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In one of the northernmost reaches of Michigan’s Upper
Peninsula, in Ontonagon County near the Lake Superior shoreline,
lies a tiny unincorporated community called Ewen. This small
corner of the U.P. was originally home to William and Signe
Gerber, parents of Sister Irma Gerber.
Ewen started out in the late 1880s as a logging camp, and it was
as a logger that William worked until not long after he and Signe
married. Signe, for her part, was a secretary for a judge in L’Anse,
in nearby Baraga County.
Drawn by the lure of a good-paying job in the nascent automobile industry, the couple and their
two oldest children, Bert and Kay, moved to Flint, where George worked for the Durant Motor
Company and where Elizabeth (the future Sister Mary Irma) was born on April 30, 1921.
When the Durant Company dissolved, the family moved to Detroit and William went to work for
the Chevy Gear and Axle plant in Hamtramck. The Gerbers lived nearby, on the west side of
Detroit, and attended the new St. Theresa’s Parish. In time, nine children in all came into the
family; after Bert, Kay, and Elizabeth, there were William, Benjamin, Dolores, Margaret, and twins
Carol and George.
As the Great Depression took hold, the fact that William had a dependable job as a foreman at
the Chevy plant was a great blessing to the family. “Many of the people around lost their jobs and
their home or had to move, but we stayed in the same home,” Irma said in her autobiography.
“Even though we were poor and we realized that, we were never brought down by that. We were
happy, we had family, we had friends, my parents had friends too, so we survived but we never
felt poor.”
Also in her autobiography, she remembered her mother, who was a convert from the Lutheran
Church, as a very good catechist not only to her own children but to the other neighborhood
children as well. She was also “a very good manager,” Irma recalled, able to get the household
through those tough economic times.
The call to religious life came to Irma fairly early on. It so happened that Belva Bowler, the future
Sister Jean Margaret, lived down the street from the Gerbers. “We used to think she was
wonderful,” Irma’s autobiography said. “We used to walk home with her, carry her books and her
tennis racket.” After Belva entered the Congregation, the Bowler family moved back to their
hometown of Clare, Michigan, and Irma and her sisters stayed in contact with them and visited
Clare several times.
“That’s where my vocation started,” Sister Irma said. Finally, with the encouragement of Sister
Grace Agatha Dillon at St. Theresa’s, she received her parents’ reluctant approval to enter the
Congregation in June 1938, at the age of seventeen after completing her junior year of high
school. She received the novice’s habit and her religious name in January 1939.

She completed her canonical novitiate year and a year of work on her bachelor’s degree from
Siena Heights College (University) before being sent to her first mission, St. Philip Neri in
Chicago, where she taught seventh grade. Her one school year there was the only time she ever
taught grade school.
In 1942 she completed her bachelor’s degree in mathematics and was sent to Dominican High
School in Detroit, where she spent three years, followed by four years at Visitation High School
Detroit, and then a semester back at Dominican High. In 1947, during her time at Visitation, she
earned her master’s degree in mathematics from the University of Michigan. Then, in 1949, she
became a mathematics and chemistry professor at Siena Heights.
After five years there, she was sent to study at Notre Dame, where she earned her Ph.D. in
chemistry in 1957. Although she said in her autobiography that she had never wanted to be a
science teacher, she nevertheless counted her doctorate as the accomplishment of which she
was most proud.
Next, she taught at Hoban Dominican High School in Cleveland (1957-58) and St. Joseph
Academy (1958-59) before returning to Siena Heights in February 1959. She spent the next
sixteen years there, culminating with three years as the science department chairperson from
1972 to 1975, and had the opportunity to do summer studies at Duke University, the University of
Utah, and the Argonne National Laboratory.
Her time at Siena coincided with the Congregation’s Chapter of Renewal, and when as part of
this renewal the Sisters began experimenting with new forms of communal living, she showed
herself willing to be part of the changes when she volunteered to participate in an experimental
smaller community within the Siena faculty.
She resigned from Siena Heights in 1975 and then taught for four years at Wayne County and
Henry Ford community colleges, an experience which she found quite different from her previous
college experience because of the diversity of students there.
These were years in which she found her interest in social justice issues whetted. In her
autobiography, she credited Sister John Mary (Patricia) Hogan, the Provincial of the Immaculate
Conception Province from 1973 to 1979, with being a special influence on her when it came to
being involved in matters of peace and justice. In fact, long after Irma returned to Adrian in 1981,
she continued her work in those areas by, among other things, being a member of NETWORK,
Bread for the World, Pax Christi, and Call to Action.
In 1979, Sister Irma was elected Provincial Administrator for the Immaculate Conception
Province. She served for two years until, with a new system of governance coming to the
Congregation, she resigned in order to help facilitate movement into that new structure. The
changes centralized administrative services in Adrian, and her skills as an administrator brought
her at that point to the Congregation’s Finance Office, where she worked for eleven years and
volunteered for another twenty.
Finally in 2012, her sight failing, she became a resident of Maria. When asked for her
autobiography how she wished to be remembered, her reply was, “Just as a friend, that’s it. I’ve
loved the people I have lived and worked with.”

She closed this story of her life with Psalm 100:5: “God is good, sustaining us with endless love
and faithful through every age” – a quote which was used, years later, on the front cover of the
worship aid for her funeral.
Sister Irma died at Maria on July 29, 2018, at the age of ninety-seven and in her seventy-ninth
year as an Adrian Dominican Sister. “We remember you as a person of integrity, and a gentle
woman, intelligent, faithful, patient and generous,” said Sister Joanne Peters, Co-Chapter
Prioress of the Holy Rosary Mission Chapter, at Irma’s wake on July 31.
Sister Mary Keefe delivered the homily for the funeral Mass held on August 1. She explored the
readings for the Mass -- 1 John 4:7-11, with its exhortation to “love one another” because love is
of God, and John 17:20-26 – with these words:
Many years ago I heard a story about John the Evangelist. When he was a very old
man some of his disciples approached him and asked him for words of wisdom. The
only thing the old man would say was, “Love one another.” That short sentence
encapsulates the two readings for today and it also encapsulates the life of our
sister Irma. John and Irma share an understanding of what it means to love. In the
classroom, in the office, in the infirmary Irma lived by the words “Love one another.”
… In the Gospel Jesus prays for the apostles and for those who will hear the words
of the apostles down through the ages. That’s us. Jesus prays for unity, that all may
be one in their love for one another. He prays that the love God has for him will be
in us and that Jesus will be in us, which means we are to say and do what Jesus
said and did. We are to heal, we are to reconcile, we are to liberate. This is what
Irma did. In her very quiet, unassuming way she brought the love of God to
everyone she met. She extended herself in whatever way she could, wherever she
was.
Irma quoted Psalm 100 in her autobiography. It speaks of the kindness and
faithfulness of God. We can say of Irma, “She is good. Her kindness endures
forever, and her faithfulness to all generations.” Sometimes the word “love” can
become a cliché. For Irma, “love” was a way of life. Let us pray that we may follow
the example of our sister Irma.
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