
“A totally amazing 
experience”

As a middle school student, sitting in church looking 
at magazines, the volunteer bug bit Christine Silva with 
the promise of visiting places overseas and meeting a 
vast array of diverse people.  So it was no surprise that 
after graduating from high school she decided to take 
a year to volunteer, but she was disappointed that the 
kinds of opportunities she was looking for were so few.  

Christine asked Sister Maribeth Carson, a Sister of 
Providence working in her parish, for some ideas and 
she responded by giving Christine the phone number for 
Sister Roberta Rorke.  “I told her, ‘I like kids, I know a tiny 
bit of Spanish, and I will go anywhere and do whatever 
to help out,’” Christine recalls.  They discussed time in 
Chile and El Salvador, but in the end, Christine went to 
Yakima, “which turned out to be great because I was not 
ready yet to go so far way,” Christine acknowledges.

Christine 
Silva

Volunteers 
Extend the Reach of 

She moved in with the sisters 
living at the “Come and See” 
house in Yakima and met next-
door neighbor Sister Rebecca 
Berghoff, who took her to St 
Joseph/Marquette School.  “I like 
art, and an amazing art teacher 
Lori Woods needed help with the 
kids,” Christine says.  She helped 
out in the classroom from late August 
until the Christmas vacation, cleaning 
up, prepping the materials for classes, 
putting together art projects and “acting like I was 
a teacher myself.”  In fact, she served as a substitute 
for a middle school class when the teacher was sick.

“I helped out in the first to the eighth grades 
with tons of projects; a real variety,” she says.  
That November, Sister Roberta invited her to go to 
El Salvador with a group from Providence Health 
System, Christine recalls. “That was a really amazing 
experience.  I talked with people there and listened 

to their stories about the war, the government, health 
issues and the accidents they suffered on the job.”  And she 
made good use of the beads, string and coloring materials 
she had brought along to share with the children there.  

In just a week’s time she even helped to build a cinder block 
house, breaking out the beads and art materials to calm down the 
children who were jumping around, eager to help on the project. 
She returned to the school in Yakima to finish out the term, 
and then went home.  Today she is in college in Spain, studying 
some of her favorite subjects:  humanities, art, language and 
international studies.  And perhaps one day she will be a teacher.

“Before I volunteered at the school, I never thought about 
teaching,” Christine says.  “Like most kids, I hated school, but 
now I would love to teach, to make learning more exciting.”

She insists that she got much more out of the volunteer 
experience than she gave, including “a greater awareness of 
self and sort of what I am, and the reality of what’s going on 
in the world.”  Today she is “much more mindful of how I live 
my life here and how everything I do affects other people.”

She describes living with the Sisters of Providence as 
a “totally amazing experience.  They are so different from 
each other but they get along, appreciating each gift each 
one has.  They don’t try to hide their humanness.”  ●

the Sisters Volunteers have always been welcome to help with the 
Providence mission, whether through the Sisters of Providence 
or the Intercommunity Ministry Volunteer Program (IMVP), 
which will close next June 30.  A contact for volunteer 
opportunities is Sister Roberta Rorke, who can be reached at 
(206) 464-3020 or at roberta.rorke@providence.org.

Christine Silva made lots of friends in El Salvador.



Volunteering is catching
Geni Iderstine, of Eugene, Ore., is no stranger to the 

Sisters of Providence.  Her mother went to school with the 
sisters and is a Providence Associate and Geni was taught by 
the sisters in grade school and high school before graduating 
from Providence Academy in 1964, then entering the novitiate. 
Geni remained in the religious community for four years, 
taking first vows “during a terribly turbulent time when 
religious orders were figuring out who they wanted to be in 
the world.”  She became a laywoman again at the age of 21, 
living in Eugene and volunteering in a detention home.  

“Being of service to others was always in my blood,” 
she explains, adding that she worked for many years as a 
social worker, most recently dealing with adoptions.  Her 
husband Bob Iderstine worked as a parole officer at the 
Oregon Youth Department and they both were involved 
in a pre-marital counseling program at the University of 
Oregon’s Newman Center.  As they neared retirement, what 
those years would look like began to take shape after they 
learned about the Intercommunity Ministry Volunteer 
Program, which places volunteers around the world.  The 
attraction was clear, Geni says.  “IMVP is connected to the 

Terry and Whitney Higgins

Geni Iderstine at St. Edwards

It can be a family affair

Whitney Higgins was looking for a place to do 30 hours of 
community service when several agencies came to her school 
to speak about their programs.  “I was struck by Providence 
Hospitality House because it was for mothers and children,” she 
recalls.  “My mother and I are very close, so I thought maybe 
this would be a good place.”  When Whitney asked her mother 
to volunteer along with her, the response was a definite yes.  

“I was so happy she wanted me to do it with her,” 
Terry Higgins says.  “I have always believed that these 
experiences should not only expand our understanding of 
others but, as important, they should inspire all of us to 
continue our service to others as a daily part of our lives.”

Hospitality House, an emergency service that provides 
a home environment for women and children, is a place 
of transitions, with families coming and going, some for 
short stays and others for a full month.  “I realized that it 
must be hard for people to change their lifestyles,” Terry 
says.  “Sometimes it’s hard to accept from others their love, 

respect and quality time.  Often 
these people haven’t always 
experienced this in their previous 
environments.  It takes a lot of 
time to trust and believe in the 
goodness of others.  I remind 
my daughter to always look 
at others from where they are 
standing.  If you do this, you 
are better able to build a bridge 
between you and them.”

When the mothers and the 
other volunteers at Hospitality 
House discover that the two 
are mother and daughter, their 
delight shows.  They say, “That is really neat for you both.”

“I am really enjoying this special time,” Whitney adds.  “My 
mother and I quarrel less about petty things and I attribute 
that to my experiences at Hospitality House.  I am learning a 
lot about myself, others and society.  We have become closer 
through our experiences and feel part of two communities.”  ●

marginalized, the same population as the Sisters of Providence 
– Mother Emilie Gamelin and Mother Joseph – served.”

Their first IMVP volunteer experience was in August 2002 at 
Camp Starlight, a camp outside of Portland for children ages 5 to 18 
who are infected or affected by HIV/AIDS.  Geni and Bob stayed for 
one week.  Geni began a new volunteer experience the following 
month, at St. Elizabeth Seton School in Palo Alto, Calif., where 
she lived at the convent with several religious communities for a 
week.  “I liked the community living, faith sharing, prayer and 
serving the children who often lived in marginalized situations, 
hopefully making a difference in their lives,” she says.  “There 
weren’t gigantic achievements, but isn’t it the little ones that 
count?”  One of the most rewarding experiences was helping a 
kindergarten boy practice writing his name, then seeing the 
following day that he had mastered that task.  “It may have 
been the practice, but just as much the confidence he built with 
someone helping him – a little achievement that helped him a lot.”  

Six months later, Geni and Bob were at St. Edward 
School in West Seattle, where Geni reconnected with the 
Sisters of Providence.  They stayed for a week, living with 
Sister Helen Brennan, “who was a bundle of energy and so 
welcoming,” Geni says.  The volunteer work was gratifying 
after living in Eugene, which was “pretty white.”  Coming 
to St. Edward, where there was a handful of Caucasian 
children, “was an eye-opening situation,” she adds.

Today, Geni and Bob serve on the IMVP Program’s advisory 
committee, which is in the throes of how to continue 
promoting volunteerism after the program is discontinued 
for financial reasons in June 2005.  Geni knows that keeping 
the momentum going is important based on the impact the 
experience has had in her life.  “At a time of transition in 
my life, it helped define what was important to me and how 
I wanted to live my life,” she explains.  “It gave me the 
opportunity to serve and give of myself in a different way.” 

The volunteer experiences were enriching, Geni says, but 
she also benefited from exposure to the Peace and Justice 
Center, Pax Christi and the ministry for responsible investment. 
“Even more important, I made a difference in two or three 
children’s lives and made them feel valuable.  Volunteering like 
this gives you an awareness of what you can do in your daily 
community.  It supports my values in a world that is so often so 
far removed from giving and so into being self-absorbed.” ●
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Margaret Kowalsky in Iran

Finding a cause and 
challenge

Brought up in a very stable, loving 
and supportive home, Christina Howard of 
Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio, feels truly blessed.  “I 
feel very fortunate that my life has been so 
secure, so constant, in a word, ‘normal.’  It is 
the long-term steadiness I have experienced 
that peaked my curiosity early on to explore 
who and what else was out there.”

After attending college in Chicago, that 
curiosity took her to Seattle in February 
2003, where she discovered the IMVP 
program and the opportunity to be a full-
time, live-in volunteer at Sojourner Place, 
a transitional house for women.  She left 
her comfort zone of friends and family and 
entered the unfamiliar, staying there for 
a year in what was both a mentally and 
emotionally challenging experience. 

“I have truly learned to extinguish 
any judgments I may pass because the fact 
remains that I have no idea the distress 
and grief these women have endured,” she 
reflects.  “I have learned to ever appreciate 
my upbringing and the blessings I have 
been given, and I am more sensitive to 
other’s insecurities and shortcomings.”

Her stay at Sojourner Place, listening 
and spending time with the women there, 
confronted her conventional thinking and 
offered “real life” lessons, Christina says.  
The impact upon her was tremendous.  
“Everything is brought into perspective.  
The stress I have in my life doesn’t come 
close to that of others, and I have decided 
to direct my energy towards women who 
really need my help.  I am aware that I am 
in a position, thanks to my childhood, to be 
an anchor for those who really need it.”  ●

 

A springboard for                

    leadership
The work of the Sisters of Providence has had formative influence 

on many young volunteers who have become leaders, including 
Margaret Kowalsky, who this year alone has convened humanitarian 
policy meetings in Iran, Mali, Switzerland, Austria and the United 
States.  Margaret grew up in Yakima, attending Sister Rebecca 
Berghoff's peace and justice school, studying Spanish and traveling 
to Mexico with Sister Josie Ramac, and watching Sister Karin Dufault 
compassionately lead in community healthcare for the poor.  

In 1999, after graduating from Wellesley College in Massachusetts, 
Margaret requested the opportunity to engage in the charism 
of the Sisters of Providence by living and working in the sisters' 
orphanage and school in Valparaiso, Chile.  She had been intrigued 
by Sister Roberta Rorke’s insights into the life and culture of South 
America.  Margaret helped take care of the girls and involved them 
in recreation, including helping them see themselves as soccer 
players.  During the months with the Chilean sisters and children, 
Margaret's spiritual life was deepened, her Spanish language skills 
were renewed to fluency, and her love and respect for the work 
the sisters are doing with the poor worldwide was invigorated. 
She developed and sustained a bond for girls who grow up in 
poverty and who can blossom through access to education and 
interaction with role models of strong and loving spiritual women. 

Margaret returned to the United States after four to five months 
in Chile and then earned a master’s degree in theology from Harvard 
University with special interest in religious pluralism.  Today she 
is manager of the program on Humanitarian Policy and Conflict 
Research (HPRC), housed at Harvard, which is at the forefront 
of bringing academic research to current problems of conflict 
prevention/management and humanitarian affairs worldwide. 
HPRC, which operates within the United Nations system, has a 
goal of allowing participants to transform the ways in which 
their institutions, governments and organizations work. 

Margaret is married to Bernard Prusak, Ph.D., and 
resides in Boston, where both are active members of the 
Paulist Center.  She is the daughter of Mary Doherty, 
a Providence Associate who lives in Olympia. ●
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Christina Howard (left) and Polly 
Irish, Sojourner Place director of 
programs & operations



Unexpected 
     opportunities appear

When Heather Trescases moved to Seattle from Toronto, 
Canada, in August 2002, she discovered she had a long wait for 
a work visa.  She was volunteering as a writer for the History 
Link website when a co-volunteer told her about hearing 
Loretta Greene, archivist for the Sisters of Providence, speak 
about the need to translate documents related to the sisters’ 
history from their original French.  Heather, who speaks French 
fluently, was a perfect match for that task and she began 
volunteering as a translator in the archives in November 2002.

“I began by translating the chronicles of the early 
sisters’ journal of their 1856 travels to the West,” Heather 
says.  Other volunteer duties include researching requests 
for information from older documents, accessions, 
data input and, most recently, helping pack and move 
items in preparation for renovation at the archives, 
located at St. Joseph Residence in West Seattle.

Heather, who is married to Nicolas, a software engineer for 
Microsoft with family in Toronto and France, usually puts in 
two days a week in this volunteer post.  She plans to continue 

another year 
or year and a 
half until she 
receives the 
long-awaited 
work visa. 

“What 
I’m doing is 
fascinating,” 
she declares.  
“I come across 
stories that 
no one now 
knows about, 
real treasures 
of stories.  
It is so exciting.  I really feel it is so rewarding by being able to 
help.”  Had she not come along, she adds, who knows how long 
those documents would have gone untranslated.  Heather also 
feels extremely grateful for the opportunity because everyone 
she works with is so appreciative of the efforts of volunteers.

There also is one very big side benefit, she adds.  “I 
get to see the sisters and talk with them.  They are always 
so grateful for the help with their history.”  ●
 

Women     
 of 

Next year, Women of Providence in 
Collaboration, a little idea with big impact 
that was born in 1980, will celebrate its 
25th birthday. Sister Michelle Holland 
was one of the midwives who helped 
give it life.

While she was provincial superior of 
the former St. Ignatius Province from 
1974 to 1980, Sister Michelle and others 
became concerned that the dwindling 
number of Providence sisters demanded 
a coming together of those who follow 
in the rule of St. Vincent de Paul. At the 

end of 1980, there were 171 Providence 
sisters in the province east of the Cascade 
Mountains and 282 in the former Sacred 
Heart Province, west of the mountains.  
Today, in the Mother Joseph Province 
formed by combining the former two 
in 2000, there are about 185 sisters.

 “Women entering the community 
were older and there was not the fierce 
loyalty of years past that bonded sisters 
when they joined the community just out 
of adolescence,” Sister Michelle explains.  
That bond was even deeper between 
sisters who once had been students in 
Providence academies and schools. Also 
back then, she adds, the sisters always 
were together and did not go out much. 
They spent summers together, studying 
to earn teaching certification at the 
then-College of Great Falls in Montana. 
“Younger sisters who joined the religious 
community in very different times had 
a very different bonding experience 
and became more likely to identify with 
the missions than with other sisters.”

It became clear that in the 
future it would be very important for 
sisters to reach out to other religious 
communities with a similar agenda. A 
combining of forces would bring the 
strength that the sisters’ numbers alone 
could not provide.   

Eventually, that reaching out 
became an initiative under the theme 
of Providence rather than St. Vincent 
de Paul.  Sister Michelle, in her role 

as provincial superior, wrote to every 
community with Providence in its name 
– men and women.  Fourteen expressed 
interest – all congregations of women, 
and Women of Providence in Collaboration 
was born.   A representative of each 
participating community was asked to 
present a paper on their understanding 
of “Providence” at a gathering in Great 
Falls, Mont., in July 1980.   Those 
papers were published in 1982. 

Because of the interest that was 
generated, Sister Michelle says, the plan 
became to do the same every two years in 
gatherings in different locations so more 
sisters could attend.  Those gatherings 
came to be known as Providence Events. 
Sister Barbara McMullen, the director of 
Women of Providence in Collaboration, 
says the Providence Event for 2005, 
“Providence: Creation, Globalization, 
Liberation,” is scheduled for June 24-
26 at St. Mary-of-the-Woods, Ind.

“Women of Providence has been more 
than a chance for sisters to get together,” 
Sister Michelle says. “It was a good thing 
for the people dealing with formation 
because it was their first exposure to sisters 
of other communities who were their own 
age.  It strengthened them and let them 
know there were other women religious their 
age.” Another example of the impacts of the 
collaboration was discussions on Providence 
caring for the world that led to the 
sisters’ involvement in ecology movements 
and other initiatives, she adds.  ●

Michelle Holland, SP

Providence 
NEARS ITS 25-YEAR 
ANNIVERSARY
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Heather Trescases in the Providence Archives



Karen S. Hawkins, SP, 
made fi nal profession of the 
vows of poverty, chastity 
and obedience as a Sister 
of Providence at a 9 a.m. 
Mass on Sunday, August 8, 
at St. Luke the Evangelist 
Catholic Church, Great Falls, 
Mont.  Mass was celebrated 
by the Rev. Patrick Zabrocki, 
followed by a brunch in 
Sister Karen’s honor.

Sister Karen Hawkins               
        professes fi nal vows

Sisters of Providence

Who We Are
Sisters of Providence are women of faith 

called to respond to the needs of society.  Our 
living in community enables us to support and 
enrich our personal and communal growth, and 

to witness gospel values.  Our life of prayer 
includes quiet moments and faith sharing as 
we journey to wholeness.  We seek a deeper 

relationship with God, with each other, 
and with the earth on which we serve.

Come and See
We invite women who are interested in 

learning more about religious life to come for 
a short-term visit – a weekend, a week or a 

month.  Meet the sisters, explore our religious 
community, pray with us, experience our 

ministries, and participate in our community 
life.  If you are interested, please let us know.

Vocation Offi ce
9 East Ninth Avenue
Spokane, WA 99202

509/474-2323

vocations@providence.org

www.sistersofprovidence.net

By taking these perpetual 
vows, Sister Karen renews 
her commitment as one of 
185 sisters in Mother Joseph 
Province who embrace the 
charism and mission of the 
Sisters of Providence.  “I 
feel I am living out that 
mission currently as an 
addiction counselor for 
Gateway Treatment Center,” 
she explains.  Part of her 
work is with clients who 
have been involved in the 
criminal justice system and 
with women dealing with the 
trauma of having their children 
removed from the home as 
a result of their addiction.

Born in Indiana, Sister 
Karen is a single mother with 
an adult son in Long Island, 
N.Y.  “I was surprised by God 
– shocked, really – to have 
had life as a single mother 
and then be called to religious 
life.”  Sister Karen says her 
spiritual journey with the 
Providence community began 
in 1991, when she met the 
Sisters of Providence while 
working as a client advocate 
and fi nancial manager at one 
of their sponsored ministries, 
Sojourner Place, a haven for 
women in transition in Seattle.  
She had been considering 
entry into another religious 
community, but then she heard 
about Providence Associates, 
lay people who share the 
mission and spirituality of 
Providence without seeking 
vowed membership.  She 
became a Providence Associate 
in the summer of 1993.  

“I loved the faith sharing 
and learning about the sisters 
and their foundress through 
the orientation process,” 
she recalls. Relationships 
with the Providence 
Associates and the women 
in the programs developed 
“at a very deep level,” she 
explains, but eventually, she 
realized that she was called 
to an even deeper level.

In the summer of 1996 
she was invited to a “women 
in ministry experience” to 
spend time getting to know 
and pray with Providence 
sisters in Yakima.  She 
became a candidate for 
entry into the religious 
community in 1997, entered 
the novitiate in 1998, and 
professed fi rst vows in 2000.

When she made fi rst 
vows, Sister Karen recalls, 
she felt that she was making 
a commitment for the rest of 
her life.  “But I am realizing 
anew what it means to make 
vows in our day and age.  
I’m thankful that living 
the vows is a process and 
that God gives us the grace 
to live into those vows.”

Preparation for these fi nal 
vows has included a month 
long retreat, “a real gift to be 
able to refl ect and pray about 
what God is saying to me now,” 
she says.  The gifts of being 
a Sister of Providence include 
living in community, praying 
together and sharing faith, 
Sister Karen adds.   “I am part 
of a group that is bringing 
about the kingdom and reign 
of God.  The community 
gives me the freedom that 
I can be about that.”

As part of her journey 
as a Sister of Providence she 
worked at Tekakwitha National 
Conference Center in Great 
Falls.  “My appreciation of 
the Native peoples deepened 
as I was exposed to their 
spirituality, respect and care 
for the earth,” Sister Karen 
explains.  “I was allowed 
to be present with them as 
they continue to integrate 
who they are as Native with 
who they are as Catholics.”

Sister Karen has a 
bachelor’s degree in human 
services from the University 
of Great Falls with a minor in 
addiction counseling.  She 
formerly worked for 20 years 
as a fi nancial analyst in 
New York and as a certifi ed 
nurses’ aide at Providence 
Elder Place in Portland.  ●
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Twilight Retreats

VO
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TI
ON
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A   weekend vocation retreat at Mount St. Joseph, 
Spokane, this summer attracted young women from 
around the Northwest to pray with the sisters, share 
stories of faith and explore whether they may be called 
to religious life.  Participants were (front row from left) 
Sister Blanca Sagles, Josie Rose Manaois of Seattle, 
Thanh-Phuong Chu of Portland, Sister Lang Tran and 
Sister Jessica Taylor.  Also (center row) Sister Alice St. 
Hilaire, Anne Kelty of Portland, Sister Catherine Chan, 
Emily Nollmeyer of Spokane, Alma Bran of Yakima, and 
Sister Silvia Troncoso.  In back are Tiffany Edwards of 
Hermiston and Sister Clare Lentz.  Not pictured are 
Sisters Jacqueline Fernandes and Judy George.

Transfer process 
begins
Sister Gabrielle 
Nguyen, CMR, 
(center) began 
the process of 
transferring into 
the Sisters of 
Providence at a 
prayer service 
in the chapel at 
Mount St. Joseph 
in Spokane on 
July 15.  Here 
she is welcomed 
by Team Leader/Provincial Barbara Schamber and 
Sister Marilyn Charette.

M eals together 
were fun, get- 
acquainted times 
for Josie Rose 
(left) and Anne. 

C reative time allowed an opportunity 
for quiet refl ection for (from left) Phuong, 
Alma, Sister Alice and Sister Silvia. 

The fi rst in a series of nine monthly 
evenings of retreat are planned for Friday, 
Sept. 24 at St. Joseph Residence, Seattle, and 
Sunday, Sept. 26 at Mount St. Joseph, Spokane.  
The theme is “Twilight Retreat: Journey to 
Your Life-Choice” and the hours are from 4 
p.m. to 9 p.m., including dinner.  For more 
information, contact the Vocations Offi ce at 
509/474-2323 or at vocations@providence.
org.  Alternate contacts are Sister Judy Edwards 
at (206) 923-3350 or Sister Clare Lentz at 
(509) 965-0913 or clarelentz@yahoo.com.


