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What seems like a lifetime ago, during a third grade social studies activity about 
daily life for the Kentucky pioneers, I vividly remember taking turns churning 
butter and pouring melted tallow into iron candle molds. I was fascinated by all 
they embarked upon on their journey. From an eight-year-old’s perspective, their 
lives seemed unbelievably difficult - fraught with obstacles to daily survival, 
uncertainties about the future, and risk. I could not understand why someone 
would choose this path; however, I admired the passion, grit, ingenuity and faith 
in God required to cross from the known into the unknown. All that I learned back 
then took on its own shape in my active 8-year-old imagination and I believe 
those early images of the pioneers awakened in me a curiosity and awe about 
acting on a dream. What was it like to be so strongly drawn to move into the 
unknown - willing to risk it all in the name of hope? I was captured by this pioneer 
spirit. As I grew older, my understanding became more informed, less imaginary 
and more inclusive of the various impacts of this westward movement. Today, it 
continues to be expanded as we search to recognize the full story of that era and 
our place in it - good or bad. We still have so much to learn. However, for this 
reflection, I will focus on the part that captured my interest as a child – spirit, 
passion and resilience.   
     
Perhaps my early notions about the pioneers 
created a stepping stone to my attraction to 
Catherine Spalding’s life and spirit. I have 
always felt intimately connected with her - 
this pioneer, risk-taker, innovator, first-
responder, roll-up-your-sleeves practical 
woman and definitely, resilient faith-walker. 
This is who Catherine is to me - how I see her 
and know her. She is never far away. In my 
everyday life, I experience her in my thoughts, 
my mind’s eye and her presence during 
prayer. She has become friend, confidant, 
advisor and motivator.   
 

Reflecting on Catherine’s life challenges me to 
further my resolve and efforts to be a person 
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of peace, justice, compassion, integrity, generosity, hospitality and to read and 
respond to the signs of the times. These values come from a strong foundation 
beginning with Vincent de Paul and Louise de Marillac and have continued to be 
lived out through the lives and service of more than two centuries of courageous 
and faith-filled SCNs. This rich legacy of which I am so privileged to be a part is 
rooted in the love of an all-embracing and ever-incarnational Christ. This love 
requires of me a faith-filled response to the Spirit and full participation with our 
Creator - even when it is fraught with obstacles, uncertainties and risk. It requires 
of me to be attentive to the signs of the times today in our global and very 
connected world.  
 

Whether creating a new response to today’s challenges, navigating obstacles or 
reflecting on God’s invitation and promptings in my life,  I often feel Catherine’s 
spirit flowing though me and others. I feel her presence in ordinary moments of 
my everyday life and prayer. And, just as it happened in that third grade 
classroom, I still experience curiosity and awe. I still do not understand why 
someone is drawn to act on a dream that requires living into the unknown, yet I 
continue to be inspired by the pioneers of the past and present who do this by 
risking it all for the sake of the reign of God. I do know that the unknown will 
continue to emerge and we will be called repeatedly to respond. I pray that 
Catherine continues to walk with me and others who are striving to move into the 
future with faith and meet the needs of our times with passion, grit, ingenuity, 
resilience and a pioneer spirit of hope.                     
 
For reflection: 
 

How have I been a pioneer in my own life? What risks did I take? 
 

What part of the pioneer spirit challenges me in my life, work, relationships, 
spirituality, etc.? 
 
To what unknown am I called at this time in my life? Who or what inspires me to 
step into this unknown? 
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