iwuoha, CSJ.

Sisters of St. Joseph Novices

SUMMER 20138
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Websites, blogs, chats, tweets and posts can engage someone and let 
them know they are not alone in their spiritual pursuit.  

As I was starting to write that you wouldn’t find a Facebook 
page for God,  I decided to check.  Sure enough, I found three, each 
in a different category.  There is an “interest page” that has been 
‘liked’ by 7,694,874; a “religious organization page” that has more 
than 1.5 million ‘likes’ and a “public figure page” with more than 3.5 
million ‘likes.’  That’s just on Facebook.  It’s safe to say, there’s a lot 
of talk about God in social media.  

Beyond all the posts, tweets and chatter about God on the 
internet, technology has led to the emergence of distance spiritual 
direction.  Traditionally a face-to-face, in-person encounter,  
the use of inexpensive or free innovations such as Skype, ooVoo  
and FaceTime, allows spiritual direction to take place virtually  
anywhere, especially among young people.  Ron Sellers, head of 
Grey Matter Research, states in Kerby’s article that, “Involvement  
in spirituality and expressions of faith differ considerably by  
generation – and young people are obviously looking to the  
internet to be a significant part of their faith experience.” 

Elizabeth Liebert, SNJM, in her book, Supervision of Spiritual Di-
rectors: Engaging in Holy Mystery, defines four areas where people may 
experience God:  the intra-personal arena, the interpersonal arena, 
the systems and structures arena, and the nature arena.  She poses 
the question: Could technology possibly be a fifth arena?  

With the growing hunger for deeper spirituality, an array of 
methods is being utilized in search of a closer connection with 
God.  Prayer, contemplation, meditation, spiritual direction, 
retreats, yoga and labyrinths are just some.  With the onslaught of 
rapid technological advances and the increase in numbers of those 
using technology, it raises the question, “can we also get closer to 
God online?”  The thought might seem far-fetched, but if God’s 
presence is infinite and vast, unquantifiable and far-reaching (like 
cyberspace itself), wouldn’t that include the internet? 

The fact is, more people are using the internet daily and 
increasing numbers are using it in pursuit of spiritual growth.  In 
an article titled, Are Americans Finding God in Cyberspace? by Rob 
Kerby, senior editor of Beliefnet, he cites recent findings that 
among American adults who use the internet, 44 percent use it for 
religious purposes, particularly among younger Americans (Grey 
Matter Research, Phoenix, AZ).

At the same time, we are witnessing a decline in church       
attendance and a rise in an individual approach to spirituality, 
of which the internet plays a part.  In his article, Social Media 
Can Change Spiritual Habits, Alan Rudnick believes part of the            
solution to drawing people back to a religious community is via 
social media.  Community is critical to spiritual development and 
social media is about building community.  As Facebook users  
increase “friends” and “likes,” they are building community.  The 
web network of these connections increases exponentially.   

Can I find God 
Online?
Where technology and spirituality meet
by Associate Stephanie Hall-Cabelof



Letting go and letting in
On June 30, 2013, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Northwestern Pennsylvania let go of one of its first 

and largest ministries in the Erie Diocese – Saint Vincent Health System.   

“It’s never easy letting go, but often that’s exactly what we’re called to do,” explains Sister Mary 
Herrmann, SSJ Leadership.  “We have always been called to minister to the needs of the era and area – 
the time and place.  In 1875, Erie needed a hospital.  And for 138 years, the Sisters answered the call, 
sponsoring, leading and staffing Saint Vincent.”  

Eleven Sisters served as President and CEO (or hospital administrator, as the position was known 
in the earlier years).  And countless others ministered throughout the hospital – from the bedside  
to the boardroom, from the kitchen and laundry to the OR, ER, ICU and beyond – wherever the 
need existed.  

Today, Erie’s healthcare and community needs are different.  

Letting in
“By letting go of Saint Vincent, we let in other possibilities – opportunities to direct our time and 

talents to existing ministries and to new ministries,” Sister Mary continues.    

This has been the Sisters’ history.  Ministries such as St. Joseph’s Home for Children, Spencer 
Hospital and the Erie Day Nursery served the needs of their day, and then gave way to others.  In their 
place, came ministries such as nursing homes, schools and social services.  

Today, community needs call for dynamic work in the inner city, in issues of social justice and in 
serving the needs of the marginalized.

 “Many of our ministries have not been as apparent to the general public as our work in education 
or healthcare,” says Sister Mary.  “This may be due in part to the prominent facades, the bricks and 
mortar, of the hospitals and schools.  But our less obvious ministries are just as critical, just as needed, 
and they’re growing in scope and number.”   

While the Congregation has formally concluded its ministry at Saint Vincent, five Sisters 
still serve at the hospital – in pastoral care, mission integration, graduate medical education and            
materials management.   And in the broad arena of healthcare, the Sisters of St. Joseph are very active,      
sponsoring, leading and delivering care at Saint Mary’s Home of Erie and Saint Mary’s at Asbury 
Ridge.  

True to one of their earliest callings in the Diocese, the Sisters continue their prominent presence 
in education, whether in traditional settings such as Villa Maria Elementary, Erie Catholic Preparatory 
School (the combined Villa Maria Academy and Cathedral Prep) or Gannon University; or in non-
traditional ways such as teaching English as Second Language (ESL), tutoring or teaching life skills.  

Outreach to the dear neighbor takes many forms, as well.  The SSJ Neighborhood Network serves 
residents of Erie’s “Little Italy” – from 12th to 21st and Cranberry to State Streets.  St. Patrick’s Haven 
in Erie and St. James Haven in Meadville provide meals and shelter for homeless men, while Bethany 
House Ministry and Erie Dawn offer support, including mentoring and housing, to women in need.   

Letting Go
“Advance good works until they are almost finished; and then, whenever possible, let 
them be completed by someone else who will receive the honor.”

--from The Maxims of the Sisters of St. Joseph

“We are women who affirm our      
mission of unity of neighbor with 
neighbor and neighbor with God.  

We fulfill this mission by searching 
out and undertaking whatever min-

istry may best bring about this unity.  
We commit ourselves to constant 

response to the ever changing needs 
of the world.”  

-- from Sisters of St. Joseph 
of Northwestern Pennsylvania 

Constitutions

by Dotty Hanna, 
Director of Development
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And when violence strikes our neighborhoods, the Sisters can be seen at Take Back the Site vigils,       
offering prayer and song as they reclaim the locations in the name of love and non-violence.  

Uniting cultures and church communities in a ministry of presence, the Sisters offer outreach to 
refugees and immigrant families.  And where social injustice is found, so are the Sisters, advocating 
for effective change in matters such as human trafficking, immigration law, the death penalty, and 
women’s and children’s issues.

Of course, the Sisters are also active in an array of spiritual ministries – from spiritual direction 
to retreats and prayer ministries.   

And this only scratches the surface.  

Moving forward
As a part of the Saint Vincent/Highmark affiliation, the Sisters of St. Joseph received $10 million 

from Highmark for the release of the health system.  

Knowing that the Congregation would be compensated, the Sisters immediately began planning 
for the stewardship of these dollars.

“It was clear from our first discussions that we needed to support our ministries, not just set aside 
resources for the care of our Sisters or for operational needs,” Sister Mary explains.    

“We want to do all we can to ensure that our ministries are strong and effective and, most        
important, that these services remain available for the poor and underserved for generations to come 
– whether they’re provided entirely by Sisters, by our lay partners or a combination of both.” 

So – with the $10 million, the Sisters will establish a charitable trust to help support existing SSJ 
ministries, new ministries, like-minded community initiatives, and Congregational needs.

  “This is an exciting time for us.  With wise stewardship of these resources – and continued    
support from our generous donors – we’ll be able to provide support to our own ministries as well   
as to others,” she says.  

The Sisters are truly grateful to Highmark for the seed monies to establish this charitable  
trust.  In addition, we’re excited to participate with Saint Vincent in the stewardship of an  
additional           $5 million earmarked at the hospital for mission-based projects.   

The first of these projects is the launch of a mobile medical clinic.  Expected to begin  
operation later this summer, this mobile clinic will travel throughout the region providing  
medical care to those who would otherwise lack access. 

 And, this is just the beginning.  

Community needs will continue to grow, as will the costs of running ministries and the          
Congregation itself.  In turn, ongoing community support will be essential, especially as new        
ministries are developed and the number of aging Sisters increases.

“Our ministries may change, but our supporters are steadfast.  They have always stepped up to 
help – and to share in our mission of meeting the needs of 
the dear neighbor,” Sister Mary notes. 

“Our hope is that the charitable trust will inspire even 
more connectedness, more neighbors helping neighbors, 
more support for the needs of the era and area – even long 
after all of us who are here at its start are gone.”  

The Chambered 
Nautilus 

This captivating creature lives 

within a spiral shell, made of ever-

larger chambers.  The nautilus lives 

within a chamber for a season.  When 

it outgrows that space, the nautilus 

enlarges by adding a new chamber 

appropriate for the next stage of life, 

leaving the old chambers filled with air 

and sealed to keep it buoyant. 

Like the chambered nautilus, we, too, 

must adapt.  When needs or conditions 

change, we must move on – creating 

new chambers and making room for 

new possibilities.  

Continued growth and adaptability.  

Facing and embracing change.  These 

are the characteristics and actions that 

allow the nautilus and the Sisters of  

St. Joseph to survive and thrive.  

“…Eyes open, ears attentive, spirit alert – sleeves rolled up for ministry, 
without excluding the more humble, the less pleasing, the less noticeable...”

-- from “A Portrait of a Sister of St. Joseph,” 
an unpublished poem by Father Marius Nepper, SJ

Letting In
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Sally Villa, SSJ was born in 
Rochester, NY.  As a young woman, she 
married and raised four children yet 
was  always aware that God was calling 
her to go deeper.  After a civil divorce 
and annulment, she entered the Sisters 
of St. Joseph from St. Joseph Parish in 
1988 and made her final profession in 
1994.

“My children were, and are, 
continuously supportive of my vocation 

as a Sister,” she says.    
She earned an AAS Nursing degree 

from Alfred State University in New 
York in 1976 and a BSN degree from Villa Maria College, Erie in 
1987.   Since 2011, Sister Sally has ministered as a nurse for the 
Sisters of St. Joseph.  Prior to that, she served as a Hospice nurse 
for 11 years with Great Lakes Home Health Care and as a nurse at 
Saint Vincent Health Center from 1981-2000.  

“I continue to be led and guided daily by the women religious 
I live and interact with. I cannot tell you how many times a simple 
act or word has touched or taught me, often not meant for my eyes 
or ears, but spoken or done  for another Sister.”

Sally Villa, SSJ
25 Years

Sister Mary Drexler, SSJ, heard 
the call to religious life at a very early 
age.  She was taught by the Sisters of  
St. Joseph at Sacred Heart School and 
Villa Maria Academy and was drawn to 
the Sisters and how they served.  

“I knew I wanted to be a teacher 
and I saw that modeled in the women 
who taught me in almost every grade 
and subject in my formative years,” she 
recalls. 

Sister Mary was born in Erie.   She 
earned a BS in Elementary Education 
from Villa Maria College and a MS in 
Administration from Xavier University in Cincinnati, OH. She 
entered the Sisters of St. Joseph in 1963 from Sacred Heart Parish 
and professed her final vows in 1971.  

For 20 years, Sister Mary taught at schools throughout the 
Erie Diocese. She also served as Assistant Administrator at Villa 
Maria Academy.   She ministered in the Vocation/Formation office 
for her Congregation and as Campus Minister at Penn-State Erie 
– The Behrend College.  Since 2006, she has served as Principal of 
Villa Maria Academy.  

Mary Drexler, SSJ
50 Years

Jubilee Joy!

Mary Irene 
Lunger, SSJ
60 Years

Rebecca Ann
Costa, SSJ
60 Years

Emilie Rose 
LeBoeuf, SSJ
60 Years

Rita McNulty, SSJ
60 Years

Dorothy
 Wilwohl, SSJ

60 Years

Mary Millicent 
Zimmer, SSJ

60 Years

Marilyn
Zimmerman, SSJ

60 Years
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Sisters Ricarda Vincent 
and Mary Claire Kennedy are 
chairing the group that is looking for 
opportunities to support the efforts of MATV 
to reduce teen gun violence in our communities.  
Sonya Arrington has visited the Sisters’ Community 
Living Center on two occasions to speak to Sisters, Associates 
and any others about her group’s efforts.  Her most significant need 
is funding.  A free-will offering was collected during her visits as a 
donation to MATV.  In May, MATV held a Million Mom’s March 
against teen violence as a fundraiser.  Sisters Mary Herrmann, Mary 
Fromknecht, Betty Ruza, Marianne Stuckert, Mary Claire Kennedy 
and Associates Deb Seng and BJ Chitester volunteered at the event.  

Sister André Feulner and a group of Sisters and Associates 
began exploring what could be done relative to the poverty issue in 
our community.  Targeting childhood reading success and education 
readiness was an area the Sisters and Associates knew they could 
easily expand efforts.   The SSJ Neighborhood Network has offered 
a very successful reading tutoring program, led by Sister Carol 
Wilcox, for many years.  Recently, more Sisters and Associates 
have joined the effort.  Sisters Lucille DeStefano, Ann Donohue, 
Dorothy Wilwohl and Associates Mary Beth Smogorzewski and 
Arlene Chaney are now tutoring young students through the SSJ 
Neighborhood Network, which has recently seen an increase in 
the number of students.  Some of the students are transported to 
the Sisters’ Community Living Center for tutoring, while others 
are taught at the SSJ Neighborhood Network.  The children 
enjoy visiting the Sisters’ home and in just a few short months, a 
difference has been made in their lives.  They have improved their 
reading skills and are eager to continue through the summer.  

In 2012, a broad directional statement emerged from our 
discussions of moving forward in ministry:  We desire to deepen and 
expand in partnership with others our ministry to the marginalized through 
education, outreach and in mutuality.  We engaged in discussions to 
define what “education” means to us, what the education needs of 
the area are, and what resources can be brought to bear.  Everything 
was  considered in the framework of the Mission and Ministry 
directives in our Constitutions.  

We realized several things: education has a much broader 
meaning today; we value collaboration in ministry; we don’t have 
to originate efforts to make a difference; and the importance of 
responsibly and effectiviely utilizing our resources in support 
of ministry efforts.   What resulted was a defined focus on areas 
that we will explore as possible emerging ministries:  education, 
poverty, and youth gun violence/crimes. 

In consideration of these, we identified some specific efforts:   
explore a ministry based on the SSJ Neighborhood Network model 
that targets eastside Erie neighborhoods surrounding Saint Mary’s 
Home; increase efforts in the reading tutoring program at the SSJ 
Neighborhood Network; and finally, we agreed to support the 
efforts of Mothers Against Teen Violence (MATV) and its founder, 
Sonya Arrington, whose teenage son died as a result of gun violence 
in Erie.  Another group will focus solely on the best stewardship of 
our resouces in support of these efforts.  

Since then, work is underway in these areas.  A committee, led by 
Sisters Phyllis McCracken and Mary Fromknecht, began exploring 
the eastside Erie neighborhood initiative.  The committee is working 
closely with Saint Mary’s Home of Erie which has commissioned 
a study of the area defined as East 18th  to East 38th Streets, 
French to Elm streets.  This study includes three components:  a 
demographic profile, area mapping and social services availability, 
and a community needs assessment.  Additionally, this committee is 
exploring grant opportunities to fund efforts.

Emerging Ministries

The
Needs
of the

Day



In her book, Quest for the Living God, Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ, 
writes that “people of faith have glimpsed the living God in fresh 
ways.  Christian faith does not believe in a new God but, finding 
itself in new situations, seeks the presence of God there.”

The good news is that the Christian message blends         
beautifully with today’s world view—God is everywhere.  And 
God is within us—prompting us to claim our sacred identity 
and to live it.  This is the arena of conversion and the heart of 
Jesus’ message.  God is always with us and within us, offering us       
compassionate love and mercy.  Do we have ears to hear and eyes 
to see the great gift that is ours?    

Spirituality crosses boundaries of faith traditions and cultures.  
Each person’s spirituality is unique because each person’s human 
experience is different.  The essence of one’s spirituality rises 
from the human soul’s quest for meaning, integrity and truth.  
There is a fundamental belief that the Divine exists beyond our 
human realities and within our human existence, and is continually 
inviting us into the deep mystery of our existence in God.  Perhaps 
it is this growing consciousness of the God of all life that is the 
new horizon of our soul’s exploration.  How will we respond?   
How healthy is our spirituality? 

In her book, Traits of a Healthy Spirituality, Melannie Svoboda, 
SND, provides a true reality check to help us determine how we 
live our faith today.  She develops a number of aspects of a healthy 
spirituality among which are self-esteem, wonder, joy, gratitude, 
prayer, playfulness, commitment, balance and hope.  A healthy 
spirituality draws us deeper into the mystery of all life; opens us to 
personal transformation; and moves us beyond ourselves to love 
and serve others, including the least among us, and all creation 
with compassionate love, mercy and integrity. 

In his letters to the Ephesians, Paul offers spiritual advice to 
those who want to develop spiritually:

 “May God strengthen you inwardly through the working of 
the Spirit.  May Christ dwell in your hearts through faith, and may 
love be the root and foundation of your life ... and experience the 
love which surpasses all knowledge, so that you may attain to the 
fullness of God.” (Ephesians 3:16)

SSJ ASSOCIATES 

Richard Knecht
entered eternal life on May 27, 2013.

Helen Neubert
entered eternal life on July 7, 2013.

Mary Margaret Meldon, SSJ
entered into eternal life on

January 26, 2013
in the 69th year

 of her religious life.

John Frances, Aiello, SSJ
entered into eternal life on
December 3, 2012
in the 60th year
of her religious life.  

Kathryn Connolly, SSJ
entered into eternal life on
January 31, 2013 
in the 61st year
of her religious life. 

We Remember

Sisters & Associates
Certified Spiritual Directors

Sister André Feulner 
814-836-4100 or s.afeulner@ssjerie.org

Sister Mary Helen Forney 
814-836-4100 or s.mhforney@ssjerie.org 

Sister Mary Fromknecht 
814-440-4041 or mfromknecht@stmaryshome.org

Sister Rosemary O’Brien 
814-459-4009 or s.robrien@ssjerie.org

Sister Mary Ann White 
814-836-4100 or s.mawhite@ssjerie.org

Sister Marilyn Zimmerman 
814-836-4100 or s.mzimmerman@ssjerie.org

SSJ Associate Margaret Chrymko 
814-866-3316 or mchrymko@hotmail.com

SSJ Associate Mary Fuhrman 
814-838-3794 or jmfuhrman@verizon.net

Spirituality
Continued from page 4.
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The Sisters of St. Joseph of Northwestern Pennsylvania
are committed to increasing awareness and mobilizing individuals and organizations

in the fight against Human Trafficking and Modern Day Slavery.  

•	 Become aware of the issue
•	 Read	a	book	about	trafficking
•	 Watch one of many DVDs on 

the topic (check your library)
•	 Buy “fair trade” products
•	 Urge legislators to pass laws 

that	aid	the	victims

What Can YOU Do?
Invite a speaker to make

a presentation to your group.
Contact Mary Claire Kennedy, SSJ

814-836-4153
s.mckennedy@ssjerie.org
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FAITH, FRIENDS
AND  FUN!

Circle of Friends Celebration
Saturday, August 24, 2013

4 p.m. Liturgy
5 p.m. Picnic Dinner

6 p.m. Duck races, games and fun
All are welcome!

Sisters of St. Joseph Community Living Center
5031 West Ridge Road

Erie, Pennsylvania
RSVP by Friday, August 16

814-836-4100
or www.ssjerie.org

A Great Day for Giving!
Third Annual Erie Gives Day

Tuesday, August 13, 2013
8 a.m. to 8 p.m. 

During	this	12-hour	event,	a	percentage	of	your	donation	to	the	
Sisters	of	St.	Joseph	will	be	matched	if	you	make	your	donation	
through	the	Erie	Gives	website.		The	more	donations	we	receive,	
the more matching funds we receive!  The minimum 
gift is $25 and you may give to as many as 10 
nonprofits	per	transaction.	

Visit www.eriegives.org for more information.  

Join us as we share 
inspiring stories and 

honor seven courageous 
individuals
17th Annual 

SSJ Spirit of Courage Dinner
Tuesday, October 1, 2013

Bayfront Convention Center – Erie, PA

2013 Spirit of Courage Honorees
Carol and Joe* Alberstadt

Lyda Fowler
Shelby Kelly
Josue Ocasio

Buddy and Melanie Brannan
    *deceased

Sponsorship Opportunities
Patron – $5,000

(includes sponsorship of two honoree tables
and a personal table of 8)

Benefactor – $2,500
(includes sponsorship of one honoree table and a 

personal table of 8)
Supporter – $1,000

(one personal table of 8)
Friend – $500

(half a table/ 4 seats)
 

Individual	tickets	are	also	available	-	$40/person
RSVP required

For	more	information,	call	814-836-4202

S i s t e r s  o f  S t .  J o s e p h

S S J

Bring the

whole family!


