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Sister Margaret Anne wrote in summary of her life, “I am deeply grateful for a lifetime of
God’s loving gifts both great and small.” Margaret was born in Torrance, California. Her
parents were Paul Francis Vonderahe, born in Kokomo, Indiana, and Mary McDonald
Jessome, born in Sydney, Nova Scotia. Her father was considered one of the founders of
Torrance, and her mother was in the first graduating class of Torrance High School.
Margaret was the oldest child then came David and Loretta. Their deaf grandmother lived
with them until she died, and Margaret assumed the duties of the household at the age of
twelve. This placed additional responsibilities on her and yet she maintained excellent
grades at St. James School in Redondo Beach and at St. Mary’s Academy.
She recalls several Sisters of St. Joseph from her school years. Sister Berenice Coyne was
Superior, and Sister Daniel Joseph began her teaching career in Margaret’s fifth grade. Sister
Alphonsus, Margaret’s first grade teacher, enjoyed telling the story about stepping out of her
first-grade classroom when it suddenly became very quiet. Sister looked in and much to her
surprise, she saw Margaret teaching reading to her classmates at the Big Book.
Margaret’s high school years were very busy. She boarded at St. Mary’s Academy in her
freshman year, and thoroughly enjoyed the exposure to students from other countries such
as Central and South America. In her sophomore year and after, at 6:30 am she caught a bus
to make transfers and arrive at St. Mary’s Academy. She played the piano and enjoyed the
two-piano recital she participated in during her senior year in high school. One summer she
took typing and then at home her mother dictated to her, so she learned to type and edit.
She was selected as Sodality Prefect as a senior, this was an unexpected honor. With it
brought additional leadership responsibilities: to attend meetings and interact with Sodality
leaders from other schools. Margaret became acquainted with Sister Josephine who was her

homeroom teacher, and then Sister helped Margaret to enter. Remarkably, the St. Mary’s
Academy gold tie class of 1950 met every year until their 60th Anniversary. Sister Teresa Ann
Coronas was a member of this class. Margaret entered the Sisters of St. Joseph at St. Mary’s
Academy on September 15, 1950. Her mother did not approve of this decision. On March 19,
1951, Margaret received the habit and religious name Sister St. Margaret. Formation years
went by quickly; on March 18, 1953, she pronounced her first vows. Then she began her
teaching career in elementary schools in California. After teaching elementary school for
about ten years, she taught in high school. First, she was assigned to Alemany High School,
where she taught English, Religion and was Sodality Moderator. She then was appointed
elementary principal at Orinda in the East Bay Area. Margaret taught several students who
became priests, and some even went on to become bishops.
A call to Formation by the CSJ leadership followed when she became Assistant Director of
Novices and Postulants for three years, then Vocation Director.
For six years she served as Dean for the Associate Degree Program at Mount St. Mary’s
Doheny Campus and after 1989, she was Assistant Academic Dean at the Chalon Campus.
Some personal challenges entered her life. In 1954, her brother David was killed when his
plane crashed. This loss, and her parents’ serious illnesses and early deaths could have had
negative effects on Margaret Anne. Instead, she was able to cope with them and to complete
her studies. She received a Bachelor of Arts Degree in English from the Mount with
elementary and secondary teaching credentials, then a Master’s Degree in Education in
Counseling from Loyola with a counseling credential in 1971, and a Master’s Degree in
English from Cal State Northridge, in 1985. The papers she handed in were used as models
for five years by the professor, no one else had completed the course previously. All this was
accomplished while she had full time ministries. For seven years, Sister was involved with the
Santa Monica YWCA and served as President for a year.
In 1993, she completed Clinical Pastoral Education at St. John Regional Medical Center in
Oxnard, which led to certification with the National Association of Catholic Chaplains in 1995.
Thus began fifteen years of what she described as “the final gift of my life, a spiritual ministry,”
chaplaincy with Carondelet Health Network, Tucson and at St. Mary’s and St. Joseph’s
Hospitals. Sister was able to use her own times of loss and of letting go to gently minister to
the sick and elderly in the hospital. She enrolled in the Kino Institute for night classes and was
able to help motivate fellow students to continue their theological studies. She served on the
committee to re-establish the chapel at St. Joseph’s Hospital, after six years of using a
makeshift chapel. All the original appointments and stained-glass windows were used. The
new chapel also provided a separate prayer room for other believers who wanted certain
accommodations.
Margaret enjoyed meal planning and became a very good cook. On Sundays, she and Sister
Aline Gerber would prepare a meal for the 30 Sisters at Doheny. She had the opportunity
to travel to Europe, Mexico, Hawaii, Scandinavian Countries, Canada, British Columbia, and

throughout the United States. Her travels taught her that goodness knows no boundaries or
barriers.
More challenges arrived in her life. An airplane crash in the Rockies killed her brother-in-law,
Tom, and nephew Tim. Personal health issues developed, but Margaret kept a positive
attitude. She said, “I love life and have so many blessings of relatives and friends. I’ve traveled
and read extensively and enjoyed working with the poor and the sick.” In 2011, she
celebrated her 60th Jubilee as a woman religious. She wrote, “Jubilee is a time to reflect and
rejoice with much gratitude for the many joys and graces of these sixty years. I thank God for
these years and am especially grateful for all those I have been privileged to know and to
love.”
On March 10, 2015, she joined the Holy Family Community to begin yet another ministry: to
offer prayer and witness. As her energy and interests allowed she attended activities at Holy
Family, became a Vitas Hospice volunteer, and in her own quiet, unobtrusive way warmly
greeted all she encountered.
When declining health began to hamper her independence. A bout with pneumonia
required hospitalization in September and following that hospitalization, she joined the local
community at St. John of God. While she wanted to regain her strength, it was really a
challenge. On December 13th, she said she was “ready” and made multiple calls to family
and friends to say good-bye. She died peacefully December 15, 2021, at St. John of God.
And now, dear Sister, as you are swept away into another dimension of existence, may your
radiant soul guide us, and remind us, that “The love of Christ surpasses all knowledge.”
~ Sister Frances Baker, CSJ

