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I was a ‘depression baby’, born in Waukesha, 
Wisconsin, two months before President 
Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’. Both my parents went 
to college, a little unusual at that time. All of us 
loved to read, and family evenings at home would 
often find us all reading books, magazines, or 
newspapers. 
The Second World War made a big difference 
in the lives of my family. My dad, a World War I 
veteran, was commissioned as an officer in the 
Army Air Corps, and was stationed for three years 
in San Antonio, TX, where the family moved to be 
with him. I attended Amo High School, falling in 
love with basketball , as well as with movie stars, 
blues music, and continued my love of reading. 
Jane Austen and Joseph Conrad became my 
favorite authors.
I enrolled at Marian College. Sister Mary Carol 
Schroeder noted that I was interested in religion 
and gave me books to read that were a real 
awakening for me. My college years were not 
always happy (my father died when I was a 
sophomore), but they were grace-filled in terms 
of my budding vocation to religious life and 
teaching.
I entered the convent the September after 
graduation from Marian and received the name 
Sister Audrey. I have good memories of Sisters 
I lived with and students I taught at St. Mary 
Academy, Holy Trinity, Indianapolis, O.L.A., St. 
Mark’s (Indianapolis), Streator, IL. and Rex Mundi 
H.S. in Evansville.
I began graduate work in history at I. U. 
Bloomington the same year I started teaching 
at Rex Mundi H.S., where I was told I was to 
teach French One, and eventually Two. I was 
ill-prepared to teach French, but with God’s help 
I got through these classes; fortunately for me, 
I also taught some U.S. history. After spending 
four happy years there, while continuing my 
Master’s work in summers and during the year as 
correspondence, I was sent to continue doctoral 
studies in history (full time) at I.U.  I spent three 
months traveling to East Coast libraries, collecting 
information for my doctoral dissertation, a study 
of the U.S. State Department in 1913-1914.  (Later 
with considerable alterations in the book length 
dissertation, it was published as a book, The 
Department of State on the Eve of the First World 
War). 

I began teaching American history at Marian in 
January, 1970. Political science was added to my 
teaching load the following year. I enjoyed living 
with the large Sister community at Marian. 
In the summer of 1982, while preparing to teach 
African history and potitical science, as well 
as Global Studies, I received a grant to study 
and travel with a group of other college history 
teachers to Cameroon, in Africa. I was becoming 
more and more interested in justice and peace 
issues. I was a member of the first Community 
justice and peace committee, a state coordinator 
for Network Catholic Social Justice Lobby, and I 
was already submitting articles for the Community 
newsletter. 
After the Africa trip and discernment, I decided to 
leave college teaching to go into peace and justice 
ministry on a full time basis. After a year in D.C., 
as an intern with Network, I joined the staff of 
Groundwork for a Just World, an intercommunity 
justice and peace center based in Detroit. One of 
the major high points of my ministry there was a 
visit to the Nevada Desert Nuclear Test site.
In 1989 I left Groundwork with the intention of 
resuming college teaching, but God had other 
plans. My oldest brother, Quentin, who had retired 
from banking in New York City and was now living 
in Buffalo, NY, became ill with cancer. Since he 
was unmarried and had no one to take care of him 
there, the Council gave me permission to move 
to Buffalo to be a caregiver. After seven often 
grueling months of home hospice care, he died in 
the summer of 1990.
I returned to the Detroit area shortly afterwards 
and  accepted a position teaching history. A 
year later I moved back to Indianapolis and 
participated in a class in Black History and Race 
Relations at the Christian Theological Center. I also 
began looking after my elderly mother who was 
experiencing ill health. 
 During a sabbatical, I enjoyed a 3-week 
sojourn at Pendle Hill, a Quaker Center for 
Study and Contemplation in Pennsylvania, just 
outside Philadelphia. I  continued to serve on 
the Franciscan Federation Justice and Peace 
Committee which I had joined in 1986.
In 1992 my Community  appointed me the first 
director of Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation. 
I learned a great deal about other countries, 

as, together with Srs. Marya Grathwohl, Evelyn 
Forthofer, and Carmen deBarros, I visited Cuba, 
and later traveled to Mexico with classmate and 
friend Sr. Susan Eifert.  Both trips were connected 
with the work of the JPIC office. Visits, sometimes 
extended, to Tohatchi, NM, and to the Northern 
Cheyenne Reservation in Montana, also greatly 
stretched my horizons.
My mother died in 1999, and in 2000 I resigned 
as director of the JPIC office. I was gifted with a 
personal sabbatical, and as luck would have it, my 
name was drawn for the Assisi trip. Together with 
Sr. Therese Wente and her sister, we made the 
pilgrimage in September 2000.
Shortly after we returned, I began a year as a 
resident student at Pendle Hill, living and praying 
with Quakers. This was an unforgettable time; in 
the words of Quakers, “it spoke to my condition”.
Returning to Marian Convent West in the spring 
of 2001, I accepted a position restoring Marian’s 
archives. I greatly enjoyed this work of putting 
the archives in accessible order, as it gave me an 
opportunity to explore the college’s history from 
the original written records and photographs.
After retiring from this position in June 2010, 
I moved to the Motherhouse and served as the 
Congregation’s archivist for the next seven years. 
Today I serve  in retirement. I continue to enjoy 
reading, keeping up with politics, college 
basketball, PBS news, all kinds of music, choir, 
outdoors and Community friends. I appreciate the 
time for prayer. 
I could never give back to this Community, much 
less to God, what they have given me -not even in 
another lifetime. As for my life as a whole,  a 19th 
century Quaker woman wrote “Live up to the light 
thou hast.” I hope I have done this and, with God’s 
help, keep growing into the Light.

Awards Received:
Groundwork for a Just World Peace Testimonial 
Award (Detroit, Michigan), 1995.
Francis and Clare Award for Distinguished Achieve-
ment in Peace and Social Justice (Marian University 
Alumni Award) 1996.
Franciscan Peacemaker Award (Franciscan Federa-
tion, St. Louis, MO) 2002. 

S. Rachel West, as told by S. Rachel

“I could never 
give back to this 

Community, 
much less to 

God, what they 
have given me          

-not even in 
another lifetime.”
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Montana Missions – Educating, LEarning, cELEbrating, FriEnding

“I was not prepared to work in a different culture, but I had some very good experiences.  “I was not prepared to work in a different culture, but I had some very good experiences.  
I remember standing on the fire escape at night looking at the beautiful sky I remember standing on the fire escape at night looking at the beautiful sky 
and feeling I could see forever.”and feeling I could see forever.” S. Chris Ernstes
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Before 1934 our Sisters had supported Indian missions in 
Montana with donations.  Then came the fateful thank you 
letter to Mother Clarissa from Jesuit Father Thomas Grant, 
pastor of missions on the Crow Indian Reservation.  It ended 
with, “I wish I could get your Sisters for Saint Xavier and Pryor 
for our schools.  I would like Franciscan nuns in the diocese.  
The bishop would also welcome you.”  That wish came true 
in June 1935.  Sisters M. Odo, Agnetis, Immaculata, and M. 
Barbara, accompanied by Mother Mary Clarissa and Sister M. 
Pia stepped from the train in Billings, facing a grueling 75-mile 
car ride to their mission home.

Wanting the Sisters to become acquainted with local children, 
the pastor Fr. Owens almost immediately sent them in two’s to 
teach at Vacation Christian Doctrine schools in Crow Agency and 
Lodge Grass/Wyola.  By September they were back at St. Xavier, 
opening school with 52 pupils, including 20 boarders.  In 1936, 
three additional Sisters arrived and the school at Pryor opened 
with 36 pupils.

Montana Missions – Educating, LEarning, cELEbrating, FriEnding

1937 St.  Xavier-Pryor Faculty

St. Xavier Mission Building was built under the 
direction of Saint Mother Katherine Drexel. 

This building burned down.

By S. Mary Ann Stoffregen, OSF
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Our earliest service in Montana was education and 
our Sisters gave themselves wholeheartedly.  Father 
Laux, S.J., pastor at Pryor in 1938, quotes the County 
School Superintendent, “This Sister Madeline, Father, is 
an excellent teacher in every respect.  Her discipline is 
marvelous, and she has a knack of being able to evaluate 
the capabilities of a child almost instantly. …she is beyond 
a doubt the best teacher in the county.  You have two 
excellent teachers.” (Sister Conrad Marie was the other.)

Meanwhile, the early missionaries were being educated 
as well.  Letters from Sister Odo in Montana to Mother 
Clarissa in Indiana are filled with new insights about the 
Crow people -- centrality of family, warm hospitality, 
spirituality, naming practices, beliefs about animals…    
The Sisters were also learning about the land – the beauty 
of the big sky, vast distances, intense heat and cold, the 
annoyances of grasshoppers, locusts, wasps, snakes, and 
mice.

Our Sisters worked with Jesuit priests until the mid-60’s 
when the Franciscan Capuchins, who were already serving 
on the adjoining Northern Cheyenne reservation, were 
asked to also staff the missions among the Crow people.  
In 1982, at the request of Capuchin Father Dan Crosby, 
director of St. Labre Mission, Sisters Claver Ehren and 
Marya Grathwohl began parish ministry in Lame Deer  
with the Northern Cheyenne.  Marya was also charged 
with lay ministry development on both reservations and 
Claver pulled together the Catholic population of nearby 
Busby into a viable parish.

It was through the dreams of women of both tribes 
expressed to the Sisters that Prayer Lodge came about.  It 
began as native women talked of how they often had felt 
drawn to religious life, but either had no encouragement 
or felt they could not go so far from home to test their 
call.  As the conversations continued, women expressed 
their desire to “have a safe place to gather with other 
women and to discern where God was leading”.  That 
place opened in 1992 and saw women, and sometimes 
men and children, from both reservations come for prayer, 
learning, and sharing their joys, sorrows, gifts, and growth.

Throughout the years, celebration has been woven into 
the relationships between Sisters and native peoples. 
Early on Sisters wrote of Penny Socials and Beano games 
with the children.  Gradually we learned and experienced 
the joys of Pow Wows and Hand Games.  Eventually 
Sisters were introduced to the sacredness of the Sweat 
Lodge, Fasting and Sun Dance.  On the other hand, 
Catholic services of the liturgical year were introduced 
and celebrated with native cultural touches. Baptisms, 
Communions, Confirmations were special days, their 
numbers often noted in letters and school records.  Corpus 
Christi celebrations drew crowds from all the missions and 
continue to be held with great solemnity and sharing.M
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1944 Crow Agency Summer School
Crow Agency, Montana

Associates and Prayer Lodge 
Board Members

Sweat Lodge

1993-94 Sister Mary Paul Larson’s 
Seventh Grade Homeroom

St. Charles Mission School, Pryor, Montana
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Friendships between Crow and 
Northern Cheyenne peoples and 
Sisters have grown throughout the 
years.  Getting to know families 
of students helped early Sisters 
understand and appreciate customs 
and behaviors that were new to them, 
such as, it is disrespectful for a child 
to look an adult ‘in the eyes’.  Social 
time after Sunday Masses has been a 
great help for Sisters and native folks 
to visit and bond.  ‘Stopping in at the 
convent’ was common before Sisters 
had permission to visit homes.  Often 
the convent phone was the only one 
available for long distance calls, a vital 
link when there was illness or death 
in the family.

As friendships grew, Crow and 
Northern Cheyenne sometimes 
honored a Sister by bestowing on her 
a “new name” in the native language 
or by ‘adopting’ her into their family.  
Tekakwitha Circles in the parishes and 
the national conference (for Catholic 
Native Americans to learn their faith 
and pray for the canonization of the 
first Native American Saint) provided 
other ways for friendships to deepen, 
especially when it involved traveling 
together.  Visits to Oldenburg also 
became special for Sisters and their 
Crow and Northern Cheyenne friends.   
Oldenburg’s multi-year program 
“Widen the Space of Your Tent” 
continued to nurture relationships 
with our native friends. 

Pilgrimage Retreats to Montana 
allowed Associates and Sisters to 
experience Big Sky Country itself 
and the spirituality of our friends 
formed by its land.  To Native 
Americans it was affirmation that 
they possess what is so precious 
that others are willing to travel 
thousands of miles and put up with 
a lot of inconvenience to be part of 
it.  In 1988 our first Native American 
Associates signed their agreements, 
a giant step in friendships with the 
whole Franciscan community.   Prayer 
Lodge and the many collaborative 
efforts that led to and marked it 
stands as evidence of the friendships 
built between Sisters and the people 
of Montana.

Naming ceremony for 
S. Mary Ann Stoffregen 

by Tom Rockroad

1987 Corpus Christi

Pow-Wow’s

Celebration at the Prayer Lodge

View from Prayer Lodge
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What is ours to do today?  aLLying
Today good memories abide; 
Associates stay in contact as they 
can; friendships continue.  But 
we are in a new place.  In May of 
2021 the world was shocked by 
the announcement that ground-
penetrating radar had found the 
remains of 215 Native American 
children who were students at the 
Kamloops Indian Residential School 
in British Columbia, Canada.  For 
many, this was the first introduction 
to the terrible history and impact of 
Native American boarding schools in 
Canada and the United States.

Canadian Theologian Brett Salkeld 
writes of the boarding schools,       
“…though there were undoubtedly 
good, dedicated, and competent 
people who worked in the system, 
and who achieved real goods in 
their work, the system itself was 
fundamentally evil.  Its primary 
goal was not education in itself, 
but cultural annihilation. ...  Rather 
than serving the marginalized, 
we participated in a system 
perpetuating marginalization.”

Both the American Bishops and 
the Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious have committed 
to discerning how to engage in 
truth and healing work with Native 
American communities over 
historical Catholic involvement in 
Native American boarding schools.  
Our own involvement began with 
the request from LCWR to make our 
Montana archives available as data 
is collected to begin the truth-telling 
and healing process in this country.  
Then our archivists, leadership and 
interested Community members 
took part in Truth and Healing: a 
four- part virtual series for Catholic 
Religious on Native American 
Boarding Schools.  Each session was 
followed by prayer and discussion.  
Out of this experience ten of us 
continued to meet to ponder the 

question, “Given our history (at St. 
Xavier, in the Montana missions, as 
American descendants of settlers), 
what is ours to do?” 

Our answer began with education.  
We realized that there are many 
things we don’t know.  We realized 
that what we learned in U.S. History 
courses was woefully inadequate 
and told from the point of view 
of the colonizers.  And most of us 
knew almost nothing of current 
Native American issues.  We came 
up with a list of topics, (ranging from 
Doctrine of Discovery to Treaties and 
Sovereignty, to U.S. Indian Policies) 
that we wanted to research.  Each of 
us chose a topic and wrote a one-
page article for Community News, 
helping to educate ourselves and the 
Community. 

At the same time, our study has 
led to action.  We are more able 
and willing to respond to calls for 
advocacy on Native issues such 
as pipelines that threaten water 
on reservations, weakening of the 
Indian Child Welfare Act, legislation 
that concerns Indian land base. We 
continue to recognize how racism 
affects Native peoples in multiple 
ways.  We have also joined The 
Native American Boarding School 
Healing Coalition and signed onto 
petitions calling on Congress to pass 
the Truth and Healing Commission 
on Indian Boarding School Policies 
Act (S.2907/H.R. 5444).

Early on, our group agreed it was 
important to know more about 
Native Americans who inhabited 
these lands before us.  We were 
able, through Oldenburg Franciscan 
Center, to arrange a presentation 
by Diane Hunter, Tribal Historic 
Preservation Officer of Miami Tribe 
of Oklahoma, entitled  Myaamiaki 
(Miami People): A Living People 
with a Past. Twenty-one Sisters 
and friends learned together 

about Miami history and culture.  
Diane also helped us formulate a 
Land Acknowledgement  which 
we adopted in November 2022 
by which we continue to remind 
ourselves and others of the history 
of our place on this continent.  It 
reads:  “We acknowledge that we 
are on the traditional land of the 
Miami (Myaamiak), Shawnee, 
Delaware (Lenape) and other 
indigenous people.”  We are 
committed to using it at Community 
gatherings and in our written 
publications.

Another area where we have 
joined people across the United 
States and Canada is the Red Dress 
Project.  As a reminder of missing 
and murdered indigenous women 
we wear red on the 12th of each 
month.  This is a time of special 
prayer for these women and their 
families and friends.  The 12th of the 
month was chosen because it helps 
us remember that we have replaced 
the celebration of Columbus Day in 
October with Indigenous Peoples 
Day.

In February the Oldenburg Archives 
staff announced that the bulk of 
our materials from the Montana 
Missions is now available to the 
public at https://www.forever.com/
app/users/osf-archives/albums/
montana-missions                      

In the future our group, who now 
call ourselves Native American 
Allies, will continue to explore 
directions where we are called in 
the process of truth and healing.

M o n ta n a  M i s s i o n s  –  E d u c at i n g ,  L E a r n i n g ,  c E L E b r at i n g ,  F r i E n d i n g
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