
This motto of the Holy Year reminds 
us that scripture is replete with 
expressions of God’s love and mercy. 
In March of 2015, the Holy Father 
announced an Extraordinary Jubilee 
Year of Mercy that would begin on  
December 8, 2015 and conclude on 
November 20, 2016.

Since that time, Pope Francis has  
reminded us daily of God’s love and 
mercy and of our call to be Merciful 
Like the Father. In his encyclical, 
Misericordiae Vultus, he states:  
“…without a witness to mercy, life 
becomes fruitless and sterile, as if 
sequestered in a barren desert. The 
time has come for the Church to take 
up the joyful call to mercy once more. 
It is time to return to the basics and 
to bear the weakness and struggles of 
our brothers and sisters. Mercy is the 
force that reawakens us to new life and 
instills in us the courage to look to the 
future with hope.”
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Merciful Like 
the Father

“The time has come for the 
Church to take up the joyful 

call to mercy once more.”

For God so loved the world... (Jn. 3:16)



from Sister Grace

Sister Grace Fabich,SHS  
General Superior

Seeing With the Eyes of Mercy
We have all been challenged by the 
declaration, nearly a year ago, of the 
Year of Mercy by Pope Francis. His 
theme using the words of Jesus to his 
disciples “Be merciful as your heavenly 
Father is merciful” was a simple but 
stimulating tug at the heart. 

We all know the dictionary definition 
of mercy as compassion, forgiveness, 
tender-heartedness, benevolence, good 
will and on and on. The challenge, the 
tug, though, becomes much deeper as 
we begin to translate mercy into action. 

We find its meaning as we look into 
the many accounts of the day to day 
life of Jesus. These stories illuminate 
a special kind of action of giving and 
forgiving; a disposition urging one to 
be kind and welcoming; a compulsion 
that motivates compassion; an 
alleviation of distress in another. It 
is tolerance, a willingness to make 
concessions; it is open arms toward 
those less fortunate or difficult to love, 
or both. 

Sisters of the Holy Spirit are called to 
this in a special way. In our “Magnificat 
Document,” which contains our 
Mission Statement, Our Charism 
and Spirituality Statements, there is 
a section that names the beliefs and 
commitments that follow. They ring 
clear and the challenge is always 
before our eyes.

We believe each of us as Sisters of 
the Holy Spirit is called, called and 
committed to be a disciple of Jesus, a 
prophetic witness of reconciliation, 
called to reverence, forgive and support 
one another, called to a preferential 
option for the poor, to see through 
the eyes of those forced to exist at 
the fringes of society, to uphold the 
dignity and worth of each person as 
the special object of God’s boundless 
love, serving each one with gentleness 
and compassion in imitation of the 
merciful Jesus. 

Do we do this? The answer is ‘probably 
not really well’ ; we fall short many 
times. However, each day, through 
God’s mercy, we rise again to the 
occasion and move on. We know this is 
the work of a lifetime.

Thank you, Pope Francis, for declaring 
an entire year reminding us to strive 
daily to see each human being with 
eyes of mercy, to “Be merciful as your 
heavenly Father is merciful.” Lk 6:36

“Be merciful as  
your heavenly Father 

is merciful.”
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Students (L-R) Gio Balistrieri, Caleb Rutkowski, Elena Brennan 
and Abigail Janicky pose with teacher Miss Tomanio.

In his General Audience on August 10, 
2016, Pope Francis referred to the story 
of Jesus curing the son of the widow of 
Nain. Pope Francis emphasized “yet the 
heart of this story is not a miracle, but 
Jesus’ tenderness towards the mother 
of this boy.” He said,”great compassion 
guided the actions of Jesus.”

Guided by compassion and mercy, 
Angela Tomanio, third-grade teacher at 
St. Maria Gorette School in Bloomfield, 
discovered a way to help her friend 
Danielle Elzer who suffers from cystic 
fibrosis. When Danielle underwent a 
double-lung transplant in 2011, anti-
rejection medications were given. 
These drugs, however, caused her 
kidneys to fail, requiring Danielle to 
undergo dialysis three times a week. 
But then, Angela had a dream: Danielle 
would need a transplant, and she, 
Angela, would be the match as a donor 
for her. And so a plan began to take 
shape as Angela began research about 
kidney transplants.

In time Angela was accepted as 
Danielle’s donor. In May of 2016, the 
surgery took place. The amazement 
of Danielle that her best friend would 
put her life on the line for her was 
only surpassed by the success of the 
surgery, even though Angela’s blood 
type had not been an exact match. 
Furthermore, the friendship of the 
two women had begun only five 
years earlier when they met at a party 
where they discovered that Danielle’s 

husband and Angela’s boyfriend 
were on the same dek hockey team. 
Interestingly, the two women had 
attended the same grade and high 
schools, but it was only at this party 
that their friendship began. 

Providentially, the two women are 
doing well. When Angela returned 
to St. Maria Goretti to finish out 
the school year, her students were 
very attentive to her recovery, often 
reminding her to be careful about 
carrying out the orders of her doctors.

Needless to say, the kindness and 
generosity of Angela touched the St. 
Maria Goretti community greatly. As 
the Holy Father reminded us in that 
General Audience that we are healed 
with Jesus’ mercy, he encouraged us to 
be agents of mercy. He said, “Mercy is 
a journey that starts in the heart and 
travels to the hands, that is, to works 
of mercy.” Definitely, Angela is an 
example to us of the mercy to which 
we are all invited and called to live.

Teacher: An 
Agent of Mercy

Angela and Danielle
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In his announcement of the Year of Mercy,  
Pope Francis stated: “The call of Jesus pushes us 
never to stop at the surface of things, especially 
when we are dealing with a person.”

Students Live Mercy
the family of police Officer Robert 
Gogo Jr., who was killed in a 
motorcycle accident in September.  
Officer Gogo’s little 8-year-old son 
Robert is a student at St. Agnes School.

The school community at Saint Maria 
Goretti held a dress-down day on 
September 30, 2016, as a fundraiser for 
the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society. 
Leukemia and lymphoma are types of 
blood cancers that affect an estimated 
1,240,000 people in the United States.  
The students raised close to $350.00 
which was given to the organization 
in the name of the school. The Society  
continues to strive forward in the 
hope of finding a way to beat and cure 
these diseases. Light the Night Walk for 
this cause took place on Wednesday, 
October 5th along the North Shore in 
Pittsburgh. Participants carried paper 
lanterns that symbolize: someone that 
person has lost to cancer (white); a 
walking survivor (yellow); one who is 
walking in honor of someone who has 
cancer (red).

The communities of St. Agnes and 
Saint Maria Goretti understand and 
appreciate the gift of mercy that God 
gives to us, and they willingly live and 
share that gift with others.

Standing: 
Sister Janelle, 
Elisabeth DiPaolo, 
Jazmin Martin, 
Jaeda Martin,   
Ian Baker,  
Sister Cynthia
Seated: 
Emily Cubbison, 
Julie Rocco,  
Abigail 
Gongaware,  
Nadia Stokes, 
Rylee Miller,  
Keiara Be.

Students at St. Agnes School in 
West Mifflin understand that quite 
well, and they continue to put it into 
practice in a variety of ways. One of 
those ways is their involvement at the 
Greater Pittsburgh Food Bank where, 
since 2013, they have been assisting 
the preparation and distribution of 
food to approximately 700 families.  
After school on the second Thursday 
of each month, students travel to 
Duquesne, PA, where from 4:00 to 7:00 
pm, they and principal Sister Cynthia 
Wessel and Sister Janelle Banko, along 
with a group of teachers, join a host 
of St. Agnes parishioners and other 
volunteers to serve a large population 
from the Duquesne region. Not only is 
food distributed, but smiles are evident 
as the St. Agnes group welcomes and 
serves those who come to the food bank.

A line from Misericordiae Vultus by 
Pope Francis reads: “At times we are 
called to gaze even more attentively on 
mercy so that we may become a more 
effective sign of the Father’s action in 
our lives.” Taking that concept to heart, 
St. Agnes School’s parents sponsored a 
fundraiser on Sunday, Oct. 2, for  
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Surrounded by family and friends, 
Sister Cynthia Wessel celebrated her 
50th jubilee on August 14.  The day 
began with Mass in the Chapel of the 
Assumption in the Motherhouse of the 
Sisters of the Holy Spirit. Sister Donna 
Smith and Sister Janelle Banko and 
her folk group from St. Agnes Parish 
in West Mifflin where Sister Cynthia 
serves as principal of the school, 
provided the music for the Eucharistic 
Celebration. 

Very Rev. Robert F. Guay, V.E., was 
the celebrant of the Mass.  In his 
homily, Father Guay stated, “Fifty 
years in religious life today is quite 
an accomplishment. You cannot do 
something for fifty years without being 
passionate about it, and it is difficult 
to sustain a passion for fifty years 
unless it goes deeper than just being 
a job, deeper even than a ministry of 
teaching or leadership in a school.” He 
went on to say, “At some point in time 
Sr. Cynthia was grabbed by a mission; 
she heard a call from God to follow 
Christ as a Sister of the Holy Spirit, and 
she generously and joyfully responded 
to that call.”

Father Guay also referred to a letter 
written by Pope Francis to consecrated 
men and women in the Year of 
Consecrated Life: “Consecrated life is 
a call to incarnate – make flesh- make 
real – the Good News, to follow Christ, 
the crucified and risen one, to take 
on Jesus’ way of living and acting…” 
“When we allow Christ to be our 
focus”, he continued paraphrasing  
Pope Francis: “…the very center of  
our life, we ourselves do not become 
the center. The more we unite ourselves 
to Christ and he becomes the center 

of our life, the more he leads us out 
of ourselves, leads us from making 
ourselves the center and opens us  
to others.” 

During the Mass, Sister renewed her 
vows which she professed for the 
first time fifty years ago. Since that 
time, Sister Cynthia has devoted 
her life to others, to enrichment in 
the lives of children as an educator 
where she has ministered as teacher 
and principal in the Pittsburgh and 
Youngstown dioceses. In addition to 
her role as principal today, Sister is 
also on the administrative team of 
the Sisters of the Holy Spirit. She has 
been the recipient of the Manifesting 
the Kingdom Award for her service 
in the Church and the Golden Apple 
Award, given for her achievements as 
principal.

Sister Celebrates 
Golden Jubilee

Motivated by the charism of the Sisters of the Holy Spirit, 
Sister Cynthia reflected that “All that I do within my 
day flows from God’s love and is discerned through the 
presence and power of the Holy Spirit guiding, empowering 
and sustaining me.” Inspired by the teachings of Pope 
Francis, Sister stated, “The Jubilee Year reminds me that 
God ‘delights in mercy’ (Mt. 17:18) and so should I!”

She went on to say, “There is always 
something more to discover about our 
faith.” Sharing the faith is what she 
continues to do so well in her life of 
service to others.

Sister Cynthia, Very Rev. 
Frederick Cain, Rev. Peter 
Murphy, Rev. Gregory 
Madeya, Rev. William 
Feeney, Sister Grace Fabich, 
Very Rev. Robert Guay, Rev. 
Joseph Grosko (seated)

Sister Cynthia greets 
her mother and sister.
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Sister Irene Ellis makes love visible 
through her life as a social worker 
and invites others to give of their time 
and gifts. Sister’s ministry has two 
aspects: as a professional social worker 
with the Salvation Army and as her 
personal outreach as a Sister of the 
Holy Spirit. 

Concerning her work with the 
Salvation Army, Sister works with 
other agencies, and with local schools 
and parents in lower income areas to 
identify families who are in need and 
who would benefit from the seasonal 
programs. This past year Sister took 83 
children to summer camp, provided 
over 300 children with school supplies, 
provided over 600 coats to children 
and seniors and gave 451 families 
Christmas gifts. Last Christmas Sister 
also hosted an event where Pittsburgh 
Steeler’s Running Back Jerome Bettis 
gave away 100 i-Pads to children from 
lower income areas in an effort to 
enhance their education by providing 
access to technology.

Salvation Army’s programs also 
include managing a food pantry, 
emergency assistance and help for 
other crisis situations. Sister meets 
with individuals and families facing 
different types of challenging 

situations. Sister Irene said, “As a social 
worker my job is to help provide people 
with the resources they need. As a 
religious Sister my ministry is to show 
them that they matter, that they are 
loved and to help them use their gifts to 
become self-sufficient. The ministry of 
social work deals with a lot of human 
suffering which is very challenging 
and can be emotionally overwhelming. 
The support and prayers I receive 
from my community help keep me 
grounded.”

Faith and Mercy 
in Action

Serenity packing 
items.

Serenity at 
work.

Family 
volunteers

Sisters 
Marie 
Fabich and 
Bridget 
Miller lend 
a hand.
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Sister Irene’s outreach as a Sister 
of the Holy Spirit connects caring 
people wanting to give of themselves 
to children, families and individuals 
in need. Sister has many generous 
friends who assist her with financial 
aid to help those in need. Sister Irene 
visits homeless people who live under 
bridges in Pittsburgh. There she talks 
with them and tries to identify their 
needs. Often she provides them with 
hygiene kits, personal items and 
clothing. One year some of her friends 
wanted to buy her a birthday gift, and 
she asked them to direct anything to 
the people she serves. How touched  
she was when her friends, in honor 
of her birthday, showed up with two 
large roasters full of chili which were 
taken and served to her friends under 
the bridge.

Throughout the year Sister Irene’s 
family and friends volunteer to assist 
her in her outreach. They help with 
the food pantry, seasonal programs, 
and assist her in many generous 
ways. With help from some Sisters of 
the Holy Spirit, one little 4- year-old 
grandniece who is always eager to help 
packed 75 hygiene kits for men in a 
shelter. Four years ago Sister’s niece and 
her best friend’s son, who were both 12 
years old, helped her shop for several 
families in crisis after some house fires. 
They each had a list of the children’s 
gender and sizes in order to shop for 
clothing; however, when they were 
finished shopping, they were both 
upset because they did not get any toys 

or games for these children. They were 
so moved they used their own money 
to get each child a toy, and four years 
later these two young adults are still 
two of Sister’s most reliable volunteers.

Sister Irene believes that the greatest 
gift you can provide to people, 
especially young people, is the 
overwhelming feeling they get from 
giving of themselves… that moment 
when they realize they can make a 
difference in someone’s life through 
acts of kindness. This is a spiritual 
awareness that never leaves. Sister 
Irene’s goal is to make the presence and 
the power of the Holy Spirit known 
to all the people she encounters so 
that they will go out and inspire their 
families and friends to do the same. 

Great nephew 
Vincent stocks 
shelves.

Sister Irene 
and Jerome 
Bettis.

“…what good is it to profess 
  faith without practicing it?”

(James 2:14)
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Mission Statement
We, the Sisters of the Holy Spirit of Pittsburgh, declare our 
mission is to be joy-filled disciples of Jesus, prophetically 
witnessing to the presence and the power of the Holy 
Spirit, aware of our call to work for the transformation of 
society into a Gospel community, reconciled with God and 
with one another.

Is God calling you to religious life?  
Would you like to join us in our work of Love and Joy?
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