
I will begin with a quote from the autobiography of Sr. Denise: “By this time the world was at war.  All four of my brothers (Edward, Albert, Frederick, and Walter) were in the service, my sister (Esther) was an army nurse and only my second oldest sister, Agnes, and I were at home with my parents.  Our pastor had begun a continuous novena to Our Lady of Victory for peace, and in one of the prayers, allowance was made for the mentioning of one’s own intention.  (So,) I began asking Our Lady to tell me what to do with my life.   And as far as I can know, it was thanks to her that the idea of entering the convent became so compelling that I went to see our pastor, Msgr. Lordemann, to ask his advice.  He could see no reason for my not entering and suggested that I make the lay retreat at Mount Marty College the coming August.  I did so.   Father Mahoney, the retreat master, was a forceful instrument in the hands of God, leaving me no room for further indecision.  On September 4, 1944, Sacred Heart Convent became my home.”  Thus began her life here with our sisters.  Now, let us review her life prior to coming to the convent.  
Sr. Denise was born on May 13th, 1922, the 10th and last child of Henry and Margaret Stevens. She was born at home on the farm on the outskirts of the village of Bow Valley, NE, and was baptized, Bernice Rita Elizabeth 2 days later.  Shortly after her birth, Sr. Denise received the nickname of “Bummy” from her sister Esther, who was 2 when Sr. Denise was born.  Every time Esther tried to say “Bernice,” the name “Bummy” came out.  Soon, the entire family was calling her “Bummy.”  To this day, when her siblings came for a visit, invariably, someone referred to Sr. Denise as “Bummy.”   

The family moved from the farm to the outskirts of Hartington, NE, when Sr. Denise was 4.  They continued to keep some farm animals and had a large garden.   She attended Holy Trinity Grade School and High School, staffed by the Ursuline Sisters.  Sr. Denise mentions that the spelling of her first name was changed to BERNIECE when she was in the 5th or 6th grade by her teacher who said that “only with that spelling could the name be pronounced with a long E.”  

While Sr. Denise was in grade school, her brother, Ed, was already the County Clerk.  He liked to eat candy bars at work, so, Sr. Denise would bring him candy bars.  She would buy 3 for 10 cents and then she would sell them to Ed for a nickel a piece.   

After high school, Sr. Denise worked for 5 years in 3 different jobs prior to coming to the convent.  In her autobiography, she writes:  “This was still in the age of the Depression and jobs were neither plentiful nor well paid.  I succeeded my sister, Esther, when she entered nurses training, as Dr. Dorsey’s office girl and began working for the MUNIFICENT wage of about $3.00 / week.  After a year of combining bookkeeping and some work of the practical nurse type, I concluded that I was not meant to be a nurse.  So, I found a somewhat better paid and more congenial type of work as secretary to A. J. Lammers, a local real estate and insurance man.  Two years in this office were followed by two more years working for E. W. Rossiter in the Bank of Hartington.”   

As a sister of Sacred Heart Monastery, Sr. Denise had impressive history of ministry.  She was:  teacher, librarian, procurator, director of purchasing at Madonna Professional Care Center in Lincoln, assistant to the director of plant operations at the college, and assistant in the monastery business office.   Since her retirement in 1999, Sr. Denise assisted in the Peace Center, helped with the fruits and vegetables, and assisted in the coffee room.  One of the things Sr. Denise most enjoyed when doing apples was running the apple peeler.  She could do that!  The other tasks with the fruits and vegetables were difficult for Sr. Denise because of her palsy.  
Sr. Denise was the first academically prepared librarian at Mount Marty.  She earned a bachelor’s degree in Library Science & English from the College of St. Catherine in St. Paul, and a master’s in library science for Rosary College in River Forest, IL.  She also did graduate work at USD and the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor.  

Sr. Denise was one of the early members of Marty House Group.  In the early 70s, Sisters Dolorita, Laurina, Denise, and Consuelo were the core of this living group.  In those days they were part of the backbone of the community, they served on the committees, the council, and the taskforces.  They looked after the elderly and were the mentors for the young sisters.  When they spoke at meetings, everyone listened.  They were all involved at the college in one way or another and their love of the college continued over the years.

A sister commented:  “One of my memories of Sr. Denise as procurator was when I was away at school, if I needed anything, she always responded, not only with the answer, but also with a nice note about the happenings at home.   She was an excellent letter writer.  I just a letter from her in early Oct and it was as newsy as ever.”
When Sr. Denise was asked to be procurator, she was not sure she would have the qualifications for the job, so she went to talk with Sr. Marie Helene.  Sr. Marie Helene told her that one of the reasons that Mother Jerome selected her to be procurator was because she could drive.  Sr. Denise responded, “Well, I can drive.”

While she was procurator, she and Sr. Angeline (the personnel director at the time) and Sr. Benet (the assistant prioress) noticed that Sr. Wilma was always going to parties and they were never invited.  So, when Sr. Wilma was away, the 3 of them would have their own parties consisting of saltine crackers and peanut butter.  

Sr. Denise was very sensitive to the needy in our area and was involved in many projects over the years such as:  helping to settle the Vietnamese family we sponsored; helping Hindia and her Mookseen get oriented (we called her grandma after she stayed by Hindia’s side during the birth of her daughter, Lula.  Hindia and the children (now there are 4 children) visited Sr. Denise this past August.  What a delightful evening we we all shared.  Sr. Denise also served on the Yankton Pantry board at its inception and long afterward and worked with Yankton ladies to open a used clothing store.   She has a long and active history of befriending the distressed and needy.  

Sr. Denise loved theatre and music.  She must have been a life-long member of Lewis and Clark theatre.  Live theatre and music productions were such a highlight for her.  On Sunday afternoons, she and her faithful companion, Ann, her sister-in-law, went to almost every production.   Regarding her love for music, Sr. Denise was particularly fond of baroque and romantic music.  She didn’t have much interest in 20th century music, particularly if it was dissonant.   She was also a fan of public television.
Years ago, Marty House would always gather on Sunday evenings to watch the classics and we especially loved the series that had many episodes like Poldark, Upstairs/Downstairs, and Brideshead Revisited.   Sr. Denise loved these productions and read the books in between.  It was a hardship for Sr. Denise when, after her first stroke, reading became difficult for her.  

When I first came to the monastery, Sr. Denise and I rode our bikes out to the lake (she on her 3-speed and I on my mountain bike).  What a sport she was!  Always ready for an adventure.  Always ready to begin a new relationship. 
On one occasion, back in the 70s, she and a couple of the other sisters were out at the Cove and they noticed that one of the trees out there was filled with worm-web bug nests.  So, they decided to get rid of the web nests by burning them.   By the grace of God, they did not start a brush fire.   As they were finishing up with the tree, they noticed dark clouds building in the west.  So they loaded up and headed back toward Yankton.  On the way, they decided to stop for ice cream.  By the time they got back to the monastery, the storm was over.  Trees were down, windows broken, and roofs were damaged all over campus, but the sisters arrived home safely and content after enjoying some relaxing days at the Cove and topping it off with an ice cream treat..   
Did you know that Sr. Denise set the bluff on fire in the mid 80s?  One late afternoon, I was walking along the back of the monastery and Sr. Denise was burning papers in the incinerator on the bluff.  Somehow, the fire got out of the incinerator and began working its way along the top of the bluff along the sorrowful way.  Sr. Denise started hollering for help.  I grabbed the hose, turned it on and ran it out to her.  Then I ran inside we called the fire department.  They got the fire out and Sr. Denise was not harmed, albeit a bit embarrassed.    .
Sr. Denise was always ready to go somewhere.  It was almost as if she kept a bag packed at all times, just in case.  She was eager to spend time at the Glen or the Cove.  She loved to travel and she appreciated nature.   She frequently mentioned how much she loved the view from her bedroom window in the Care Center.  She enjoyed picnics and watching the eagles at the lake, the turkeys on our back lawn, and the birds and the squirrels at the feeders just outside our windows at Marty House.

She liked to play cards and enjoyed game night at Marty House.  In recent years she frequently went to Carmel at noon to play with Sr. DeChantal because she knew how much this meant to Sr. DeChantal.
Sr. Denise is remembered as a quiet, non-judgmental, and kind person.  She was an attentive and compassionate listener and a wise mentor.  She had a terrific sense of humor; very subtle, but sharp at the same time. She was very close to her family and enjoyed sharing them with us and us with them.  Just last Sunday, Sr. Denise, Irene, Sue and some of the sisters gathered in the living room at Marty House to watch the Bronco game.  Sr. Denise had many close friends and was in regular contact with them, either by phone or letter. She was very perceptive, down to earth, practical, not easily riled, task oriented, organized, and an excellent delegator.  These qualities most assuredly influenced her appointment as procurator during Sr. Wilma’s 2 terms as prioress. 
 A family member shared this comment:  “Over the years I have had a number of opportunities to be with Sr. Denise and I was always taken by her peaceful countenance.  As a matter of fact, after those visits, her peaceful aura always remained with me for awhile.  And I treasured that feeling.”  We all did.  
In closing, I would like to paraphrase a quote from an unknown author.  Sr. Denise shared this with a cousin after a death in the family.
In one sense there is no death.  The life of a soul on earth lasts beyond her departure.  We will always feel her life touching ours, her voice speaking to us, her spirit looking out of other eyes, talking to us in the familiar things she touched, worked with, and loved as familiar friends.  She lives on in our lives and in the lives of all of us who knew her.
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