
Sister Joan Mader, CSC
(Sister Miriam Alma)
August 3, 1941–October 24, 2022

These memories were lovingly prepared and written by 
Sister Mary Ellen Vaughan, CSC, who read them at Sister 
Joan’s funeral on November 3, 2022.

Above the door frame on the wall outside the intensive care room where 
Joan died on October 24 was a beautifully sketched calligraphy which 
said: “Life takes you to unexpected places. Love brings you home!”

Joan had a whole lot of “unexpecteds” in her life. And, yes, love did bring 
her home.

As many of us gathered to reflect on Joan’s life and plan this celebration 
today, one word that wove through the reflections was “passion.” Joan 
was definitely a woman of deep passion. Passion was in the core of her 
being and in whatever she did. And most of all, she had a passion for life. 
She was passionate about every undertaking she took on in community 
and in ministry in Holy Cross. She was passionate about her family and 
her friends. And most of all, she was passionate about the God whom 
she loved so much and trusted so deeply—in Providencia, the name of 
her local community home in Mexico. Her kind of passion was not the 
fiery red-hot passion of the revivalist preacher or someone who grabs 
the mic at a big gathering to speak out for a cause. Her passion was 
more like simmering embers, a gentle fire, burning with constancy to 
warm the hearts of others and inspire them to do as she did: little things 
for God’s kingdom, with faithfulness and love. Her passion was perhaps 
best made visible in her persistent, low-key ability to draw others to join 
her in whatever she was passionate about. She was a gatherer. She just 
naturally brought people together and drew out their ideas and gifts.



Joan’s passion goes way back to her early days in Evergreen Park, 
Illinois, where she loved learning under the inspiration of the Sisters of 
the Holy Cross. After graduating from Mother McAuley Liberal Arts High 
School in Chicago in 1959, she was passionate about her desire to enter 
our Congregation. Little did she know all the unexpected twists and 
turns that would unfold along that road. Even majoring in Spanish was 
never her original plan; however, a wise teacher recognized her facility 
for languages and encouraged this pursuit. Following graduation from 
Saint Mary’s College, Notre Dame, Indiana, she taught Spanish and Latin 
for 10 years in high schools in Indiana.

In the mid-1970s our Congregation was moving from traditional 
institutional ministries into parish and social ministry. Joan’s path took 
a big, unexpected turn when she moved out of her comfort zone of 
teaching in the Midwest and volunteered for service in what was then 
called “home missions” in southern Texas: in Cameron and later San 
Saba. One young, idealistic college graduate who joined Joan as a 
volunteer was Kathy Schneider. Kathy has a million stories but, suffice it 
to say, her time with Joan was “life-changing.” Joan was appointed parish 
administrator by the bishop, a rarity among the nonordained. She was a 
pioneer in her own quiet, enthusiastic way, handling all the administrative 
and pastoral services of the parish. She also found herself the only 
woman in a sea of black at diocesan meetings.

Her CSC sisters recognized those leadership skills. She did not expect 
that she would be called to congregational ministry, initially in the 
Southern Region and eventually to general leadership from 1989 to 1994. 
At that time, there was no intermediate level of government, so General 
Council members traveled the world to serve sisters on four continents. 
Joan had major responsibility for sisters in the United States. 

At the end of that service, another unexpected call from the Spirit 
bubbled up in Joan’s heart, and she responded to the request for sisters 
to begin a new mission in Monterrey, Mexico. She served in two places 
in Mexico for almost 25 years. She loved her ministry of formation with 



our young women in their beginning years in Holy Cross. She also found 
her passion come to life as she brought together groups of women 
for Bible study. She was able to teach in simple and profound ways no 
matter one’s educational background. She ministered with these women 
over many years to affirm their dignity and their giftedness and to 
develop their own leadership skills. When Joan left Mexico in 2019, the 
leadership of these groups was continued by the women themselves 
because of their wise mentor. With Sister Patricia Anne Clossey, CSC, 
Joan began the Holy Cross Associates program in Monterrey in 2003 
that continues to thrive today.

Joan was passionate about friendship and her friends. Many of these 
friendships go way back. There is a litany of people whom she called 
friends. I can’t mention each of you by name, but you know who you are 
and how important she was in your life. And, I will add, how important you 
were in her life. I do need to speak, however, about her friendship with 
you, (Sister) Kathleen (Moroney, CSC). You and Joan had wonderful times 
together over many years. Together, you established our Congregation’s 
first justice committee when we hardly even knew the term justice let 
alone its meaning. During these last difficult years, you were there for 
Joan in ways beyond imagining—way beyond your daily crossword 
puzzles and walks. You were forever faithful.

Joan was deeply passionate about her dear Mader family. It is a small 
family, but the bonds are deep and strong. Her only sibling Nick died 
in 2008, at the young age of 60. Maureen, you were more than a 
sister-in-law to Joan. You were the sister she never had. She treasured 
every conversation and contact she had with you. And it was also so fun 
for us, her friends, to hear her stories about what was going on in the 
Mader family. One recent picture of you that she passed around on her 
phone that left us all breathless was seeing you hanging on the side of a 
mountain! Wow! Not for sissies. And Joe, of course, she would treat us to 
the latest picture of Augie with his trucks and baby Willa, whose radiant 
smile would always bring a gleam to Joan’s own eyes. You and Lindsey 



and your children gave her such joy these past years. And Alex, the 
news of your engagement to Cat made your Aunt Joan’s heart dance. 

And that passion for life kept Joan going these past three years after her 
diagnosis of multiple myeloma and journey through treatments. In the 
midst of her serious health challenges, she was always gathering with 
her Sophia local community for prayer and endlessly suggesting some 
new topic they could talk about and give feedback on: the revision of 
our CSC Constitution, Laudato Si' or preparation for Assembly, or … . 
And she loved to gather the third-floor sisters in Saint Mary’s Convent 
two evenings a week after supper for the card game “Plus and Minus” 
and then again on Sunday afternoons with another group. She was the 
instigator, toting her little orange bag with cards and shuffler and score 
pads. She thoroughly enjoyed participating in the recent Area of North 
America Assembly planning committee, which met virtually for several 
months. You could see her spark of enthusiasm as she talked about 
those meetings and her joy that our younger sisters were contributing 
so creatively.

And, perhaps most amazingly, Joan recently instigated the planning of 
the celebration of the Mexican tradition of the Day of the Dead, which 
began here last Monday and will culminate tomorrow. As I sat with Joan 
in the ER the night before she died, she was reminding me to let our 
chaplain Carole McCollister and Sister Paty Rodríguez Leal, CSC, know 
she would not be much help in finalizing the details, but knew they would 
pull it off very well. Little did she ever realize that she herself would be 
part of the remembrance on our altar tomorrow.

Joan was deeply touched by a prayer her spiritual director shared with 
her on Saturday, two days before she died. “God of yesterday, today 
and forever, free us to embrace our emerging future.” I think Joan had 
a deep desire for that freedom, and it was growing inside her. Her 
Passion for this life was gently ebbing away. It was flowing into a Passion 
for eternal life, which quickened and grew stronger. And yes, Love did 
finally bring her home.


