Sister Catherine McKillop, OP
1931-2018
When he was in his early twenties, James McKillop of Coalridge,
Scotland, left his homeland for Australia to find work. Five years
later, restless, he sailed to New Zealand for a new adventure and
took up residence at a boarding house there. As it so happened, at
about the same time a young lass from Wishaw, Scotland, Catherine
Buchanan, came to New Zealand to find work to help support her
mother, and rented a room at the same boarding house.
Three years later, James and Catherine got married, and a year after
that the young couple moved to the U.S. and settled in Detroit,
where James worked as a maintenance man. When Catherine
became pregnant with their first child, she returned to her hometown
so that her mother could help with the birth, and so it came to be that their oldest daughter, whom
they also named Catherine, was born in Wishaw on September 10, 1931.
Mother and daughter returned to Detroit when little Catherine was about eight months old. Over time,
five more children were born: Marguerite, Patricia, James, John, and Joseph. The family lived in St.
Rose of Lima Parish until 1942 and then moved to nearby Grosse Pointe, where Catherine finished
grade school and high school at St. Paul’s.
It was at St. Paul’s that she was taught by Adrian Dominican Sisters and was drawn to the
Congregation, even though she had actually known she wanted to be a nun as early as the age of
four. When she was in eighth grade, she planned to follow her friend Charlotte Hoefer into the
Congregation’s preparatory school program, but her parents consulted the Sisters, who advised that
she should stay home through high school.
So it was that shortly after graduation from St. Paul’s in June 1949, Catherine arrived in Adrian and
became a postulant. She was received as a novice that December and was given the religious name
Sister James Anita. Following her canonical novitiate year, she remained in Adrian to begin her
undergraduate studies at Siena Heights College (University) before being assigned to St.
Columbanus School in Chicago for the 1951-52 school year.
That was followed by five years at St. Anthony School in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, during which time
she completed her bachelor’s degree in English at Barry College (University). She later earned her
master’s in elementary education from Barry as well.
From 1957 to 1963 she was principal and superior at St. Bede’s School, Montgomery, Alabama. She
wrote this in her life story: “While sitting on the train by myself, traveling to Alabama, in my habit, I
wondered what I would do. In the trip from the station to the school I learned that I would be opening
the school and serve as Principal and Superior. I was 24 years old.”
Her last year at Bede’s coincided with the first year that Sister Grace Dougherty taught there. She
and Grace later became lifelong friends when the two taught together at St. Jude’s School in St.
Petersburg, Florida.
After her time in Montgomery, Catherine taught at St. Anthony’s School, Guayama, Puerto Rico, from
1963 to 1967; was principal at St. Ann’s in West Palm Beach, Florida, from 1967 to 1969; and taught
at Our Lady Queen of Martyrs in Fort Lauderdale from 1969 to 1971 (during which time she was

elected Coordinator, after the General Chapter of Renewal decided to change the position’s title from
Superior) and at St Jude’s from 1971 to 1976.
In 1976, she and Sister Grace were both elected to serve as Co-Provincials in the St. Rose of Lima
Province, based at Rosarian Academy in West Palm Beach. She spent four years in that ministry;
after a three-year term she was re-elected to another term, but resigned after a year when in 1980
she was asked to return to Adrian to serve as the Congregation’s Director of Retirement. In that
capacity, she traveled the country visiting Sisters and assisting them in their transitions into
retirement. As the Congregation moved into a chapter structure rather than a provincial one, her
position was phased out after eight years and she became the activities assistant in the Resident
Services Department of the Dominican Life Center. She served in that position for nine years, from
1988 to 1997.
Sister Grace’s brother Bob, who had first met Sister Catherine when he and his mother came to visit
Sister Grace at St. Bede’s, often asked Sister Catherine to come work at St. Leonard’s Ministries in
Chicago, a temporary housing facility for ex-offenders where he was the Executive Director. She
wanted to stay in Adrian while her mother, who had been granted permission to live at Maria Heath
Care Center, was living (her father had died in 1982). After her mother passed away in 1996, she
began thinking about taking Bob up on his offer.
After spending a sabbatical year living in Westchester, Illinois, with Sister Grace, who was working as
a hospital chaplain in Chicago, Sister Catherine became the Volunteer Service Coordinator at St.
Leonard’s, a job she held for the next nine years until 2007. In 2017, she and Sister Grace returned to
Adrian to live at the Dominican Life Center.
Sister Catherine died on December 30, 2018, at the age of eighty-seven. She had been an Adrian
Dominican Sister for sixty-nine years.
Sister Joanne Peters, Co-Chapter Prioress of the Holy Rosary Mission Chapter, remembered Sister
Catherine in her eulogy at the wake service as fun, deep, huggable, generous, a community person,
gentle, a good listener, and kind. It fit perfectly with the way Sister Catherine, in her “Sister Story”
autobiographical video, had said she wished to be remembered: “Grateful for everything that has
come to me, thankful, as a kind and loving person, open and caring, and a good listener.”
Sister Joanne quoted the words of St. Catherine of Siena which Cathie had included near the end of
her written life story: “I have placed you in the midst of your friends that you may do to them that
which you cannot do to me; that is to say that you may love your neighbor of free grace without
expecting any return, and what you do I count as done to me.” Those words, Sister Catherine added,
had always been a motto for her, and she tried to live by them.
Sister Joanne ended her eulogy by noting that Sister Catherine had closed her life story with this
statement: “I owe a debt of gratitude to the Congregation for my formation, education, and
opportunities for maturity, spiritual growth, and becoming a better religious woman.”
“And now, Catherine, we, your sisters, express our gratitude to you for your time with and among us
as a gentle, loving, and willing minister of the gospel,” Sister Joanne said. “… You have now fulfilled
your mission, Catherine.”
Among the many on hand for the next day’s funeral Mass was Bob Dougherty, who preached the
homily.

At St. Bede’s, he said, “Cathie rolled out the red carpet for us at the front door — literally, she had a
red carpet at the front door! Throughout all the years of friendship I shared with Cathie this red carpet
treatment was always present. Early on, though, I soon realized that her solicitous care of guests was
lavished not only on me but on all who came into contact with Cathie.”
Bob continued by discussing the day’s Gospel reading – Jesus’ feeding of the five thousand in John
6:1-14 – and how it related to Sister Catherine.
The heart of Cathie’s life was as simple as the multiplication of the loaves and fishes.
What could be done to make the lives of others better – more full? How could she
move the people with whom she came into contact to helping others? These were the
questions that Cathie visited and revisited throughout her life.
… Cathie was a thinker – a problem solver who could get to the proverbial “bottom of
things.” In caring for others, deep and multi-faceted compassion was one of the bold
colors that outlined Cathie’s life. Hers was a deep compassion that was founded in the
human-ness of every person. None of the nonsense of patriarchal power; none of the
gall of racial injustice; and no room for the imprisonment of poverty.
After recalling that according to legend St. Dominic and St. Francis of Assisi were friends, Bob quoted
Francis’ familiar exhortation to preach in everything you do and, if necessary, use words. He then
concluded his homily with this:
Cathie’s life was a silent sermon of action. Well, maybe not always so silent but
definitely active. I guess the technical term would be praxis. Perhaps this is the lesson
we need to take with us today as we celebrate a simply wonderful life. I’m sure that
Cathie would have been slicing the bread and cleaning the fish somewhere in the
background of today’s Gospel reading. My wish and prayer for all of us present here
today is that we learn from Catherine McKillop how to slice more bread and clean more
fish.
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