
In Loving Memory

Precious and blessed is 

the death of the faithful 

before God ... for 

they die in union with 
their dear Jesus, in the 

grace of God, in peace.

Blessed Theresa of Jesus Gerhardinger 
Foundress of the School Sisters of Notre Dame 

Letter 11, September 10, 1831

continued

Birthday 
January 16, 1933

Baptism 
January 16, 1933

Profession 
August 2, 1954

Date of Death 
January 3, 2014

Burial 
Chatawa Cemetery 

Chatawa, Mississippi

Sister Mary Gottsponer, SSND

Mary Cleopha Gottsponer was the sixth of ten children born to Joseph 
and Carolyn (Vetter) Gottsponer. She was born on January 16, 1933 and 
baptized on the same day in Hattieville, Arkansas.

Mary grew up on a large farm in this warm, German Catholic environment 
with her three sisters and six brothers. Mary told us, “My mother prayed 
that one of her children would take religious life as a vocation.” The children 
attended St. Mary Elementary School in Hattieville until Mary was of junior 
high school age. The Gottsponer family then moved to a similar community 
in Morrilton, Ark. where Mary finished her secondary education.

Mary deeply admired the Benedictine Sisters who taught her in the early 
years. At Sacred Heart School in Morrilton, she was taught by the School 
Sisters of Notre Dame. She recalled of this time, “As a freshman, I began 
to think seriously of a religious vocation. My teacher suggested that I 
might like to enter the aspiranture, but I preferred to wait. A month before 
graduation I made formal my decision and began arrangements to receive 
the bonnet of a candidate, after which my brothers drove me to St. Louis.”

This was August 1951. Mary’s formal preparation to become a religious 
and a teacher began. She received the habit of the School Sisters of Notre 
Dame and the name, Carolyn Marie. She related, “In the novitiate, I learned 
the importance of religious life and of expectations of me after I would 
pronounce my vows.” This she did in August 1954.

After profession Sister Carolyn Marie taught children in primary and middle 
grades in the schools of Missouri, Louisiana, Alabama, and Texas. Before 
her silver jubilee in 1979, Sister returned to her baptismal name, Mary.

Her father Joseph Gottsponer died suddenly in 1968; shortly afterward, her 
mother was confined to a nursing home. In consideration of her mother’s 
failing health, Sister Mary was appointed to her hometown to be near her 
mother. It was then that Mary began her 30 years of educational leadership, 
for her assignment in 1972 was to be principal of Sacred Heart School’s 
elementary grades in Morrilton. Mary led the students and faculty there for 
12 years until the Sisters were withdrawn from the school in 1984.

When the School Sisters of Notre Dame considered reopening the school 
at St. Peter Parish in Pine Bluff, Ark., a volunteer was sought to head the 
team for the study. Sister Mary volunteered. The school had closed in 
1975 because of declining enrollment. It served mostly African-American 
students and had been staffed by the Holy Family Sisters and the Society of 
the Divine Word priests. St. Peter Catholic School reopened in September 
1984 with kindergarten through second grade. Each year another grade 
was added until it reached its goal of K-6 enrollment. Sister Mary was the 
school’s principal and teacher. Pine Bluff ‘s newspaper, The Commercial, 
quoted a spokesman for the school, “The results of national achievement 
tests show the students compare favorably with the top quality in the 
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state; they score higher at each grade level and in all categories than their 
counterparts in the public schools.”

So it was no surprise when the National Catholic Education Association 
named Sister Mary for the Distinguished Principal Award. One of 12 
principals from the 8,000 Catholic school principals from across the nation 
to be given this honor in 1988, she was the first ever from Arkansas to have 
received it.

Sister Mary attributed her successes to the totality of religious life. Her 
answer to the question of what she liked most about religious life was, 
“That I live in community with other women who are striving for the same 
thing; we do have a definite prayer life, and have the school where we teach, 
and we are all together.”

Attesting to the value she placed on community, she responded to a question 
about moving around and being away from her family, “I never minded 
not having roots. It’s a part of our life and home is where you are and the 
community where you are is your family.”

In the early 2000s, Mary began training lay faculty to assume leadership 
of the school. She remained to assist and serve the school as teacher until 
2004. As the SSNDs were leaving the school that year, Bishop Peter Sartin 
acknowledged them as “a true gift and blessing to the faithful of the 
diocese and the sisters will be greatly missed…they will have an impact for 
years to come throughout the Diocese of Little Rock. May God bless your 
community with an increase in religious vocations so that we may enjoy 
your presence once again in the future!”

Sister Mary had posed questions to a young girl considering her life and 
calling, “Do you want to search for God through prayer and in community? 
Do you want to make a difference in the lives of woman, children, and 
those who are poor?”

Sister Mary continued to make a difference in the lives of others as she 
joined the community at St. Mary of the Pines in Chatawa, Miss. Health 
concerns indicated a less strenuous program after this half-century involved 
as community member and as educator. She retired to St. Mary of the 
Pines in 2004, where she assisted in the library and the hobby shop until 
more serious health conditions precluded most physical activity. Prayer and 
hospitality became her mission.

During the last months Sister Mary was confined to her bed where she died 
peacefully early in the afternoon, January 3, 2014. Morning prayer and 
visitation were on January 6. The Mass of Christian Burial followed with 
the celebrant, former Pine Bluff pastor, Rev. Thomas Mullally, S.V.D. and 
concelebrant, Rev. Amil Thomas, S.V.D. Burial was in the Chatawa Cemetery.

Sister Mary was preceded in death by her parents and her brothers: Oscar, 
Joseph and Jacob and her sister, Catherine. She is survived by her sisters: 
Mrs. Theresa Owens and Mrs. Clara Ethridge; and by her brothers: Carl, 
Herman and Louis.

By Sister MarieClare Powell, SSND
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