
Response # 19 IDENTIFICATION OF THE TWO WOMEN 

History:  In the year 1936, one year after his installation as Bishop of Sault Ste. Marie, Bishop 
Dignan announced that he was forming a new Congregation of the Sisters of St Joseph for his 
Diocese.  This was a shattering experience for the Peterborough Congregation both as a whole 
and for each individual Sister who had to make a decision as to whether she would stay in the 
Sault Diocese or return to Peterborough.  In the fall of 1936, Bishop Dignan sent a letter to 
each mission house in his Diocese informing the Sisters of his aspirations.  This was a time of 
great uncertainty and a time for painful decision making.  

Prior to the Separation the Peterborough community had 395 Sisters.  After the Separation 
275 Sisters. 

August 17, 1937 Bishop Dignan writes to the sisters in the newly founded Diocese. “I am 
pleased to notify you that the Holy See has officially recognized the Community of Sisters of St. 
Joseph of Sault Ste. Marie.  One reason Bishop Dignan was quickly successful with his request 
to Rome was because he was a good friend of Archbishop McGuignon of Toronto.  The 
Archbishop shepherded Bishop Dignan’s first and second petition through the Roman 
channels. 

With the formation of a New Diocese and the Formation of a New Community of Sisters for 
the Sault St. Marie Diocese, it was understood that the Sisters would need a new Mother 
General and Council to lead the newly formed Congregation.   

So now to the two Sisters in Mae’s picture. 

The second woman shown on Mae’s picture sent out to us is Mother St. Philip (McGrath).  She 
was the First Superior of the Sisters in the Sault Diocese from 1936 – 37.  Bishop Dignan 
announced himself Bishop and officially appointed Mother St. Philip to take charge (pro tem) 
of the Sisters until such time as a regular election could take place.  

Now to the first picture on Mae’s hand out.  The first woman on the left is Mother Madeleine 
(Mahoney).   Mother Madeleine was Superior General from 1937 – 40. 

 

September 18th, 1937 Elections were held in Sudbury for the naming of a Mother General.  The 
Bishop presided over the elections and the following slate announced. 

General Superior:  Mother Madeleine (Mahoney) 

Mother Assistant:  Mother St. Agnes (Kirley) 

Councillors:             Sister St. Philip (McGrath) 

                                   Sister Felicitas (Whittaker) 



Secretary:   Sister St. John (Quarry) 

Treasurer General:   Sister Mary Grace (Prendergast) 

 

Question:  What do I know about Mother St. Philip?  When I entered the Community in 1945 
Mother St Philip was living at the Motherhouse as a retired Sister.  I remember her distinctly 
but did not have any contact with her.  After some research I now know the following:   
Mother St. Philip was born at Percy County in Ontario.  She was an intelligent and ambitious 
girl.  She taught in the public schools before entering Peterborough community in 1900, and 
later she taught in the separate schools of Thunder Bay.  In 1929 living at St. Mary’s Academy 
she supervised the building and furnishings of St. Joseph’s Hospital in North Bay.  She was the 
Superior for the first nine years of its operation.  When the Diocese separated from 
Peterborough she voted to stay in the Sault Diocese.   Mother St. Philip had a kind heart and 
she believed in sending the teachers, nurses and music teachers away for up-grading. 

 

Question:  What do I know about Mother Madeleine?  When I entered the community in 1945, 
Mother Madeleine had already died July 2, 1945.  I gradually got to know her by name and 
character from a personal friend of mine who was a close friend of Mother Madeleine.  From 
my sister friend I heard stories of an absolute faith-willed woman, and a woman who suffered 
greatly as Mother General.   I learned Mother Madeleine was born in Peterborough.  She 
entered that community 1903.  When the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Sault 
Ste. Marie began she became one of the founding Sisters and was elected as their first 
Superior-General.  St. Joseph’s Motherhouse stands as a lasting memorial to the artistic 
judgment of this devoted and zealous religious.  Mother Madeleine was a witness to the death 
of Sister Mary Clare when that Sister was killed by a run-away fire truck in Sault Ste. Marie.  
This event left an indelible mark on her life. 

Although suffering for many years of a fatal heart ailment, Mother Magdalene was a woman 
of unswerving courage and fearless courage. 

In closing this reflection I want to say a sincere thank you to our founding sisters, Mother St. 
Philip and Mother Madeleine.  Both have been grace-filled founding sisters.  I think the 
following words apply to each of them: “When we give ourselves over to the shadows of 
unknowing, when we open ourselves to God when doubts swirl, when fear enters, when faith 
weakens and pain is present, we are met, by the One who companions us.”  I feel strongly that 
both these sisters lived this belief deeply.  I am more faith-filled today because of their 
inspirational lives. 
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