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Thanks for being here today for this great celebration.  Congratulations to 

the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur.  The Diocese of Cincinnati was a teenager, a 

mere 19 years old when the Sisters arrived.  As a context, in 1803, St. Julie Billiart 

helped to found The Institute of Notre Dame, and Ohio became a state.  Compare 

that to Namur, Belgium.  The first historical writings about Namur date to the time 

of the Roman Empire, before the birth of Christ.  The city of Namur stands at the 

confluence of two rivers and lush green hills rise from the flowing waters.  It’s a 

city that’s rich in history and rich in beauty.  How did the Sisters happen to come 

to Cincinnati?  Almost a century ago Father John Lamott published a book on the 

history of the Archdiocese of Cincinnati.  And in his text, he notes that Bishop 

Purcell and the vicar general of the Diocese of Cincinnati, Father Brassac, travelled 

Europe meeting with religious congregations.  In 1840, Bishop Purcell was 

contacted by Father Brassac about making a request of the Sisters of Notre Dame 

de Namur to come to Cincinnati. Purcell was asked to give assurance of a suitable 

house with the necessary furniture and a garden; to give assurance of assistance, 

provided the Sisters could not obtain support from others; and to provide an 

opportunity to conduct classes for poor children as the rule of society demanded.   

And the sisters left Namur in early September 1840, and arrived in Cincinnati 

about two months later.  And perhaps the confluence of two rivers and lush green 
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hills rising from the flowing waters reminded them of home, and strengthened 

them in their resolve to teach the Catholic faith.  

Because what this small group of Sisters did was not only lay the foundation 

for ministry of the Sisters, but they followed the invitation of Jesus to use what 

God had given them in following Jesus.  Jesus gave the great commission to his 

followers to make disciples of all nations, baptizing them, and teaching them to 

observe all that He commanded, never forgetting that Jesus would be with them 

always. And the Sisters took those words to heart throughout the years founding 

schools and ministries to teach the Catholic faith and witness to the Catholic faith. 

They realized that their mission was not their doing, but their response to the 

Gospel, a mission that God entrusts to people, a mission where Jesus accompanies 

us every step of the way.  And all of this was done following the example of the 

beloved St. Julie Billiart who dedicated her life to the education of the poor and the 

training of catechists.  And what a blessing the Sisters have been as they continued 

the ministry of teaching the faith (including to me as a seminarian) and promoting 

of the dignity of all people.   

I admit to you that I’m a bit intrigued with the request the Sisters made not 

only for a house, but a house that had a garden.  Practically speaking, maybe they 

wanted to grow flowers and vegetables to brighten their days, and perhaps the days 

of others who might benefit.  Maybe they were looking for a bit of green space for 
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peace and tranquility after busy days, a bit of a park-like setting.  I imagine their 

work was hard, settling in a new city and trying to care for the poor, honoring the 

dignity of others created in God’s image and likeness.  Maybe there were days that 

that garden was their own “Garden of Gethsemene” as they prayed on difficult 

days, trying to discern God’s will.  Maybe they wanted to live in the 1840’s what 

Pope Francis wrote recently in the Encyclical Letter, Laudato Si’ that God 

graciously gave humanity the garden of the world to “till and keep” (cf. Gen 2:15). 

“Tilling” refers to cultivating or working, while “keeping” means caring, 

protecting, overseeing and preserving. [paragraph 67] 

And maybe that garden reminded them of the Garden that God gave to 

humanity, the Garden of Eden.  Adam and Eve left the Garden of Eden because of 

their sin.  But God never abandoned them or us because of our sins.  Through the 

redemptive work of Christ in our lives, we experience the trust and love that God 

wants us to experience.  Our hope is for heaven, paradise, our eternal home.  The 

Sisters believed that. The Sisters lived that.  The Sisters taught that.  We need to 

hear that hope today. 

In yesterday’s newspaper, I read the obituary for Sister Rita Marie Stein who 

entered eternal life a few days ago.  Somehow her life and now her eternal life are 

an integral part of our celebration today.  Sister lived the great commission of Jesus 

described in these words,  
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Sister Rita spent many years as seamstress at The Summit Convent 
and at Mt. Notre Dame, including both black habits and contemporary 
clothing. In Dayton, Sister Rita taught home economics at St. Agnes 
and Dayton Catholic School. Following her move to Mt. Notre Dame, 
Sister served as Food Service Manager, while continuing her clothing 
ministry until her retirement into Prayer and Presence Ministry in 
2002.  

 
I don’t know about too many people who have a food ministry and a 

clothing ministry, but you might remember that God provided clothing for 

Adam and Eve as they were leaving the Garden of Eden, and there are many 

stories about God providing food in the Bible.  Providing food and clothing 

for others are two of the corporal works of mercy given to us by Jesus in 

Chapter 25 of St. Matthew’s Gospel.  We thank Sister Rita for what she did 

to provide, which helps us to remember that God always provides, and 

today, God provides this great meal for us.   

So we celebrate, raising a hymn of thanksgiving and praise to God for the 

Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur.  Thanks to all of you for making our lives rich, 

for helping us be the people God calls us to be, and for teaching us about Jesus and 

for witnessing to Jesus.  And on this day, thanks for inviting us to spend time in 

your garden, not too far from the confluence of two rivers and lush green hills now 

dotted with the colors of autumn rising from the flowing waters.  May God bless 

you and keep you. 


