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Each Tuesday, usually at Morning Prayer, the Sisters of Charity 
pray the following intention: 
 
Guide our Sisters in the apostolate of education so that through 
them, through us, students of every age may be led to live in 
justice, integrity, and truth. 
 
For 70 years, Sister Mary Helen lived that prayer leading 
thousands of young men and women to live in justice, integrity 
and in truth. 
 

Helen Catherine was the second child born to John T. and Kathryn O’Brien Meyer. Her 
older brother, Jim, died in 1943, in New Guinea during the Second World War. Ruth, 
three years younger, died suddenly of a heart attack in 2011. 
 
The Meyer family settled in Sharpsburg where Helen attended Saint Joseph Grade 
School. After the flood, when the family lost most of their possessions, Mr. Meyer moved 
them to a home on a high hill in Bellevue. Helen began her high school career at Bellevue 
High School and then transferred to St. John the Baptist High School in Lawrenceville. 
Admittedly, she wasn’t fond of school but she loved the social life. She preferred parties, 
dances, and gatherings with friends to academic life. When she announced her intention 
to enter the Sisters of Charity, there was some element of surprise and shock! 
 
When I was looking through her file to be sure that I had correct dates and information, I 
found a community form which she had completed some years ago. On that form there 
was a question regarding the feelings of her parents when she entered. This was her 
response: “My parents were pleased and proud but perhaps a little doubtful that I was 
making the proper choice.” But, enter she did, with her friend and classmate Grace 
Waudby (Sister Virginia Marie), on September 8, 1939. As her sister Ruth shared with 
me, “There were a lot of broken hearts among the young men of Bellevue and 
Lawrenceville on that day.” 
 
Sister Mary Helen often said that she had no idea of what she was getting into when she 
entered the community. She credited her perseverance to the understanding and patience 
of her Novice Mistress, Sister Theodosia. Sister Theodosia saw beyond the 
gregariousness of this beautiful, spirited young woman to the heart of one who wanted to 
serve God as a Sister of Charity.  
 



Helen never thought too much about the ministry that she would embrace following her 
novitiate years. She was sent to Duquesne along with Sister Ann Joseph and Sister Mary 
Florence to study nursery and kindergarten methods, a course of study which she hated! 
What she did enjoy were their escapades in Pittsburgh, along with Sister Mary Zoe who 
was studying at Pitt. In spite of her training in nursery/kindergarten methods, Sr. Mary 
Helen never taught a class below the sixth grade. When she received the Excellence in 
Teaching Award from SHU in 2013, she shared the following: 
 

When I entered the Sisters of Charity, I never expected to become a teacher. My 
desire was to serve God and to spend my life playing with the babies at Roselia 
Foundling and Maternity Hospital where my aunt, Sr. Anna Mary (her mother’s 
sister) was the administrator. But God had other plans and my career as a teacher 
spanned 70 years. I loved teaching. To watch young men and women develop into 
responsible and caring adults has been a delight and a blessing to me. 

 
One of her very favorite missions was Saint Simon and Jude School in Blairsville where 
she taught the eighth grade. She had a special place in her heart for Sister Ferdinand who 
was the principal and Sister Servant. Monsignor Mueller would often visit the convent in 
the evening for a game of cards. When Ferdie would announce that Monsignor was on his 
way, Sister Mary Helen and Sister Alice Marie would run and hide, finally giving in to 
Sister Ferdinand’s pleas, “Come on kids. We’ll just play a couple games.” That was one 
happy house. 
 
In 1952, Mary Helen was assigned to teach eighth grade at Saint Luke’s in Carnegie. The 
next year when the mission list was read, she was to teach science in the high school. 
This was the beginning of her friendship with Sister Alexine, her dear colleague and 
mentor who would teach Mary Helen on Saturday, the lessons that she would teach to her 
students the next week. Sister Mary Helen often said, “Everything that I know, I learned 
from Sister Alexine.” She never gave credit to herself. 
 
At the conclusion of that school year, both were assigned to Sacred Heart High School, 
where they developed a program of study second to none. In the early 60s, large group 
instruction became a capstone at Sacred Heart, and Mary Helen and Alexine were among 
the pioneers. They worked late into the night creating transparencies that were used on 
the overhead projector in the vast auditorium at Sacred Heart. Sister Mary Edmund joined 
the science faculty at Sacred Heart, and the quality of the program was enhanced by her 
expertise and dedication. 
 
It was also during those years that Mary Helen traveled to North Dakota each summer 
where she received her Master’s Degree in Biology. Those were blessed years for her and 
she was so proud to be a Domer.  
 



In 1967, Sr. Mary Helen was assigned to teach biology at Greensburg Central Catholic 
High School. The rest is history––forty-five years of history! A few years later, Sister 
Alexine joined the faculty and then Sister Mary Edmund. Together, they were a class act! 
 
Sr. Mary Helen had a simple but profound philosophy of education: 
 

1. Students always come first   
2. Learning should be fun. 

 
And fun it was for Sister Mary Helen and her students. Of course when you’re two 
chapters ahead of the syllabus, there’s time for fun. Mary Helen and her students worked 
hard and they played hard: breakfasts in the chem lab; surprise lunch trips to 
Hosses’,which were pre-arranged by the students with approval of the principal; the 
annual celebration of mole day which included breakfast at King’s at 6:02; chemistry 
demonstrations, food and fun. I was honored to be included in many of these 
celebrations, an honorary AP (advance placement) student! In Sister Mary Helen’s class, 
even the most complex of scientific theories was fun! 
 
As Sister Mary Helen approached her 80s, some of us were of the opinion that she might 
consider retirement. When she went to see Dr. Hunter for her yearly physical at the age of 
88, she asked that I would go with her. This was an unusual request for this independent 
lady. Concerned that there were some physical issues that she wasn’t sharing with me, 
she said that her hearing was beginning to fail and she wanted someone else to hear what 
the doctor said. After Dr. Hunter had completed the examination, she said, “Now I want 
to ask you a question. Some people think I should retire. What do you think?” To which 
Dr. Hunter responded, “Why?” That was all that she needed to continue teaching until the 
age of 92. 
 
Mary Helen’s dedication to others didn’t stop with her students. Her life was one of 
humble self-giving service to others: her family; the care of aging relatives, especially her 
mother who lived to the age of 101; her Sisters in Community; and to anyone and 
everyone in need. Her compassion was felt by all whose life she touched, especially the 
sick. She visited the sisters on the second floor and the residents of the Memory Care 
Center daily. That is, after she completed her work in the Development Office with Terri 
Murphy. She was always looking for a job! Retirement wasn’t a word in her vocabulary! 
When Sister Rosemary Donley and I took her to see Dr. Joseph O’Toole, a cardiologist at 
UPMC, in November for a second opinion on her health issues, she told him that she 
thought that she still had a few more years to give to the Community. 
 
A few years ago, when Sister Mary Helen assigned me the task of doing this reflection, 
she cautioned me: “You know, Maureen, you’re going to have a hard time finding 
something to say.” I replied, “Don’t worry, Mary Helen. I’ll probably be able to find a 
few things”. She really had no idea of the impact that her life had on others. 



 
News of her death went viral on social media––Facebook and Twitter. Sister Mary Helen 
could not begin class until all eyes were on her. She had a favorite saying: “Up here, I 
am!” One of her students even had a T-shirt designed with her picture and that quote. On 
Thursday, the day of her death, former student, Dan Sweeney’s hashtag read: “Up there 
you are!” 
 
Mary Helen received notes of appreciation from former students long after she had taught 
them. I would say to her, “You really should put these in your file.” She would laugh and 
reply, “Now who would want to read them.” 
 
I did, however, find in her file, just two pieces that I would like to share with you. I 
believe that they demonstrate the love and appreciation of all of us who are gathered from 
near and far to honor her and to send her to God. 

 
 

Ode To My Chemistry Teacher 
by 

Ted Stem and Bob Mayo 
 

We love you, Sister, 
Oh yes we do. 

To you and Chemistry 
We’ll always be true. 

You taught us about rubidium, cesium, and gold. 
And you look like you’re about 30 years old. 

You taught us about peroxide, sulfide, and perbromate, 
And, you know what Sister, 
You’re the best in the state. 

When you tell us to be quiet we never make a peep; 
When you tell us to listen, never will we sleep. 

From balancing equations to that fun Mole Day, 
We’re very sad that we must leave you 

At the end of May. 
You’re the best darn teacher, I’m willing to bet, 

And the things you have taught us we will never forget. 
Did you ever know you’re my Sister, 
You’re everything I hoped life to be, 

You taught us everything we know now, 
And we never forget Chemistry. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Question for Essay Contest, Catholic Schools’ Week, 2010 
Cooper Cullen,Grade 11 

 
Tell us what a priest or religious person has meant to you or how they have 
made a difference in your life. 
 
Out of all the men and women who devote their lives to the Catholic faith, Sister 
Mary Helen Meyer has had the most everlasting impression on me. Sister Mary 
Helen has worked tirelessly at Greensburg Central Catholic for around forty years 
and never takes a day off. She even shows up to teach when she is not feeling very 
well at all and tries to squeeze every minute of teaching into the short class periods. 
Sister Mary Helen also puts her students before her. She always makes sure that the 
class is understanding what the lesson is before moving on and even rewards her 
students with holiday brunches for their hard work. The greatest quality about 
Sister Mary Helen is that she has great love for each of her students. She always says 
that she prays for us morning and night and there seems to be at least one GCC 
graduate coming through her lab to see her every week. These aspects of Sister 
Mary Helen’s personality reminds me of how to be a great Christian and how God 
acts through people like Sister Mary Helen Meyer. 
 

Funeral Liturgy Reflection 
Sister Maureen O’Brien 

February 29, 2016 
 
 
 


