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IN THEIR OWN WORDS 
 

I grew up attending Catholic Schools taught by Franciscan Sisters with long black habits in Hawai’i. Because 

of this, I have always had a fondness for the special care nuns shared with me and continue to appreciate their 

support today. This week, we are getting to know someone very special to me  Sr. Mary Brian Kelber. Sr. Brian, 

as we call her, taught at USF while I was an undergraduate. I never took any of her classes, but I would see her 

walking across campus and she always said hello with a big smile. She would have a quick conversation and 

then leave saying “God Bless you, Dear.” She didn’t wear a nun’s habit, but I heard students calling her Sr. 

Brian and found myself trying to get in her path anytime I saw her. When I started working at the Fromm 

Institute, I found at that Sr. Brian and Robert Fordham (our former Executive Director) attended Catholic 

University together which is when I came to know her better and eventually she joined the Friends of the 

Fromm Institute Board of Directors. Sr. Brian is the kind of person everyone should be fortunate to know – 

we are all better people in her presence and she always has supportive words to share. Most of all, her smile 

is like a warm hug that always ends in “God Bless you, Dear.” God has certainly blessed Sr. Brian and He has 

blessed me with knowing her.   – Derek S. Leighnor, Esq., Executive Director 

 
 

GETTING TO KNOW FROMM STUDENT SISTER BRIAN KELBER 

By Margarita Ugarte and Irene Minabe 
 
During the last week in April, we made our ride to the beautiful 
Mercy Center grounds in Burlingame, California where we had 
the pleasure of interviewing 86 years young, Sister Brian 
Kelber. She grew up in the Sunset District and now lives at 
Marian Oaks, an assisted living community for retired nuns 
from the Sisters of Mercy order. 
 

Sister Brian graduated with a PhD in Nursing at the Catholic 

University in Washington, D.C. She was formerly an Associate 

Professor of Nursing at USF and taught in the classroom and St. Sister Mary Brian Kelber 
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Mary’s hospital. After St. Mary’s, she spent the next 4 years as supervisor of St. Joseph’s coronary care unit in 

Phoenix, AZ. Sister Kelber retired in 2010 from her USF nursing position and went on to volunteer at a rehab center 

with multicultural men who were recovering from drug and alcohol abuse. She was previously on the Board of 

Directors for the Fromm Institute and is a long term Frommie who enjoys the Zoom classes. 
 

The following are some highlights from our questions  

with Sister Brian: 

 
Will you share a bit about when you realized you were called to be a nun and what your journey was to become a nun? 
I’ve always been very independent ever since I was a little kid. I really enjoyed the social life, including movies, 
plays, and ballet. 
 
I was first approached to enter religious life by a Sister’s presentation at my high school. I had a wonderful faith
filled family, but I wasn’t focused on faith or prayer at the time. So I told the Sister at the presentation that the 
idea of living with  all women didn’t appeal to me nor did I like the idea of wearing a habit. 
 

I started praying to find out what my way of loving was and it didn’t sound like marriage. I thought back then that I’d 

become a nurse and that way I wouldn’t have to be in the convent. I attended St. Mary’s College of Nursing in 1954 

which was a 3 year program taught by The Sisters of Mercy. The Sisters were warm and professional, and I had great 

admiration of them.  After nursing school, I went to work for two doctors, but I didn’t have peace of soul. 
 

I started thinking that marriage was not what I was called to do and that was the message from the Holy Spirit. I 

was 23 when I entered religious life. 

 
What has being a nun allowed you to do that you could not have done if you were not a nun? 

Many unquestioned friendships with men, women, students, patients, RNs, MDs, priests and men recovering from 

drug and alcohol addiction. 

 
What are your suggestions for living a more contemplative life? 

Sister Brian shared with us her favorite quote by Thich Nhat Hanh, (Buddhist monk, peace activist, author, poet &  

teacher) “Our true home is in the present moment. To live in the present moment is a miracle. The miracle is not 

to walk on water. The miracle is to walk on the green Earth in the present moment, to appreciate the peace and 

beauty that are available now. Peace is all around us – in the world and in the nature and within us – in our bodies 

and our spirits. Once we learn to touch this peace, we will be healed and transformed. It is not a matter of faith; 

it is a matter of practice.” 

 
What common misconceptions do people have about nuns? 

One is that we don’t care for men or we don’t relate well to men. I have been blessed that I have had laymen and 
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SPRING 2022 HOLIDAY REMINDER 
 
 Please remember that this week, on Thursday, May 19 The Fromm Institute  

office is closed and there are no classes due to USF Commencement.    
The Memorial Day and Juneteenth holidays are listed below.  

 
May 30 – Memorial Day (no classes) 

June 20 – Juneteenth Holiday (no classes) 
 

priests with celibate friendships. In the late 50’s and 60’s it would have been difficult to have been married and 

had male friends. The relationships that I enjoyed were warm and lifegiving and that’s been a great blessing. 

 
What hobbies or interests do you have besides your love of God? 

I love films, reading and politics. I’m a big Giants’ fan. (NOTE: Sister Brian was even wearing orange shoes!). I also 

once even won a USF March Madness pool. I’m in two book clubs and also do a stretching exercise class on Zoom. 

I read The NY Times daily and I’m a huge fan of David Brooks’ opinion column. Another one of my heroes is the 

former ambassador to Russia, Michael McFaul who is a professor at Stanford and fluent in Russian. 

 
Tell us about your experience at The Fromm Institute For Lifelong Learning and any classes that you have enjoyed. 

Great staff and professors and bright people. As a nurse, I focused mostly on science, so Fromm allows me to learn 

more about politics, literature, history, and films. I enjoy sharing with others. I especially enjoy Chris O’Sullivan’s 

classes; he’s an excellent teacher. 

 
What do you feel The Fromm Institute adds to USF? 

It adds a dimension of showing that age doesn’t keep you from learning and in fact, age can enhance learning 

because you have more life experiences. 
 

The Fromm staff provides great backup to the professors and also assists people with limited mobility. The staff 

are enhancers of making us feel like real students that deserve respect and opinions. 
 

In closing, we would like to thank Sister Brian for a delightful interview. One of the many things that stood out 

during our conversation was her insightful comment about significant relationships: “I think that one of the most 

important things in life is tending to your relationships and working them out and being honest in them and being 

loving in them, because possessions can go, but relationships last.” 
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EXPRESS YOURSELF
This week Fromm Institute student and writer Barbara Sapienza, shares a story she crafted in last year’s memoir 
writing class.  Express Yourself, is a column created to share your thoughts, opinion pieces or other creative writing 
for the rest of the Fromm Institute community.   If you would like to share your work, please submit articles to Scott 
Moules either at moules@usfca.edu or fromm@usfca.edu. 

ONE BY ONE THEY COME, A FLASH MOB 
Barbara Sapienza 

 
 
My evening walks to the garden across from the Christ Episcopal Church become a ritual during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Sheltering daily inside the house, I look forward to walking slowly and alone on the narrow and hilly 

streets of Sausalito where flowers seem to call out to me to stop, to smell, to touch, to gawk at their beauty. Vibrant 

colors sing in fuchsia, red or pink dresses; the white cup of the Calla Lily holds its precious gold plume. Birds sing, 

birds even laugh. I’ve never heard them laugh before.  

Today I carry Sister Mary Neill, my beloved teacher and confessor, who has died this morning— a Tuesday 

just after the clocks spring ahead. She is lightweight, released, while I am heavy. 

        Across from the garden a wooden church stands in the falling sun, a quaint and rustic design. I’ve entered the 

garden many times before, marveling at its icons, especially the smiling Buddha about twelve by twelve inches, 

roly-poly. And the small St. Francis statue as tall as three lengths of my hand. This somber icon is placed under a 

sculpture of a curling wave stopped in motion. The wave sculpture, twenty feet long by four feet high dwarfs St. 

Francis, so small under the umbrella wave where surfers on a great day can fly. To my right Christ, a disjointed man 

of bronze, hangs from a thirty foot cross - his shoulder dislocated, his head bent, and his body twisted. You can 

almost feel the pain. Just beyond him at the far end of the garden is a circular stone wall whose inside is the 

mausoleum composed of a hundred tiny cupboards built into the stones, each drawer holds the bones and ashes 

of a man or woman or child. Maybe a beloved pet. I’ve often wondered how my ashes might feel here. What if my 

loved ones could nest together in a small cup of stone? Me and my Nonna together at last, at home.  

          It’s near dusk when I enter the garden, the smell of jasmine welcomes me. I bow to her essence and make a 

quick survey of the now familiar icons and trees.  I walk to my favorite rock, slanted just right so I can sit cross-

mailto:moules@usfca.edu
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EXPRESS YOURSELF

legged next to the laughing Buddha. I want to laugh too. There’s been too little laughter in my heart of Corona filled 

with feelings of being alone, distanced and cut off from my adult children and missing the ones of long ago, feeling 

grief, missing the home of my youth and now Sister Mary is gone too.   

Dusk with its serenity reveals an empty moment, open and filled with possibility too. I have always 

experienced this time of day as a great pause in the universe, a moment when time stands still. Across from me I 

stare at the arrested sculpted wave, stopped in motion like me; paused over the head of the sculpted St. Francis 

with his alluvial hand covering his heart and his shadow diagonally darkening the ground behind him. I sit on the 

rock with the pull of gravity holding me in place.  

With eyes slightly open, I stare at the curling wave. That’s when they appear one by one on the other side of 

the curling wave, their heads and shoulders and torsos above the crest. One by one they show themselves to me 

until there is a crowd, a flash mob. My grandparents, Nonna in her flowered housedress and Nonno in his gray work 

clothes appear first; Nonna Josephina with her picture hat and Nonno Nicola in a suit; then Mama and Papa appear. 

My cousin Dennis, who died in 1966 at twenty, stands there beside his mother Aunt Margaret, Midge he called her, 

and his father Guido, who died with both legs removed from diabetes. 

         Then comes teachers and benefactors, Jim and Elizabeth. Hal and Joe. Fred. There’s the trickster Gestalt therapist 

- Peter. They’re all here waiting on the other side of the wave - smiling, sending me love. A crowd gathering in a time 

of social distancing and no need for masks.  

I smile. At home in this garden. 

I breathe and show them my heart filled with love for Sister Mary.  

They extend their arms toward her in joyous welcome.  

I lift my hand to them, “Goodbye Mary,” I say. 

The pause lifts and I watch them dissolve one by one into the garden dusk. I am not afraid. They comfort me, 

stand tall, watch over me in the garden of the Christ Episcopal Church on the corner of San Carlos and Santa Rosa.  

I suspect they comfort each other, too.
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AAPI HERITAGE MONTH 
  

SF URBAN FILM FEST PRESENTS 
SA AMIN (OUR PLACE) PREMIERE 

MAY 26TH 

 

Announcing the longawaited premiere for Sa Amin (Our Place), a new documentary film by codirectors Dyan 

Ruiz and Nix Guirre, produced by [people. power. media], and executive produced by SF Urban Film Fest. It is 

the story of Filipino community activists and multigenerational families in San Francisco's South of Market 

(SoMa) claiming a right to the city as they battle displacement caused by urban renewal, real estate speculation 

and tech booms, and in doing so are sustaining SoMa as the cultural heart of the FilipinoAmerican community. 

 

The South of Market is seen as a center for tech and tourism in San Francisco, but the filmmakers of Sa Amin 

invite you to see the neighborhood through the eyes of four Filipinas who have made it their home. The film 

looks past the office towers and tourist attractions to the neighborhood that is home to Filipino families and 

their support network of nonprofits and cultural institutions.  

 

Sa Amin features rare archival footage, some never seen by the public, and interviews with community stalwarts 

including Tony Grafilo, Bob Illumin, MC Canlas, and Jeanne Batallones, which are woven into the stories of 

presentday, everyday heroines, Teresa Dulalas, Tina Alejo, Janine LaCap, and Mary Ann Masagca.  
 

 

THE DOCUMENTARY PREMIERE OF “SA AMIN” ON THURSDAY, MAY 26 AT 5PM 
KAPWA GARDENS | 967 MISSION ST, SF 

FOOD AND DRINK FOR SALE 5-6PM. THE PROGRAM STARTS PROMPTLY AT 6PM. 
 
  

Register for the premiere of Sa Amin  

Enjoy a festive evening outdoors Kapwa Gardens including a live performance by Katrina Liwanag, a panel 

discussion with the filmmakers and stars of the documentary, and plenty of Filipino food and drink. 

 

The producers will also launch a crowdfunding campaign on May 26th because this important story needs to be 

shared not only with the Filipino community, but with everyone so that it rightfully becomes part of the story 

of San Francisco. 

FISA NEWS • Fromm Institute Student Association News

TTHHEE  FFRROOMMMM  IINNSSTTIITTUUTTEE    
SSTTUUDDEENNTT  AASSSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONN    

DDIIVVEERRSSIITTYY  TTAASSKK  FFOORRCCEE

https://sfurbanfilmfest.com/2022/programs/sa-amin-premiere/
https://sfurbanfilmfest.com/2022/
https://sfurbanfilmfest.com/2022/programs/sa-amin-premiere/
https://www.kapwagardens.com
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The Light Is Still On: The 23rd Thacher Gallery 
Art + Architecture Annual 

 
MAY 6  -  JUNE 26, 2022 

 

Healing is a constant journey with no linear path. By celebrating the diverse lives and unique artistic 

approaches of USF’s studentartists, the 23rd Thacher Annual reminds us that the light is still on, despite 

the many hardships present in the world. The 61 featured works offer opportunities for reflection, as 

well as avenues for restoring ourselves, our communities, and our globe. If you are on campus and 

have your FrommUSF ID card or mobile ID (on your phone) you can visit the Thacher Gallery inside the 

University Library.  For more information on the exhibit visit the Thacher Gallery’s page.

THACHER GALLERY 
ART + ARCHITECTURE 

ANNUAL  

IN THE VIRTUAL GALLERY

On the following pages, Fromm Institute student and photographer, Al Greening shares some recent work of 
landscapes and their reflections.  Much like the Spring catalog cover, these images are beautiful, dramatic and 
evoking both quiet and stillness.  Please enjoy these meditative photographs. 
 
If you are interested in “exhibiting” your work in our virtual gallery, please email Scott Moules in the Fromm 
Institute office with a sample of your work (photos, paintings, drawings, sculpture or film) and a brief statement 
about the work. 
 
In the future, when we return to full capacity in Fromm Hall the Maier Hallway Gallery will once again be open 
to showcase your work.  Please email Scott (moules@usfca.edu) if you are interested in an upcoming inperson 
show during our next academic year.  

https://www.usfca.edu/thacher-gallery/the-light-is-still-on
https://www.usfca.edu/thacher-gallery
mailto:moules@usfca.edu
mailto:moules@usfca.edu
mailto:moules@usfca.edu
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IN THE VIRTUAL GALLERY
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