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It is my great privilege to welcome you here to our Sacred Heart Chapel, and to welcome 

you who have joined us through live-streaming, to our Jubilee liturgy. We also welcome today our 

main celebrant, Bishop Thomas Dowd and concelebrant Msgr. Dennis Murphy, our chaplain and 

dear friend for many years.  

 

We come together to give thanks to our jubilarian’s who celebrate a total of 540 years of 

dedicated ministry as Sisters of St. Joseph of Sault Ste. Marie. They follow a long tradition of 

Sisters who, from the very beginning, felt the call of God's Spirit to live as women of unity and 

reconciliation in a world and Church that could be viewed as broken and as wounded as the world 

and Church in which we live today. The social context of the seventeenth century, which gave 

birth to the Sisters of St. Joseph, was noted for Wars of Religion. The city of Le Puy, the provincial 

capital where our congregation was founded, was torn apart by conflicts between Royalists and 

Leaguers, both groups being Catholic. Families of the nobility slaughtered one another in war. The 

ordinary people, already burdened by taxes, endured the plundering and violence of marauding 

soldiers and other groups who devastated the countryside. Intermittent epidemics, particularly the 

plague, added to this suffering and were the source of constant terror. Sound familiar? While the 

world in which we live may have changed since our founding in 1650, much of the social hallmarks 

have remained constant.  

 

Into the realities of life of our times, from 1650 to today, women continue to hear God 

calling them to give life to our mission: “The life and works of our congregation have as their 

purpose: the union of ourselves and all people with God and with one another in and through 

Christ Jesus. This purpose requires of us docility to the Spirit, humility, charity, and zeal, 

characterized by gentleness, peace and joy.” Does this not describe our jubilarians perfectly?  

 

Today, we remember with gratitude our own jubilarians, who are celebrating 540 years of 

faithful service in our congregation. Our constitution notes each of us has freely responded to the 

call of the Holy Spirit to live within the Church a communal life dedicated to the love of God, 

continual growth in Christ and to love and service of the neighbour. For our jubilarians, this call 

from the Holy Spirit came in many different contexts.  
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Those celebrating jubilees within the 70th decade have an anniversary name of platinum. 

How apropos is this! Once known as "white gold," platinum is extremely resistant to tarnishing 

and corrosion and is sometimes known as the "noble metal.” Platinum’s strength is at the same 

time very soft and malleable, making it easy to stretch. Don’t these characteristics reflect Leah, 

Frances, Marie, Dorothy, and Edith? For these 70+ years, our platinum jubilarians have responded 

to the refining fire of God’s Spirit, adjusting to the needs of the world in which they lived and the 

changes in our community.  

 

For our 75th jubilarians - Leah and Frances -  the context of their world 75 years ago 

included a Canadian/world context and a congregational context. Canada was emerging from the 

travesty of WWII. The Canadian Citizenship Act was passed, creating Canadian citizenship 

separate from the British. If this was our Canadian reality, our congregation was no less of a 

neophyte! Our community was only 10 years old, having separated from the Peterborough 

congregation in 1936. With their $100 Dowry (which in 2021 dollars would be the equivalent of 

$1400.), Leah and Frances entered our community, ready to give their lives, first to God and then 

to the needs of the dear neighbour, without counting the cost.  

 

In 1946, our community had just held our 3rd General Chapter. Mother Cecelia (Maude 

Bridget Devine) was re-elected to a 2nd 6-year term as General Superior. The Chapter of Affairs in 

our young congregation passed 82 “ordinances” focusing on what we might deem now as primarily 

externals or how we might appear to the outside world. In relation to the habit, we noted, 

"uniformity in dress should be stressed. Sisters should dress alike in going out to Church or any 

gathering – not one in a cloak and another in a mantilla, one sister with a scarf and another without 

one.” For our congregation, uniformity was usually balanced with sound common sense. The 

ordinances related to travel noted the Sisters were allowed to travel respectably – securing a berth 

and having meals on the train when necessary. While the congregation was young in age, it was 

growing in terms of mission.  

 

Besides the Motherhouse, there were 7 convents in the north: four hospitals, 3 boarding 

schools, and 2 homes for the elderly. Both Leah and Frances knew they would one day be 

assigned to serve in one of these convents, to serve the people of northern Ontario in music 
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ministry and food/health services. What courage to say "yes" without a secure plan to move 

forward.  

 

For Marie, Dorothy and Edith, Canadian life in 1951 included recognition of the British 

Monarch, George VI. Six years after WW II had ended, Canada had signed a formal peace 

agreement with Germany. Ottawa elected a female mayor – the first in Canada.  

 

Our community was 15 years old! Their $100 dowry in 2021 dollars would be 

equivalent to $960.84, which even in post-war “good times” was nothing to sneeze at. The 

post-war baby boomer age required teachers, nurses, homemakers, social workers, and pastoral 

ministers to serve the needs of a thriving Canadian culture. Between 1946 and 1951, our 

congregation opened 3 more convents. At the request of Bishop Dignan, we assumed 

responsibility for the convent and school in Wikwemikong, initially operated by the Miss 

Nardines. We also replaced the Miss Nardines in Garden River, and in 1950, Mount Ste. Joseph 

Convent in SSM was opened.  

 

The year before Marie, Dorothy, and Edith entered, Bishop Dignan blessed the opening 

of the new Sudbury General Hospital of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. The construction 

project required that the congregation take out a $3.1M loan, which in 2021 financial language 

would be the equivalent of $33M. Now that was a healthy chunk of change! No wonder Mother 

St. Bride would repeatedly ask Sister Patricia (or Margaret Smith as she would later be known) 

how the debt was.  The community that Marie, Dorothy, and Edith entered had no guarantees 

of personal or financial security. The only “truth” we held onto was that, like our foremothers 

in LePuy, God had called us to meet unmet needs – and if that met accumulating debt, having 

cake without icing, eating left-over toast without jam at collation, and living on faith – so be 

it! 

 

Fast forward to 1961 – Bonnie Chesser, Dianne Bottos and Diane Guertin entered. This 

year marked a new era in communication. The transatlantic telephone system was officially 

launched with a call from Elizabeth II to Prime Minister John Diefenbaker. Bonnie and our 
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two Dian(n)e's offered their $100 dowry, which in today's value would be worth $875.16. What 

was the world of our Church and our congregation like in 1961? 

 

As a Church, plans were underway to welcome Bishops from around the world to the 

Second Vatican Council – an event in our Church that would deepen our faith and begin the 

process of aggiornamento. St. Pope John XXIII would invite the Church to throw open the 

doors metaphorically and to let the winds of God’s Spirit blow through us – and blow they 

certainly did. Like the Church, our community "threw open" our doors and windows and 

allowed the winds of change to blow through our lives. 

 

The congregation that Bonnie and our Dian(n)e’s entered was still considered “young” 

at only 25 years old. New missions had opened, including our first foreign mission in Nassau, 

Bahamas. Marymount School of Nursing in Sudbury had opened. A delegation, led by the Rio 

Tinto Group and several leading Elliot Lake citizens, visited Mother St. Bride to request that 

the Sisters construct and operate St. Joseph's Hospital, Elliot Lake. Although the mines 

contributed $1M and the federal and local governments provided $700,000 and $125,000 

respectively, the Sisters added $825,000 to their debt load for the construction of this new 

hospital.  

 

And now we come to our current reality, in which we honour and celebrate our 

jubilarians. Much has changed in our world and in our Church. What has remained constant, 

both in our jubilarians and in our congregation, has been our commitment to “the more,” trying 

always to respond to new needs as they arise. In Sister Sandra Schneider’s book “Buying the 

Field,” she suggests religious are called to create an alternate world in which the Reign of God 

is realized in an exclusive and total way within the framework of history. This has been the 

history and life of each of our jubilarians that we celebrate today. By their lives, they have 

affirmed publicly to the realization of the reign of God in our midst.  

 

On behalf of the congregation, we thank you, our jubilarians, for your faithfulness to 

God's call and for continuing to Dance with your Beloved into your personal and our 

congregational future, which God has promised is full of hope. It is in this "here and now" 
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moment that the Kingdom of God is made real, and we continue to say "yes" to God's 

transformative love in our lives. Be assured of our admiration, appreciation, and love as we 

together create a place where heaven on earth is realized through the congregation of the Great 

Love of God. God bless you. 

 

 


