Sister Mary Hemmen, OP
1936-2018
Mary Honora Hemmen was born in Detroit on December 8, 1936, to
Raymond and Ada (Noon) Hemmen. Raymond was born and raised in
Detroit and Ada came from Jackson, Michigan. They married when they
were older and had two children, Mary and Lawrence. Raymond was a
clerk at the Michigan Central railroad terminal in southeast Detroit for
fifty-three years.
According to Sister Mary’s autobiography, her parents named her Mary
because she was born on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception; it
was easy for her to remember her birthday, she said, and she always
had the day off from school.
The family lived on the east side of the city, on McKinney Street, and was part of St. Matthew Parish,
where the children attended grade school. Ada died of cancer when Mary was nine and Lawrence
was seven. Aunts and other helpers were present throughout Ada’s illness, and a maternal aunt
especially helped in the children’s care after their mother’s passing; she lived on a farm near Jackson,
and the children often spent their summers on Aunt Mary’s farm where they were surrounded by
numerous cousins from around the area.
St. Matthew’s School was run by the Sisters, Servants of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (IHMs),
whom Mary found to be quite strict. But her high school years were spent at Dominican High School,
and she found the way of life of her Adrian Dominican teachers much more appealing.
She also had a family connection to the Congregation: two second cousins, Anne Mary Kirwin and
Loretta Therese Meier, were Adrian Dominicans. A first cousin, Sister Barbara Anne, was in the
Sisters of St. Joseph, Nazareth, Michigan, while Edwin Hemmen, another first cousin, was a
monsignor in Arkansas.
Sister Mary graduated from high school in June 1955 and entered the Congregation, along with
seventeen others from Dominican High, on June 25 of that year. When she was received as a novice
in December, it was with the religious name Sister Rose Maureen.
She made first profession the next December and in January 1957 was sent on her first mission, to
St. Patrick’s in Joliet, Illinois, where she taught third through sixth grades. She stayed there until the
end of the 1961-62 school year, at which point she was changed to St. Patrick’s in St. Charles,
Illinois. Subsequent assignments took her to St. Laurence in Chicago (1965-67) and then to St.
Agnes in Iron River, Michigan, where she was superior and principal.
During those years, she earned her bachelor’s degree in English and history and then her master’s in
educational administration and supervision, both from Siena Heights College (University).
Sister Mary was then missioned in 1970 to St. Celestine’s in Elmwood Park, Illinois, where she was
the school’s last Adrian Dominican principal. In August 1974, she returned to Michigan to serve as the
religious education director at St. Edmund’s in Warren, and after six years there she moved just a few
miles east to become the religious education coordinator at St. Lucy’s in St. Clair Shores.
She was at St. Lucy’s until 1995, at which point God led her in a new direction: adult literacy.

The Adrian Dominicans had operated the Dominican Literacy Center on the city’s east side since
1989. It was clear that another center, this one on Detroit’s west side, was vitally needed, and Sister
Mary became the founding director of what was named the Siena Literacy Center.
The center’s first home was in rented space at Bishop Borgess High School in Redford, a Detroit
suburb on the city’s northwestern side. When the school closed in 2005, the center moved to the
former Yost Elementary School, which had been taken over by a Baptist church. Then, in 2010, it
moved to what had been the convent for Christ the King School, which had been staffed by the IHM
Sisters.
By that time, Sister Mary had been “retired” for a couple of years, after undergoing cancer surgery in
2008. But it had become apparent that another area of Detroit, the southwest side, was underserved
when it came to literacy programs, and in 2014, she helped open the All Saints Literacy Center in a
former church and mentored its lay director.
Her work in establishing the two literacy centers earned her a Distinguished Service Award from the
city of Detroit for her contributions to the community. The impetus for the award came from Roger
Frank, director of the All Saints Center, and the center’s board of directors.
“She is a person who has given so much of her time and talent assisting Detroiters and has never
sought any recognition,” Frank wrote in a letter to Raquel Castañeda-López, the Detroit City
councilperson representing the district in which the literacy center is located. The City Council
announced the award in November 2017, the same month that, after being revisited by cancer in
October, Sister Mary returned to Adrian.
“She knew this would be her final ministry and she approached it as she had all her previous ministry
placements,” said Sister Carol Jean Kesterke, Great Lakes Dominican Chapter Prioress, at Sister
Mary’s Vigil service. “There was no drama; she was decisive, remaining in charge of her life. She was
the educator but this time there were no books, overhead projectors or paper and pens. Mary now
taught us with her life.”
Sister Mary passed away at Maria Health Care Center on January 25, 2018, at the age of eighty-one
and in the sixty-second year of her religious profession. At the Vigil service, held three days later,
Sister Carol Jean made note of the closing words of Sister Mary’s autobiography: “God has led me
along the path that I have taken and I have loved every minute of it.”
“Ever the educator, we thank you, dear Mary, for the gifts you so generously shared with us, the
Church and the People of God,” Sister Carol Jean said to conclude her remarks. “For sixty-one years,
you have taught us well; your work is done; retire now in the loving embrace of our God. Blessed
indeed are you among women.”
Also speaking that evening were Sister Mary’s nieces, Julie Jecmen and Ann Hemmen-Langford;
Sister Molly Nicholson, who entered from Dominican High School along with Sister Mary; and Sister
Carleen Maly, director of the Adrian Rea Literacy Center.
Julie and Ann told the assembly about Sister Mary’s love of her family, how she enjoyed being a part
of their lives, and how she had made both nieces a journal of every experience she had had with their
children, complete with photos. It was “a gift I will cherish forever,” Julie said.
“She was the fun aunt,” Ann said. “To have an aunt who’s a strong, determined woman is an
awesome role model to have.” Ann also recalled how Sister Mary would throw herself into any family

activity, even something as mundane as helping Ann paint rooms. “She never said no to any fun
thing,” she said.
Sister Molly remembered Sister Mary as “someone who was there whenever she was needed” and
as “a faith-filled woman, a friend, a midwife for others who wanted to grow in love and in life, a
gracious and energetic volunteer.”
“I believe it is safe to say that Mary lived and loved through the strength of the mystery of grace,”
Sister Molly also said.
Sister Carleen, speaking on behalf of the directors and staffs of the literacy centers, recalled Sister
Mary as committed to the needs of adults in Detroit. Siena Literacy Center staff and board members,
submitting their memories to Sister Carleen, remembered their founder as, among other things, “a
force to be reckoned with; that is, a force to be kind, loving, spiritual and patient,” as “a hands-on
director who worked shoulder to shoulder with others and put in as many hours as she demanded of
her co-workers,” and as “a dedicated professional educator who did her absolute best to ensure that
everyone felt welcomed and respected.”
Sister Carleen continued:
On a personal note, when Mary arrived at the Dominican Life Center several weeks ago
I went up to her room to greet her, and the first thing she said to me was, “Carleen, I’m
not starting another literacy center!”
No need, Mary. You have finished your work. You were a woman of immense service,
ahead of your time, and your good deeds continue in living out our General Chapter
Enactment of creating resilient communities with lovely people who are relegated to the
margins. Rest in peace.
The next day’s funeral Mass was presided over by Father Jim Common, pastor of St. Lucy’s and a
friend of Sister Mary’s since prior to his ordination. Although Sister Mary’s work at the parish
preceded him, “today we still stand on the shoulders of so many that were involved in catechetical
ministry before I was there,” he said.
Sister Barbara Rund, Sister Mary’s friend for forty-four years, was the homilist. With the Mass’s
Gospel (Luke 12:35-40) in mind, she recalled Sister Mary as someone who “lit lamps” for others and
was always vigilant and ready to serve.
Mary’s good works are living on in the people she served: her students, faculties,
catechists, co-workers, tutors, and adults she helped at the literacy center.
… Her life was an example of being vigilant in proclaiming the Word through her
actions, speaking words of peace through her kindness, and attending to those in need
with a generous and humble heart.
… Her good deeds and works accompany her now into Paradise.
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