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Sister Hong Nga believes in the 
power of prayer.  “I believe prayer works 
in all circumstances,” she said. “I pray for 
myself and for whoever asks me to pray 
for them.  Through prayer, I survived my 
vocation.”  The experience has not been 
“100 percent what I imagined.  Everything 
and everyone changes.  I have changed, 
too, from the time I came to America, 
but I am still drawn by the love of the 
sisters for the poor and their needs.”

 The differences from what she 
expected have included the declining 
number of sisters, and what she 
imagined living in community would 
be like, she explained.  But the diversity 
of being in a local house has been a 
blessing.  “The community may be 
richer because of it, but it can be a bit 
challenging for sisters living together.  
I did not imagine or expect that.

“I don’t regret whatever happened on 
the path of my life journey to be a sister,” 
Sister Hong Nga said.  “I say, ‘Yeah, God, 
what do you really want me to do? What 
do you want me to learn?’ I have learned 
more and received more than I give.”

Her life has been one of blessings, 
from the sisters, the province and 
everyone she has come to know.  Her 
biggest joy on the journey has been 
the sisters who have taken her by the 
hand and walked with her.  (There’s that 
village again!)  She recalls how Sister 
Carla Montante taught her English, how 
Sister Jessica Taylor taught her to drive, 
how Sisters Joan Gallagher and Celia 
Chappell answered all of her questions 
and patiently explained things, and how 
a host of other sisters, in Mother Joseph 
Province and beyond, let her know they 
were cheering her on through the journey.

It has helped to have so many in her 
corner, through the ups and downs along 
the way.  One of the disappointments 
was that her parents were unable to get a 
visa to come to the United States for the 
vow ceremony.  She knew she was doing 
something that would make them proud 
and happy.  Her eyes brimmed with tears 
when she shared that, but they quickly 
brightened again.  “It is a joy that God 
is always with me,” she said.  “Maybe 
God is asking me to be more patient.”

Today, Sister Hong Nga lives in 
Seattle with Sisters Maureen Newman, 
Jessica Taylor and Huong Nguyen.  In the 
fall, she will begin a program at Seattle 
University to become a registered nurse.  
“I need a nursing background; it gives a 
lot of doors,” she explained, “including 
opportunities to get involved in ministry 
in health-care settings and to offer help 
for the poor. That has been my desire 
and my dream when I was asked what I 
wanted to do – nurse.”  She told herself 
while volunteering at Swedish Medical 
Center in Seattle, “someday I will get into 

that school and take the nursing course.  
It’s taken me almost 10 years!” Despite 
the pressure of learning not only the 
English language but also the language 
of science, that dream is coming true.

Sister Hong Nga, 
the youngest of 125 
professed sisters in 
Mother Joseph Province, 
embraces wholeheart-
edly the charism 
and mission of the 
religious community, 
which is international, 
intergenerational 
and intercultural. She 
describes the religious community as 
“the best school with no graduation 
date. I am enrolled in the school of the 
Sisters of Providence.  I love that!”  l

pFather Dao Thanh, pastor of 
the Vietnamese Martyrs Church, 
invited a young girl up to present 
flowers to Sr. Hong Nga Nguyen.

pGeneral Superior 
Karin Dufault (right) 
accepts Sr. Hong 
Nga’s perpetual vows 
of chastity, poverty 
and obedience.

The Gift of a Birth at Sojourner Place

By Anita Cech, Marketing Manager, 
Jubilee Women’s Center

I magine being new to  
the country, unable to work, with 
few resources and no support 
network, living in fear of an abusive 
partner— then discovering you are 
pregnant. That is what Melanie* was 
facing when she came to Jubilee 
Women’s Center last fall. With room 
for a pregnant woman readily available, 
Sojourner Place became her home.

“We have had other pregnant 
women at Sojourner Place since 
I’ve been here, but no one quite like 
Melanie,” said Sister Jessica Taylor, 
counselor and care manager at 
Sojourner Place. “Melanie didn’t have 
a built-in support network, but was 
not afraid to let people into her life, so 
she embraced involvement from the 
community of women at Sojourner 
Place. Because of that, she had nine 
‘sisters’ who supported and cared 
for her throughout her pregnancy 
and now with her newborn.”

Melanie had a tough pregnancy, 
struggling with morning sickness 

This beautiful baby born to a 
resident at Sojourner Place is being 
held by Sister Jessica Taylor.
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so severe that she required regular 
hospital visits for IVs. During that time, 
Melanie’s housemates rallied around her, 
preparing special food to encourage her 
to eat, reminding her to rest, transport-
ing her to appointments, and helping 
her with household responsibilities.

At Melanie’s baby shower, the 
women gave her everything she could 
possibly need for the baby—and more! 
Many of them spent their own money on 
gifts, though they have very little. Even 
Sojourner Place alumni came back to visit 
Melanie and bring gifts for the baby.

The day Melanie went into labor, 
Sister Jessica was summoned to the 
hospital—with several women from 
Sojourner Place in tow. Melanie’s house-
mates surrounded her with love and 
support. “When Melanie would have a 
contraction, everyone would touch her, 
try to calm her, and urge her to breathe,” 
said Sister Jessica. “It was beautiful; 
such a heart moment.” One resident, 
who had been a midwife in her home 
country, stayed with Melanie through 72 
hours of difficult labor and a C-section. 

“I felt personally blessed to be so 
intimately involved in the birth of this 
baby”, said Sister Jessica.” I was even more 
a part of this birth than my own sister’s 
(birth)!  It was such a joy—overwhelm-
ing, beautiful, and scary, too. When 
I held the baby, it was just love.” 

Melanie and baby Faith* were 
welcomed home with open arms and 
continued support. Melanie is adapting 
well to motherhood, and baby Faith 
is enjoying the attention from all of 
her aunties. “It was a community 
birth,” said Sister Jessica. “Everyone 
at Sojourner Place is a part of this 
baby’s life. Faith was a gift to all.”  l

See photo gallery on the Sisters 
of Providence website: 

(www.sistersofprovidence.net)
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Sr. Kaye Belcher (left) and SJR staff members 
salute the Jubilarians with a special song.q

pProvincial Superior Judith Desmarais (back row, right) poses 
with Jubilarians (front row from left) Srs. Lily May Emert, 
Maryann Benoit, Inez Arkell, Clarella Lois Mae Fink and Mary 
Grondin and (back row from left) Beatrice LaFramboise, Cecilia 
Paganessi (in an added image), Hèlène Maynard, Anna Loan 
Nguyen, Joan Campbell, Paula Cosko, Fe V. Sumalde and Linda Jo 
Reynolds.  Two other Jubilarians celebrated from heaven: Srs. 
Dorothy Zimny and Joan O’Brien.

pSr. Mary Grondin is assisted by 
her sister Gerry Ann.

pDancers add graceful beauty to the vespers ceremony.

pFather John Whitney 
and the concelebrants

tJubilarians in the processional

T he Jubilee celebration, 
followed by a reception, was held 
July 30 at St. Francis of Assisi 
Parish in Burien, Wash. Father 
John Whitney was the celebrant.  
Vespers and the Jubilee banquet 
were held the prior Thursday 
evening at St. Joseph Residence.
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pSr. Clarella and Sr. Inez, assisted by 
Sister Jacqueline Fernandes, lead the  
Jubilarians to the front of the chapel.

qJoining Sr. Linda Jo is General 
Treasurer Rollande Malo.

Sr. Chauncey Boyle joins 
Sr. Mary at Thursday’s 
Jubilee banquet. u

Sr. Fe shows off the 
apostolic blessing. q

pSrs. Margarita Hernandez (left) and 
Margaret Botch perform the dance at vespers.

pThe Jubilarians 
enter singing. 

Srs. Hèlène and Maryann enjoy 
the Jubilee banquet, where 
gifts were presented. u
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E arly this summer, 
Sister Elizabeth “Liz” Gress packed 
her bags and moved out of the Sisters 
of Providence novitiate that has been 
her home for the last two decades.  
No, she is not a novice who failed to 
launch.  Sister Liz is an 80-year-old 
who has spent the last 20 years living 
with, nurturing and loving the religious 
community’s newest members.

The novitiate, for St. Ignatius, 
Sacred Heart and Holy Angels provinces, 
moved to Nally House on property in 
Spokane owned by the Franciscan Sisters 
of Philadelphia in June of 1996.   As 
Sister Liz tells it, Sister Margaret Botch 
convinced Sister Eileen Croghan, then 
provincial superior, to let the group 
of sisters living in the Contemplative 
House – Sisters Margaret, Judy George, 
Kitsy Rutan and Clare Lentz -- give it 
a try.  “It was like (the movie) ‘Yours, 
Mine and Ours’; Sister Eileen and I 
were in an apartment and Sister Teresa 
White came as novitiate director.  
Blanca Sagles was just beginning the 
novitiate.  We were a large group.”

The location turned out to be 
perfect:  lots of bedrooms and bathrooms 
and all on two floors, surrounded 
by a property that was like a large 
garden.  On top of that, it was a short 
walk from St. Aloysius Parish. 

It was a blessing, Sister Liz said, that 
the initial sisters were similar in age and 
training.  Together, they established a 
formal routine for life in the novitiate.  
She chuckles when she is asked how life 
in the novitiate today compares with 

her experience when she entered the 
religious community.  “In my time in 
the novitiate, there were no budgets 
and we didn’t go anyplace,” she recalled.  
Then, the new sisters lived on the 
fourth floor of Mount St. Vincent in 
Seattle, looking out the windows at 
the Seattle skyline.  Her opportuni-
ties to get out came when she accom-
panied a sister who went to help the 
poor.  “Now, the novices drive and 
they spend money,” Sister Liz said.

The last 20 years have been a 
blessed time for her.  Novices and 
novitiate directors have come and 
gone, but Sister Liz has been a constant 
presence. Originally, her ministry 
was with Our Place, serving the West 
Central neighborhood in Spokane, and 
later she transitioned to volunteer work 
at Providence Sacred Heart Medical 
Center, which gave her more time at 
home. Sister Liz took special joy in 
knowing new members 
of the community from 
the start, in the youthful 
energy in the novitiate 
house, and in the celebra-
tion of different cultures. 
“Nally House is the 
epitome of the ‘3 Is’ that 
describe the religious 
community”: interna-
tional, intergenerational 
and intercultural. 

Each day has been 
life giving, she said.  
“One of the joys that 
I appreciate is getting 

to know the new members early in their 
formation journey and to watch them grow 
in their dedication to God and community 
life. It has helped me to grow, too.” 

“The novices kind of guided me, always 
helping me,” she explained. “I cooked, 
cleaned and provided a stable routine,” 
giving special care to provide prayer time 
and meaningful table conversation at 
meals.  “The spiritual life of the community 
is a priority in the novitiate, supported 
by daily Prayer of the Church, Mass, 
retreats, goal setting and community 
meetings.” And in the early years at the 
novitiate, she took new sisters on trips 
to places like Monarch, Glacier Park and 
St. Ignatius, Mont. – “wonderful times”.

Of course, it wasn’t all fun.  There 
were challenges that are always inherent 
in individuals living together.  “Different 
personalities, ways of doing things and 
values kept things interesting,” Sister 
Liz said.  Compromise often saved the 

day. “I like things clean 
and orderly,” she admitted, 
“and sometimes I had to let 
go, lots of times through 
prayer.  It wasn’t easy.”

The learning was give 
and take.  Sister Liz taught 
the new sisters how to live 
an orderly, communal life, 
sharing and contributing. 
“I was stable; there most of 
the time,” she said. “I knew 
what was where and what 
to do when.”  The novices 
taught her new ways to 
communicate.  “Twenty 

tA collage of favorite 
novitiate memories

Sister Liz Gress has 
welcomed new sisters 
to the novitiate house 
for 20 years.q

Leaving the novitiate

Sister Liz Gress moves, 
             taking 20 years of memories made with new sisters

This is Sr. Liz at first 
profession. 


