
GSR in the Classroom: VOCATIONS
LESSON – A MILLENNIAL SISTER’S 
VOCATION JOURNEY

BEFORE YOU READ:  On your own or with a friend, discuss:

1. 	What are some assumptions that people make about your generation?

2.	 Are these valid? If not, give reasons that they aren’t.

3.	 What generalizations do you make about people in your parents’ or teachers’ generation(s)? Are 
these fair? If possible, ask them to respond.

Keep in mind while you read:

Be conscious of the efforts that Sr. Tracy Kemme makes as she explores her calling. What choices does 
she make and what risks does she take to discover what God is calling her to?

BEHOLD, A 
MILLENNIAL NUN 
RESPONDS
BY TRACY KEMME 
Aug 2, 2019

I’m scrolling through my Facebook 
feed when my eyes land on a 
fascinating headline: “Behold, the 
Millennial Nuns.” I click, slightly 
apprehensive — because I’m one of 
them. A millennial nun. What will 
the author have to say about us, 
apparently a breed to behold?

The piece is fascinating. Truth be 
told, some aspects resonate with me, 
but many don’t. My lack of complete 
concurrence makes sense; we 
millennial nuns are characterized by NEWER, YOUNGER SISTERS DO MUSIC MINISTRY FOR THE LITURGY AT A GATHERING OF GIVING 

VOICE, A NATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR SISTERS UNDER AGE 50. (COURTESY OF GIVING VOICE)

IN THE 
CLASSROOM

SUMMARY: In reflecting on an article about millennial nuns, a young sister shares her discernment 
journey and the values she discovered along the way.



wondrous diversity that would be difficult to capture 
in one article. As Debbie Borneman of the  National 
Religious Vocation Conference likes to say, “If you’ve 
met one millennial sister... you’ve met one millennial 
sister.”

Regardless, I’m grateful that author  Eve Fairbanks 
was curious enough about our way of life to dive into 
it and lift it up. I admire the courage of the women 
featured in the article, especially Tori and Mackenzie, 
who allowed an up-close-and-personal look into 
their discernment journeys. I love the undercurrent 
of reflection about new generations of faith. And I 
wholeheartedly endorse the piece’s proclamation: 
Religious life is a still compelling choice for today’s 
young people!

Curious what my peers think, I go to the Facebook 
group for  Giving Voice, an organization for sisters 
under age 50, and see commentary about the article 
already buzzing. Many sisters have mixed feelings like 
I do; there are elements of the piece that ring true and 
elements that seem off. However, nearly all highlight 
that the article about millennial nuns is missing just 
that — millennial nuns. Fairbanks interviewed two 
discerners and several seasoned sisters, but we agree 
that including the voices of millennials who have 
entered and stayed in religious life would deepen the 
discussion.

This column tries to add that perspective. To 
Borneman’s point, I am only one millennial sister 
and in no way claim to be fully representative of “us.” 
I simply offer my story in hopes that it contributes 
something to the ongoing conversation.

 

I first thought about becoming a sister at age 22, 
while I was a volunteer with  Rostro de Cristo, 
near Guayaquil, Ecuador. For two years, I lived in 
faith-based community with other young adults, 
volunteered with Ecuadorian outreach organizations, 
grew in relationship with my Ecuadorian neighbors, 
and learned to see the world, and especially my faith, 
with new eyes.

Early during the first year, on a weekend beach retreat, 
I was staring out into the ocean, weighing many 
swirling concerns, when five little words popped into 
my consciousness: “You should be a nun.” The thought 
was startling — disturbing, even. Where did it come 

from? I had never met a nun anywhere close to my 
age, and besides, I’d always imagined myself getting 
married and having a family! I tried to shrug off the 
idea, but it persisted, arising in prayer and surprising 
me in everyday encounters.

Eventually, I realized I needed help sifting through 
my seemingly crazy thoughts. Providentially, Sister 
Macarena, a trained spiritual director from Spain, 
moved in down the street. A ‘90s girl, I loved her 
name — and I grew to love her as she guided me 
through  Ignatian-style discernment  during weekly 
sessions in her community’s little chapel. Maca helped 
me to look upon my life in the light of faith and explore 
my deepest desires without fear. I found I longed for 
a life centered on a deep relationship with God and 
poured out for the good of others.

VOCABULARY

discerners: people who are weighing a call or 
decision, often to a career, service or religious 
vocation

spiritual director: a person who accompanies 
another person in becoming aware of God’s 
presence in their lives and seeking to faithfully 
live the life God calls them do

Ignatian-style discernment: a process of 
exploring God’s calling that follows the 
guidance of St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder 
of the Jesuit order of priests and brothers

evangelized: to have received the gospel 
message of salvation

apostolic: reaching out into the world, as Jesus’ 
apostles did

charisms: gifts given by the Holy Spirit for the 
good of the church

myriad: great in number, even countless



In Ecuador, I had touched into the deep pain and 
injustice that face so many in our world, and I’d been 
evangelized by the poor. I wanted to spend my life 
walking alongside those people and contributing to 
the great work of changing the world for the better 
— the work of the Gospel, of carrying on the mission 
of Jesus. To my dismay, I realized that my life as a 
volunteer was similar to contemporary apostolic 
religious life — and, despite difficulties, it brought me 
profound joy and deeper meaning than I’d ever before 
experienced.

When I left Ecuador, I knew I had to continue 
discerning. I became a lay volunteer associate with the 
Sisters of Charity of Cincinnati at their discernment 
house near El Paso, Texas. Sisters Carol, Janet and 
Peggy had hosted me when I came to the border for 
college research in 2007. Now, I had come to share in 
their life and ministry.

Moving in with them felt like a wildlife show: 
“Observe the sisters in their natural habitat...” Lo and 
behold, I discovered that sisters brushed their teeth, 
texted, ate popcorn and got on each other’s nerves. At 
the same time, woven in with this ordinariness was 
something quite remarkable, something like what I 
had experienced in Ecuador but firmer and deeper, 
because this was for life.

We began early each morning with prayer together and 
then spent the day in ministry — in education, health 
care, border outreach, young adult ministry, parish 
ministry, social justice activism, writing, vocation 
ministry and more, on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico 
border. For these sisters, religious life was not a refuge 
from the world but a devoted, loving integration into 
it.

In the evenings, we took turns cooking and shared 
long meals together. On the weekends, we experienced 
beautiful liturgies in the house chapel and in local 
parishes, and we held monthly communal reflection 
days. And we were goofy together, played card games, 
gardened, took walks, watched “Call the Midwife” and 
drank wine around the fire pit. 

As much as my heart resisted, I was falling in love with 
religious life. Like the women in Fairbanks’ article, I’d 
been longing for something radical, meaningful and 
communal — and I was realizing that this could be it.

However, in a real-life plot twist, I also began falling in 

love with a person. Steve and I had grown close while 
volunteering together in Ecuador, but it was over 
phone calls between Boston and the El Paso convent 
that we realized our bond was deeper than friendship.

When I finally spilled the new romantic development 
to the sisters, they laughed. “Of course you’re falling in 
love! You’re 24.” Their tender understanding touched 
me. They weren’t trying to force anything; they truly 
wanted me to discover God’s call.

After months of frequent spiritual direction that 
brought no clarity, I felt like I needed to go to Boston 
and date Steve. When I worked up the courage to tell 
the sisters, they laughed again. “Yes, we knew, but we 
wanted to let you get there on your own.” They sent me 
off with love and total freedom.

Long story short, my time in Boston revealed that 
although I loved Steve with all my heart, the call to 
religious life just wouldn’t go away. It didn’t make sense 
to me. Steve was everything I would have dreamed of 
in a husband and more. Our marriage could have been 
radical, meaningful, mission-centered and rooted 
firmly in our shared Catholic faith.

But, no matter how much I willed it, I couldn’t 
imagine myself married down the road. Although I’d 
once dreamed of it, I couldn’t see myself as a mother. 
Somehow, it felt like a door was closing on that path, 
and religious life felt like a big blue sky opening 
up. Steve told me that I would be a beautiful sister. 
Ironically, his strong faith helped me claim the call 
that would take me away from him.

I went back to the border, grieving a real loss, but with 
time, my heart began to revive and burn with purpose. 
I remembered why I’d felt so powerfully drawn to 
religious life. And this time, the call felt sturdy. I had 
learned that religious life wasn’t magic; it wouldn’t save 
me from loneliness, anxiety or self-scrutiny. It wasn’t 
perfect; living with women from different generations 
and backgrounds was challenging and even painful at 
times. It wasn’t an escape; ministry with the suffering 
can be exhausting and heartbreaking.

But in its imperfection and my own, there was a sense 
that this was the life to which God was inviting me. It 
would involve some sacrifice, yes — what life worth 
living doesn’t? More than anything, it was about joy, 
love and freedom. When God calls, it is to fullness of 
life.



Life is at the heart of our vows — vows I experience 
in ways much more nuanced than presented in 
Fairbanks’ article. For myself and many of my peers, 
entrance into religious life was not a renouncement or 
rejection, but an embrace — of God, of the Gospel, 
of our communities and charisms, of the world. Far 
from leaving our identities behind, on this path of 
following Jesus, we become more fully ourselves, as a 
part of something way bigger than ourselves, for the 
good of the world. Rather than a collection of noes, 
the vows express our heart full of “Yes!” to Christ. 
They are freely chosen and freeing.

Celibacy is a yes to loving God and God’s people 
singularly, freely and inclusively. It’s about striving for 
right relationship in our communities and our ever-
widening circles of connection.

Poverty is a yes to downward mobility, simplicity, 
holding things in common and recognizing all as gift 
to be shared. It is about depending fully on God and 
working for justice so that no one will be poor.

Obedience is a yes to listening deeply to God and 
one another and following God’s call with courage 
and single-hearted devotion. It is about authentic 
interdependence and being responsible to the 
suffering people in our world. The “Yes!” of our vows 
is wider and deeper than could ever be expressed in 
this column.

People are certainly still saying that “Yes!” According 
to the National Religious Vocation Conference, in 
2018, 440 women and men entered religious life in 
the United States, and 240 women and men made 
final vows. Many newer members are millennials, but 
not all. Gen X women are entering religious life and 
have been for decades, often without the attention and 
recognition that surrounds the newer cohorts. Soon, 
the centennials – people born between 1997 and the 
present – will enter our congregations.

Charity Sr. Pat Wittberg, a sociologist, says a person’s 
generation has a huge impact on their approach to 
life, but at the same time, generations blur with one 
another and vary internally based on geography, race, 
culture, family and personal experiences. While U.S. 
religious life has mostly involved white people, despite 
ministering for years in communities of color, it is 
finally beginning to reflect the population racially and 
ethnically. This is the gift and challenge that newer 
generations bring: a global vision and a call to confront 
racism and embrace intercultural living.

We’ll learn more about what’s unfolding in 
religious life from the National Religious Vocation 
Conference’s forthcoming 2020 study, but we can say 
one thing with certainty: There is no stereotypical 
discerner or sister.

Newer members are drawn to a diversity of 
charisms.  2018’s new religious  entered 177 different 
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institutes, from “progressive” to “conservative.” As 
Fairbanks says, millennials are characterized by 
seeming contradictions: A “traditional” nun in a habit 
protests publicly for immigration reform. A sister in a 
“liberal” congregation finds deep solace in eucharistic 
adoration. We are drawn to both spirituality and 
activism, to innovation and tradition, to piety and 
justice. We long for intentional integration of our 
entire lives.

And, truthfully, we don’t care to focus on what divides 
us. We hope to witness to the beauty of unity in 
diversity. Wittberg calls this the “Baskin-Robbins 31 
flavors” nature of religious life. Each of the distinct 
charisms attracts different members and is urgently 
relevant for the complex mission of the church in the 
21st century.

The bottom line to behold is this: God is still calling, 
and people are still responding. All of our unique 
stories, millennial nuns and journalists and everybody, 
are about God’s eternal love expressed in myriad ways. 

It’s a beautiful mystery.

I love how Fairbanks ends her article with the image 
of Mackenzie “climb[ing] further to seek the God that 
she loved.” It reminds me of the scene in “The Sound of 
Music” in which Mother Abbess urges Maria to “Climb 
Ev’ry Mountain.” She knew that every vocation holds 
the promise of God’s fidelity, the mark of holiness and 
the power to build up the reign of God. In the end, the 
journey is about finding the “dream that will need all 
the love you can give, every day of your life, for as long 
as you live.”

Tracy Kemme is a Sister of Charity of Cincinnati who 
authored the blog Diary of a Sister-in-Training during 
formation. After a decade in social justice and 
Hispanic ministry, she is working toward her master’s 
degree in pastoral ministry at Catholic Theological 
Union in Chicago.
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SCRIPTURE SPOTLIGHT:  In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus does not beat around the bush when he tells the 
disciples what will be required of them if they choose to follow him. To follow Jesus requires focus and 
commitment and a willingness.

As they were proceeding on their journey someone said to him, “I will follow you wherever you 
go.” 

Jesus answered him, “Foxes have dens and birds of the sky have nests, but the Son of Man has 
nowhere to rest his head.” 

And to another he said, “Follow me.” But he replied, “[Lord,] let me go first and bury my father.” 

But he answered him, “Let the dead bury their dead. But you, go and proclaim the kingdom of 
God.” 

And another said, “I will follow you, Lord, but first let me say farewell to my family at home.” 

Jesus said, “No one who sets a hand to the plow and looks to what was left behind is fit for the 
kingdom of God.” 

Luke 9: 57-62

Spend a few moments in silence reflecting on the passage.

1.  What word or phrase strikes you? Hold that word or phrase in your mind as you spend a few 
moments in quiet reflection.

2.	 In this Gospel passage, Jesus asks a total commitment and focus from the three would-be 
followers. He underscores the challenges of walking the path of discipleship. How were the 
challenges faced by Sr. Tracy Kemme comparable with those of the would-be followers? How 
did she respond to these challenges? 

3.	 Reflect on your call to follow Jesus today. What are the challenges you face? How will you 
respond to his call to follow him?

AFTER YOU READ:  

Alone, or with a partner, discuss:

1.	 What values did Sr. Tracy Kemme embrace through her journey of discernment, and what 
things did she let go of? Which values or sacrifices can you relate to?

2.	 How are the things that bring joy or tension to millennials different from those that tug at 
people of other generations?

3.	 In what ways is it difficult for millennials to follow a calling into volunteer service or religious 
life?



THE CHURCH’S CALL

When speaking of discernment, Pope Francis shares 
his thoughts with those living a vowed life and those 
pondering a religious life. 

“How can we know if something comes from 
the Holy Spirit or if it stems from the spirit of 
the world? …The only way [to know] is through 
discernment, which calls for something more 
than intelligence or common sense. It is a gift 
which we must implore.… Discernment is 
necessary not only at extraordinary times, 
when we need to resolve grave problems 
and make crucial decisions. It is a means of 
spiritual combat for helping us to follow the 
Lord more faithfully. We need it at all times, to 
help us recognize God’s timetable, lest we fail to 
heed the promptings of his grace and disregard 
his invitation to grow. 

“Gaudete et Exsultate,” exhortation of Pope 
Francis, March 19, 2018

On your own or with a partner, consider:

1.  Sr. Tracy Kemme touched on some of her 
life experiences that led her to commit to 
a “life centered on a deep relationship with 
God.” How did the discernment process 

guide her in discovering her vocation?  
How can your everyday experiences lead 
you to a deeper relationship with God and 
recognizing your call? 

2.  Every day we make decisions. Some can be 
as simple as what to eat for lunch. Other 
decisions may require a moral response. For 
example, you see a classmate being bullied. 
Will you respond by joining in, speaking out 
or walking away? Standing in solidarity with 
the person being harassed may result in you 
being bullied or being scorned. When faced 
with challenging situations, do you “discern” 
how best to respond? Do you ask God to 
guide you in making the right decisions? 
Do you seek advice from others—a trusted 
friend, a teacher or a family member? How 
might prayer and guidance inform your ways 
of responding?  

SYNERGY WITH SISTERS

The National Religious Vocation Conference, 
mentioned in this article, sponsors the Vision Vocation 
Network. Check out their Vocation Match tool, which 
invites you to consider what you’re looking for in life 
and connects you with religious congregations that 
might be a good fit for you.

Music can reassure, soothe or inspire us. It can open up conversations. How can you use music to 
deepen your relationship with God and to reflect on your vocation to serve others? 

Create your own playlist with different types of music. Identify music from various genres such 
as Pop, Christian, Country, soulful chants or African-American spirituals that contain the term 
“follow.” Your playlist can be used as a form of prayer. Share your playlist with friends or with your 
teacher, who may consider sharing songs from your list with other students. 

Jesus, the words, “I will follow you wherever you go,” are beautiful,
But left to myself, I’m incapable of committing to such a promise. 
Open my heart to reflect on your call in my life, and for my life.
Guide me on the pathway to discipleship. 
Keep me on track and focused on the path that will lead to you.
Walk with me as I attempt to avoid the weeds of life that can lead me astray.
Sort out the many voices that sidetrack me from recognizing your movement in my life. 
Chart a path that will lead to becoming the best version of myself in today’s world.
Inspire me to “follow you wherever you lead.” 
Amen. 

ACT

PRAY


