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Sisters of Providence receive honorary 
degree from Seattle University

Seattle University President Stephen V. 
Sundborg, S.J., made the presentation 
with the following words:

Seattle University wishes to honor the Sisters of 
Providence of Mother Joseph Province for their 
compassionate service and commitment to social justice.

Yours is an order which was founded in Montreal, Quebec, in 
1843 by Mother Emilie Gamelin.  Your province is named for 
Mother Joseph of the Sacred Heart who, along with four other 
Sisters of Providence, set sail from Montreal and arrived on 
the shores of Fort Vancouver in 1856. Here in the Northwest, 
the sisters encountered a wide array of need and human 
suffering – a population vulnerable to illness, children without 
parents, and limited, if any, educational opportunities.

The five sisters got right to work caring for those in 
need.  They opened their small home to orphans and the 
elderly, and thus began a ministry that has since grown to 
include hospitals, schools and a variety of other services 
in most states throughout the West and beyond.

Your order has been tremendously generous to Seattle.  In 1878, 
you opened the city’s first hospital, and in 1907 you launched the 
Providence Hospital School of Nursing.  The school would later help 
form the Department of Nursing Education at Seattle University in 
1935, the forerunner of what we call today our College of Nursing.  
In 2005, the college returned to its roots by opening the Clinical 
Performance Laboratory in the historic Providence Hospital building.  
The laboratory is at once a state-of-the-art enhancement of our 
nursing curriculum and a symbolic reminder of this university’s 
longstanding connection with and admiration for the Sisters 
of Providence.

Sister Shirley Smith 
(center) is congratulated 
by Phyllis Campbell, chair 
of the Seattle University 
board of trustees, after 
accepting the honorary  
doctorate from SU 
President Stephen 
V. Sundborg, S.J.

O n June 15, a 
beautiful sunny morning 
in Seattle, the Sisters 
of Providence, Mother 
Joseph Province, were 
presented with an 
honorary degree at Seattle 
University’s under-
graduate commencement 
ceremony.  Shirley Smith, 
SP, accepted the honor on 
behalf of the Sisters of 
Providence, and Provincial 
Superior/Leadership 
Team Coordinator 
Margaret Botch, SP, 
addressed the gathering.  
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Symposium and pow wow

University of 
          Great Falls honors 
Sister Providencia Tolan

Sisters attended the educational presentation and joined 
in the honor dance that was part of the event, including 
Sisters Inez Arkell, Mary Kaye Nealen, Alice St. Hilaire, 
Nancy MacLean and Suzette Bautista, SPC.  As they danced 
in the large circle around the gym, other Native Americans 
and guests shook the sisters’ hands as a sign of respect for 
Sister Providencia’s loving ministry and presence in the 
lives of God’s people in Montana, especially in the Great 
Falls area.  During the dance a special drum song was sung 
as Candace Hubbard solemnly carried a large picture of 
Sister Providencia and a ceremonial pipe.  This was a very 
profoundly touching and humbling, prayerful and joyful time 
of grace and healing.  After people shook hands they then 
joined in the line of dancing until the drumming ceased.

It was at this time that the traditional giveaway was held 
to thank and honor the elders who lived on Hill 57, Mount 

Royal or Wire Mill Road, or those who were their 
descendants.  The names were called and people came 
forward to be wrapped in a star quilt, Pendleton or 
other blanket robe as a sign of honor and respect.  It 
was a very touching time to reflect on the lives that 
Providencia and our Providence community were 
privileged to serve among and to be evangelized 
by in the spirit of Jesus and Emilie Gamelin and 
all of our SP ancestors. – Nancy MacLean, SP ●

2 The weekend of March 13-14, the University 
of Great Falls held a special pow wow honoring the 
elders who were part of the landless Indian popula-
tion who lived in dire poverty on Hill 57, Mount Royal 
and Wire Mill Road.  Participants included a panel of 
four speakers who shared their memories of Sister 
Providencia Tolan, who was an advocate, mentor, teacher, 
food provider, spiritual guide and shining light of hope 
and love to the children and families in those three 
settlements and other outlying areas of Great Falls.

It was through the efforts of university student Mark 
Fee that this forum was held.  Mark had done a tremen-
dous amount of research as a result of his “discovery” 
and consequent admiration of Sister Providencia, 
also known as Sister Provi and The Buckskin Nun.

Sisters (from left) Nancy MacLean, 
Inez Arkell, Alice St. Hilaire, 
Mary Kaye Nealen and Suzetta 
Bautista, SPC, join in the dance.
 

Sister Nancy (right) presents 
Candace Hubbard with 
a ceremonial pipe.
 

Candace carries the ceremonial pipe 
and a picture of Sr. Providencia during 
the dance to a special drum song.


