Sister Marie Carmen Gonzales, OP
1926-2019
In 1958, the Adrian Dominican Sisters missioned in Roy, New
Mexico, had a rather unlikely prospective postulant come their way:
Maria Carmen Gonzales, who at the age of thirty-two was
considerably older than most who have entered the Congregation.
Maria Carmen was born on July 16, 1926, in Albert, New Mexico, to
Desiderio and Vicenta (Montaño) Gonzales. When she was about six
months old, however, her mother became quite ill, and so the little
girl was raised by an aunt and uncle whom she called her mother
and father. She did not even know until it was time to enroll in school
that her aunt and uncle were not actually her parents.
She attended a one-room schoolhouse for grades one through eight and then went to Mosquero High
School, from which she graduated in 1945. Her uncle died around that time, and as the oldest of nine
children – eight girls and a boy – she took on the responsibility of helping support the family. She
worked in a number of jobs, including a grocery store, a cleaner, a laundry, and the local post office.
According to her autobiography, she actually dreamed of joining the Air Force, but “I was too short
and didn’t weigh enough.”
Her priest, Father Clarence Galli, sensed her restlessness, and suggested that she consider religious
life. At the time, she was twenty-nine years old, and hesitated because she believed she was too old,
but she visited several religious communities in the area and finally ended up at the Adrian Dominican
convent in nearby Roy. And, on January 30, 1959, she boarded a train for the very first time and
made the long cross-country journey by herself first to Chicago, where she was met by Sisters from
the Aquinas High School convent and spent the night there, and then on to Adrian.
She admitted in an April 2012 interview for Voices magazine that it was a difficult transition for her,
much of that because of the cultural differences. Keeping silence was a challenge, as was her
perception that all the women rushed around a great deal, even in the postulate. When Sister
Margaret Philip, the novice mistress, questioned her once about her comment that it was a “rat race,”
she told Margaret Philip, “Everybody’s rushing all over and I’m not the type to be rushed. … Hispanic
people don’t rush.” Sister Margaret Philip’s reply was, “Just do the best you can.”
She was received as a novice on August 4 of that year and was given a religious name very close to
her own: Sister Marie Carmen. After her canonical novitiate year was completed in August 1960, she
was missioned to the Adrian Dominican House of Studies in Washington, D.C., to be a housekeeper
and cook.
Sister Marie Carmen said in that 2012 interview that when she found out she was going to
Washington, “I thought the sky came over me.” Mother Gerald went on to tell her she was going to
cook and clean house for the Sisters there, and asked if she knew how to cook. Sister Marie
Carmen’s answer was, “A little bit. All I know how to cook is chiles, frijoles and tortillas.” But her
superior at the House of Studies, Sister Eileen Tuohy, sent her to a cooking school run by the
Christian Brothers. “I had to learn to cook,” Sister Marie Carmen said. “We never ate like that. We
were poor.”
As it turned out, her assignment was perfect for her nature in an unexpected way. She was a very
outgoing person who liked to talk to people, and when the Sisters living at the House of Studies came

home from their classes, they often came along while she was cooking and she would have tea or
coffee with them and talk to them about their lives.
When Mother Gerald wanted to send her to college, she was reluctant because at her age, she had
been out of high school for a long time. But the Sisters at the House of Studies helped her out; Eileen
Tuohy taught her how to write in good English, especially to write term papers, while John Mary
Hogan taught her a history course and a Sister of St. Joseph of Kalamazoo taught her two Spanish
courses.
And, after six and a half years at the House of Studies, Sister Marie Carmen became a classroom
teacher. She had been going to St. Columba School in nearby Oxon Hill, Maryland, where Sister
Dorothy Burdett was principal, to teach Spanish twice a week, and through this experience she
discovered that she could teach. In January 1967, she was sent to St. Mary’s School in Kingman,
Arizona, where she spent the next three and a half years.
Sister Marie Carmen returned to Adrian over the summers to attend Siena Heights College
(University) and in 1971 completed her bachelor’s degree with a major in Spanish. “It’s hard to learn
when you’re older, but I did it,” she said. After that, she earned her master’s in elementary education
from Northern Arizona University while teaching at Queen of Heaven School in Albuquerque, New
Mexico. She taught first grade there from 1971 to 1981, at which point she became principal and
spent two years in that position.
Sister Marie Carmen left Queen of Heaven at the end of the 1982-83 school year and went to teach
at St. Mary’s School in Belen, New Mexico, for a year. Subsequent positions took her to the Church of
the Risen Savior in Albuquerque, where she directed the pre-school program (1984-86); Our Lady of
Las Vegas in Las Vegas, Nevada (1986-87); and St. Pius X in El Paso, Texas (1987-1990). She
spent the last years of her teaching ministry back in Albuquerque, at Holy Ghost School (1990-92),
Our Lady of the Annunciation (1992-94), and the Church of the Risen Savior, where she was both a
teacher and a tutor (1994-99).
At that point, she retired from active ministry, but continued to live in Albuquerque and serve as a
volunteer tutor until 2003 when she returned to Adrian to reside at the Dominican Life Center. She
tutored at St. Joseph Academy until it closed and sang in the Sisters’ choir along with participating in
many other activities almost to the very end of her life, which came on February 8, 2019, at the age of
ninety-two.
“Carmen followed the Spirit within her and remained joyful all her life,” said Sister Joanne Peters, CoChapter Prioress of the Holy Rosary Mission Chapter, at the wake service. “Her life was not easy, but
she continued helping and looking out for others. She was thankful for her parents and godparents,
her brothers and sisters, her teachers, the priests that urged her to look at religious life and anyone
who encouraged her along the way.”
The homily for Sister Marie Carmen’s funeral Mass was preached by Sister Maria Romero, who
reflected on “a life well lived and abundantly blessed.”
Given her diminutive size, she stood tall among us, spreading her joy and inclusive love
to everyone she met. As one sister remarked, she was a joyful woman who was open to
all people. One could say she never met a stranger!
Sister Maria went on to reflect on Sister Marie Carmen’s long-ago cross-country train trip from New
Mexico to Michigan:

Her life journey began among the Red Rocks in the beautiful mountainous terrain of
New Mexico in a small village that was tucked away from the hustle and bustle of life.
… We might take a moment to pause and wonder with amazement of the depth of trust
she had in God’s caring presence to companion her safely, a southwestern woman,
from the majestic rugged and well-known Red Rocks of New Mexico to the strange and
unknown cornfield of the Midwest in Adrian, Michigan.
Sister Maria noted that Sister Marie Carmen’s prayer at the moment she boarded that train might
have been similar to that of the psalmist in Psalm 23, and continued,
Daily, we too walk through our own green pastures, as well as dark valleys, with
confidence in God, and often without fully knowing the “right path ahead of us.”
Carmen’s childhood schooled her well for the life journey she embarked upon. She was
raised with a vibrant faith in God while learning early in life how to traverse both the
many valleys and pastures of her life.
… Gradually, her very life became a psalm of confidence, a life lived with an open heart,
ready to hone the many gifts that God so generously blessed her with throughout her
lifetime.
… As we honor Marie Carmen’s joyful entrance to eternal life, we remember her with
love and gratitude for a life well lived, and we lean upon this tiny woman who stood tall
among us, to service with courage and joy in the company of our God – the One who
calls us into a daily relationship with each other.
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