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One of the goals of “Bearing Fruit for the Mission,” 
the process begun by the first Provincial Council to 
boldly examine current ministries, was to go to the 
margins.  The tragic deaths of Sister Paula Merrill, 
Sister of Charity of Nazareth, Kentucky, and Sister 
Margaret Held, School Sister of St. Francis, Milwau-
kee, who had served in Durant and Lexington for 
so many years, was the Providential sign leading 
the Daughters of Charity to where that might be.  
They began to explore the possibilities in Holmes 
County, Mississippi—the poorest county in the 
poorest state in the Union; but, they knew the peo-
ple would be better served through collaboration.  
So, the call went forth to the 13 congregations of 
the Sisters of Charity Federation to explore who 
might be willing to respond to this bold endeavor.
   
Daughters of Charity Sister Mary Walz, a social 
worker; and Sister Madeline Kavanagh, prison 
minister; along with Sister Sheila Conley, a Sister 
of Charity of Halifax, educator, have moved into 
the sacred space—the home where Sisters Paula 

and Margaret once lived.  “People in the area are 
pleased to know they have the presence of Sisters 
once again,” explains Sister Mary Beth Kubera, 
Councillor.  She along with Sister Mary began the 
initial study of the needs in the area.  “It is my 
hope these three Sisters will be a loving presence 
to the people in Durant and Lexington and that 
they will collaborate with groups who assist those 
who are poor and marginalized there.”
     
“When we first began exploring the possibility 
of responding to the needs of Holmes County, I 
thought it would be a perfect fit for the Vincentian 
charism,” shares Sister Mary.  “The opportunity to 
address the needs of this rural county as a Sisters 
of Charity Federation was very attractive to me.  
More than five months later, I find our small com-
munity of three to be a delight!  Representing two 
different congregations of the Federation, we daily 
discovery our commonality and our uniqueness!  I 
find it very enriching.   I’m currently serving as the 
social worker at the Lexington Medical Clinic with 

A Call to Serve 
in Mississippi

1) Daughters who taught at Cathedral School, Natchez, 1964; 2) Sister Mary Ann Wiltzius serving with Catholic Social Services, 
Hernando; 3) Bottom row, Sisters Evelyn Boyd and Honora Remes, second row, Sisters Joanne Cozzi and Marsha Tierney, third 
row, Sisters Joanne Marlow and Dolores Coleman; 4) Sister Virginia Delaney serving at St. John’s Mission, Charleston, 1986; 5) 
Sister Brenda Monahan (center) at St. Therese Parish in Jackson 2003; 6) Sister Joanne Marlow with a student at St. John High 
School, Gulfport; 7) Sister Marsha Tierney; 8) Sisters Ann Marie Butler, Jean Juliano, Evelyn Boyd, Sherry Barrett, and Mary Stella 
Aquilina; 9) Sister Mary Beth Kubera celebrates the 150 years of the presence of the Daughters of Charity in Natchez with Karen 
and Eddie Foley and Teedy and Coonie Gascon; 10) Sister Joanne Cozzi at St. Vincent de Paul, Long Beach.
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a very committed staff.  Our ministries contin-
ue to unfold as we become more familiar with 
the needs of the people and network with 
others in the area.”
     
Sister Sheila adds, “When I was first ap-
proached about coming to Durant, I knew 
right away that it was for me…when they said 
they needed an educator, my heart swelled.  
As a life-long educator, I was anxious to use 
my gifts while working with rural youth in 
need of jobs.  Now, I work at the Holmes 
County Job Site through a federally-funded 
program for participants, 17 to 24 years of age, 
who are jobless with no job prospects.  It is a 
year-long program, of education (job skills and 
knowledge) and job ethics.  We find mentors 
for the participants and follow them closely for 
the year.  Our agency pays them and evaluates 
their progress quarterly.  I am glad I made the 
decision to come to Durant!”
     
“I find myself amazed at how much life has 
been lived since I arrived in Durant,” explains 
Sister Madeline.  “For me, it seemed like an 
act of Providence when the request for vol-
unteers to carry on the mission in Mississippi 
collided with the reality that my role as parish 
life facilitator would end soon due to a parish 
merger.  The privilege of living in the house 
where Sisters Paula and Margaret lived along 
with the joy of forming the new Federation 
mission continues to unfold as we, in our little 
community, get to know our neighbors, learn 

about and visit local resources, become insert-
ed in our small parish community, and as I 
experience the challenge of entering into the 
complications of prison ministry. I have part-
nered with Marvin Edwards, a Diocesan Eccle-
sial Minister and Prison Chaplain, in an effort 
to initiate a reentry program for prisoners. I’m 
also working with the Diocesan Faith in Action 
Team that assists local parishes in becoming 
attentive to social needs and advocacy pos-
sibilities. For me, Mississippi has always been 
associated with great poverty and to be able to 
minister here while at the same time picking 
up the “banner” of our two fallen predeces-
sors was double reason to respond to the call.  
Seeing that the future is in God’s hands, as we 
are, I look forward with peace and enthusiasm 
to whatever the future holds.”
     
Funds from the “Paula Merrill Memorial Fund” 
will pay the first year’s rent of the house; those 
funds also will help purchase needed items for 
the three Sisters living there.  Holmes County 
is smack dab in the middle of the state.  The 
County population is approximately 18,000, 
80 percent African American.  With unemploy-
ment at about 11 percent; a public education 
system that is struggling; very poor; generation-
al poverty that runs into the fourth and fifth 
generations and includes nearly 44 percent of 
all of the residents – it is clear that challenges 
here align well with the Vincentian charism of 
the Sisters of Charity Federation.  the two main 
cities in the County are Durant and Lexington.  
This is not the first time the Daughters of 
Charity have been involved in ministry in the 

Photos (top to bottom) 
Sister Dolores Coleman di-
recting children at the Deaf 
Center in Gulfport in 1978 
about “just how” to deco-
rate their Easter Egg Tree; 
Sisters Madeline, Sheila, and 
Mary at the newly estab-
lished Mission in Durant; 
Sisters Dolores Coleman, 
Joanne Marlow, Mary 
Beth Kubera, and Joanne 
Cozzi, local community in 
Gulfport 1992; Daughters 
and orphans at St. Mary’s 
Asylum, Natchez.

Photos (top to bottom) 
Sisters Sheila, Madeline, and 
Mary pose for a photo with 
their Bible Study Group; 
Sister Loretta Parpart con-
gratulates Conrad Anderson 
on his award.; Sisters Sherry 
Barrett, Ann Marie Butler, 
and Jean Juliano supporting 
immigrants’ rights at the 
Mississippi State Capital; 
Daughters and students at 
St. John Interparochial High 
School in Gulfport 1979.
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Sister Mary Stella Simpson (1910 to 2004), 
Nurse-Midwife, recounted many experiences 
from her years of service in Mound Bayou in her 
book, Sister Stella’s Babies: days in the practice of 
a nurse-midwife. 
(All historic photos courtesy of the Province 
Archives.)

Daughters Service 
in Mississippi 

through the Years
Biloxi

Diocese of Biloxi

Charleston
Outreach ministries including Seton Center that provided 
a thrift store, social services, and sewing classes, as well as 

home visits and emergency services

Fayette
St. Ann’s Parish

Gulfport
St. John’s High School; Ministry with the Deaf, 

and Parish Ministry

Hernando
Parish Ministry, Catholic Social Services

Jackson
Ministry with the Deaf, University of Jackson, Diocese of 

Jackson, Catholic Identity Team, Advocacy, Hispanic Ministry, 
Holy Family School, St. Theresa School, St. Jude Day Care, 
Midwifery and a Neonatal Clinic, and Outreach Ministries

Long Beach
St. Thomas School

Madison
St. Joseph Catholic School

Mound Bayou
Midwifery, Nursing

Natchez
St. Mary Orphan Asylum, St. Joseph Academy for Girls, 

St. Joseph’s High School, Parish Ministry, Cathedral Elementary 
and High School, St. Francis School, Catholic Charities, 

and Alcorn State University

Pascagoula
Our Lady of Victories Central High School in Moss Point, 

and Parish Ministry at St. Peter the Apostle.

Port Gibson
St. Joseph Parish, Outreach Ministry, Hispanic Ministry

Walls
Catholic Social Services

State. In 1847, the Sisters first began to serve 
in Mississippi when they established St. Mary’s 
Orphan Asylum in Natchez at the request of 
Bishop John J. Chanche.  For the next 163 
years, Sisters served in a variety of ministries 
throughout the state.  The Sisters taught, cared 
for, worked alongside, and prayed with the 
people of Mississippi.  In 2010, pressed to 
serve where there were no other Catholic or-
ganizations, few Catholic laity, and few women 
religious, the Daughters withdrew.  After seven 
years, the Daughters have returned!
     
“We had always hoped to be involved in min-
istry in Mississippi once again,” explains Sister 
Mary Beth Kubera, Councillor (who previously 
served in Natchez and Gulfport).  This is a 
providential opportunity.  Bishop Kopacz, the 
religious of the Diocese of Jackson and the 
people of Durant and Lexington have been 
welcoming and supportive of the presence of 
the Sisters in Mississippi. We pray that we can 
continue the legacy of Sisters Margaret, Paula 
and the many other Sisters who have served 
here.”

Photos (top to bottom) Sister Sally Lessnau, serving 
with Catholic Social Services in Walls in 1997, helps 
children ready for a day at the park. Sister Judith 
Briselden with her students at St. Thomas School in 
Long Beach in 1986; Bishop Joseph Kopacz of the 
Diocese of Jackson, Mississippi, joins the Daughters 
at their home in Durant for a noontime meal; Sister 
Mary Louise Happich and her class at St. Joseph’s 
School in Natchez 1954.

Sisters Mary, Sheila, and Madeline pose for a 
photo in front of their Durant home.


