
Sister Joan Allem, CSC
September 8, 1929—July 11, 2020

These memories were lovingly prepared and written by 
Sister M. Joseph Cecile (Voelker), CSC, with the sisters at 
Saint Catherine by the Sea Convent in Ventura, California. 
Sister Suzanne Patterson, CSC, read them at Sister Joan’s 
memorial Mass on March 11, 2021.

The smiling picture of Sister Joan Allem, CSC, on her 
obituary page was a delightful sight to those of us who knew 
Joan as a serious no-nonsense educator and companion 
during our journey in Holy Cross. Joan was frequently advised 
to smile more, not a useful suggestion for a person who was 
solemn by nature!

Joan was in the same band as Holy Cross Sisters Margaret 
Ann Shield and Mary Eliza (Martin). Margaret claims Joan as 
a lifetime friend, rain or shine, good days and not so, all their 
lives long. Margaret remembers how very proud Joan was of 
her heritage and her family and that she delighted in being 
the eldest. Joan loved to sing and was pleased with her 
alto voice and participation in the choir, led by Sister Marie 
Cecile Fitzgerald, CSC, in the “Big Church.” Joan saved all the 
memorabilia from their songs and programs in the novitiate, 
including Sister M. Philip Frantzen’s, CSC, “She is mine, our 
community,” a choral recitation. 

Sister Mary Eliza remembers that their group had the 
opportunity to learn about canon law concerning religious. 
Among other topics covered were transfers from one rite to 
another. It was explained that transferring from Western to 



Eastern Rite is allowed and quite easy to arrange, whereas the 
reverse is more complicated. Joan was Syrian and belonged 
to a group of Eastern Orthodox Catholics in the Salt Lake 
City area of Utah. During novitiate classes, Father Bill Hogan, 
CSC, mentioned that if a vowed religious goes from Eastern to 
Western Rite it would be invalid. Joan was not yet under vows, 
but she questioned if she would have to transfer to an Eastern 
Rite group. Father Hogan told her to go on as she was and not 
to worry about it.

Conscientious and professional, Joan served as a teacher, 
administrator, guide, counselor, superintendent, supervisor, 
and director throughout her 65 years of active ministry before 
entering a full ministry of prayer at Saint Catherine by the Sea 
Convent in Ventura, California, in 2013, and at Saint Mary’s, 
Notre Dame, Indiana, in 2017. 

Sister Dolores Jean Bray, CSC, remembers being a sixth-
grade teacher at St. Paul Elementary School in Los Angeles, 
California, when Joan was principal. Dolores said Joan was 
fair and unbiased even though many considered her “tough” 
but always just. At Saint Catherine’s, Dolores and Joan had 
adjoining rooms and shared a garden space outside. One 
tree was dying because of the California drought. Joan was 
especially worried about that tree and gave it plenty of water. 
There was consideration to taking the tree down. But thanks to 
Joan’s attention and the gardeners who pruned it, that tree is 
very much alive today and will always remind Dolores of Joan.

As a proud descendant of parents from Lebanon, Joan’s 
saddest thoughts centered on how many wars have been 
fought and how many millions of Syrian refugees sheltered 



in the land of her ancestors. The other side of the coin is the 
joy of remembering her mother’s weekly baking of traditional 
Lebanese flatbread (pita) by the dozens and the anticipation of 
her baklava.

Sister Joan served the Diocese of Salt Lake City, Utah, three 
separate times, 10 years as diocesan superintendent of schools 
from 1980 to 1990. Joan’s predecessor in that role, Msgr. Terry 
Fitzgerald, remarks that “no one worked harder, was more 
loyal or focused than Joan Allem.” She helped him clean house 
when he transitioned from being superintendent in 1980 to 
becoming principal at Judge Memorial High School, Sister’s 
alma mater. When he heard of Joan’s final days, Monsignor 
wistfully wrote, “We are losing some of the marvelous 
foundation stories of our ministry.” 

As mission educator at Saint Agnes Medical Center in Fresno, 
California, Joan familiarized new employees with Trinity Health’s 
mission and core values. She was a spiritual chaplain and 
provided counseling when needed. Joan also trained volunteer 
personnel to work at the west wing information desk. Always 
a great educator! Joan “made rounds” at the medical center, 
providing accessibility to employees and visitors who needed 
assistance. Sister M. Emily (Demuth), CSC, Sister M. Francis 
Christine (Alvarez), CSC, and Joan spent hours researching 
archives to develop the beautiful heritage wall in the main 
lobby of the medical center. The wall, made of glass panels, 
celebrates the legacy of the Sisters of the Holy Cross from their 
beginnings in Le Mans, France, to the start of the sisters’ arrival 
as educators in the Diocese of Fresno over 100 years ago; the 
start of their health care ministry in Fresno; and the building of 
the original Saint Agnes Hospital in 1929. 



Sister Rita Slattery, CSC, treasures a memory about Joan 
that took place at Saint Catherine’s when Joan first arrived 
in 2013. Rita’s brother-in-law Ed was suffering from dementia 
and his family was deciding what the next step should be. Rita 
asked Sister Joan to pray for that special intention. A couple 
of weeks later, Sister Rita asked Joan if she was praying. Joan 
was shocked. “What do you mean, did I remember?” Joan 
beckoned Rita to follow her into her bedroom and closed the 
door. She then pointed to the back of her door. There taped on 
the back of the door was a paper with the words, “Ed, for Rita 
and her sister Patty’s family.” After that encounter, Joan would 
give a hand signal to Rita when they met in the hall to assure 
her that she was still praying.

This descendant of Lebanese heritage, this daughter of 
Father Moreau, this serious educator, administrator, strong 
woman of faith—no doubt is smiling and rejoicing with the 
angels and saints of heaven in the presence of her family, 
friends and her Sisters in Holy Cross, praising, thanking and 
worshiping God, Source of all being, Word of Christ and Holy 
Spirit. Amen.


