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feel a personal passion for St. Catherine’s because I found my life here

in my undergraduate years 1958-1962. My four years were a journey of
empowerment. I came undereducated and afraid; I left able to write,
think, and perform. I also found a community of women, the Sisters of St.
Joseph of Carondelet, with whom to invest my life in service.

Empowering is what Sisters of St. Joseph have been about from their
beginning in 1650. Pre-revolutionary France had terrible social and eco-
nomic inequalities. With wealth concentrated in the church and nobility
the country suffered much the same chronic problems as Third World
countries today. The desperate needs of the people at the bottom gave
birth to apostolic orders, whose cloisters became the streets, whose prayer
became the works of mercy.

Among their ministries the first sisters helped young women forced to
support themselves through prostitution to learn lacemaking and
become self-supporting. Many marriageable young men had gone to the
New World, leaving many young women without the possibility of mar-
riage. The sisters gave these women at the bottom of society a stepping
stone to their own place in its economic life beyond the social norm of
their day.

The College of St. Catherine has educated and empowered most of the
present members of the Sisters of St. Joseph of the St. Paul Province. Most
sisters attended St. Catherine as beleaguered teachers coming on Satur-
day mornings or during the hot days of summer sessions, to finish
degrees on the twenty-year plan. Many attended in the days before the
Second Vatican Council, when we were forbidden to talk to the other stu-
dents and cut off from the community life of the college. Many sisters
have returned to St. Catherine’s to do graduate work, for example, in the
Master of Arts in Organizational Leadership, theology, and spirituality,
and their work has nurtured the community.
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However, norms for women also affected us. Our community educated
many women to the doctoral level but never in medicine, nor did we
train our own women in advanced theology degrees until after Vatican IL
Sister Rosalie Ryan led that small revolution toward the college theology
department of today. In her research and writing she is one of the pio-
neering women bible scholars who have recovered the importance of
women among Jesus's disciples, those women who follow and serve him
and are with him from the beginning in Galilee but whose presence was
lost to us in the scant two and three verses the gospel gives to their pres-
ence.

The Sisters of St. Joseph College Consortium, which has twelve member
colleges, funded a study of their mission and image, surveying 480 peo-
ple, twenty-five on this campus, four of them sisters. Sister Karen Ken-
nelly, formerly academic dean on the St. Paul Campus and now president
of Mount St. Mary’s in Los Angeles, chairs this consortium. Their study
reports five distinctive characteristics of these colleges, which include St.
Catherine:

1) Hospitality and caring community

2) Concern for all without distinction

3) Addressing the needs of the time

4) Striving for excellence in all endeavors

5) Making a difference in local and world community

These same characteristics reach back to our beginnings as a community.
Our houses were to be hubs of hospitality, caring, and outreach to our
neighbors. The first foundation of the Sisters of St. Joseph was a secret
society. It lasted only two years. This was a small group of pious women
who wanted to help others. The Jesuit Father Medaille, who articulated
the spirituality of these women, describes the community as a “little
design,” called by the name of St. Joseph, a model of hidden service, like
the self-emptying humility of Jesus hidden in the tabernacle among the
people. What lasted of this first foundation is its identity with Joseph, of
whom little is known but his care for Mary and Jesus. From this name we
take an ethic of charity to the dear neighbor without distinction.

To address the needs of the time was why the community of St. Joseph
began anew in 1650 in LePuy, France, with the support of Bishop de Mau-
pas, in a hospital. The first sisters formed a hub from which the spokes of
the wheel of ministry went out. Our first constitutions directed the sisters
to “divide the city into various sections, and either by visiting the sick
personally or through the lay associates of the congregation . . . make
every effort to learn what disorders prevail in each quarter so that they







