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Remembering

O n September 1, l941, 
Labor Day, John and 
Gertrude Wilson 
welcomed their first born 

child, Helene Frances, named for 
her two grandmothers. Her Father, 
John, was extremely good-looking, 
uncomplicated, and dedicated to do 
his best for his family working as a 
meat-cutter. Her mother, Gertrude, 
was multi-talented––Not only in 
cooking and keeping a house, but 
also bookkeeping.
 One can imagine Helene 
being the center of her parents’ 
attention until her brother, John, was 
born 5 1/2 years later. 
Not even her parents could have 
predicted how beloved their 
daughter would become to such a 
variety of people and organizations.  
Her childhood was ordinary. Helene 
began her education at San Gabriel 
Mission, up to the 6th grade. The 
family moved to San Diego and 
enrolled Helene at St. Brigid’s where 
she graduated from the 8th grade.  
She then spent her freshman year at 

OLP.  With yet another move to Los 
Angeles, Helene then finished High 
School at St. Mary’s Academy, and 
entered the Postulancy at Carondelet 
Center on Sept. 15, 1959 slightly 
2 weeks beyond her l8th birthday.  
Helene took her formation years in 
stride considering it all a part of the 
package to fulfill her call to become 
a Sister of St. Joseph described by 
Father Medaille as “….emptied of self 
in God and for God, and with that, …
be all for the dear neighbor…”
Helene navigated each stage of 
formation with confidence. She 
received the habit and her religious 
name, Sister Mark Joseph, on March 
l9, l960. She professed her first vows 
on March l9, l962, and her final vows 
on August 6, l967.  Her 21st Birthday 
was celebrated in the Juniorate with 
an unexpected surprise—her mother 
baked 21 cakes, each a different 
flavor, to honor this milestone.

W ith steadiness of purpose, 
Sister was awarded a 
Bachelor’s Degree from 
Mount St. Mary’s College 

on May 31, l964.  Her diploma 
carefully stored in her trunk, she was 
off to her first mission that September 
to teach 5th and 6th grades at St. 
Patrick’s in West Oakland.  This was 
the poorest school in the Oakland 
diocese. There she joined a vibrant 
group of younger sisters with Sr. 
Anne Estelle as Principal.  One 
unique memory of the place was 
that it was next door to a red-light 
establishment. Talk about being on 
the margins!

A s a teacher, Helene was 
missioned to several 
elementary schools 
throughout the Province, 

mostly in upper grades in inner 
city parishes. Then, in l972, she was 
appointed Principal and teacher at St. 
Brigid’s in Los Angeles.  She showed 
a natural aptitude for administration 
even before she was awarded an M.S. 
degree in educational administration 
from the Mount in l975.  
 A favorite mission was 
Transfiguration School which was 
a parish with many long-standing 
traditions.   She served there as 
Principal for 7 years, until August 
of l982.  Though some of the folks 
labelled Helene a “rabble rouser”, 
they grew to love and respect her 
leadership and ability to shape 
Catholic students in the spirit of 
Vatican II with a strong leaning 
towards social justice. 
 With l8 years of service in 
teaching, and at a time when sisters 
were moving into non-traditional 
works, Helene plunged forward 
to serve as Co-Coordinator at the 
House of Ruth, a project initiated 
by CSJ’s for homeless women with 
children. This “Yes” placed Helene 
smack dab among the clients, some 
of whom had been accepted directly 
from the street.   Her consent to 
take on this responsibility having 
no prior experience proved her 

essential character, being generous, 
competent, and fearless. It also 
confirmed that Helene was a natural 
organizer, able to face any challenge.
It is no wonder that Helene was 
asked in l985 to be Co-coordinator 
at Carondelet Center, a position 
which morphed into being Co-
Administrator.  One could see her 
doing more than “all of which woman 
is capable” around the Center 
typically with a hammer in her hand, 
and a tool belt around her waist.  
Rumor had it that Helene could fix 
anything!  
 After this demanding ministry, 
Helene took a sabbatical. Adventurer 
that she was, she traveled to South 
Africa to live and work with the 
Dominican nuns. There she showed 
herself to be like her Mom: a “Jill of 
all trades”.  Helene responded both 
to long term and spur of the moment 
needs.  If it was teaching, she was 
ready.  Cooking too.  Taking over for 
anyone sick, etc.  She digitized all the 
Dominican community’s data base 
while there.  No doubt she immersed 
herself in the culture which was on 
the cusp of radical change.  De Clerc 
had just been elected, and Nelson 
Mandela released from prison.  As a 
lover of nature and animals, she was 
surrounded there by both the exotic 
and splendid.  In a tribute upon 
leaving Africa, the Prioress General 
wrote this about Helene:  “…as a 
Jill of all trades, she was an acting 
computer analyst, ambulance driver, 
bookkeeper, cook, religion teacher, 
boarder mother, carpenter, and 
listener.”

U pon her return to the 
United States, Helene 
took on the position of 
Assistant Administrator at 

Presentation Center in Los Gatos, a 
place surrounded by natural beauty 
and animals. Then, along with these 
duties, in l992 Helene was selected 

to be one of 3 members of the L.A.  
Provincial Council.  She balanced 
these duties with amazing wisdom, 
stamina and good cheer.
In the past, Helene did not put her 
name forward for congregational 
leadership.  Only after her mother 
died (she was the inspiration of her 
life) could she justify allowing her 
name to remain for consideration 
for the term beginning in l998.  She 
described herself as the “dark horse.”

During the selection process, 
it must have become clear 
to the group that Helene’s 
visions for the congregation 

moving into the 21st century were 
the very ones God was calling the 
Carondelets to achieve.  Helene was 
chosen as one of five, and named 
to head the team.  She assumed this 
role for four years, with extraordinary 
skill, not seeking accolades, and 
most importantly with a warm and 
genuine interest in every sister she 
met throughout the congregation.  
During her term she most enjoyed 
traveling to each Province and Vice-
Province, and supporting each sister 
in living the basic call of a true CSJ.  
She had concisely summarized this 
as recalling where we came from 
(simple women), who we are (a 
community of the great love of God), 
and recalling the MANY gifts that are 
ours to share with the dear neighbor 

to improve our neighborhoods and 
our relationship with God.
At the end of her term in  
 Congregational leadership, 
Helene agreed to stay in St. Louis.  
She stayed for l8 years serving 
once more as a Jill of all trades.  
She orchestrated the moves of the 
Congregational Offices more than 
once; she assumed the position of 
Treasurer when a team member died 
unexpectedly; and fulfilled the role as 
Congregational bookkeeper. Helene 
left this ministry only after treatments 
for cancer proved unlikely to result 
in a cure.  Before she left St. Louis, 
the Congregational team and staff 
celebrated her exceptional ministry 
by having a tree planted in Jefferson 
Barracks Park, St. Louis, as an 
enduring tribute to her love of nature.  
Helene returned to Carondelet 
Center where her surrender was a 
witness to us all.
 As we now celebrate the life 
of Helene, an exceptional woman 
who allowed each of us to follow 
her path of treatment, the greatest 
remembrance of her would be our 
fidelity to  being a CSJ: to recall 
where we came from; who we are, 
and the many gifts that are ours to 
share with the dear neighbor.  Thank 
you, Helene, for your gift of self.f         
________________________________
Written by Sister Annette Debs, CSJ       

God 
is an oasis 
of Grace


