
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

Birth 
June 20, 1926

Baptism 
June 27, 1926

Profession 
July 21, 1946

Death 
March 27, 2018

Burial 
Our Lady of Good Counsel 

Cemetery

Sister M. Karen Lay

Sister M. Karen Lay, 91, died Tuesday, March 27, 2018, at Mayo Clinic 
Health System Hospital in Mankato, Minnesota. Sister Karen was the youngest 
of nine children born to Philip and Anna (Mechtel) Lay in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
A week later she was baptized Theresa Mary Catherine Lay at St. Francis de 
Sales Church.   
 
In her autobiography, Sister Karen described her early family life: “We were a 
very close-knit family who enjoyed being together. In my early years, I spent 
much of my time with my mother. It was in the afternoons when she sewed for 
our family that I learned to pray. My mother cultivated a deep love of the Little 
Flower, St. Therese, and the Sacred Heart within me.” 
 
When she was 5, Theresa started first grade at St. Francis de Sales School, where 
she was taught by the School Sisters of Notre Dame. Sister Karen continued 
in her autobiography, “My father died when I was 9 years old. Consequently, 
I became even more attached to my mother. Even my early desire to become 
a Carmelite nun was abandoned. My sister Germaine was attending the 
Aspiranture at Good Counsel at the time. Even though I was proud of her 
choice to become a sister, I felt no desire to follow her in religious life.” In 
1939, Theresa graduated from eighth grade, and her sister was received into 
the novitiate. Sister Karen wrote, “That day a new desire was awakened in my 
heart. I entered the Aspiranture in September, where I spent four happy and 
valuable years.” 
 
Theresa entered the SSND candidature in 1943. Her second year in the 
candidature was divided between St. Michael School, St. Michael, Minnesota, 
and St. Agnes School, St. Paul, where she taught primary grades. In 1945, 
she was received into the novitiate and given the name, Sister Mary Karen.  
Following profession of vows in 1946, Sister Karen spent one year at the 
Diocesan Teachers College in St. Paul. She then began her teaching ministry in 
Minnesota at St. Joseph, Red Wing (1947-50), where she taught intermediate 
grades. She taught junior high at St. Agnes (1950-52 and 1955-61), St. Michael 
(1952-53) and John Ireland in St. Peter (1953-55), and at St. John, Mankato, 
where she was also principal (1961-65). She earned a B.A. in history and English 
from the College of St. Catherine, St. Paul, in 1953, and a master’s degree in 
education from the College of St. Thomas, St. Paul, in 1961. 
 
While Sister Karen was at St. John, she began working with college students 
preparing to teach religion. Sister Karen recalled of that time, “I was invited by 
the chaplain to join the Mankato State Newman Center staff. Up to this time, 
as a community, we were working only in formal education. To be permitted 
to go into a new ministry, I had to present a position paper to the chapter 
sisters. It was a big decision for them to make, since it was opening the door to 
new ministries. Joining the staff opened a new world to me. Working with the 
college students, faculty and chaplains was daunting at the outset, but with the 
acceptance of the adult world, I grew into the ministry quickly.” Sister Karen 
and three other sisters began work at the St. Thomas More Newman Center in 
1965.
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In 1966, Sister Karen moved to Dickinson, North Dakota, to teach at Trinity 
High School. She wrote, “I loved the school and the challenge of the students. 
Since it was a college town, I volunteered time at the Newman Center.  
Eventually, I moved from school to full-time ministry at the center. It was 
during these years that I was invited to join the diocesan staff in the capacity of 
adult education for the Diocese of Bismarck.” Sister Karen served in Dickinson 
from 1966 through 1974, and in the Bismarck diocesan Office of Religious 
Education and Family Life from 1974 through 1982. In 1982, Sister Karen 
began working for the National Office for Beginning Experience, a program 
for divorced or separated people, located in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. She 
prepared groups to present the program to people in their local area. When the 
national office moved to Detroit in 1984, Sister Karen returned to Minnesota to 
be closer to her family. 
 
In 1984, Sister Karen joined the staff of Guardian Angels Parish, Lake Elmo, 
Minnesota, as a parish minister and stayed there until 1988. Following a 
sabbatical year and a year at St. Elizabeth Ann Seton parish in Hastings, 
Minnesota, Sister Karen directed the Good Counsel Education Center 
programs for two years. In 1992, she became a pastoral minister at St. Timothy 
Parish, Blaine, Minnesota, and in 1994, began a similar ministry at St. James 
Parish, St. Paul. Retiring from full-time ministry in 2000, Sister Karen then 
worked part time as a receptionist for Central Internal Medicine and as a 
volunteer at St. Joseph Hospital, both in St. Paul. She also volunteered at East 
Side Learning Center. During her years of ministry, Sister Karen also served on 
several SSND province committees. 
 
In 2015, Sister Karen moved to Our Lady of Good Counsel and continued 
her ministry of care and concern for others. She joined the chapel choir and 
volunteered in the ESL program for Mankato’s VINE Faith in Action.   
 
The conclusion of Sister Karen’s autobiography sums up her life, “My vocation 
has been the greatest gift God could have given me. I have cherished my life in 
religious community, and I have been blessed by SSND, my sister companions 
and my God.”  
 
The funeral liturgy, with Father Joseph Fogal (a former student) as presider, 
was held Wednesday, April 4, at Our Lady of Good Counsel Chapel, followed 
by burial in Good Counsel Cemetery. Sister Karen is survived by nieces and 
nephews and her sisters in community, the School Sisters of Notre Dame 
and SSND Associates. She was preceded in death by her parents, Philip and 
Anna (Mechtel) Lay, her brothers, Lawrence and Joseph, and her sisters, Sister 
Germaine Lay, SSND, Rose Weiss, Irene Pihl, Marceline Lay and Sylvia Weiss. 
Another brother died in infancy. 
 
       By Sister Mary Kay Ash, SSND

Sister M. Karen Lay


