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AUBURN MERCY CONVENT TENDS TO AGING NUNS 
 

This article written by Anita Creamer was featured in the October 27, 2012 Issue of the  
Sacramento Bee. It was edited by the Diocesan Archivist  
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Sisters of Mercy Convent, Auburn 

 

Construction on the real retirement community ς Mercy Auburn Senior Community, a complex 
of 60 affordable senior apartments for the public ς began a few weeks ago just down the hill from 
the cluster of Spanish colonial buildings making up the Sisters of Mercy convent and retreat 
center in Auburn.  
 
But these days, the mother house of the largest order in the Sacramento area is a de facto senior 
community, as well. Of the 64 Sisters of Mercy in the Diocese of Sacramento, 25 have returned 
to live out their days at the Auburn convent. Their average age is in their early 70s. 
 
¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘΣ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мрл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǘƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΥ 
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, its dormitories were bursting with young women from both 
Ireland and California eager to become members of the Sisters of Mercy. ά²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ 
ƻǾŜǊŦƭƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ {ƛǎǘŜǊ 9ƛƭŜŜƴ 
hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊΣ тсΣ ǿƘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘ ŀǘ муΦ 



Over time, the Auburn convent has slowly aged its way into becoming a residence for older Mercy 
sisters ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎƛƴƎ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ wƻƳŀƴ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ 
religious orders, mother houses in every corner of the country have become unintentional 
retirement homes for nuns. 
 
Demographics drive the trend ς primarily, a decades-long drought of young people interested in 
joining, as the typical older nuns did at 18. The average age of American nuns is 74, according to 
the Leadership Conference for Women Religious, which represents 80 percent of American 
orders, while the average age of new sisters making permanent vows is 39. 
 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ DŜƻǊƎŜǘƻǿƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ !ǇǇƭƛŜŘ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǇƻǎǘƻƭŀǘŜ ό/!w!ύΣ 
there were almost 180,000 Roman Catholic ǎƛǎǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ мфсрΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ 
is one-third of that. 
 

άwǳƳƻǊǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŘŜƳƛǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǎƘƛŦǘ 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ мл ǘƻ нл ȅŜŀǊǎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ {ƛǎǘŜǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ŎƘŜƴƪΣ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎ of St. Joseph and 
executive director of Ohio-based FutureChurchΣ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ƎǊƻǳǇΦ ά! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ 
our work is to assure that we leave a legacy that continues. We have a lot of women leading as 
lay ministers, and sisters paved the way for themΦέ 
 

Aging population of nuns 
Sister Mary Padilla, who entered the Auburn 
convent in 1947, remembers its vast front steps 
filled with sisters, both young and old, posing 
for a photograph.  
 
ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ƳǳŎƘ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΣέ 
said Sister Padilla, 85, who retired in 2000 from 
teaching but continues to volunteer to counsel 
ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ŀŎǊŀƳŜƴǘƻ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ƧŀƛƭΦ ά¢ƘŜ 
cows would come moo at us. It was a time for 
rules and regulations. There were rules for 
everything. You were formed in obedience, and 
ȅƻǳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘΦέ 
 
The reasons that church experts give for the 
ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΩ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ 
amount to a quick outline of a half-century of 
change in American society and modern 
Catholicism. As women began entering the 
workforce in large numbers in the 1960s and 
1970s, they took on many of the roles that 
many nuns traditionally performed in American 
life: Sisters of Mercy, for example, are called to 
teach, nurse and work with the poor. 

 {ƛǎǘŜǊ 9ƛƭŜŜƴ aŀǊȅ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ 

 

ά¸ŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘ ƻǊ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƭƛŦŜΣέ ǎŀƛŘ {ƛǎǘŜǊ 
Janice Bader, executive director of the National Religious RetireƳŜƴǘ hŦŦƛŎŜΦ άaƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘŀȅ-



at-home mothers. Women attracted to something of service outsƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ 
ƻŦ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 
 
CARA research shows that before 1960, about 23 percent of young Catholic women gave serious 
consideration to a religious vocation, as opposed to 8 percent today. The 1960s swept in calls for 
openness across society ς including the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, or Vatican II, 
which modernized the church and religious orders. 
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Sisters Maura Power and Anne Chester share a moment of laughter together 

 
.ȅ ƭŀǘŜ мфсрΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ !ǳōǳǊƴΩs Sisters of Mercy began wearing modest street clothes rather than 
habits. Sisters moved out of convents, many living in small apartments. They earned advanced 
degrees, and they became theologically more progressive. As Sister tŀŘƛƭƭŀ ǎŀƛŘΥ άOn bended 
kneeΣ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ ±ŀǘƛŎŀƴ LLΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΦέ 
 
About half of American nuns re-evaluated their calling, leaving the convent for secular life. And 
numbers began to drop. Some experts suggest that the huge numbers of women entering 
religious orders half-way through the 20th century really amounted to a statistical aberration. άLǘ 
ǿŀǎ ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣέ {ŎƘŜƴƪ ǎŀƛŘΦ   



ά!ƴŘ ƛǘ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ was ƴƻǘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΦέ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ŀ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ /!w! ǎǘǳŘȅ ǎƘƻǿǎ 
that younger, newer nuns ς average age 32 ς express a desire for a return to tradition, structure 
and obedience. 
 
ά¸ƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣέ ǎŀƛŘ {ƛǎǘŜǊ aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ Dorman, 60, 
who was the sole novice arriving from Ireland in 1971 to enter the Auburn convent. She now lives 
ƛƴ hƳŀƘŀ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǘŜŀƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ aŜǊŎȅΩǎ ²Ŝǎǘ-Midwest Community, 
which stretches from Detroit to California. 
 
ά²ƘŜƴ L ŜƴǘŜǊed, it was on the cusp of not as much structure. People were leaving, so now we 
ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 
or hospitals. Consequently, there will be fewer people, but they will stay ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΦέ 
 
! ΨƳƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ 
About 150 sisters from the West Midwest Community, one of five Sisters of Mercy regions in 
America, have died since the community was formed in 2008, Sister Gorman said. The Auburn 
mother house has lost two sisters in the past year. One was 76, the other 95. 
 
At the convent, just as at any comfortable retirement residence, separate rooms are set aside for 
arts and crafts, computer use and working out on treadmills and stationary bikes. A notice for 
chair exerŎƛǎŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛǎ ǘŀŎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ Ƙŀƭƭǿŀȅ ōǳƭƭŜǘƛƴ ōƻŀǊŘΦ ά{ŜŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜǊŜΗέ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ 
residents. 
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Newest Addition to the Mercy Convent, Auburn with a Skilled Nursing Center 
 


