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Year of Saint Joseph!



Dear Friends,

What a gift Pope 
Francis has given us 
by declaring this the 
year of Joseph! Our 
patron, patron of the 
universal church, of 
laborers, of refugees—
so many claim him as 

their own. He is certainly 
a man for this time—

someone who, in his own 
life, navigated very uncertain 

waters. He had life plans that were 
abruptly changed by what he recognized 

as the voice of God. He followed a dream, inspired by 
God, which led him in a direction he could never have 
imagined. 

We know that little is said about Joseph in Scripture. 
In his Apostolic Letter, Pope Francis expounds on his 
understanding of, and appreciation for, this extraordinary 
man who lived with courage, trust, devotion to family, 
tender love and creativity. His intent in writing, he says, is 
to “increase our love for this great saint, encourage us to 
implore his intercession and to imitate his virtues and his 
zeal.”

I have personally been renewed in my devotion to 
Joseph through this invitation. While each day we are 
invited to give the gift of our entire selves to God and 
our dear neighbor, we can often be sidetracked by 
the unexpected events that seem to occur regularly 
during this unpredictable time. Without knowing where 
his decisions would lead, Joseph responded without 
hesitation, confident that there was a deeper meaning.                    
He was willing to embrace the challenges his life 
presented—and there were certainly many! I find myself 
admiring his courage and trying to emulate his trust, 
knowing that wherever I am led these days, God is doing 
the leading. When it seems like things can change so 
much from one day to the next, I am trying to “Go to 
Joseph” and understand how he was able to cope with 
unexpected demands.

May each of you find in Joseph a loving father and 
courageous guide who will lead us to follow the dreams 
that will create a better world for all!

Maureen G. Erdlen SSJ
Congregational President
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Pope Francis Proclaims the 

Year of Saint Joseph!
One hundred fifty years ago, in the 
decree Quemadmodum Deus, Pope 
Pius IX proclaimed Saint Joseph Patron 
of the Universal Church. In celebration 
of that anniversary, Pope Francis has 
proclaimed a “Year of Saint Joseph.” 
The special year began December 8, 
2020 and will end December 8, 2021. 

On December 8, 2020, the Pope 
issued his new Apostolic Letter, Patris 
Corde (“With a father’s heart”). In 
this document, the Pope shares his 
personal reflection on Saint Joseph, 
whom he describes as a beloved 
father, a tender and loving father, who 
is obedient and accepting, who is 
creatively courageous, who is a working 
father and a father in the shadows.

Pope Francis states: “The aim of this 
Apostolic Letter is to increase our love 
for this great saint, to encourage us to 
implore his intercession and to imitate 
his virtues and his zeal.”

The Holy Father wrote Patris Corde 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which he says has helped us to see 
the importance of ordinary people 
who exercise patience and hope 
everyday. “People who do not appear 
in newspaper and magazine headlines, 
or on the latest television show, yet in 
these very days are surely shaping the 
decisive events of our history. Doctors, 
nurses, storekeepers and supermarket 
workers, cleaning personnel, 
caregivers, transport workers, men and 
women working to provide essential 
services and public safety, volunteers, 
priests, men and women religious, and 
so very many others. They understood 
that no one is saved alone… How many 
people daily exercise patience and offer 
hope, taking care to spread not panic, 
but shared responsibility. How many 
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fathers, mothers, grandparents 
and teachers are showing our 
children, in small everyday ways, 
how to accept and deal with a 
crisis by adjusting their routines, 
looking ahead and encouraging 
the practice of prayer. Each of 
us can discover in Joseph—the 
man who goes unnoticed, a daily, 
discreet and hidden presence—an 
intercessor, a support and a guide 
in times of trouble. Saint Joseph 
reminds us that those who appear 
hidden or in the shadows can play 
an incomparable role in the history 
of salvation. A word of recognition 
and of gratitude is due to them all.”

Pope Francis reminds us that the 
mission of the saints goes beyond 
the obtainment of miracles and 
graces—they are to intercede 
for us before God. Saints are like 
“Jesus, the ‘one mediator’ (1 Tim 
2:5), who is our ‘advocate’ with the 
Father (1 Jn 2:1) and who ‘always 
lives to make intercession for [us]’ 
(Heb 7:25; cf. Rom 8:34).”

To read Patris Corde visit: 
www.vatican.va, type Year of Saint 
Joseph in the search box, located in the 
upper right corner of the screen.

Pope Francis ends his letter 
saying, “We need only ask Saint 
Joseph for the grace of graces: our 
conversion.”

Let us now make our prayer to 
him:

Hail, Guardian of the Redeemer,
Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary.
To you God entrusted his only Son;
in you Mary placed her trust;
with you Christ became man.

Blessed Joseph, to us, too,
show yourself a father and guide 
us in the path of life. Obtain for us 
grace, mercy and courage, and 
defend us from every evil. 

Amen.

“I would like to tell you something very personal. I like Saint Joseph very much. He is a strong man of 

silence. On my desk I have a statue of Saint Joseph sleeping. While sleeping he looks after the Church. Yes, 

he can do it! We know that. When I have a problem or a difficulty, I write on a piece of paper and I put it 

under his statue so he can dream about it. This means please pray to Saint Joseph for this problem.“

— Pope Francis
    January 16, 2015 address to families 
    in the Philippines
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The Pope tells us that the lives of 
saints prove the possibility of living 
the Gospel. 

In Patris Corde, the Holy Father 
shares his own devotion to Saint 
Joseph that has followed his 
daily morning prayers for over 40 
years. He has recited a prayer to 
Saint Joseph taken from a 19th 
century French prayer book of 
the Congregation of the Sisters 
of Jesus and Mary. This prayer, 
he says, “expresses devotion and 
trust, and even poses a certain 
challenge to Saint Joseph on 
account of its closing words: 
‘My beloved father, all my trust 
is in you. Let it not be said that I 
invoked you in vain, and since you 
can do everything with Jesus and 
Mary, show me that your goodness 
is as great as your power. Amen.’”
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Joseph: 
a Model 
of Trust

Joseph …
       
There is so much that we 
do not know about this 
man as he is mentioned 
so infrequently in the 
Scriptures; yet, he plays 
such a critical role in 
the life of Jesus and the 
history of Christianity. 
Since so little is known, 
do you ever find yourself 
wondering, “What if?”

What if Joseph had 
enforced the law on Mary, 
ensuring her punishment 
for what seemed to be 
an adulterous act? What 
if Joseph had simply 
left quietly and never 
returned to Mary? What 
if Joseph did not trust 
God enough to know the 
right thing to do in the 
moment? 

The right thing in the 
moment …

It may seem easy to read 
the Scriptures and think 
that Joseph had it all 
figured out. Joseph 
knew what he wanted 
from his life and he knew
how to get it. Then, God 
intervened and sent the angel to Mary, throwing a detour into Joseph’s plan for his life. 

So, what does he do? 

He does the right thing for that moment. He places his trust in God and he makes a choice—the next choice—the right 
choice for him and his family in that moment. And he moves with God.

This detour in his plan allows him to see that he does not need to have it all figured out. 

This detour brings him a life he may never have been able to imagine for himself. 

By Sister 
Meaghan Patterson SSJ

“Dream New Dreams” from the book Go to Joseph
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com
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DETOUR
 This detour changes him and his perspective.

How many times in our lives are we faced with a “detour”—a decision 
that will alter the course of our dreams or maybe an event in life that 

has the possibility of breaking us—something totally unexpected 
that throws us for a loop and changes our perspective? How 

many times do we look at a detour as a minor annoyance, or 
even a major disruption, when maybe the detour is meant 

to bring us to the next right thing for our lives? 

Like Joseph, do we create the space for God to be with 
us in life’s detours? Do we allow ourselves—and our 
perspective—to be changed?

The reality of the last year in our world, living through 
the global COVID-19 pandemic, has been a collective 
detour for all of us. Literally overnight plans changed, 

work experiences became remote, and we learned how 
to navigate relationships so that our family and friends 

would stay healthy. Our definition of “essential workers” 
changed as hospital staff put their lives on the line to help 

the sick; teachers created virtual classrooms, grocery store 
clerks kept the shelves stocked; and so many others showed up 

and did the next right thing in the moment.  

In recent months, I have found myself asking, 

 How can I be different after this experience? 

  Are there pieces of me from March 13, 2020 that I want to let go of?

With Joseph as our model, how can we view life’s detours as an opportunity to create the next right thing in our 
lives? It may have been a lot easier for Joseph to walk away from Mary and start a new life for himself … and 
then again, maybe it would have been harder to walk away from love. Joseph trusted God and made a choice—a 
choice that impacted his life and the lives of others he never knew. 

What is God asking of us at this present moment? To what are we being asked to say yes? What detours are 
calling us to remember to trust in God and make a choice that could lead to the next right thing for our lives?



If you do not already know, I am pleased to be able to inform you of just how impressionable a nine-year-old girl can be. I 
know because I was the nine-year-old girl who thoroughly enjoyed eavesdropping on the conversations which took place 
at our family kitchen table. These kitchen conversations introduced me to a group of women named the Sisters of Saint 
Joseph, women who left indelibly loving imprints on the hearts of my mom and dad. As a child, little did I know one day 
my heart would share the same loving imprint.

My parents were far from 
professional entertainers; 
however, every so often after 
a church-sponsored event, 
our little row-house had a few 
visitors. My father’s sisters 
and two of my parents’ friends 
would join in a lively post-game 
review of gatherings such as 
the Sodality’s Marian devotion 
or the annual Parish Mission. 
Inevitably, while enjoying a 
few cups of tea and crumb 
cake from Sheer’s Bakery, an 
animated conversation would 
ensue, eventually leading 
to their perennial favorite 
topic: the memory of life in 
North Philadelphia and their 
experiences of the sisters who 
taught them at St. Stephen 
and Our Lady of Holy Souls.  

In being asked to reflect on the 
influence of Saint Joseph from 
the perspective of an educator, 
I revisited those kitchen 
conversations. In recalling my 
parents’ reminiscing of bygone 
school days, their emotions of 
pride and joy surfaced. Also 
surfacing was my recollection 
that, even as a child, I wanted 
to have a taste of what they 
encountered. Their memories 
carved a space inside me. In 
that space, God gently readied 
me for a personal imprint of 
the Sisters of Saint Joseph. 
Whatever spirit had once 
chiseled my parents’ young
hearts, chiseled mine, too. 
Cloaked within such a loving 
imprint would be my call to the 
ministry of teaching. Could I, as 

Joseph: Model of an Educator
The Kitchen Classroom
By Sister Marie O’Hagan SSJ

Delight of Christmas from the book Go to Joseph
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com
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the teacher. So, how might one 
measure? A carpenter’s proverb 
states, “Measure seven times; cut 
once.” In Patris Corde, Francis 
reminds us the joy Joseph, the 
carpenter experienced that came 
from a different way of measuring. 
Francis writes, “Joseph found 
happiness not in mere self-
sacrifice but in self-gift.”

A teacher who learns to measure 
success by the rewards of her 
self-giving will know deep joy; her 
students will know and remember 
the joy, too.

Kitchen conversations are quite 
powerful, aren’t they? We all 
treasure what transpired many 
years ago in a Le Puy kitchen. Our 
conversations did not end there. 
We engage in them every day as 
we teach and learn from each 
other, from our associates, friends 
and dear neighbors what it means 
to share life in this Congregation of 
Great Love. Echoing the gratitude 
I heard from my parents’ stories, I 
celebrate my years of teaching by 
honoring the memory of Sisters 
Kathryn Malone, Ann Raymond 
Rafter, Michael Andrew Hill and 
Margie Gavaghan. May their 
example of self-gift continue to 
teach us.

formulated based on the acronym: 
SWBAT (students will be able to). 
The be able to objective involves 
the mastering of certain skills. As 
Jesus’ first teacher, what key skill 
did Joseph guide his son 
to master? In accepting his own 
call as servant to God’s plan 
of salvation, Joseph had freed 
himself from the limits an ego can 
impose on a person. Living from a 
place of holy emptiness, Joseph 
had no need for control. The be 
able to skill Joseph taught Jesus is 
the one Joseph had already given 
witness to when he accepted Mary 
as wife. Be able to be the person 
God created you to be. 

If a teacher is open to the 
whisperings of Joseph’s voice 
and has been set free from the 
limits one’s ego often imposes, 
a teacher can create the 
environment where each student 
is welcomed for bringing a unique 
and necessary identity to the 
classroom community. Honored 
for the persons they are able to 
be, students will feel safe to love 
themselves. A sense of pride will 
be a lasting byproduct of 
this holy self-love.

Every vocation, well-lived, requires 
a spirit of sacrifice. Teaching is a 
vocation; therefore, sacrifices are 
required. So, too, is joy. Years ago, 
during a job interview, I was asked 
how I would measure if students 
were learning. I answered, 
“They would be happy 
children.” Finding success 
in teaching is not always 
easy, especially if the 
measure used is based 
on one’s sacrifices. 
In measuring the 
successes achieved 
compared with 
sacrifices made, the 
scale will tip against 

a teacher, with Joseph’s influence, 
create for my students a positive 
classroom environment enriching 
their lives for years to come?

In Pope Francis’ Apostolic Letter, 
Patris Corde, Francis writes of 
qualities in Joseph’s life which 
could very well be the core 
components in teacher formation 
courses. I do not know what 
formation courses my parents’ 
teachers studied, but I am certain 
their teaching sisters lived the 
qualities Francis observes in 
Joseph. In so doing, they formed 
the kind of persons my parents 
became and, through the mystery 
of God’s Spirit, shaped the person 
and teacher I so desire to be.

Teaching is a privileged position 
and given the many privileges 
entailed in this ministry, there 
seems to be none greater than 
that of being entrusted with the 
care and education of a child not 
your own. How does one respond 
to such trust? In reflecting on 
Joseph’s role as foster father to 
Jesus, Francis gives a glimpse into 
a teacher’s call:  

“The greatness of Saint Joseph 
is that he was the spouse of 
Mary and the father of Jesus. 
In this way, he placed himself, 

in the words of Saint John 
Chrysostom, “at the service of 
the entire plan of salvation.”

Joseph offered himself to serve 
the plan of salvation God had set 
for Jesus. Not tasked with creating 
a child in his own image, Joseph 
embraced the holy privilege of 
guiding his son to discover the 
image of God within.

All teachers are familiar with the 
duty of creating daily plans for the 
children in our classes. Plans are 

Pictured: Marie O’Hagan SSJ

Photo courtesy Marie O’Hagan SSJ
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Saint Joseph with infant Jesus painted by Olivia Guerra, Chestnut Hill College '22 (see Olivia on page 40)
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Saint Joseph with infant Jesus painted by Olivia Guerra, Chestnut Hill College '22 (see Olivia on page 40)
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At the Sisters of Saint Joseph Neighborhood Center, where I minister, a statue 
of Saint Joseph is the first thing you see when you come in our doors. Often 
as I step out of my office to see who has come in for services, I witness a 
remarkable sight: our neighbors pausing for a moment of prayer in front of the 
statue.

This moment, however brief, is a sacrament and a sign of all that Joseph 
stands for. In the hidden moments of our lives, the moments unseen to 
others, we are called into union with God, and from that place of union we are 
able to face whatever lies ahead. For our neighbors, this moment precludes 
the beginning of a crocheting class, the use of the Center’s computers, or the 
conversations we have each day as people ask for food or rental assistance. 
Being able to witness these quiet moments of recollection, and to then enter 
into the moment of service that follows, is a humbling experience that invites 
a wholehearted presence and honest accompaniment.  

A quiet presence in the story of the Holy Family, Joseph models this humble 
and hidden service for each of us. We remember and emulate him not for the 
wise words he spoke (though he surely did), but for the way in which he was 
present to those God entrusted to him. As a father and a husband, he gave 
his whole heart to his family; likewise, we are called to serve with humility and 
hiddenness, giving freely of ourselves in the service of God’s greater glory. 

Joseph: Model of Service, Blueprint of Grace
By Sister Colleen Gibson SSJ

In our SSJ Constitutions, the rule 
by which Sisters of Saint Joseph 
live our lives, we say that “we 
honor Joseph, the just man, by 
our manner of service in a spirit of 
reverence for all persons and all 
of creation.” (27) Joseph, the just 
one, is not only a model for how 
we are to treat others but for the 
way in which we are called to live 
lives of service. 

In the Gospel of Matthew, Joseph 
is identified as a righteous man. 
When it is revealed that Mary 
is pregnant prior to their living 
together, Joseph decides to treat 
her with compassion and divorce 
her quietly, sparing her from shame 
and preserving her dignity in the 
community. Joseph makes this 
decision of his own accord before 
any dream from God, a sign of 

A few years ago, for Saint Joseph’s Day, I was invited by one of our sisters to visit with students at an elementary school 
where she taught. Talking about my life as a Sister of Saint Joseph, the legacy of our first six sisters, and Saint Joseph’s 
life and example, I invited the students to imagine what the world must have been like both for Saint Joseph and for our 
earliest sisters in Le Puy. 

Their eyes lit up thinking about the French Revolution and the Holy Family’s flight into Egypt. 

All of this, I explained, is part of a legacy that they, too, were a part of. The littlest students looked in awe at this thought, 
while the bigger kids seemed a little skeptical.  

Turning to a group of eighth grade boys, I asked them what they thought the lesson of the day might be. Taken off guard 
by the question, a self-assured young man said to me, “Well, I guess the lesson is that we all have a part to play, no 
matter who we are. Whether anyone remembers what we said, we still have something to offer… something that could 
make a difference.”

Smiling at his response, I could see the surprise on his face at the words that had come out of his mouth and watched in 
a flash as that surprise was quickly replaced by the cool confidence of a middle schooler being looked on by his peers.

“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” I affirmed, “and Saint Joseph, I’m sure, would agree.”

Joseph, after all, shows us that service can take many forms. Be it as Joseph the Worker, the Dreamer, the Parent, or the 
Just One, Saint Joseph’s life and legacy point the way to a life of service. His faithfulness in each of these roles gives us 
a blueprint for a servant’s heart. As we mark this Year of Saint Joseph and honor our dear patron, we are invited to grow 
with Joseph through lives of service. As we delve more deeply into Joseph’s example during this extraordinary year, it is 
helpful to examine the invitation and example Joseph offers us.

and
Humble, Hidden

Wholehearted
Charity

Justiceand
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his true care for others 
and desire to live a life of 
loving justice. Of course, 
soon after, an angel 
appears in a dream and 
tells him not to fear God’s 
plan and to take Mary 
into his home; obedient to 
grace and with the same 
spirit of love with which he 
decided to divorce Mary, 
Joseph obliges.

This type of love—active, 
inclusive, and considerate 
of the dignity of all 
people—is a gift Joseph 
offers each of us. 

Joseph loved Mary 
without passing judgment 
or jumping to conclusions; 
he loved God with a 
willingness and freedom 
to be guided where the 
Holy Spirit led him. This 
openness is a guide for 
our own lives and service. 
If we can be free to follow 
God’s will, we can have 
courage enough to pursue 
justice and to love boldly.

Service grounded in such 
love balances the call to 
charity and justice; it is 
attentive to grace, meeting 
the most pressing needs 
of our times while also 
addressing the underlying 
systemic problems that 
create such need.  In this 
way, Joseph’s cordial 
charity and righteous 
justice inspire the work 
we are called to do in 
the world. We see this 
in our Congregation’s 
recent pledge of support 
for the Tyler Clementi 
Foundation statement, 
“God is On Your Side,” 
supporting the dignity of 
LGBT youth and standing in 
opposition to the violence, 
bullying, and harassment 
they face. It is also evident in 
the tireless work of the SSJ 
Refugee Ministry Project in 

“St. Joseph - Sun/Son of Justice” from the book Go to Joseph
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com
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While much is unknown about 
Joseph’s life, we do know that he 
was a carpenter. For this reason, 
Joseph is regarded as a great 
patron of workers. Pictured at a 
work bench, plying his trade and 
teaching Jesus the value of hard 
work, Joseph the Worker teaches 
us that the work we do requires 
precision and care coupled with 
persistence and gumption.  

Like great artisans, we are called 
to put ourselves into the work that 
we do. The way we serve bears 
the undeniable mark of who we 
are and how we are called to be in 
the world. With care and attention, 
we take to the task in front of us, 
recognizing that our service is not 
just a job to be done but a call to 
be fulfilled. As we consider our 
call to service, it is important to 
remember this. Service is not just 
work that we do, it is a part of who 
we are and who we are called to 
be. 

In service, we give of ourselves. 
We know and trust that we are 
serving Jesus in the person right 
in front of us. To this end, each 
situation and encounter calls forth 
creativity. Like craftsmen, our 
service is for the good of all; it has 
a clear purpose of making God’s 
love evident in the world. With 
patience and persistence, we are 
called to the hard work of service, 
sticking with it even when the end 
product isn’t as clear as we’d like 
it to be. 

With resourceful hearts and trust 
that God will provide, we do the 
work of building the Kingdom of 
God. In his poem “Portrait of a 
Daughter of Saint Joseph,” Father 
Marius Nepper, SJ reflects that 
to follow in the footsteps of Saint 
Joseph, we must have “eyes 
open, ears attentive, spirit alert 
… sleeves rolled up for ministry 
without excluding the more 

Sleeves Rolled 
Up in Service

Philadelphia to provide a place of 
welcome for those most vulnerable 
in our society.  

Just as Joseph protected the child 
Jesus and his mother by fleeing 
to Egypt, we are called to protect 
and love those most vulnerable 
in our world. In the words of our 
Constitutions, “We imitate Joseph 
in the loving manner of his service 
and his cordial charity to all.” (10) 
This is a borderless love that finds 
a way where there doesn’t seem 
to be one, serving in ways as yet 
unimagined, finding in the call 
of justice, charity, and love that 
nothing is impossible.  

With that spirit, we can enter 
more deeply into our service and 
like Joseph, we can begin to see 
God at work in our midst. Joseph 
teaches us to cherish the presence 
of Christ, finding God in all things 
and in all manner of service. 
Joseph’s attention to God’s dream 
showed him (and shows us) that 
to truly serve God, we need to be 
open to all God asks and dreams 
for us.

For decades, the Sisters of Saint 
Joseph worked in the Archdiocese 
of Philadelphia’s Catholic Home 
system for girls. Offering housing 
to girls in need, the Catholic 
Home was staffed by a long line 
of sisters. In the 1990’s when 
the Catholic Home and other 
similar systems were shut down, 
a number of unclaimed bonds 
were given to the Sisters of Saint 
Joseph for their use in service. 
Wanting to continue the work of 
the Sisters in Philadelphia with and 
for women, it was decided that 
the meager amount of the bonds 
would be put towards women’s 
education. This goal set in motion 

a task force to look at how the 
Congregation might offer adult 
basic education.

For that meager amount of 
money, the possibilities of long-
term ministry were limited. After 
researching various means of 
doing such a ministry, the Sisters 
created a model, inspired by 
the work of other sisters in the 
Midwest, that our sisters called 
the SSJ Literacy Project. The initial 
centerpiece of this project was a 
classroom on wheels: the Dream 
Catcher.

Traveling throughout the city, this 
classroom served the educational 
needs of neighborhood women. 
After lessons in phonics, sisters 
would help students navigate 
calls to the water company and 
other agencies. Soon it became 
apparent that what began as an 
educational ministry would need 
to grow to meet new needs. Hard 
work and attentiveness to God’s 
dream revealed that what began 
with one vision needed to evolve 
into something more. 

With flexibility and trust, just like 
Joseph, the sisters embraced the 
gifts and challenges of the journey, 
finding God in those they met 
and following God’s call as new 
opportunities and needs arose. 
By the early 2000’s, the dream the 
sisters trusted evolved once again, 
giving rise to the Sisters of Saint 
Joseph Welcome Center and its 
now nearly 20 years of service.

Just as Joseph’s obedience to 
God’s dream allowed God to 
enter into the world, we, too, are 
called to listen to the stirring of the 
Spirit among us. Our service is a 
reflection of that dream; in it we 
find God in our midst and we work 
so that all people may be in union 
with God and with their neighbors 
each day. 

Finding God
in All Things

Following
God’s Dream
and
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Reflecting
the Son
Often it is said that we know 
what type of person Joseph was 
because of the person Jesus 
turned out to be. Joseph’s gentle 
strength, his infinite patience, his 
wholehearted love, his care for the 
vulnerable, and his belief in a just 
and merciful faith are all reflected 
in his adopted son, Jesus. In truth, 
this is how we know the fruits 
of our works, too. Our service is 
reflected in and by those we serve.
Early on in our ministry at the 
SSJ Neighborhood Center, an 
Associate who volunteered in our 
food pantry pulled me and another 
sister aside with a look of concern 
on her face. 

“I was in the pantry sorting food 
with some of the ladies and they 
were talking,” she said, seeming to 
choose her words carefully as she 
talked about the parishioners from 
the Lutheran church from which 
the Center rents space. “They 
were talking about these ‘good 
Christian women’ who’d come to 
the neighborhood and I couldn’t 
for the life of me figure out who 
they were talking about.” 

She paused looking around again. 
“Then it dawned on me, sisters … 
They were talking about YOU!”

A smile spread across both our 
faces. “I hope you’re not upset,” 
our friend said.

humble, the less pleasing, the less 
noticeable.” Joseph the Worker 
teaches us to roll up our sleeves. 
As hard as it may be to do what 
is necessary (rather than what is 
pleasing or easy), it is in that work 
that we find joy that reverberates 
through all we do. When we are 
doing what God has called us to 
do, our work and our vocations 
reflect the light of Christ alive in 
us, transforming us into radiant 
shadows of God’s grace, just like 
Joseph. 

“Of course not!” we echoed in 
reply, “That is perfect!”  

The ladies from the parish may not 
have been able to call us by name 
or to identify us as “sisters,” but 
they knew who we were and what 
we were about. We were “good 
Christian women” reflecting God’s 
light in our service and shining for 
the world to see.

I have to believe that Saint Joseph 
would have been proud of that 
moment. 

No matter how hard we had 
worked developing mission 
statements and the like, what 
spoke to the hearts of our 
neighbors was the way we were 
with people. Humble, hidden, and 
wholehearted, we put our love into 
action and the result was reflected 
in what the people we served saw 
and experienced. Our actions 
spoke louder than any words, and 
so it is with Saint Joseph and the 
model of service he offers to each 
of us.

We are all called to be 
reflections of God’s 
love in our world, to 
guardian that love 
for others, and to 
experience its 
revelation in the 
encounters of 
our lives. Be 
we workers, 
dreamers, 
pioneers of 
justice, parents, 
or just everyday 
people, we are 
each called to 
serve in our own 
unique way. Without 
fanfare, we are called 
to respond to God’s call to 
service and in this Year of Saint 
Joseph, we can find in Joseph a 
collaborator in that call.

As Sisters of Saint Joseph, 
Associates, Partners in Mission, 
Benefactors, and friends, Saint 
Joseph’s model of service shows 
us what that middle school 
student so astutely reflected to 
me: “We all have a part to play, no 
matter who we are.”  

Wherever we are, whatever we 
do, as far as we are able, we 
can serve. Joseph goes before 
us guiding the way, offering us a 
model for service and a blueprint 
of grace. God’s invitation and deep 
desire for us in it all is the same as 
it was for Joseph—to be faithful 
and fearless in our following. 

Pictured: Colleen Gibson SSJ

Photo courtesy Colleen Gibson SSJ



Pope Francis declared 2021 as the 
Year of Saint Joseph against the 
backdrop of a global pandemic. 
In his Apostolic Letter entitled 
Patris Corde (With a Father’s 
Heart), Pope Francis beautifully 
reflects on Joseph as “the man 
who goes unnoticed, a daily, 
discreet and hidden presence,” 
who nonetheless played “an 
incomparable role in the history 
of salvation.” Although Joseph is 
silent in the Gospels, his life has 
much to say to us about living 
ordinary life as a way of holiness, 
that is, a way of becoming 
increasingly one with God and the 
ways of God.    
    
Saint Joseph received little 
attention in the early church. For 
a variety of reasons, the scant art 
of the era portrayed him as an 
elderly man. However, historians 
and scripture scholars view this as 
highly doubtful and without merit. 
Research supports the belief that 
Joseph was between seventeen 
and twenty-four years of age 
when he was betrothed to Mary, 
who likely was approximately 
fifteen years old. By the 12th 
Century, Joseph was accepted as 
true father to Jesus in every way 
except biologically. Saint Joseph 
began being seen as a role model 
for husbands and fathers.

Joseph finally emerged from the 
shadows during the 14th to 16th 
Centuries in Europe. This was a 
time marked by great instability 
due to wars, famines, epidemics, 
and much death. People of faith, 
especially fathers, turned to Saint 
Joseph as intercessor, model and 
guide. This husband and father 
led his family through times of 
struggle; he served as provider 
and protector. He struggled for 
security in times of uncertainty. 
Popular belief held that Joseph 
died in the company of Jesus and 

Mary, although this cannot be 
verified. Therefore, amid endless 
deaths across Europe during the 
Middle Ages, Joseph became the 
patron of a happy death. It is no 
wonder Pope Francis points us 
to Joseph during this time in our 
own history when life has been 
upended by a global pandemic, 
economic insecurity, societal 
upheaval, and countless deaths. 

As a husband and father, Joseph 
experienced critical moments 
that called for moving beyond his 
fears and his own plans, taking 
risks for the sake of those he 
loved, and trusting in God.  We 
see selfless and tender love in 
action when Joseph took Mary 
as his wife and embraced her 
child as his own, despite his initial 
anguish and confusion. Joseph 
again gives witness to selfless 
love when, like today’s refugees, 
he fled with his young family from 
the only country they knew to find 
safety in a foreign land. Clearly, 
Joseph models for us the “creative 
courage” Pope Francis highlights 
in Patris Corde. 

After those first years of 
displacement, Joseph and 
his family settled into a small 
backwater town where they lived 
years of ordinary days with one 
another and their kinsfolk as 
faithful Jews. It is here that Joseph 
provided for his family by the work 
of his hands and the sweat of his 
brow, often working with others as 
was the custom. Also, according 
to custom, Mary nurtured and 
guided their son Jesus in his early 
childhood. However, it would 
have been Joseph who fulfilled 
the specific role and sacred duty 
expected of fathers. This was to 
form and educate teenage sons in 
the Jewish religion, in the family 
trade, and in the behaviors and 
values needed for contributing to 

the good of the household and 
of the townsfolk. Thus, as Jesus 
grew in “wisdom, age, and grace” 
(Luke 2:52), Joseph’s parental love 
was at the service of the One who 
came to be Love in the world. With 
Mary, Joseph fulfilled a unique and 
significant role in Jesus’ maturing 
into adulthood and the mission 
that was his. 

Saint Joseph is described in the 
Gospels as a “just man.” Biblically, 
the “just” person is one who lives 
in right relationship with God and 
others. The Psalms describe the 
just person as one who gives 
freely, especially to the poor. The 
just one speaks with charity and 
wisdom and has a steadfast heart, 
that is, they are firmly rooted in 
God. These were the attitudes of 
heart and the virtues that Joseph 
quietly brought to his vocation as 
husband of Mary, earthly father 
of Jesus, protector, provider, 
neighbor, and worker. He lived 
ordinary life extraordinarily well. 

This remarkably ordinary man 
has grown to be a quiet and 
subtle presence in my life as a 
Sister of Saint Joseph. Joseph 
silently assures me that it is 
in and through the ordinary 
rhythms of life that I can grow 
into deepening union with God 
and others. My holiness does not 
depend on accomplishing great 
works or in choosing a life of great 
austerity. Rather, I primarily grow 
in love of God and neighbor as I 
faithfully tend to the relationships, 
circumstances, and tasks of 
ordinary life. Admittedly, it is not 
always easy to freely make a gift of 
self through time, attention, and an 
open heart. This is the stuff of on-
going conversion! Such “ordinary” 
discipleship is at the service of the 
One who calls me to be love in the 
world. 

Joseph: A Saint for the Ordinary
By Sister Dolores Clerico SSJ
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Saint Joseph 
teaches me that 
holiness comes 
from facing life as it 
comes and leaning 
into God for wisdom 
and guidance, 
especially when 
life unfolds in ways 
that are difficult, 
unplanned, or 
beyond my control. 
In the Gospels, 
Joseph has four 
dreams during which 
an angel reveals 
God’s desire for him. 
Biblically, dream-
language symbolizes 
a person’s 
attentiveness to the 
movement of God in 
one’s heart and life. 
A dream event is a 
way of indicating this 
is a person who
listens for God deep
within so that they can
respond to God’s 
desire for them. Joseph 
reaffirms for me that this 
kind of consistent listening 
is essential to my being who 
God desires me to be in the 
ordinary and not-so-ordinary 
moments of life.

When the Sisters of Saint Joseph 
were founded in France in 1650, 
we were given Joseph as our 
patron that we might serve 
“every kind of neighbor without 
distinction” (SSJ Constitutions) 
in the same way Joseph served 
Jesus and Mary: with heartfelt care 
and concern. Our service provides 
the context for relating in a manner 
that the other catches a glimpse of 
how God sees and relates to them: 
as a beloved child of God—no 
exceptions! However, this call to 
respond to the needs of another 
with heartfelt care and concern is 

not a call solely to Sisters of Saint 
Joseph. The life of Jesus as seen 
in the Gospels reveals that this is 
the way of all who follow Christ 
Jesus. As we read in Patris 
Corde: “In a way, we are all 
like Joseph: a shadow of the 
heavenly Father, who ‘makes 
the sun rise on the evil and 
the good, and sends rain on 
the just and on the unjust’ (Mt. 
5:45).” 

Throughout the centuries, many 
people of faith have confidently 
heeded the words “go to Joseph.” 
May we, too, go to Joseph. No 
matter the circumstances of 
our life, Joseph stands ready to 
intercede and accompany us “with 
a father’s heart.”

“Roadside Picnic on the Road to Egypt” from the book Go to Joseph
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com

Pictured below: Dolores Clerico SSJ  Photo: Cristina Diaz
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Oh Joseph

Lean close, hear our whispers,

   our sighs, our cries and whys.

Hear our laughter as we share our hearts

  with one another, when we tell our stories,

  finding fun in them again, as we remember...

Oh Joseph, hold us, comfort us

  when we are weary or feel afraid.

Embrace us.

Protect us,

Please wisdom us to listen to our dreams

  and follow them with your guidance.

As Sisters of Saint Joseph we honor you

  with love and devotion.

Bless us, dear Joseph.

Bless us.  Amen.

Oh Joseph
By Sister Mary Catherine Walton SSJ

“Glory to God” from the book Go to Joseph 
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com



Sister Mary Catherine Walton 
SSJ describes herself first and 
foremost as a woman of faith. “I 
am the eldest of five children. I 
had three brothers and one sister, 
Anne Marie (Sister Miriam Joseph 
SSJ) who was with us in the 
Congregation for 12 years. Sadly, 
she contracted leukemia and died 
in 1980. She is my pride and joy. I 
learned a lot from her—taking care 
of her and spending time with her. 
My brother George passed away 
a few years ago and I still have 
Joseph and Michael.”

Sister was taught by the School 
Sisters of Notre Dame at St. 
Boniface Grade School in 

Sister Mary Catherine Walton SSJ
The Poet Behind the Poem
By Sister Carole Pollock SSJ

Philadelphia and then attended the 
two-year Commercial High School 
Program at the school. As a result, 
she had not met the Sisters of 
Saint Joseph. She recalls, “The 
School Sisters were priming me 
to enter their community. As my 
last high school year was coming 
to a close, I knew in my heart that 
would not work for me. I graduated 
from St. Boniface Commercial 
Program and went to work as a 
secretary at Paxton Manufacturing 
Company in Philadelphia.”

That is when a change took place 
in her life. She fondly recalls, 
“A neighbor asked if I could 
accompany her on the bus to go 

and visit her cousin. She did not 
tell me that her cousin, Sister Rose 
Thomas SSJ, was a Sister of Saint 
Joseph at Holy Souls Convent.”

That visit to the Convent and 
the warm welcome she received 
there was extremely different from 
what she had experienced at St. 
Boniface. She vividly remembers 
that day. “We were welcomed in 
and the sisters invited us to the 
dining room where they served 
us tea and cookies. And I heard 
laughter in the distance of the 
house. Later, when I prayed over 
that, I had the image of Jesus 
sitting there chuckling and saying, 
‘That’s how I got you.’”

A few weeks later, Sister Rose 
Thomas extended an invitation 
for Mary Catherine to visit the 
Motherhouse of the Sisters of 
Saint Joseph in Chestnut Hill. 
There she met Mother Marie 
Estelle SSJ who asked her what 
she wanted to do with her life. 
Mary Catherine replied, “I want 
to be a support and helper to 
people.” Mary Catherine continued 
working as a secretary for about a 
year and a half and then entered 
the Community in 1954. She 
believes that her vocation to the 
Sisters of Saint Joseph came with 
tea and laughter!

As a student in high school, 
Mary Catherine had done some 
writing, mostly writing parodies 

Pictured: Mary Catherine Walton SSJ

Photo: Joyce Ballerino17



to songs. One of her first college 
English courses was taught by 
Sister Agnes Gunn SSJ. “We were 
assigned a five-page paper on 
Emily Dickinson. I included three 
of my own original pieces. Sister 
Agnes returned the paper noting it 
was worthy of an A but I wouldn’t 
receive an A because I had not 
documented those three pieces. 
I told her I didn’t know how to 
footnote my own work. Surprised 
that I had written those myself, she 
told me how to document them—I 
got an A+ for the paper. Well, she 
put me on to Emily Dickinson 
and I became a follower of Emily 
Dickinson from then on, and I 
found I had the courage to write 
my own poetry.”

When asked about her inspiration 
for writing, she says, “I get my 
ideas from the nudge—it is as if I 
get tapped on the shoulder—not 
physically but there is a nudge 
in me that puts an idea in my 
mind. I grab a pencil and a piece 
of paper and I start to write. I 
follow the inspiration that comes 
with that little nudge. Once I get 
that inspiration, I don’t usually 
have to work on it—it kind of just 
happens—I don’t know how to say 
it any other way. One thing I say is 
when a poem is ready to be born 
in me, I have to write it.”

In the fall of 2020, Pope Francis 
announced a Year of Saint Joseph 
in honor of the 150th anniversary 
of the saint’s proclamation as 
Patron of the Universal Church. 
The year-long celebration began 
Dec. 8, 2020 and concludes 
on Dec. 8, 2021. As part of our 
celebration of Saint Joseph, the 
poem, Oh Joseph came about 
at the request of Sister Maureen 

Erdlen SSJ, Congregational 
President. Sister Mary Catherine 
explains, “She approached me 
and asked, ‘May I ask a favor?’ 
I said, “Of course.” ‘Would you 
write something about Saint 
Joseph?’ “I started to pray to Saint 
Joseph—what do you want me to 
say about you? I sat with it for a 
while and that is where Oh Joseph 
came from—I just followed that 
inspiration/tap on my shoulder.”

Sister has written hundreds of 
poems. Her Christmas poems 
hold a special place in her life. She 
writes a new one each year and 
includes it in her Christmas card. 
She has had her poems published 
many times, in Contemplative 
Review, Sisters Today and Review 
for Religious. 

Sister Mary Catherine advises 
anyone interested in writing poetry 
to follow your heart. “Pick up a 
pen and write,” she encourages. 
“Just start writing and you can 
make sense of it later. Whatever 
it is saying to you after you read it 
and pray with it—it will talk to you. 
Just get it outside of you in black 
and white and the light will dawn 
in your mind. Sometimes I am 
surprised by the insight or intuition 
that comes, and sometimes 
surprised by the nudge.”

When asked if she has a favorite 
poem, Sister Mary Catherine 
doesn’t hesitate. “Yes I do. My 
favorite poem is The Chair, which 
I wrote while helping out in Cape 
May at Saint Mary-by-the Sea 
Retreat House one summer. 
Another volunteer showed me a 
picture she had taken of one of 
the rocking chairs on the porch. 
When I saw that picture, I sat 

down immediately and picked up 
a pencil and I wrote. It took me 
about  half an hour. The poem 
starts: Have you ever sat here 
with me? One of my dreams was 
to have a picture of the chair and 
the poem on the same page and 
that dream came true. That is my 
claim to fame and that poem has 
gone all over the world—far and 
wide—Canada, France, India. 
When I write something or give a 
poem to someone, I say it is yours. 
It stirs my heart to be able to give 
it away.”  

Sister Mary Catherine remembers 
her mother telling her that she was 
always the happiest, as a child, 
when she had a pencil and paper 
in front of her. Today, Sister is a 
resident of Saint Joseph Villa. And 
like her beloved patron, Joseph, 
Sister continues to happily, 
generously and lovingly work at 
her craft as she shares her gift—
her nudges—with so many. 
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Philadelphia Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez Celebrates 
Saint Joseph’s Day at Saint Joseph Villa
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By Sister Carole Pollock SSJ

What a joy it was to gather in 
the Chapel at Saint Joseph Villa 
to celebrate Saint Joseph’s 
Day. Archbishop of Philadelphia 
Nelson J. Pérez joined the 
sister Jubilarians in the chapel, 
along with many who were live 
streaming, to celebrate Liturgy.

Congregational President Sister 
Maureen G. Erdlen SSJ welcomed 
everyone. “What a pleasure it is 
to be in the Chapel with our sister 
Jubilarians. These sisters represent 
hundreds of years of commitment 
to our loving God through the 
consecrated life. What a gift you 
are to all of us and to the Church. 
Through live streaming, we are 
also joined by our sisters and 
residents here at the Villa, sisters, 
associates, partners in mission, 
and staff, faculty and students of 
our sponsored works.

We, the family of Joseph, are 
gathered to celebrate this special 
feast in honor of our patron, Saint 
Joseph, in this year of Joseph. It 

is certainly a unique opportunity 
to come together to renew our 
commitment and to honor this 
just and extraordinary man. We 
are blessed to have a patron who 
is so close to our own human 
experience; a man who labored 
to support and protect his family. 
While Pope Francis has given us 
this opportunity to remember and 
celebrate Joseph throughout the 
year, one of my favorite quotes 
about Joseph comes from Pope 
John Paul II. He said, ‘Joseph 
is the proof that to be a genuine 
disciple of Christ there is no need 
of great things, only great love 
in the common simple things.’ 
Joseph courageously and faithfully 
followed his dreams—not his 
personal desires—because he 
recognized the voice of God 
speaking to him and challenging 
him to be more than he could have 
ever imagined. May we be willing 
to be as loving and courageous as 
Joseph was.”

Archbishop Pérez began the 
celebration with a warm greeting. 

“What a perfect day to be with 
the Sisters of Saint Joseph on the 
solemnity of Joseph. I am thrilled 
to be here with you as you honor 
your patron Saint Joseph. We 
thank God for the Jubilarians and 
the gift they are to the Church and 
for the ministry they continue to do 
for the Church.”

In his homily the Archbishop 
shared, ‘What an incredible 
message Joseph left to the world 
about what it means to be faithful 
to God even when you don’t 
understand. What I like about Saint 
Joseph is that he is so human. 
Although he doesn’t understand, 
he accepts the Lord’s will for him.  
Pope Francis speaks about this 
particular moment in his life in the 
beautiful letter he wrote to honor 
Saint Joseph, Patris Corde (With a 
Father’s Heart).

‘Often in life things happen whose 
meaning we do not understand. 
Our first reaction is frequently one 
of disappointment and rebellion. 
Joseph set aside his own ideas 
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Page 19
Pictured: from left, Karen Dietrich SSJ and Owen P.  Bonner SSJ 
lead the procession.

Page 20
Pictured, top left: Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez

Pictured center left: from left, Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez, 
Pat McClure SSJ and Ellen McCarthy SSJ

Pictured bottom left: from left, Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez 
greets 104-year-old Marie Cecile Iwetz SSJ, Katrina Wise, Villa 
Executive Director, Irene Dunn SSJ, Villa President.

Pictured top right: Maureen G. Erdlen SSJ, Congregational 
President 

 Pictured center right: from left, Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez
 and Msgr. John Savinski

Photos: Cristina Diaz and Carole Pollock SSJ



in order to accept the course of 
events, and, mysterious as they 
seemed, to embrace them, take 
responsibility for them and make 
them part of his own history. 
Unless we are reconciled with our 
own history, we will be unable 
to take a single step forward, for 
we will always remain hostage 
to our expectations and the 
disappointments that follow.’ 
These beautiful words certainly 
describe Joseph, but they also 
describe you and me. We have 
all had moments when we do not 
totally understand the mysterious 
will of God. But, it all goes back 
to a moment when you gave your 
life to the Lord and you promised 
obedience and so you understand 
what Joseph went through.

So we thank God for Saint Joseph 
and for the Sisters of Saint Joseph. 
We thank God for the incredible 
ministry and service you have been 
and are and will continue to be for 
the Church of Philadelphia.”
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Pictured top: from left, Clare DiGregorio 
SSJ and Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez

Pictured center left: Archbishop Nelson J. 
Pérez

Pictured bottom left: Villa sisters, 
administrators and the General Council  
celebrate a socially-distanced Mass.

Photos: Cristina Diaz and 
Carole Pollock SSJ
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Pictured top left: Archbishop Nelson J. Pérez greets 
Theresa Egan SSJ.

Pictured center left: from left, Teresa Shaw SSJ, 
Katrina Wise and Louise Kane SSJ

Pictured top right: from left, Arleen McNicholas SSJ and 
Catherine Austin SSJ

Pictured center right: left side, front to back Grace 
Christie Costello SSJ and Miriam Denis McConomy SSJ 
Right side, front to back, Agnes Mary Foy SSJ and 
Owen P. Bonner SSJ

Pictured bottom right: from left, Maureen G. Erdlen SSJ, 
Congregational President and Archbishop Nelson J. 
Pérez greet a Villa resident.

Photos: Cristina Diaz and Carole Pollock SSJ



Resources for Everything Saint Joseph
By Sister Betty Meizinger SSJ

TITLE AUTHOR PUBLISHER

Go to Joseph

In the Spirit of Joseph

Saint Joseph
  (His Life & Role in the 
  Church Today)

My Life with the Saints

Quantum Grace
     The Lenten Reflections:   
     March 19th St. Joseph’s   
     Day

That all may be ONE
     Joseph, Our Patron

Come to Joseph

St. Joseph Gems

Consecration to St. Joseph

Rejoice! Advent Meditations with 
Joseph

Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS

Mary Cresp, RSJ

Louise Bourassa Perrotta

James Martin, SJ

Judy Cannato

Association of Colleges of SSJ
Julie Harkins, CSJ

Jean-Guy Dubuc & 
Carole Monmarché

Donald H. Calloway, MIC

Donald H. Calloway, MIC

Fr. Mark Toups

World Library Publications

Gillingham Printers

Our Sunday Visitor Publisher

Loyola Press

Ava Maria Press, Inc.

www.acssj.org
Printed with permission of CSJ 
Boston

Girold-Gresswiller (France)

Marian Press, Stockbridge, MA

Marian Press, Stockbridge, MA

Ascension Publishing, LLC
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TITLE ARTIST CONTACT INFO

Joseph (a concert to honor him)

Culture of Life
     Joseph’s Prayer of Adoption

The Promise/Joseph’s Song

Wherever Love is Born
     Joseph, Beloved of God

Mary Songs & More Mary Songs
     Child of Joseph & 
     A Man Called Joseph

Catherine Joanne

Danielle Rose

Michael Card

Kathy Sherman, CSJ

Bill Peffley

sjdwellingplace@comcast.net

Gillingham Printers

Balance House Publications

MUSIC CD

BOOKS



“Joseph and Son” from the book Go to Joseph 
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com

Pictured: Betty Meizinger SSJ

Learn more about Brother at www.bromickeymcgrath.com. 
His distributors are:

TRINITY STORES

https://www.trinitystores.com/ (for the purchase of prints), 

SALESIAN SHOP

https://www.salesianshop.com/the-sacred-artwork-of-bro-mickey-mcgrath/ 

(for note cards, downloadable coloring books and images)  and 

CLEAR FAITH PUBLISHING

https://www.clearfaithpublishing.com/ (for his Books and Prayer Starters). 
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Prayer of St. Joseph
Angelina

Song to St. Joseph
Media Haze

Song for Joseph
Kathtube.com (YouTube)

Joseph’s Lullabye
Mercy Me (YouTube)

Joseph’s Prayer
Josiah & Jamie Williams (YouTube)

A Am a Carpenter
Cher & Gene Klosner (YouTube)

Joseph’s Song
Michael Card (YouTube)

MUSIC YOUTUBE
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Great question! The answer is set 
in a constellation of circumstances 
related to the historical and 
ecclesial era, our founders and our 
mission and spirituality.

Before the sixteenth century, 
devotion to Saint Joseph lived in 
dappled shadows, but Francis 
de Sales, Teresa of Avila, the 
discalced Carmelites, Franciscans 
and many confraternities began 
to promote devotion to Saint 
Joseph. By the beginning of the 
seventeenth century, Joseph was 
presented as the model of the 
mystical life—as one who lives 
close to Jesus. 

Since Jesuit Jean-Pierre Médaille 
SJ was one of our founders, I was 
very curious when I first learned 
that devotion to Saint Joseph was 
forbidden during his seminary 
years. Years later I discovered 
research to support that claim and 
recently I had the opportunity to 
read an essay by Rob Faesen, SJ 
titled, “The Grand Silence of St. 
Joseph: Devotion to Joseph and 
the Seventeenth Century and the 
Crisis of Mysticism in the Jesuit 
Order.”

As Father Faesen notes, some 
young Jesuits and others in that 
era felt that the Society of Jesus 
had lost the contemplative, 
mystical dimension of Jesuit life 
and turned to Saint Joseph as 
a protector for “the indwelling 
Christ in the human person.” 
They were concerned that the 
Society of Jesus was losing its 
original Ignatian inspiration. Father 
General Viteleschi was alarmed 
by what he deemed extreme 
and reacted by prohibiting their 
extraordinary devotion to Joseph. 
Gradually, Jesuits again promoted 
devotion to Joseph. Father Faesen 
concludes: “The fact the [Society’s] 
contemplative dimension survived 

Why Were We Named Sisters of Saint Joseph?
By Sister Roberta Archibald SSJ

. . . albeit on the margins of the 
intellectual life, may be due to 
the protection of St. Joseph, who 
silently bore responsibility for the 
beloved Son of the Father, and all 
those who live in him.”

By mid-seventeenth century, 
Sisters of Saint Joseph, 
supported by Jean-Pierre 
Médaille SJ, walked onto the 
stage in the Auvergne region 
of France—at first in the towns 
of Dunieres and Le Puy.

In a 1648 document, the sisters’ 
ministry in Le Puy bears the name 
of “House of Charity of Orphan 
Girls of Saint Joseph.” Was the 
orphanage named for the sisters 
or was the name of Joseph a 
reflection of Bishop de Maupas’ 
devotion to Saint Joseph? In 
a letter addressed to his sister 
May 4, 1648, he said “this great 
Saint (who is my particular patron 
this year) should be held by me 
in singular veneration for many 
reasons.” Perhaps one of his 
reasons was the presence of our 
sisters in Le Puy.

For Sisters of Saint Joseph, the 
patronage of Joseph is beyond 
simple devotion. The oldest copy 
of our primitive rule in Lyon states 
that the name of Saint Joseph was 
chosen because of “the hidden 
virtue of this great saint.” 

“It will bear the name of Saint 
Joseph, since it is to have a 
special love for the virtue of this 
great saint and is to be entirely 
under his protection and care.” 
—Règlements

For these sisters, Joseph was a 
man who carries within himself a
holiness that is both vigorous and 
inconspicuous. He is an ordinary 
man whose meaningful life without 
fanfare is wordlessly faithful.

In this same primitive rule our 
Jesuit founder, Jean-Pierre 
Médaille, included relationship 
with Joseph in the summary of our 
vocation:

“In honor of Saint Joseph their 
Patriarch, they will be one in the 
service of each other, and one in 

the service of the neighbor without 
distinction for whom they will try 
to have cordial charity, as Saint 
Joseph had for his dear spouse 

and for the Savior Jesus.” 
—Règlements

In contemporary parlance, the 
word cordial means politely warm, 
respectful and friendly, a quiet 
propriety; however, in seventeenth-
century France, the word cordial 
meant a tonic, an alcoholic spirit 
that could stimulate a weak heart 
and animate a drooping spirit. A 
cordial energized. This context 
helps us to understand the cordial 
charity of Joseph as loving service 
that revives, animates and stirs up 
communion.
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It calls us to service centered on 
relationship with God and every 
neighbor without distinction. 
Service in the spirit of Joseph’s 
cordial charity stirs up love that is 
offered through effective presence. 
And just as Joseph discerned and 
followed God’s invitations through 
ambiguous and difficult times, we 
are called to face the challenges of 
our day.

Médaille called on Joseph to 
model a way of loving that 
is inclusive and active—love 
delivered through presence that is 
stirring and vivifying. What better 
model of the contemplative life in 
action could Father Médaille have 
given to our first sisters and to us 
than Saint Joseph?

“In honor of Saint Joseph 
their Patriarch, they will be 
one in the service of each 
other, and one in the service 
of the neighbor without 
distinction for whom they will 
try to have cordial charity, as 
Saint Joseph had for his dear 
spouse and for the Savior 
Jesus.” 

— Règlements

I’m very fond of quoting one 
of Médaille’s sentences in our 
Primitive Constitutions. In the 
midst of detailing how to live 
this new form of religious life, he 
wrote, “Those who live this life, 
illumined as they are by God’s 
grace, will know what I mean more 
clearly than I can express it.” He 
so honored the gifts of women—
calling them to do “all that woman 
is capable of”—that I imagine he 
and our first sisters, Françoise, 
Marguerite, Clauda, and the three 
Anas had a conversation about 
being named Saint Joseph.
 
Yes, there are several reasons 
why we are called Sisters of Saint 
Joseph; this last one resonates.

From documents in the village of 
St. Hilaire where Sisters of Saint 
Joseph made a foundation before 
1787, we learn that the sisters 
were called “filles agrégées under 
the title of St. Joseph” and “filles 
devotes called St. Joseph because 
they earned a living.”

So . . . on a multiple-choice 
question that asks: Who gave us 
the name Sisters of Saint Joseph?

a) Bishop Henri de Maupas
b) Jean-Pierre Médaille SJ
c) our first six sisters
d) all of the above

We can respond ALL OF THE 
ABOVE.
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Pictured above: In Le Puy, France, the Saint Michel d'Aiguilhe Chapel sits atop a 269-foot-high volcanic core. 
The tiny pad at the top is just 187 feet diameter. It can be reached via 268 stone steps that wind up the side.



Is Saint Joseph relevant to us 
in the 21st century? As I began 
reflecting on this question on a 
Thursday morning in February, a 
silent heavy snow fell for several 
hours. Although there didn’t seem 
to be a wind, I could watch the 
snow glide, swerve, and eventually 
make its way to the ground. There 
was not a sound, not a person. Did 
the snow make a difference? We 
know it did!

What does this have to do with 
Joseph? If you were to ask anyone 
how they think of Saint Joseph, 
they might say, “He was a silent 
saint. We don’t know anything he 
said.” Does he make a difference 
in the 21st century? We know 
Saint Joseph certainly makes a 
difference. Pope Francis thought 
him so significant that he wrote 
an Apostolic Letter about him and 
dedicated the year 2021 to his 
honor.

Patris Corde helps us to reflect 
on some of Saint Joseph’s 
qualities. His fatherly dedication 
and example to Jesus attest to 
his love. In Scripture we travel 
with Joseph through his early 

Being Relevant in Today’s World
By Sister Therese Dowd SSJ

association with Mary and the 
decision he made to care for her 
and support her. We know Joseph 
was a “just man” who carried out 
God’s will without understanding 
the outcome. We can imagine that 
his silence was one of strength 
based on prayer. Joseph’s actions 
also required a great deal of 
humility. It would be natural to 
think that neighbors might “talk” 
and maybe even advise, but 
Joseph withstood the criticism and 
made decisions based on faith in 
an all-knowing God.

Danger was not an unknown 
occurrence in the life of Saint 
Joseph. “Taking the Child and His 
mother” to a foreign country was 
risky. Serious political problems in 
the Judean countryside prompted 
his decision to make the long 
journey to an unfamiliar place. 
Prayer and faith gave Joseph the 
courage to make difficult choices. 
In recent years, how many 
families have had to migrate to an 
unfamiliar country for safety?

The little we do know about Saint 
Joseph shows that returning to 
his own land did not mean his 
concerns were over. Life goes on; 
responsibilities have to be met. 
As a member of a community, 
Joseph and his family were 

expected to make a yearly 
journey to the temple. As Jesus 

advanced from childhood 
to teen-age years, there 
may have been stress over 
expectations. Life happens; 
things don’t always go as 
planned. Perceptions and 
expectations differ. Again 

Joseph responds to the call to 
make a return trip with Mary to 

the temple after having realized 
that Jesus was not with either of 
his parents as they traveled back 

to Nazareth. As we know, Jesus 
had stayed at the temple to talk 
with the elders. A case of mixed 
messages? Or no messages?
 
And what did Jesus learn from 
Joseph? Jesus learned how to 
pray and how to interact with 
community members. Jesus 
learned the dignity of work 
carefully done. Jesus learned how 
to enjoy being with family and 
friends. “Actions speak louder than 
words.” Joseph was a man whose 
actions spoke volumes.
 
Reflecting on the relationship of 
Joseph with Mary, we see that 
Joseph acted on a decision that 
many would not understand. After 
Jesus was born, Joseph’s plans 
to return home were thwarted by 
a politically motivated ruler, and 
Joseph had to take his family to 
an unfamiliar country for safety. 
The situations Saint Joseph faced 
in his lifetime are very similar to 
what many people throughout 
the world face today. If we are 
attentive to Scripture and other 
reliable sources, we can recognize 
that Saint Joseph was a man of 
God who lived his life for God, his 
family, his community. His manner 
of living provides inspiration and 
admiration for us living at this time.
 
And what of his daughters, the 
Sisters of Saint Joseph who live 
and work in many parts of the 
world today? Sisters of Saint 
Joseph often say, “To be a Sister 
of Saint Joseph is to be about 
relationships.” Are we relevant in 
these times?

Our founder, Jean Pierre Médaille, 
SJ, reminded the early sisters in 
the 17th century that “the purpose 
of our selfless Congregation . . . 
tends to achieve this total union of 
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ourselves and the dear neighbor 
with God, and of ourselves and 
all others, whoever they may            
be . . . totally in Jesus and in 
God his Father.”

Today, Sisters of Saint Joseph 
respond to their call by reaching 
out to “the dear neighbor” in a 
variety of ways: guiding people 
in prayer, providing education on 
all levels, caring for and visiting 
those who are sick or home-
bound, advocating for those who 
are underserved, preparing meals 
and distributing food at community 
centers, sponsoring and organizing 
events to raise funds to help 
others. In the beginning days, the 
daughters of Joseph gathered 
women of the villages in southern 
France and taught them to 

make lace so they could support 
themselves and their families.
While making lace, the Sisters 
talked with the women about the 
Bible and taught them prayers. 
When the Sisters came from 
France to the New World, the 
need focused on education, health 
care and social services. Then as 
now, Sisters of Saint Joseph were 
known to be “ready for any good 
work.” Sisters respond to a need. 
Sometimes it is an emergency in 
a particular locale; sometimes the 
situation is more wide-spread. 

The call for the daughters of 
Joseph is to be attentive, be alert, 
and be open to the times and the 
neighbor; then “with sleeves rolled 
up,” be ready. It seems so simple. 
What is required is a loving heart 

“Immigration Week Poster (USCCB)” from the book Go to Joseph 
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, OSFS / www.bromickeymcgrath.com
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open to God and neighbor and a 
willing spirit. It may seem strange 
to think relevance is relevant—but 
it is. Think of the Parable of the 
Starfish. Does it matter to throw 
one starfish back when the sand 
is covered with starfish? It matters 
to that one. And that makes all the 
difference. 
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A year has passed since we have 
been tossed about in the throes of 
the pandemic. We have known the 
grace of hands that have reached 
out to carry and console, to offer 
courage and compassion. We 
have seen humanity rise with each 
breath inward and fall with every 
exhale outward, stretching out their 
hands in generosity. In the midst of 
oppression and violence, we have 
seen those that have stretched 
across city streets to hold and heal 
the suffering of horrid acts of racism 
and discrimination. We have seen 
the hands that have stretched to 
reach the multitudes suffering from 
COVID-19 across the globe. And 
after a year of stay at home and 

A Saint Joseph’s 
Day Reflection 
By Sister Joannie Cassidy SSJ

NOTE: Joannie Cassidy SSJ presented the following reflection to a virtual 
gathering of sisters, associates and partners in mission on March 19, 2021.

quarantine, we have held the cry of Earth as she struggles to breathe 
and survive, watching the air and water become a little clearer, and 
the soil renewed.

Today, we celebrate Saint Joseph’s Day in this Year of Joseph. It is 
Joseph’s own Annunciation, his “Yes” that beckons us to hear in 
these our times, the voice of God. It is Joseph who hears in a dream, 
“Do not be afraid, and who, after hearing this voice, responds out of 
love, taking Mary into his heart and home. 

We are invited to be attuned with a discerning heart to hear God’s 
voice and to respond with our “Yes.”

As we know, neither Matthew nor Luke records a single word of 
Joseph. It is his listening to God’s voice that reiterates and confirms 
Mary’s response. From his deep listening, Joseph lives into the 
questions with his “Yes.”

Joseph knew the messiness and uncertainties of life, embracing all 
the circumstances and ridicule that surrounded taking Mary as his 
wife. And then being exiled and fleeing into Egypt, he let go and left 
all that was familiar. Joseph went where he was led.

I am sure he knew well the feelings of loss, doubt, fear, and 
vulnerability. I can hear him saying, “This wasn’t what I thought 
it would be. This wasn’t the plan. How? Why?” Yet, in a dream, 
attentive to the Spirit, Joseph hears God’s voice and allows God’s 
dream to unfold in and through him.

Meister Eckhart says, “There in the soul is a place where God dwells, 
and there in the soul is a place where the soul dwells in God.” Joseph 
knew this indwelling. Joseph’s own fear and doubt are transformed. 
His fragility leans into firmness of faith encountering Holy Mystery, 
God’s abiding presence. 

I don’t know about you, but I have stood at moments in my life 
where Joseph stood. I have asked those very same questions. 
But God’s voice is heard in the depths of one’s being. “Do not be 
afraid, I am with you.” The courage, the strength, the grace, are 

within you. It is Joseph’s attentiveness and discerning heart, that 
moves him to trust, even in precarious and despairing times, to follow 
God’s promptings. 

Each time we trust, we are led to a deeper level. Yet, it is still a walk 
through some degree of darkness, a walk into transformation. Joseph 
knew this journey.
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Do not be afraid to take 
Mary into your home.

Joseph did as the
angel had said. 



Joseph the Refugee

“La llevo por amor... 
I carry her out of love.” 

“It is a painting and a prayer

for Fernando and his daughter 

I met in El Paso.”

— Joannie Cassidy SSJ

I share two stories that reflect upon Joseph’s Annunciation and “Yes.” 
I was visiting my twin nieces who at the time were four years old, Ella 
and Ava. I brought with me a nesting doll set a student had gave me. 
Ella was playing with them and went into the kitchen. She came back 
with eight wrapped boxes. I opened each one, until finally, I opened 
the last box with the smallest nesting doll in it. Ella was surprised. 
She asked, “Where did it go?” Here she had placed water in the 
center of the smallest nesting doll. “Where is it? she asked. I said the 
water had been absorbed into the wood. It’s in her. Ella repeated, “It’s 
in her.” Her sister, Ava, brought her own box and proclaimed, “This is 
the only one you need.” I opened it. There was a heart she cut out of 
paper with the center open.

It’s within you. This is the only one you need. The call to go deeper, 
Joseph knew well. We are invited to dwell with God, to listen 
deeply, to let go of what needs to be let go of, and then respond in 
compassion.

I met Fernando in El Paso. He had just come off the ICE bus, tired 
worn, with his two daughters. Maria, two years old, was held by a 
pouch on his back. She peered over his shoulder while Angelina, his 
older daughter, was carried by Fernando’s two hands held in a car 
seat. Angelina, was nine years old and did not have the use of her 
legs. I went over to see if I could help. He nodded and then spoke, 
“No…No mi Angelina, Las llevo por amor.” I carry them out of love. I 
left all out of love. My Angelina, mi Maria, I carry them out of love.

It was evident that Fernando, in his letting go and suffering, leaned 
into God for strength. It was from this deep place, that even in 
struggle and uncertainly, Fernando heard God’s voice as Joseph did. 
“Do not be afraid. I am here.” Fernando in leaving and letting go for 
love, offered his “Yes” to carry his daughters with the “Yes” of deep 
love.

God continues to teach us, through the experiences of our lives, what 
it means to tend the real and imaginary borders within and around us. 
These are the invitations that call forth our own self-emptying “Yes.”

May we, like Joseph, deeply listen with a discerning ear and hear 
God’s voice, “Do not be afraid. The love, strength and courage are 
within you.” May we be attentive to God’s indwelling Spirit so that like 
Joseph, we too, may respond with our “Yes” and offer self-emptying 
love for the life of the world.
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The Josary, created by Sister Kathleen Rooney SSJ, is like the Rosary, only the focus of the meditations is on Joseph 
and the mysteries of his life, not on the Blessed Mother’s. The prayer form is just like the rosary and you use rosary 
beads to pray the Josary. Instead of the Hail Mary, you pray the Joseph Prayer on each bead. The Joseph prayer is:

 Joseph, Son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary, your wife, into your home. For it is through the Holy Spirit  
 that this child has been conceived in her. Holy Joseph, Virgin Father of Jesus, pray for us sinners now and at the  
 hour of our death.  Amen.

Waiting for the dining room doors to open while on retreat at Saint Mary by-the-Sea, Sister Kathy says she casually 
picked up a book that was sitting on the table next to her. The book was entitled:  Saint Joseph and the Third Millennium: 
Traditional Themes and Contemporary Issues, by Michael Griffin. “As I began to randomly flip through the chapters, I 
realized this was not a book I had picked up by chance,” she said.  She finished reading Griffin’s book and the Josary 
seed had been firmly planted.

Sister Kathy explains: “In the months that followed, thinking of Joseph, pondering, and praying with him, I began to 
think of the mysteries of Mary’s life from Joseph’s perspective. From there, thoughts and inspirations just began to 
tumble into my head. For example, the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary in her Annunciation, and Joseph had his 
Annunciation from Gabriel as well. I would make this revelation to Joseph the beginning of the Joseph Prayer. The 
Josary is composed of the Joseph Prayer that is prayed on the 10 beads of each decade, while meditating on one of the 
mysteries of his life. But what would I call this form of prayer? It was not the Rosary. The name, delightfully, popped into 
my head one day—the JOSARY of course! Mary had her Rosary and Joseph would have his Josary.”

A selection of mysteries from Sister Kathleen’s manuscript entitled: The Mysteries of Saint Joseph: The Josary, are 
featured here (pages 32 and 33). The other mysteries are: the Dreaming Mysteries, the Fatherhood Mysteries, the Dying 
and Rising Mysteries and the Revealing Mysteries. 

“In writing, I found myself on a unique journey with Joseph, as he revealed some of the complexities of his own most 
singular life. Through this encounter, I have come to a greater love and admiration for our patron. I hope that others who 
pray with Joseph’s mysteries will come to a deeper, more intimate knowledge of this husband, father, and man of God.” 

Introducing the Josary

Pictured left: Kathy Rooney SSJ   Photo courtesy Kathy Rooney SSJ

Pictured below: Kathy Rooney SSJ prays the Josary with parishioners at St. Bridget's Church 
in Philadelphia, PA

Photo: Cristina Diaz

31



Saint Joseph is a man of mystery. Very few Scripture passages refer to him and there are no recorded words of his in 
Sacred Scripture. Yet, he was paramount in God’s work of salvation.

The Josary is a way for us to pray with the Mysteries of Joseph’s life. It is similar to the Rosary in meditating on the 
Mysteries of Mary’s life. The Josary prayer, much like the Hail Mary, begins with the Angel’s annunciation to Joseph and 

concludes with our seeking his intercession.

The Mysteries of Saint Joseph

      This designated title of Joseph reveals to us his character. “Righteous” is another word used to   
     describe Joseph. By Jewish law, as Mary and Joseph were betrothed, he had the right to expose Mary’s 
condition publicly and have her stoned for adultery. Joseph must have felt stunned, confused and greatly betrayed. 
Perhaps he even felt humiliated. Yet, Joseph decides, without fanfare or rancor, to divorce her quietly. He chooses not to 
shame Mary despite his own anguish.

Let us be thankful for Joseph’s righteousness and seek his help when we need to practice justice with mercy.

All Mysteries are prayed by starting with an Our Father, 10 Josary Prayers and ending with a Glory Be.

The Josary

The Josary Prayer
“Joseph, Son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the Holy Spirit that this 

child has been conceived in her." (Mt.1:20)

Holy Joseph, Virgin Father of Jesus, pray for us sinners now and at the and at the hour of our death, Amen.

First 
Mystery

Mystery

Joseph her husband, since he was a just man, yet unwilling to expose 
her to shame, decided to divorce her quietly. (Mt1:19)

Second
The Annunciation

Joseph, Son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the Holy 
Spirit that this child has been conceived in her. (Mt. 1:20)

     Joseph, having decided to divorce Mary quietly, now has his Annunciation. The angel appears to   
       Joseph and tells him to take Mary into his home, the child has been conceived by the Holy Spirit, not 
through an act of human intimacy. Unlike with Zechariah and Mary, Scripture tells us nothing about Joseph’s reaction. 
Angels have now appeared to both Joseph and Mary! This is no ordinary circumstance, no ordinary child, and surely, this 
will be no ordinary union. Plans have changed. Dreams have changed. Life has changed.

Have you ever felt in awe of God’s un-ordinary action in your life? Or astounded by unexpected changes? 
Go to Joseph, he knows about changes, new directions, and new beginnings.
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        The description of Joseph as the Virgin Father of Jesus is the most accurate title for Joseph. By   
                    definition, the terms foster father and step father are incorrect. Joseph was a virgin, like Mary. He was  
        the virgin father and she, the virgin mother of Jesus.

When Joseph and Mary arrive in Bethlehem, the Gospel of Luke tells us there was no room for them at the Inn; Jesus 
would be born in a stable. This must have caused Joseph great distress. And yet, it is here, away from the crowded, 
noisy inn, that Joseph and Mary will find quiet and intimate privacy for this miraculous birth.

Sometimes, in our own immediate circumstances, we do not see the hand of God or even feel God’s Presence. 
Go to Joseph, the Virgin Father of Jesus. May Joseph help you to discover blessings in the unexpected.

The Birth of Jesus

Joseph’s Dreams

Joseph, the Parent

        The first of these dreams was the call to flee to Egypt for Herod was seeking to kill the child. It is a  
        dream with such urgency that, in the middle of the night, Joseph will leave with Mary and Jesus for  
        Egypt. Leaving all behind, they are now refugees.

Joseph’s second dream is for the family to return home, as Herod and those who sought to kill Jesus are now dead. 
What relief they must have felt knowing they were now safe and what utter joy that they could now return home to their 
families and their country!

In the third dream, Joseph’s instinct not to return to Judea is confirmed by the angel. The Holy Family will instead go to 
Nazareth in Galilee.

Go to Joseph for the protection and safety of your loved ones and seek his courage in following your dreams.

Mystery

Mystery

Third

Fourth

“...it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her.” (Mt. 1:20)

Aside from his Annunciation, Joseph has three dreams regarding the safety of the child Jesus. 
(Matthew 2:13-15, 2:19-21 and 2:22-23)

“The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom, and the favor of God was upon him.” 
(Luke 2:4)

        The “hidden years” of Jesus’ life may have been the proverbial “Camelot” of Joseph’s life. He and  
        Mary, married, making a home and raising Jesus. Those common, ordinary days must have been a 
great treasure after the turmoil of their beginning years. Joseph would support the family as a carpenter and teach his 
trade to Jesus. As observant Jews, Joseph and Mary would be the first to teach Jesus about the Torah and the practices 
of Judaism through their words and actions.

It was by Divine intervention that Joseph was chosen to be a parent to Jesus. Joseph’s influence on Jesus during those 
early years must have been exceptional—we need only look at the man Jesus to know the influence of Joseph.

Go to Joseph, over and over again, as you face the challenges and joys of being a parent, grandparent or any type of 
caregiver.

Saint Joseph, Pray for Us!

© Kathleen Rooney, SSJ

Mystery
Fifth
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The Saint Joseph Altar  

The Year of Saint Joseph has given many of us the 
perfect opportunity to learn more about Joseph and 
how people throughout the world pay tribute to him. 
The Saint Joseph Altar is a beautiful Saint Joseph’s Day 
tradition that originates in Italy.
 
Legend has it that the Saint Joseph Altar originated in 
Sicily during Middle Ages. Citizens prepared a table of 
harvested foods and prayed to the city’s Patron, Saint 
Joseph, to end a great famine. Because the Feast is 
held during Lent and meat was not plentiful for Sicilian 
peasants, the table mainly featured loaves of bread, 
pastries, fruit and flowers. Their prayers were answered, 
and the tradition of a Saint Joseph Altar was born. 
 
In the 21st century, the altar is comprised of three levels 
in recognition of the Holy Trinity. While each altar is 
unique, a statue of Saint Joseph is usually placed on 
the top tier. Bread, baked in shapes depicting religious 
symbols—many related to Saint Joseph, adorn the 
altar. Forms may include lilies, staffs, saws, hammers 
and nails. Breadcrumbs represent sawdust. Offerings 
include flowers, primarily white lilies like those on 
Joseph’s staff, fish, wine, cakes and cookies. Many 
altars feature fava beans, also known as lucky beans, 
which sustained the Sicilians during the famine. Visitors 
to the altar write requests to Saint Joseph on paper and 
place these petitions into baskets on the altar.
 
Although the Saint Joseph Altar is primarily found in 
Italy, it is popular in the United States, especially in 
Louisiana. On Saint Joseph’s Day, the altar is broken 
up as costumed children, pretending to seek food 
and shelter, find it at the altar. Donations and food are 
distributed to the public. Leftovers go to the poor.
 
Of course, March 19th has passed; however, we may 
begin planning for next year to celebrate Saint Joseph 
with an altar of our own.

Learn more about the Saint Joseph Altar at
www.virtualstjosephaltar.com.



Mount Saint Joseph Academy
Flourtown, PA

This image shows Joseph is 
always with us from the second 
we walk into school till we leave 
and that he will always be by our 
sides through any challenge we 
ever face.  The location of the 
image is above the Main Entrance 
to the building. It was submitted 
by sophomore, Lauren Hoffman, 
MSJA ‘23.

Saint Joseph Village 
McSherrystown, PA

The picture of Saint Joseph hangs in 
Saint Joseph Village.
 
...Our Holy Patron St. Joseph has the 
power to assist us in all cases, in every 
necessity, in every undertaking.  
(St. Thomas Aquinas)

Sponsored Ministries
Share Ways Saint Joseph 
is Represented
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Norwood-Fontbonne Academy 
Chestnut Hill, PA

This Saint Joseph Statue 
sits outside of the Big House 
on the Norwood Campus of 
Norwood-Fontbonne Academy, 
Chestnut Hill, PA. Joseph, we 
stand grateful for your faithful 
protection these past 100 years. 
Continue to guide and protect 
us.



Saint Joseph, 
protector of our 
‘dear neighbors’, 
watches over the 
people of Kensington 
and beyond. 

Joseph, you hold the 
Villa in your hands.  
Continue to protect 
us and keep us close 
to your heart.

SSJ Neighborhood Center • Camden, NJ

Saint Joseph stands at the front door of the SSJ 
Neighborhood Center ready to welcome each neighbor 
who enters.

Bethlehem Village 
Flourtown, PA 

SSJ Welcome Center 
Philadelphia, PA 

Just as Saint Joseph 
provided a home for Mary 
and Jesus, so our Joseph 
watches over the home we 
Sisters of Saint Joseph are 
able to provide for our “Dear 
Neighbors” residing at 
Bethlehem Village. 

Saint Joseph Villa 
Flourtown, PA
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“Challenged yet called by God 
to do an extraordinary thing, 
Joseph set aside his own 
fears and concerns to 
honor and protect the 
dignity of Mary. Joseph 
faced a difficult moment 
of decision yet faced the 
cruelties and challenges of his 
time. He remained obedient the 
will of God and embraced the call to 
stand by Mary and Jesus, bringing Jesus into the world as his 
own. This is not unlike the many Sisters of Saint Joseph, and 
their Associates, who throughout time and even today have 
embraced the call to continue to carry the Spirit of Christ 
to all who seek to find Him. In the midst of the cruelties and 
challenges of this time, they (we) continue to embrace the 
mission that Joseph accepted so long ago, to bring Christ to 
the world, as a beacon of hope, to a world in despair.”

— Donna Aceto
     SSJ Associate in Mission • Haddon Township, NJ

“Fr. Thomas Keating 
reminds us that 
‘Silence is God’s 
first language; 
everything 
else is a poor 
translation.’
In a world 
bombarded with 
noise, social media, 
and hurried activity, 
Saint Joseph is a powerful reminder of our need for 
silence and solitude in which to cultivate a relationship 
with God. Saint Joseph’s quiet life, fidelity to God, 
and trust in Divine Providence model for us the way to 
navigate through the challenges of our modern life and 
busy schedules.”

— Judy Principe 
     SSJ Associate in Mission • Deptford, NJ

“This Saint Joseph 
statue watches 
over Saint Joseph 
House in Cape May 
Point, NJ. In May 
2019, it was restored 
and dedicated to Sister 
Francis Elizabeth Keech SSJ.” 
   
— Sharon McCarthy SSJ • Cape May Point, NJ
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Sisters, Associates and Partners in Mission 
Honor Saint Joseph



“This painting, titled ‘Rest on the Flight into 
Egypt’ by the 17th-century Italian painter 
Massimo Stanzione, 
is displayed in 
The Ringley 
Museum of Art 
in Sarasota, 
Florida. It is 
one of many 
paintings in 
the museum I 
enjoyed viewing 
that feature Saint 
Joseph.”

— Cecilia Rupell 
     Partner in Mission • Philadelphia, PA

“Joseph was a man’s 
man, a perfect model 
for masculinity 
and for any soul 
committed to 
live the Gospel 
call.  What I 
most admire 
about Joseph is his 
authenticity, humility 
and simplicity.  Joseph 
had the fortitude and perseverance to honor his 
commitment to follow God with his whole heart, soul 
and mind. Against all odds, he followed through on 
what God asked him to do with a quiet strength, never 
expecting anything in return, just faithfully fulfilling his 
mission with perfect resignation to God’s will.”

— Patty Topper 
    Associate in Mission • Mount Holly, NC   

“They say Saint Joseph 
was a just man but oh 
so much more.  He 
was kind and steady. 
He got the job done 
quickly and quietly. 
He was there, a 
steady presence in 
his life with Jesus and 
Mary. He had a quiet 
dignity and a calmness. He is 
mentioned so seldom but he was the force needed 
to allow Jesus to fulfill His destiny. Saint Joseph is my 
‘go-to’ helper.”

— Eileen Mullen 
     SSJ Associate in Mission • Philadelphia, PA
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A tree trunk, an artist’s catch
unveiling the heart of a carpenter,
husband of Mary, mother of God;
from the silence of Joseph
vibrant and sensitive
protecting his wife, guarding her newborn,
unveiling his heart,
Joseph calls us to listen
for what is being revealed:
the pandemic touches all people
of all race, all color, all faith;
scale back the worn layers of our hearts,
let new blood flow
from the heart of Joseph to all people;
unveil with new hearts God’s one desire
TO LIVE IN UNITY

Unveiling The Heart of Joseph

Poet: Catherine Pisarczyk SSJ

Photography: Colleen Dauerbach SSJ

Pictured: Cecilia Cyford SSJ

1966
By Sister Cecilia Cyford SSJ

Here is a meaningful memory of my connection with Saint Joseph.

As a teen, I was diagnosed with Scoliosis. Most doctors then believed nothing 
could be done except wearing a brace to curtail it from more curving. As a senior, I 
believed God was calling me to be a Sister of Saint Joseph. The Sisters at 
All Saints Parish in Baltimore were a great support and guided me with what steps 
I needed to take to become a Sister of Saint Joseph. Everything went smoothly, and I 
thought it a go until I remember hearing the community’s apprehension about my health and the 
difficulties I’d have due to the Scoliosis. After sending my doctor’s report, I was anxiously awaiting their decision. 
I started taking a Saint Joseph prayer to school every day. I’d hide it in my notebook and pray it many times a day 
while my classes went on, asking Joseph’s intercession to be accepted as a Sister of Saint Joseph. That was 1966 
and my earliest memory of Saint Joseph’s care and help.

A Cherished Memory
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Photography: Colleen Dauerbach SSJ

Pictured: Margaret Mary Smith SSJ

Pictured: Cecilia Cyford SSJ

Joseph

May we, 
be open always to  
 
abounding grace,  

O God,

like

Your

responding,

with astounded

our common home.

as family 
and for
Earth

gratitude, 
attentive listening 

and respectful 
guardianship
ALL peoplefor

By Sister Margaret Mary Smith SSJ

This statue of Saint Joseph was dedicated 
by the St. Philip Neri School Community to the 
memory of Sister Maureen James Barr SSJ 
who happily spent her life teaching first 
graders as she believed Saint Joseph 
taught Jesus: mostly by example of joyful 
concentration and thoughtful loving care.

"Once I got the hang of it, it felt good to paint Joseph. It 
was sort of like a prayer doing it. When I would get stuck, or 
wouldn't know where to go, I would start praying, 'God, how 
do you want  me to depict Saint Joseph? What can I learn 
through this?'" 

— Olivia Guerra • Partner in Mission
     Philadelphia, PA • Chestnut Hill College '22 



41

Throughout the years, there have 
been many Joseph moments in 
support of “our dear neighbors.” 
Our friends look to the Sisters 
of Saint Joseph to be their 
voices in rallies that call for a just 
immigration system as well as 
the call to release people from 
detention centers. It has meant 
standing with our brothers and 
sisters at the border pleading for 
asylum. There are also voices who 
call out for DACA to be renewed 
so millions of young leaders can 
stay in the only country they 
have known. Have we spoken 
up loudly and clearly enough 
while representing our families 
who seek protection and justice 
in our country where injustices 
cry out each day? Our hearts 
have been broken when families 
share that loved ones have been 
deported. Saint Joseph calls 
us to be a loving presence with 
our families who need care and 
support. Sometimes, a call is all 
that is needed to let people know 
we’re with you in your time of 
stress. Most times, when injustices 
happen, all we can do is embrace 
a family member and listen to 

was stocked regularly. Each day 
the doorbell rang and packages 
stood tall on our steps. Each time 
new boxes arrived, they were filled 
with needed food items. When the 
food ran short, the doorbell rang 
again. With each sound of the 
bell, we could respond to our dear 
neighbor’s needs. Saint Joseph 
led us in our efforts to supply 
sustenance when necessary. Saint 
Joseph guided our efforts in new 
and expanding ways. Is there ever 
enough food for all?

During COVID-19 and winter 
months there were more homeless 
in our area, so we turned our thrust 
outside the Center to the men and 
women who passed our home 
daily. Like our founding sisters, 
we put our feet on the street and 
served without distinction. During 
the cold months, winter donations 
of coats, gloves, hats, socks, 
scarves, and snacks inundated 
our porches. As we stood outside 
the Center, it was easy to fix our 
eyes on Jesus as seen in the 
faces of those walking about our 
neighborhood.  

The phrase “in the just and compassionate spirit of 

Saint Joseph” is in the opening line of the Sisters of 

Saint Joseph Welcome Center’s mission statement. 

The phrase calls us to use these powerful words as a 

spring board for all our interactions and decisions at the 

Welcome Center. In this “Year of Joseph” it is time to 

reflect on how we have acted justly and how have our 

hearts expanded more compassionately.

In the             and  Just
Compassionate

Spirit
Saint Joseph

of

By Sisters Fran Ratay SSJ, Marian Behrle SSJ, Kathy McShane SSJ and Pat Madden SSJ

his/her frustrating story. Is this 
enough? It is our responsibility 
to speak up for those who have 
no voice. The neighbors and 
friends who know us seek us out 
and ask for advice and direction. 
Often there are answers and other 
times we feel helpless. How can 
we explain why a mother and 
her two daughters must return to 
their home country from which 
they escaped? They will return 
to uncertainty and danger. This 
story and many others are heart 
wrenching for us at the Welcome 
Center. Saint Joseph knew well the 
dangers of traveling in uncertain 
times and returning to a place he 
was not welcomed. Are our efforts 
ever enough?

In the year of the pandemic, we 
did not see our families except 
on regular Zoom classes. It was 
a time to be creative and reach 
out in other ways. The past year 
called us to “roll up our sleeves” 
and stretch out beyond the walls 
of the Welcome Center and serve. 
We created a mini food pantry. 
With the help of a few parishes in 
the Archdiocese, our cupboard 
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The recipients were so grateful for 
the warm and nourishing gifts they 
received. We, too, were grateful 
to be a caring presence in trying 
times. Were they warm enough?

The spirit of compassion, inside 
and outside the Welcome Center, 
on the phone, in food lines in 
virtual classes never grew dim. 
As we lifted up so many people 
to the protection of Saint Joseph, 
we are grateful for his guidance 
and especially his holy example in 
these uneasy times. We, Sisters 
of Saint Joseph, are ready for all 
the works of mercy as we have 
done since our very beginnings in 
France. We pray that our present 
choices give sufficient comfort 
to those whom we serve. Let all 
of us continue to live in the just 
and compassionate spirit of Saint 
Joseph, whose actions and words 
were always done in a loving 
caring manner.

Pictured: Marian Behrle SSJ

Pictured: Kathy McShane SSJ

Pictured: Pat Madden SSJ

Pictured: Fran Ratay SSJ



“I have loved you with an everlasting love. I have called you 
and you are mine.”  

We remember with love each of these women, our sisters 
and friends, who died recently. We celebrate their lives and 
the example they offered to the Sisters of Saint Joseph, 
their families, their friends, the Church and the world. These 
women embraced the call to “Let your life be a continuous 
act of love.” (Maxims of the Little Institute)

 
They lived lives of faithfulness and commitment while they 
were with us, and we depend upon them now to continue 
to pray on our behalf. May they rest in the arms of the 
loving God they so faithfully served!Photo Connie Murphy

Sister Stella Catherine Lotz
(formerly Sister Irma Teresa)
February 9, 2021

Sister Mary Elizabeth Kratzinger
(formerly Sister Marian Celeste)
March 31, 2021

Sister Dolores Ann Moriarty
(formerly Sister William Dolores)
March 21, 2021

Sister Madeleine Jude Hamilton
March 23, 2021
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In  Memoriam



Donor Advised Funds
The simple, flexible and fastest growing charitable vehicle in the USA

ANOTHER WAY TO SUPPORT THE SISTERS OF SAINT JOSEPH

Your donation of non-revocable, cash gifts makes you 
immediately eligible for a tax deduction.

Other gifts such as stock, long-term assets should be 
discussed with your financial advisor.

These donations can potentially grow tax-free in 
your DAF account allowing you to make even larger 
charitable distribution over time.

Once the account is funded, you can recommend a 
“grant” to specific 501 (c) (3) charity organizations 
before a grant is dispersed.

You can make grant recommendations “in honor of” 
or “in memory of” a loved one.

Visit our website at www.ssjphila.org/home/support-our-mission/
types-of-giving/giving-through-a-gift-account/
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Open a charitable investment account through sponsor 
companies like Fidelity Charitable, Vanguard or Charles 
Schwab.

Support charities and organizations through annual or 
reoccuring distributions while receiving an immediate tax 
benefit.

1 )  OPEN A DONOR ADVISED FUND (DAF)

3 )  GROW YOUR POTENTIAL

2 )  FUND YOUR DAF

4 )  DISPERSE GRANTS TO CHARITIES

5)  LEARN MORE ON OUR WEBSITE

Sisters of Saint Joseph, Chestnut Hill Philadelphia
Tax ID - 23-135256

Development Office
9701 Germantown Avenue

Philadelphia, PA  19118-2694
Development@ssjphila.org / 215-248-7238

By Danielle Santacroce



Thanks to Pope Francis, Saint Joseph now takes center stage! So often, Joseph forms the backdrop to Jesus and 
Mary. Yet, by cooperating as Mary did, he fulfilled God’s will in sending Jesus among us.

Francis portrays Joseph as a tender, loving, obedient, accepting, courageous and working father. These images 
correlate with invocations in the Litany of Saint Joseph honoring his multiple qualities and patronage. As Pope 
Francis notes, Joseph’s life was “so close to our human experience.” How fitting that we seek his intercession for so 
many aspects of our daily lives.

Since 1968, Saint Joseph Guild touches numerous lives by sharing the spiritual riches of our Powerhouse of Prayer, 
Saint Joseph Villa, with countless souls in need through All Occasion cards.  Recipients of Guild cards are 
remembered in Novenas of Masses and in our Sisters’ personal prayers to our Patron Saint Joseph.

The following cards feature Saint Joseph:

Celebrate the Year of Saint Joseph
with the Saint Joseph Guild
By Sister Fran DeLisle SSJ

GO TO JOSEPH
ANNUAL 
ENROLLMENT
FOR THE LIVING

Encourages 
Consecration to 
Saint Joseph
and seeks Joseph’s 
intercession for an
ardent love for 
Jesus and tender 
love for Mary.  
 
$2.50

NOVENA 
TO HONOR 
SAINT JOSEPH

Remembrance in 
Monthly Novena of 
Masses.

Confidently 
acknowledges 
Joseph’s powerful 
intercession seeking 
Divine Providence in 
times of difficulty and 
distress.   

$2.50
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Saint Joseph Guild
P.O. Box 36
Flourtown, PA 19031
215-248-7240

How to Contact Us:

Email:
ssjguild@ssjphila.org

Learn more about us at 
www.ssjphila.org under
“Support our Mission”

Prayer for FamilyHOLY CARDS
$.10

Patron of the Church

Mr. Robert E. Brown, Jr.
Mr. and Mrs. George T. Bullman
Deacon Joseph Chandler
Chit Chat Charity
Ms. Mary Jo Dagney*
Mrs. Elaine B. Davey
Mr. and Mrs. Leo J. Digioia 

The following names were omitted from the 
McDermott Circle Benefactors listing in 
the Office of Development’s 
Annual Report of Giving 2019-2020.
We apologize for this error.

M

cDerm ott Circl
e

Benefactors
$2,500 - $4,999

* Saint John Neumann Society, Monthly Donor

Office of Development
Annual Report of Giving 
Update
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Mount Saint Joseph Convent
9701 Germantown Avenue
Philadelphia, PA 19118-2694
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Do you know someone who would like to receive One With? 
Send the name and mailing address to us at the address above, or email cpollock@ssjphila.org or phone 215.248.7269

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

www.SSJphila.org

Blog www.http://ssjphila.blogspot.com
Facebook  www.facebook.com/ssjphiladelphia
Flickr http://bit.ly/ssjflickr
Twitter   http://twitter.com/ssjphila
YouTube  http://bit.ly/ssjyoutube

Enjoy Our 
Special 
Year of 
Saint Joseph
Edition

Pictured: 
“Flight into Egypt” 
from the book Go to Joseph
© Michael O’Neill McGrath, 
OSFS /
www.bromickeymcgrath.com

featuring the artwork of 
Brother Michael O’Neill 
McGrath, OSFS

General Council 
Maureen G. Erdlen SSJ, Congregational President 
Eileen Marnien SSJ, Congregational Vice President
Teresa Shaw SSJ • Karen Dietrich SSJ • Owen P. Bonner SSJ

Front Cover: 
"St. Joseph" the Worker 
by Michael O’Brien
Used with permission


