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Environment/land, Property, Finance/Investments, Technology             
About a month ago, I was host to a planning meeting of environmental engineers, near neighbors and a catalyzing nonprofit for the Wissahickon Reach Restoration Project. Our facilities manager, congregational treasurer, motherhouse administrator and I have been meeting with them since 2022 to study and review realities about the rapid bank erosion, land loss and flooding.  
We, the Sisters of St. Joseph, are pivotal in these discussions because we own this property through which a 6000-foot stretch of the Wissahickon is the focus of the study. We are grateful to be part of the project because it aligns so perfectly with our commitment to Earth. The grant for the gesign has been awarded and the geological studies are in process to proceed with a plan to slow both the flow and the erosion. Significant to share that it was not only our rerouting of the Wissi some decades ago but more importantly the severity of climate-escalated storms and the replacement of the Germantown Ave bridge in 2018 that impactfully increased the slope of the river and widened the passage under the bridge. It is a transformative endeavor aligned with our commitment to the environment. The Wissahickon Watershed is critical to the whole ecosystem and to the drinking water of 15 million Philadelphians. 
I began by sharing this because after that meeting, some of the folks asked me if I could show them our Heritage Room. Some being from Chestnut Hill, they recognized and even knew the story of the Middleton House but not of the little table on which our sisters had their first evening meal on August 16, 1858. Those first sisters hadn’t planned to stay that night, but a storm came up and a dear neighbor brought food and this table. 
It struck me that much of what I will share with you today is captured in that unexpected encounter. A few weeks ago on the Council’s video, I said that the heart of what I’ve been about …for me, is captured in the word “tend.”  I hope that I have played a small part in reverently tending our collective patrimony… our tangible resources like money, investments, properties, and land but equally, or perhaps more powerful, are the intangible resources of our spiritual heritage, wisdom, energies, and astounding network of relationships… and our tender and grit-filled stories that we hold and tell. That afternoon, I was conscious of the great mutual respect that filled the room … and of our legacy and credibility and influence. I was literally surrounded by the physical artifacts that marked our journey to this moment--and now, our choices for the future. It had everything to do with our patrimony…our inheritance.
I have come to a great appreciation for the gift and the challenge it is to understand all that goes into what it takes to ensure that this congregation of about 530 women can live the mission daily... It is part of our privilege that we assume we will always have what we need when we need it… our housing, our healthcare, our basic needs, and what brings us joy; but truly, that does not happen without incredible attention to every moving piece. And so even though I thought I knew, I didn’t really know. You have offered me the great gift to immerse myself in sustaining the life of the Congregation in a way I never imagined.
PROPERTY
Assessing, evaluating, and reviewing our property assets and needs is part of the routine work of the administration of the Congregation. 
Over these past five years, we both bought and sold properties. 
In December 2019, we finalized the purchase of the ten-bedroom beachfront home that began in the last administration and became our St. Joseph by the Sea in Sea Isle City. And then Covid came in early March 2020, which finalized our decision to permanently close our beloved St. Mary’s by the Sea in Cape May Point. This was approaching for many years, but the time had come.  I want to acknowledge how painful this was for so many. St. Mary’s was where you met God… where you prayed and listened and talked and were blessed. It was not just a piece of property; it was a sacred place where God welcomed you. Souls climbed those stairs and walked with God on those porches. We know that and we know that in our humanness, we did not do everything perfectly. For that we ask your understanding and forgiveness. It was one of those incredibly hard things that needed to be done. We are fortunate that it still stands, purchased by an environmentally committed nonprofit, the Cape May Point Science Center, missioned for environmental advocacy, education, and research.... beautifully aligned with our commitment to Earth… and with significant deed restrictions made in perpetuity to honor our values and intentions. Our two properties across the street on Lehigh Avenue sold in January of 2023. What was our Queen will continue to support the work of the Science Center.
St. Michael’s Hall, another property rich in our history and supportive of our ministries, was sold in October 2021 to the Woodmere Art Gallery, just a block down Germantown Avenue. It is being renovated to expand the gallery space for their permanent collection of Philadelphia artists. The original basement kitchen will be transformed into a beautiful hands-on creative area for Art Education for Children. 
In March 2022, we purchased the former Emmaus House on Main Avenue in Ocean Grove, NJ, a 38-bedroom, fully accessible, year-round center for spirituality. One block from the ocean, it offers a full complement of programs and retreats. While not available for sale at that time, it was one of the top choices by the sisters’ task force that worked with the Hoffman Group. We are grateful that each of the properties we sold closed at or above their appraised values and that they remain aligned to the spirit of our land ethic and will continue our story by making contributions to the communities that appreciate them.
Another long-time effort has been to find the appropriate property for what has now become our SSJ Newcomer Housing Alliance to offer refugees and immigrants safe transitional housing. In January 2023, we entered a long-term lease at the site of the former St. Helena’s Convent in the Northeast. Plans for renovation have begun.
Not including our Motherhouse, we own nine local congregational homes as well as three shore houses and other ministry-related properties. One of our steps toward delegating management responsibilities to expert partners in mission was the hiring of a Director of Properties in November 2023. This role will report to the Executive Administrator of Operations.
We continue to regularly assess all the buildings we own and use for housing and ministry to inform our planning and decisions for repair and renovation.
As we consider our own property issues, most of us realize that our situation is somewhat different from other congregations. We are blessed! So many across the country find themselves giving up their Motherhouses, retirement homes, long-held properties--some for financial reasons and others because they are no longer needed. We are not there yet, but we know that our day to do these incredibly hard things is coming. 
FINANCES
In 1988 when the Catholic bishops of the United States launched the Retirement Fund for Religious, of the congregations that reported data …and there were many, we Sisters of St. Joseph ranked in the top 2% in the country of those most in need. We received the largest amount of support in that first year. Today, we are in a radically different place. This is because of decades of wise investment and conservative planning, central banking and an understanding and ownership by us, the members, of our communal responsibility. The first edition of Bridges to the Future in 1989 announced the establishment of our Development Program. This is when CHANGE OUR HEARTS was born... And we did and …we have. Last year our local communities returned over $300,000 to help defray costs for things like hearing aids and dental work. It’s about the “we”! Today our retirement fund is fully funded to care for the last sister. But this change and commitment can never stop. Established in 2015, we are now in a position to commit 2% of our operating funds each year to our Mission Fund. Those funds continue to grow and have more than doubled since 2018 allowing us to be generous and true to our commitment to those who are underserved and in great need.
Our congregational treasurer retired in December 2023 and that role is now combined with that of our Executive Administrator of Finance.  We are indebted to both for their dedication and commitment to our mission and values and to their skill and expertise.  
As you are aware from the Annual Report, which includes the detailed financial report, our current financial situation reflects how incredibly blessed and financially stable we are. That is also due to the professional partnership we have with an investment consultant who understands our mission and intent and who has worked with us for many, many years. 
We meet quarterly with an astute and skilled Investment Committee made up of financial and investment experts. Over the past ten years, we have continued to shift our investments into a more socially responsible program that reflects our values. We are now divested of all our fossil fuel holdings. Our consultant has guided us in this change from investment managers who were solely focused on returns to those who incorporate an active and deliberate commitment to principles of justice while still providing a responsible and reasonable return for our principle. Most of our investment managers are actively involved identifying companies who work to reduce their carbon footprint, develop alternative energy sources, promote racial justice, gender equality and work force inclusion. Shareholder advocacy and corporate engagement are employed regularly. 
We have committed to invest up to 5% of our assets each year to private equity... impact investing. I have two wonderful examples from our impact investments that I’d like to highlight:
Source Water is a company built on courage, compassion, and inclusivity. Its one purpose is to insure water access and quality. Found in 45 countries, the company has created hydropanels …like a solar panel but instead of creating energy, creating clean safe drinking water for homes, schools, communities from sunlight and air. Navajo Nation has 230,000 people on the reservation with13,000 homes that lack running water. This one company has made it possible for more than 50,000 residents living in remote areas of the Navajo Nation to access clean drinking and cooking water complementing wells and rainwater collection.
Black Star Stability is a company committed to housing affordability and home ownership for low- and moderate-income families. Focusing on predatory lending practices… and restructuring contracts for deed, Black Star changes the agreements into traditional mortgages, lowering costs of both principal balance and monthly payments making for enduring stability in underserved communities. Investors like us are helping to make this a reality.
Closer to Philadelphia… in 2020, we were invited to consider an investment in a nonprofit housing trust called Vincent’s Homes. In 2017, the Vincentian family celebrated its 400th anniversary recognizing that the first work of Vincent in 1643 was to build 13 houses. We are pleased that we, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Philadelphia, invested in the trust giving them the funding for their first 13 homes in the Germantown area of the city. We continue to reinvest our earned returns into the trust. 
These are just examples of the ways in which we invest- impactfully – faithful to our MISSION AND VALUES as well as our fiduciary responsibility to both ensure a responsible return for ourselves and to express our concern for our sisters and brothers.
TECHNOLOGY- INFORMATION SERVICES
At the first LCWR I attended in August 2019, there were five orientations it was suggested we need to embrace. This was when many of us began to understand the real meaning of global sisterhood…and integrative partnerships. But the 5th orientation made the entire room of almost 1000 women groan out loud. There was a collective moan at the prophetic call to become “technologically astute.”  Deemed as impersonal and unnecessary by many, little did we know how dependent we would become on technology within that very year to communicate and “see” each other, hear each other, hold vital meetings and share our faith, our hearts, our grief and our visions. 
So, in a way, like it or not, technology allowed us continue to be about relationships, didn’t it? We rely on our phones or iPads or laptops for email and texting. It was in this term that the Congregation committed, within parameters, to provide a phone for any sister who wanted one. And ironically, ZOOM has allowed us to break down the barriers of age and distance so that we can gather to meet and share despite distance or physical limitation. Look at our small group gatherings? At our Chapter Planning meetings? We have worked hard at streaming our meetings and assemblies and… our funerals...and vow celebrations!  I’m not sure we can remember what our lives were like without it. 
Lastly, there were other important steps. We digitized our Member Directory… listing who lives in each local community, including photos …and if desired, birthdays and cell phone numbers. Accessible from our website, it allows the listings to be regularly updated and also mindful of our use of paper!
The personal information forms so critical and helpful to our area delegates and health care team were made electronic so that they can be updated at any time by you, the members, with things like medication changes and emergency contacts, and are readily available on mobile devices as they travel or accompany a sister to a hospital.
CONCLUSION
Much has happened in these past five years despite escalating tragedies of wars, increased violence, exploitation of women and children, racism, a worldwide paralyzing pandemic. 
In the midst of it all, we are facing unprecedented urgencies related to our own realities and needs. The loss of much that we once held dear…of certainties and expectations …
What if we, the Sisters of St. Joseph, and all the religious institutes in the US, had an opportunity to again have a transformational impact on society? 
We are rich in every way that matters. We are firmly committed to caring for our members and our mission. We have so many resources. We are stewards…tenders… in service to the Gospel and to our mission. We now literally sit around tangible and intangible tables … just like that one on the first night… in the midst of a storm…still open and powerless and dependent upon our God to use us for this moment!
What will we do with our significant inheritance of treasure and influence? Our collective patrimony? What if we really grasped that we had to act now on what is most precious and important to us? While firmly rooted in reality, are we able to see the potential of what is now…to wisely use our time to envision what can be ….and together plan the steps to get from here to there. Can we do hard things? We have always been brave. Can we be brave now in our new becoming? … like Esther…in such a time as this!
I am most grateful for this privilege that has been mine.

Karen Dietrich SSJ
