
This week we listen to the heart of the world and hold in our prayers the 525 Sisters of St. Joseph 

ministering in Brazil, the 924 Associate Companions and the people of that nation.  The Sisters are 

from the Congregations of Chambéry, Cuneo, Pinerolo, Concordia, Rochester, and San Giuseepe. 

The Sisters of St. Joseph have a long history in Brazil, beginning in 1858 with the Sisters of the 
Chambéry Congregation. As said by Bishop (of Xingu, Amazonia) D. Edwin Kruter: “With eyes open 
and with the lucidity that comes from the Gospel, the Sisters of Saint Joseph use all the means 
within their reach, availing themselves of every breach in the neo-liberal capitalist system, in order 
to plant the seeds of the Kingdom of God”.  Today, the Sisters important work in education, health 
and community support is complemented by missions from other CSJ Congregations.   
 
The Sisters of the Cuneo Congregation operate three missions in Brazil: a community centre, five 
centres of Vila de Cava at the  service of children and young people, and social and pastoral works in 
Amazonia.  The Sisters of the Pinerolo Congregation also operate several missions described here 
that include three nursery schools, training and group activities for youth, mother/new born health, 
support to landless farmers, community gardens and development projects, health clinics, 
scholarships and education as well as pastoral work in communities and neighbourhoods. You can 
learn more about these projects on their Facebook page. The Sisters of the Concordia Congregation 
began their Brazil mission in 1963 when the “Sisters heartily responded to Pope John XXIII’s appeal 
to religious communities to establish missions in South America” There are now two Sisters from 

Kansas and 21 Brazilian Sisters, and they 
operate three houses in Teresina and three 
missions in more remote parts of Brazil.  
Similarly, the Sisters of the Rochester 
Congregation were also inspired to begin their 
mission in Brazil by the Papal appeal and, in 
1964, Mother Agnes Cecilia Troy sent five 
Sisters of Saint Joseph of Rochester to Mateira 
and São Simão. Today there are nine Sisters of 
Saint Joseph of Rochester in Brazil who serve as 
educators, healthcare providers, counselors, 
and pastoral agents.  In this same way, the 
Sisters of the San Giuseepe Congregation  

“carry out their service of presence among the poorest, in prisons, in agrovilas (i.e.: agricultural 
settlements), with young people and families, and on the local radio. For example, the Sisters work 
in the pastoral care of prisoners, child health, support for the poor and abandoned, with AIDS 
patients, in poverty reduction, and in ecclesial communities.   
 
In addition to these missions, today we also remember and celebrate the mission of the Sisters of 
St. Joseph of Peterborough (now the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Joseph in Canada) who also 
served in Brazil between 1965-1997.  With special thanks to Archivist Joe Keast for providing this 
important story:   
 

At the request of the Popes during the 1960's, and at the invitation of Father Paul McHugh 
(later Bishop McHugh) of the Scarboro Foreign Mission Society, the Congregation agreed to 
take charge of small hospital deep in the Brazilian Amazon Valley.  The hospital had been 
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built, but never opened because of a lack of qualified staff.  Before sending Sisters, Mother 
Ursula (Harrington) and Sister Marie Paul (Ouelette) travelled to Itacoatiara in late 1964 to 
familiarize the Congregation with the conditions to be encountered.  A group of five 
volunteers were missioned at a special departure ceremony held at the Cathedral of St. 
Peter-in Chains on Feb. 22, 1965.  The five pioneers included Sister Mary Agnes (Garvey) - 
Superior, Sister St. Thomas (Alice Geneau) in the photo, Sister Mary Teresa (Curtin), Sister 
Francesca (Voyer) and Sister Margaret Ann (Helen Harris).  After overcoming many hurdles 
in making all the physical and legal preparations, the group arrived in Belan, Brazil on March 
9th for five months of Portuguese language and Brazilian culture training at a centre for 
missionaries run by the Redemptorist fathers. After flying to Manaus, the Sisters travelled 
on a Scarboro Foreign Mission boat for twelve hours through the Amazon jungle, reaching 
Itacoatiara in the late afternoon of July 29th, 1965. A convent was under construction (a gift 
of the Diocese of Peterborough), but until it was ready the Sisters lived on the second floor 

of the Parish Centre.  There was no reliable water supply, so 
water had to be bought and was always in short supply.  
Electricity was available only from 6 – 11pm each day.  There 
were no screens on doors or windows, so it took some 
adjustment to be comfortable with the constant presence of 
insects.  While preparing the hospital, they also began visiting 
local families to provide basic medical care and to make 
themselves known in the community.  The hospital, with 15 
beds, was originally intended to be a maternity hospital, but 
because of the need its scope was widened to treat a wider 
range of ailments. Serious cases which could be stabilized 
were sent to Manaus. Initially there was reluctance on the 
part of many locals to use the hospital and to abandon local 

practices which had been in use for hundreds of years.  In addition to the work in the 
hospital, the Sisters visited homes, both in Itacoatiara and small villages in the region to 
provide simple treatments and basic health information, especially about cleanliness, clean 
drinking water and nutrition.  The hospital laundry had to be dried outdoors, which created 
real difficulties in the rainy season.  The lack of electricity after 11pm meant that night-time 
deliveries had to be performed with only the light of coal oil lamps. In February 1966 the 
convent, located across from the hospital, was ready for occupancy - complete with screens 
and hot and cold running water. From the beginning, the Sisters worked to train local girls 
and women to be nursing assistants and health care aides, both in the hospital and in the 
outlying villages.  In 1968 arrangements were made to set up an X-Ray Department and 
Medical Laboratory.  As time progressed, the mortality rate for mothers and babies 
declined.  An ongoing source of concern was the government's failure to provide timely 
funding needed to keep the hospital operating.  One notable fundraising effort was a group 
of Sisters in Canada who performed a musical program called 'Musically Yours' throughout 
Ontario to raise money for the mission in Brazil.  In 1972 the government built a new 30 bed 
hospital to replace the original building, and formally took over the operation of the 
hospital. The Sisters continued to work in the hospital, focusing on training Brazilians to take 
over.  At the same time, more attention was focused on reaching out to the remote 
communities to provide public health programs, such as vaccinations and basic health 
education.  In 1976, the bottom floor of the convent was converted to a Diocesan Centre. 



 
Gradually, the focus of the Sisters work changed from health care to pastoral care.  In 1978 

Sister Carole Fleming began working full time in a remote village as a pastoral worker. In 

1979, feeling dissatisfied with political interference at the hospital, the Sisters left the 

hospital to focus on public health and pastoral care in the surrounding region. In 1982, the 

Sisters moved to a small rented house, and the whole convent became a Centre for 

Catechetics and Pastoral Care for the diocese.  The Sisters' focus was now on supporting and 

encouraging the Ecclesial Base Communities in the region, visiting villages two or three 

times a year to assist the lay leaders.  The Sisters expressed the view that the local people 

were evangelizing them, as much as they were assisting the local communities.  Because of 

the nature of their work visiting many remote villages, the Sisters did not live in community.  

They often travelled and worked alone or with a lay missionary. As time progressed, the 

number of Sisters in Brazil declined, until in 1997 Sister Frances Baker left to minster in 

Zambia and the Congregation ended over thirty years of missionary activity in Brazil. 

Country Background: The Federative Republic of 

Brazil is the largest country in Latin America. At 

8.5 million square kilometers and with more than 

211 million people, Brazil is the world's fifth-

largest country by area and the sixth most 

populous. Brazil is an ethnically diverse country 

with nearly one-half from European descent, and 

two-fifths being people of mixed African/ 

European ancestry or mixed European and 

Indigenous ancestry (source: Wikipedia). While Portuguese is Brazil’s official language, dozens of 

Indigenous languages are also spoken.  Brazil’s economic history has been through various cycles of 

boom and bust. From the 16th to the mid-20th centuries, the country was heavily dependent on 

one or two major agricultural products which included: Brazilwood and sugar (during colonial 

times), mining and rubber plantations in the 1800s, and an expansion of manufacturing since the 

1930s. Today, the Brazilian economy is the second largest in the Americas (after the USA), with an 

average GDP growth rate of more than five percent. Despite this, Brazil’s poverty rate is almost 13 

percent, and between 2014-16 more than 5.6 million Brazilians fell into poverty.  

 

United in prayer, the Global Joseph Family, 7850 Sisters, 5700 Associates, 34 Agrégées in 44 

countries, listening to the heart of the world. 

 


