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June 28, 1938 – March 13, 2023
These memories were lovingly prepared and written by Sister 
Suzanne Patterson, CSC, who read them at Sister Karen 
Anne’s memorial Mass on April 19, 2023.

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
the courage to change the things I can; and the wisdom to know 
the difference.

The Serenity Prayer contains the essence of Sister Karen Anne’s life. 
In this same spirit, during the last few days of her journey here with us, 
Karen Anne would simply say: “All I can do is trust.” And trust she did. 

She trusted more than 48 years ago when she gave her will and her 
life over to God in the desire to be free of the bondage of addiction. 
On November 25, 1974, Karen Anne committed herself to following 
the 12 steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, and she never looked back. 
Karen had experienced an intervention spearheaded by Sister Marietta 
Umlor, CSC, and she credited Marietta with the beginning of her 
recovery. Karen Anne embraced this recovery. She not only lived a life 
turned over to God, but she also guided countless others as a friend 
and sponsor.

Karen Anne’s scope of love and concern embraced not only her  
AA companions, but also, and very importantly, her family and her  
Holy Cross community. No one was exempt from her touch, from her 
caring heart.

As friends and family have mentioned over the past six weeks, Sister 
Karen Anne was a genuine person who knew herself well and shared 
that self with a multitude. Her family attests to her honesty, openness, 



generosity and fun-loving spirit. She made ordinary life a special time,  
as revealed in the countless stories so many have shared. Here are just 
a few. 

Mary Ann Pifer remembered that, “Aunt Karen would treat us kids to 
McDonald’s for dinner when she visited. She always let one of us ride in 
the car with her to get dinner and would buy an extra order of fries that 
we split with her on the drive home. 

“Aunt Karen was also very helpful when she was recovering from 
a shattered wrist, and my husband Ray and I were new parents to 
premature twins. She spent a lot of time holding and feeding them 
one-handed! 

“When Karen came to our house, she was never empty-handed and 
always gave everyone a hug. She never left without hugging us again.”

Niece Kathy mentioned that, “Aunt Karen was directionally challenged. 
When we were kids, we ended up in Freeport, Illinois, instead of 
Harvard, Illinois (almost 30 miles in the wrong direction). And she was 
there whenever any of us kids needed her.”

Nephew Bill, who was born on Karen’s 30th birthday, recalled, “We 
always called each other on our shared birthday and sang a happy 
birthday serenade.” He also remembers “spending the night at the 
Evergreen Park convent and running as fast as we could in our socks to 
see how far we could slide on the highly polished floors.”

Nephew Michael, Karen’s godson, remembered that, “All the cards 
she sent to us were finished with ‘God Bless.’ All calls and conversations 
were finished with ‘I love you.’”

Cousin Kelly was in medical school when she stayed with Karen for a 
while. Kelly and Josh’s first daughter, Lauren, was stillborn. They have 
since had two more daughters, Hannah and Abby. Kelly said, “Aunt 
Karen explained to us after Lauren died that she was a special angel to 
us in heaven. She told me that I could pray to Lauren and ask for help. 



I always thought I was supposed to pray for her. She told me, ‘No, you 
pray to her because she is there to help.’ So, every time I do surgery, 
while I am washing my hands, I ask Lauren to bless my hands. When 
we told our daughter Hannah (age 8) that Aunt Karen was getting ready 
to go to heaven, she told us, ‘Don’t worry about Karen; she’ll be fine 
because she really loves God.’ Daughter Abby (age 7) said, ‘When Karen 
gets to heaven, she can check on Lauren for us!’”

Many of Sister Karen Anne’s friends wrote about the impact that her 
spirituality of recovery had on their lives. In the last days before Karen 
went to God, her longtime friend Peg Schneider wrote a final message: 
“Karen Anne, as God has now graced you to open your heart to this final 
journey, what is so tenderly clear to me is how you opened your heart 
to his grace of recovery so completely. It is so clear that you have lived 
the plans that God had for your life … . Karen, your YES to trust, love and 
faithfulness is held by me as God will be bringing you home in his time 
with great delight for all you have been, are and will continue to be.” 

Sister Deb Conley was one of three Little Company of Mary sisters 
who lived at Most Holy Redeemer Convent, Evergreen Park, Illinois, in 
the 1970s. Sister Karen Anne and Deb became good friends, along with 
Sister Marietta, who was also at the parish during those years. Sister 
Deb, Karen Anne and Marietta’s friendship has lasted until the present 
time. When Sister Marietta died, Karen Anne came to spend time with 
Deb as they mourned the loss of their friend. 

Avis Clendenen shared, “I met Karen 42 years ago when I was a 
young 30-year-old Sister of Mercy struggling with my relationship to 
alcohol. Someone recommended I go see her at Holy Redeemer, where 
she was teaching. From the moment I entered her presence, she put me 
at ease and helped me to talk truth. Karen had that way about her, which 
developed from her own painful efforts to find her truth and take on the 
challenge of the steps in recovery. In turn, she was able to gently but 



firmly guide others to deal with acceptance and begin the journey of the 
12 steps. She was my sponsor for most of my 42 years in recovery.”

Avis added, “She was involved with numerous recovery groups and 
was ‘there’ for those who needed help along the way. She really turned 
recovery into an art form! I was told that when word of her death began 
to spread among those who gathered for meetings with her that a 
woman in one of Karen’s groups, who happened to be Jewish, decided 
to hold shiva — a Jewish tradition of gathering in a home to remember 
the one who has died. By the end of the shiva afternoon into early 
evening, more than 100 persons had stopped in to sit and remember 
Karen. This is such a testament to her impact on the lives of generations 
of those who decided, with God’s grace, to seek a freer, healthier way 
of life. Her death is a heartbreak to many, myself included. I can hear her 
echo — ‘What counts most, Avis, is that you remember: Don’t drink. Go to 
meetings and ask for help!’ And then, she would laugh boldly and loudly 
in the delight of its truth.”

Deb Zimmerman, another friend, reflected, “Karen and I met at a 
meeting many years ago and hit it off immediately. She was involved in 
running 12-step retreats, and twice a year she held one-day retreats in 
the Chicago area. It was at one of those retreats that I asked her to be 
my sponsor, and from that time on we spent a lot of time together. She 
was an excellent sounding board and role model. We laughed a lot, and 
that was one of the many things I admired about her. She insisted on 
enjoying life. 

“When she had her knee replaced, she came to our house for 12 days 
to recover. It was a challenge. Fred and I got to the point where we 
would try to tip-toe past her room for fear of being asked for something! 
She told us that she was low-maintenance — which was not true — and 
that became a running joke with us. There are many times when she 
showed up at just the right time. She always said, ‘It’s a God thing’ and 



it was impossible not to believe that. Karen lived her life with grace and 
wasn’t afraid to be herself. 

“When Karen got sick, it was time for others to take care of her. She 
approached her diagnosis with acceptance and was prepared to put 
up a fight. After a short time and several setbacks, though, she decided 
to discontinue further treatment. She accepted her disease and in the 
end was ready to meet her God. Whether we were on the phone or in 
person, when we parted, she would often tell me that she loved me and 
‘God bless and take gentle care.’ So, my sweet friend, God bless you 
and take gentle care, I love you.”

Yes, Karen Anne, we all love you and miss you. Your great-nephew 
observed long ago that your meetings were important to you and that 
you were always happy after them. Now you are enjoying the eternal 
meeting with your God and all those who were there to welcome 
you: those who had received the blessings of sobriety through your 
guidance and love. Enjoy and be glad, for this is the day that the Lord 
has made.


