
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 
January 29, 1928

Baptism 
February 12, 1928

Profession 
August 11, 1949

Death 
January 12, 2019

Burial 
Chatawa Cemetery

Sister Mary Brian Overfield

Sister Mary Brian Overfield, 89, died Saturday, January 12, 2019. She was 
born in Erie, Pennsylvania, and was the youngest of two children born to 
George and Frances (Murphy) Overfield. She was given the name Rose Mary, 
although her family called her Mary. Only later would Mary learn of and relay 
an incident of this time, “My great aunt, a Sister of St. Joseph, was head of 
the nursing staff at St. Vincent Hospital where I was born. On seeing my long 
fingers, she declared I’d be a pianist. A great lady she was but no prophet.” 
 
Because of the Great Depression, Mary’s father’s workplace was shut down, 
and the Overfields relocated to Chicago to find employment. The family settled 
in St. Margaret of Scotland Parish. As the children reached school age, they 
attended the parish school and were taught by the School Sisters of Notre 
Dame. 
 
These same SSNDs taught Mary at the all-girls Academy of Our Lady. Mary 
wrote, “I liked school and I liked the Sisters. I wanted to be a Sister for as long 
as I can remember, certainly as far back as the primary grades. When it came 
to graduation time, my parents wanted me to go to college for four years before 
entering. But I felt that eighteen was about as old as one could be without 
walking in on crutches.” So when Mary finished high school in 1946, her 
parents gave their blessing for her to enter the candidature of the School Sisters 
of Notre Dame in Milwaukee.  
 
When she was received into the congregation in 1948, she was given the name, 
Mary Brian. Sister Mary Brian professed her vows in 1949. 
 
During the next sixteen years, she taught in the upper elementary grades in 
three Wisconsin schools. At the last school, Corpus Christi, a new school in the 
Milwaukee suburbs, Sister Mary Brian was the eighth grade teacher, principal 
of the 350-student school and administered its weekly program of religious 
education for 1,000 participants. On looking back she mused, “I experienced 
my future here.” 
 
In the intervening years, Sister Mary Brian completed studies for a master’s 
degree in English and philosophy. Because of her competence in the latter, she 
was called to substitute for Sister Julienne who was elected to the council of 
the newly formed Chicago province. Sister Julienne had taught philosophy at 
Mount Mary College, Milwaukee. Sister Mary Brian taught philosophy there 
for one year. Then she was sent to pursue doctoral studies at the University 
of Toronto in Ontario. Sister Mary Brian returned to Mount Mary with her 
Ph.D. after three years of study in Canada. She became head of the philosophy 
department during the five years she taught at Mount Mary. 
 
In 1974, Mary Brian’s elderly parents moved to Arizona and needed her 
assistance, for her mother had had several slight strokes. She asked for and 
received permission to transfer from the Milwaukee to the Dallas province 
where she found a new ministry in Phoenix. As Sister Mary Brian told it, “I 
took the position as director of religious education at a large new parish and 
moved west in 1974. For ten years, I saw Our Lady of the Valley parish grow 
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from 700 to 1800 families.” Sister Mary Delbert, who lived with Sister Mary 
Brian in Arizona, observed that “Sister Mary Brian, with her organizational 
skills and missionary spirit, was practically the co-founder, with the pastor of 
this parish.” Sister Elizabeth Nabholz, newly returned from Japan, joined Sister 
Mary Brian in community and in this ministry. 
 
After Sister Mary Brian’s parents died she was willing to be sent anywhere. 
She volunteered to be missioned to Ghana but could not go because of her 
circulatory problems. The provincial leaders suggested that instead she be 
missioned to Holy Family Parish in Abilene, Texas. This was the setting for her 
missionary and pastoral endeavors for the next five years. The announcement 
of her coming to Holy Family Parish reads, “Sister will serve as a Pastoral 
Associate. She will be concentrating her efforts as a resource person for our 
CCD program and in the R.C.I.A. program. She will serve in other areas as 
counseling, visitation, etc.” No wonder she wrote, “I was on the fast track in 
parish work. And although not every effort was crowned with victory, still I had 
a good sense of giving my all for the kingdom.” 
 
Sister Mary Brian was then called to a very different assignment in 1992 – to 
St. Mary of the Pines in Chatawa, Mississippi, as administrator. She reflected 
on the lives of those with whom she lived and labored, the sister-retirees. “At 
Chatawa I’ve seen the same fires that fueled SSND teaching, directing, serving, 
now fire a different set of life tasks. The essentials of Notre Dame commitment 
are not changed. In fact, given the asceticism of aging, the essentials stand out 
more clearly than ever before.” 
 
After five years in Chatawa, Sister Mary Brian returned to the west and to 
parish work in Texas. In fact, the pastor with whom she had served in Abiline 
was given a new parish, St. Ann’s in Midland, and wanted Sister Mary Brian 
to come and do similar work with him in the new parish. She was responsible 
for the RCIA program, adult faith formation, home/hospital ministry, social 
concerns and other parish activities. Sister Elizabeth Nabholz came from 
Abilene to form community with her. 
 
After six years at St. Ann’s, Sisters Mary Brian and Elizabeth retired to St. 
Mary of the Pines. Sister Mary Brian wrote, “I have come to understand that 
the last years of my life can be the greatest grace of all. My sisters in retirement 
have shown me that my Notre Dame mission will continue strongly beyond 
parish work or any active ministry. Retirement, sickness are just another setting 
in which I can return love and faithfulness to God. I can unite with him in care 
for all who do not know and love him.”

Sister Mary Brian did continue her ministry as she joined in community prayer, 
activities and service. She also attended to Sister Elizabeth through increasing 
dementia. The words she penned above seemed to be prophetic as she expressed 
the hope for her retiring years, “I want time to express appreciation to the Lord 
and to reflect on my past and my future life.” Sister Mary Brian died peacefully 
on Saturday evening, January 12, 2019, shortly after she was remembered at the 
parish Eucharistic celebration and while her sisters prayed with her. May our 
Sister Mary Brian rest in peace! 
 
              Taken from Sister Mary Brian Overfield’s autobiography.

Sister Mary Brian Overfield


