Remembering Sr. Janet Sullivan, IHM
March 17, 1926 — Dec. 5, 2024

In a recent conversation with Sister Janet Sullivan,
she expressed simply and clearly her core belief: that
Jesus has come so that we may have life and have life
abundantly! She referred to a treasured thought from
Thomas Merton that has extended the meaning of
Jesus giving us life and love.

“The vocation of charity is a call not only to love but to
be loved. The person who does not care at all whether
or not she or he is loved is ultimately unconcerned
about the true welfare of the other and of society.
Hence, we cannot love unless we also consent to be
loved in return.” (Thomas Merton, The New Man, 1999)

And how well did dear Janet cultivate that gift of faith
and love, expressing it so fully in her life!

Janet experienced this love of God first in her beloved family where she was so loved
by her parents and 11 brothers and sisters. She was born March 17, 1926, to Michael
and Catherine (Quilty) Sullivan in Barry’s Bay, Ontario, Canada. Her family home was a
gathering place for friends and neighbors who often showed up in the evenings to play
cards or on weekends all ready for a party. And so, the rug was rolled up, the fiddles
were tuned up and the dancing began, continuing well into the night.

But just after Janet was born, the family endured a shocking occurrence: the death of
Janet’s oldest brother, twelve-year-old Cecil, who, while swimming with some of his
brothers and sisters, was overcome by a strong and surprising current that pulled him
far out and underwater. Tragically, no one was able to reach him. We can only imagine
the grief that overtook the Sullivan family for such a long time. This terrible loss was a
factor in the family’s decision to move to Detroit in 1927 along with their parent’s desire
to provide better educational opportunities for their daughters.

The family struggled in their early years in Detroit. It was the time of the Great
Depression. Mr. Sullivan, like so many other newcomers to the city in those years,
walked the streets looking for work. In due time, he found employment in a factory, and
thus, this simple means of sustenance sustained this large family. All in the family
learned about sharing, caring, being responsible, and they prayed the rosary together
each evening.

Janet attended St. Cecilia Grade and High School and in her junior year, she told her
mother she would like to join the IHM Sisters. Janet told me her mother said, “I've never
stood in the way of any of my children’s life choices.” Then, both parents told Janet that
this would always be her home. These words Janet spoke with tears in her eyes,
knowing the loneliness and void that she would bring to both of her parents. She
entered the IHM Sisters in Monroe on Aug. 15, 1943, joining her four older sisters -



Malachy, Angela, Mary Clifford, and Marie Sylvia. Janet made first vows in 1946 and
her final profession Aug.15, 1949.

From 1946 to 1973, Janet ministered as an elementary school teacher at Blessed
Sacrament, Annunciation, Christ the King and St. Mary of Redford, all within the
Archdiocese of Detroit. She also taught grade school at St. Michael, Flint and St. John,
Fenton, in the Saginaw Diocese. Studying mostly in summer school, as was the IHM
practice in those years, she achieved a bachelor's degree from Marygrove College in
1959 and a master’s in education from Wayne State University in 1967.

In the late sixties and seventies, the winds of Vatican Il were blowing. There was
growing concern about bringing the Council teachings and the new Rite of the Christian
Initiation of Adults (RCIA) to the people of God in parishes. Janet took up this challenge
and from 1973 to 2014, she ministered in five parishes in the Archdiocese of Detroit,
culminating in 27 years at St. Lawrence Parish in Utica. Throughout those years, she
engaged in workshops on the theology of Vatican Il and the religious education of adults
to keep her well-informed on the challenges she faced in this new form of ministry.

At St. Lawrence, Janet’s skills as a facilitator brought the parish workers and
parishioners together through conferences, retreats and just plain friendship with those
who looked to her for guidance. The parishioners hungered for a relationship with God.
This was a revelation to Janet, and after a few years of listening, caring, and loving, St.
Lawrence Parish gradually took on the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, with Janet
guiding the parishioners into their own leadership. St. Lawrence Parish became a fine
example of how to live the vision of Vatican II.

In an album full of photos, | found a poem written during the celebration of her 25 years
at St. Lawrence Parish. Please substitute Janet in all the lines that contain she:

With a guiding hand and an open heart,
With a gentle voice, she conducts the parts.
She understands, her spirit shines

With the light of the Son, in his love divine.

With a steady heart and a quiet smile,
She will always go the extra mile.
The grace of faith is the way she lives,
And what she gave is what she is.

Throughout the years, to those she has touched,
Her gift of love has meant so much.

With a guiding hand and open heart,

With words of comfort, the healing starts.



We cannot repay for such is love,

And what she has done is what she does.
The grace of faith in the way she lives;
And what she gave is what she gives.

Janet certainly lived out this poem at St. Lawrence Parish!

In 2014, Janet retired to the IHM Senior Living Community. At that time, both of her IHM
Sisters—Margaret (Malachy) and Genevieve (Mary Clifford)—were alive. Janet visited
them every single day, and Margaret and Gen enjoyed her visits! The three of them
would take out a deck of cards and play, just like the old days in Barry’s Bay.

And so, dear Janet, do roll up the carpet, tune up the fiddles, and let the dancing begin
in the grand reunion with your father, Michael, and your mother, Catherine, and your 11
brothers and sisters! Let your gathering embrace all the students you met in the schools
where you taught. Let your gathering embrace, too, the friends that you met in all the
parishes where you ministered.

To quote an Irish poet, John O’Donohue (with a slight amendment by me),

May God bless you now into the fullness of life
for when Eternity beckons
at the end of a life heaped so high with love.

May our gracious God embrace you
with the arms that have nurtured you
the whole length of your joy-filled days.

May you see the reflection

of your life’s kindness and beauty.
John O’'Donohue, To Bless the Space Between Us, pp. 72, 170-171, 180-183.

Beannacht agus Siochain agus duitse, a stor Sionead ni Sullibhain!

Blessings and peace to you, my dear Janet Sullivan!

Written and delivered by Mary Ellen Sheehan, IHM
Dec. 12, 2024



