


Anthony stepped off  the snowy sidewalk and sauntered into the 
Church of the Holy Innocents in Manhattan’s Garment District. Feeling 
utterly lost aft er the death of his father and struggling in his work, he 
lit a candle and off ered up a desperate plea to his dad for help. And 
then Nivene bumped into him.   

“We talked, I walked her home, and we became friends. She opened 
my eyes to see, my ears to hear, and my heart to forgive. She was 
concerned about my salvation, and I went back to confession aft er a 
very long time. Nivene was the best thing that ever happened to me.”  
And countless others have similar stories. Once Nivene 
came into your life, you never forgot her, and she didn’t 
forget you either.  

Born in Kingston, Jamaica, in 1956, Nivene Ann Young 
and her siblings enjoyed a childhood filled with sunny 
beach picnics. Family gatherings were plentiful, and cous-
ins oft en chose friendly “Ann” (as she was known by her 
family) to be the flower girl in their weddings. Enrolled 
in Catholic school from a young age, Nivene received her 
sacraments and grew up walking to Mass.  

In 1963, Nivene’s mother moved to the USA to study 
photography. Aft er several years living with their aunt, 
the children followed their mother to New York where 
they were shocked to encounter the frigid East Coast winters.
It was also distressing for Nivene  to learn of abuse and neglect in a NY 
facility for persons with intellectual disabilities. Concern for this 
injustice may have prompted her to begin volunteering with the 
Jewish Guild for the Blind.  

Then as a senior in high school, Nivene started experiencing vision 
problems, but she didn’t call attention to it. Then one night, a major 
fever caused her to be hospitalized. Within 24 hours, brain swelling 
was discovered, radiation treatment given, a benign tumor found and 
removed, an optic nerve severed, and her sight was gone. 

The shock of this tragedy caused deep sadness and confusion, until a 
conversation with a visiting priest in the hospital laid out for Nivene 
two alternatives: make the best of your situation or spend your life in 

despair. Choosing the former, she moved forward with new resolve and 
allowed faith to be her guiding light in life. 

Now Nivene returned to the Guild for the Blind, not as a volunteer, but 
to seek assistance herself. Learning such accommodations as folding 
bills diff erently to distinguish them in her wallet, Nivene gained indepen-
dence. “God will provide,” became her mantra. And provide He did. Noth-
ing was a deterrent for Nivene, and it was hard to say no to her when she 
asked for something.  

Before computers were widespread, Nivene got a Bachelor’s degree in 
Special Education, relying heavily on people reading to her and record-

ing textbooks. Nivene’s natural empathy for those with 
physical or mental vulnerabilities made her an excellent 
teacher. While some teachers would think twice about 
working with certain challenging kids, Nivene was always 
calm and accepting of every child. Her inability to judge 
by appearances allowed her to focus on the person 
before her. People were tickled when she remembered 
them and addressed them by name aft er hearing the 
unique sound of their voice. She also taught catechism 
classes and ESL to immigrants at her parish, always pro-
viding students courage to face their own diff iculties.

Ever the evangelist, Nivene enjoyed walking alone so 
new people could off er her help, and she could tell them 

about Jesus. When one passerby noticed Nivene crossing an icy street 
to enter a church, she was inspired to return to Mass with her husband. 
Nivene’s free time was spent making and distributing rosaries and 
sandwiches on the subway. If she heard about a special Mass or prayer 
vigil taking place somewhere in NYC, Nivene would find a way there. If 
she learned of a problem someone had, she wouldn’t rest until it was set-
tled — whether a person needed a home, a sick friend needed visiting, or 
someone needed company on a holiday — Nivene was there.

Nivene’s signature smile was constant and “complaint” wasn’t part of her 
vocabulary. In fact, Nivene never felt “handicapped” until 2010 when a 
craniotomy caused her to lose her balance and orientation. Then in 2016, 
a malignant brain tumor left  her wheelchair-bound. Now aft er decades 
of living on her own, she needed 24-hour care. Yet her deep faith in God’s 
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When asked 
how she was 
doing, she 

would respond, 
“Simply 

marvelous.”

Nivene Ann Young was a good friend of our founder and our community.
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When he recruited people to come pray with him outside of abor-
tion clinics, he would say, “The pay’s not much, but the benefits are 
out of this world.” Msgr. Reilly lived his spiritual fatherhood fully as 
a priest chaplain, school principal, and Latin teacher for almost 30 
years in New York. He wasn’t afraid of reaching out — he invited war 
veterans to join him on door-to-door evangelization eff orts in the 
neighborhood, required school athletes to attend Sunday Mass, and 
dared high schoolers to do the Virginia reel at a square dance. But 
his mission of fatherhood had only just begun.

Aft er the Supreme Court decision of Roe vs. Wade and the 
legalization of abortion in all 50 states, Monsignor witnessed the 
violent responses to the legislation: abortion clinics were fire-
bombed by protestors, and abortionists were physically attacked all 
over the country. Monsignor knew violence wasn’t the answer. As he 
prayed in front of the Blessed Sacrament, he felt the Lord call him 
to create an organization to witness in front of abortion clinics in a 
prayerful, non-confrontational way. And on the feast of Our Lady of 
the Rosary in 1989, Helpers of God’s Precious Infants was born.

The Helpers’ way of witnessing, at the time, was novel. The day 
began with Mass, followed by Eucharistic Adoration. Monsignor 
was convinced, “We cannot overcome this by any human eff ort. We 
start with the Eucharist.” While the priest and congregation began 
the Rosary, many processed to the abortion clinic, holding walkie 
talkies to keep the prayer pace while others stayed and interceded. 
Counselors would talk to women at a small distance from the clinic 
to allow the area in front of the clinic to have reverential silence. Of 
course, the atmosphere wasn’t always silent: the Helpers were oft en 
met with vehement protestors, armed with trumpets and drums to 
drown out the prayer. Monsignor responded by rooting his team in 
the mysteries of Christ’s life, especially His suff ering on the cross at 
Calvary.

Monsignor’s persevering love was fruitful. He spoke to mothers, 
encouraged them in their capacity for love, and off ered them 
practical assistance. It was common that women would angrily 
swear at him as they entered the clinic, but they would come out 
asking for his help. He also helped change the minds of many abor-
tionists themselves. Due to the presence of the Helpers, businesses 
that shared buildings with abortion clinics oft en moved, causing 
property owners not to renew the clinics’ leases. And abortion 
clinics themselves moved, which oft en meant they lost clients.

Towards the end of his life, he battled skin cancer — most likely 
contracted from countless hours praying outside of abortion clinics. 
He gave his very body for the most vulnerable as his nose began to 
deteriorate and his strength weakened. His passion for life knew 
no end: while bedridden, he contacted our Sisters at the Visitation 
Mission in New York, eager to intentionally off er his suff ering for a 
woman vulnerable to abortion. By the time he died at 90 years old in 
2024, there were 40 Helpers of God’s Precious Infants chapters in the 
United States alone, and chapters on five continents.

To learn more about Msgr. Reilly:
prolifehero.com

youtube.com/user/HelpersNY

aleteia.org/2024/12/04/rip-priest-took-diff erent-ap-
proach-to-pro-life-work

Pro-Life Champion, by Frederick W. Marks

Msgr. Philip Reilly

love for her remained her anchor. Her daily exercises became a simple re-
minder of this truth:  (Inhale) Jesus is with me. (Exhale) He gives me life. 
Aft er three hours of intense chemo, Nivene would return home and call 
a friend to pray the Rosary. When asked how she was doing, she always 
respond, “Simply marvelous.”  

Lest discouragement set in as the cancer progressed, her aide Vivian 
recommended a song to lift  the spirits; “God will make a way!” was one 
of their favorites. In her final days of hospice care, God literally made a 
way to her, when Mass was celebrated right in her apartment. Friends 
who prayed the daily Rosary with Nivene would oft en observe her look-
ing upward with a grin and a giggle. Likely this beloved daughter of God, 
though blind, had a greater capacity to see than many of us. Her eyes 
radiated the light of Him Whom she will behold in an eternal face-to-face, 
since her passing on November 15, 2024. May her memory and prayers 
inspire us to see more deeply the person before us.
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Growing up in rural Nebraska, I was surrounded from the very 
beginning by goodness and simplicity. Life had a straight-forwardness 
about it, everything had its place: faith, family, friends, school, and 
sports. Though we didn’t oft en talk about God outside of Mass on 
Sundays, my parents instilled in me a conviction that God existed, that 
everything I could wonder at and delight in spoke of Him and bore His 
fingerprints.

For much of my childhood, I only let God into the fringes of my life — I 
had yet to discover in Him the friend and Father He is. At best, He was 
the Master, and I could be His servant. To be His servant wasn’t a bad 
thing in my heart, since I had encountered God as good already. But 
coupled with the demands of being a child at school, I began to live 
my life as though I had prove through what I did that I was good and 
worthy of love.

Even aft er wrestling with the meaning of my life and 
discovering that my purpose was to be loved and to 
love in return, my daily life remained a work of earning 
my worth. No matter what I was doing, I had to be the 
best or I wasn’t worth loving.

College was no diff erent. I wanted to know that I was 
worth something, and my academic success was 
where I experienced that — so I aimed for the stars 
and landed at MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology), studying engineering. I distinctly remember 
an encounter with an MIT alumnus before arriving on campus. He 
told me, “Don’t worry. You’ll be worth double what you pay for tuition 
when you graduate!” My heart sank and cried out, “Is that really it? Am 
I just worth an amount of money to the world?” The dollar amount on 
my worth was dissatisfying. My faith, which had been steadily growing 
during high school through a good group of Christian friends, had 
been teaching me something diff erent: that Jesus loved me so much 
that He was willing to die on a cross for me.

These two realities played tug-of-war in me: the air I breathed at MIT 
spoke the old word: that I had to earn my worth. The new and growing 
desire to live my Catholic faith spoke a diff erent and compelling word: 

that I was loved before I’d done anything, even aft er what seemed like 
failures in my life. In the end, it was the encounter with joy that won 
me over: the other Catholic students who knew God and loved Him 
could smile even on the hard days. They were in my classes, going 
through the same things as me, but they were joyful.

I soon found that, for the Catholic students, the source of their joy was 
a living relationship with God. They didn’t define themselves by how 
well they did on their homework or exams; instead, they had placed 
their worth in God’s unconditional love. During my sophomore year, 
the FOCUS missionaries on campus began a time of daily Eucharistic 
Adoration in the small campus chapel each morning. Never having 
been to Adoration before, I decided to try it out. It was there, as I 
learned how to pray for the first time, that I discovered that love had 

always been awaiting me. And in the silence, I experi-
enced an invitation from the Lord: “Will you give Me all 
your love?” I didn’t hear any audible words, but I knew 
He had spoken to my heart and was inviting me to 
consider being espoused to Him forever.

Not knowing what that looked like practically, I went 
to one of the missionaries. Aft er we talked, she sat 
me down and called the Sisters of Life with me. It was 
a new chapter in my life, one that made sense of all 
that had come before it. Encountering the Charism 
of Life, this vision which sees the goodness of every 

person, I experienced the reality that I didn’t have to earn my worth or 
earn God’s love. He loved me because I existed, and I existed because 
He loved me — I could live simply as a human being, and not a human 
doing. Over the next six years, through my time in college and then as 
a Catholic missionary myself, God’s invitation to give Him all my love 
pursued and filled my heart.

I entered our community in 2016 and professed my final vows in 2024, 
and God has never stopped inviting me every day to “give Him all my 
love.” And the greatest of news is that, as He expands my heart and I 
become more myself, there’s always more to give and to receive.

Learning I 
didn’t have 
to earn 
God’s love
My journey from 
MIT to the convent

by Sr. Lumen Gloriae, SV

He loved me 
because I 

existed, and I 
existed because 

He loved me.

Sr. Lumen Gloriae, SV and Abby & Ryan Brisnehnan, 
and their baby Pia Lumen. Ryan and Abby work for 
FOCUS and are good friends of our community.



by Sr. Zélie Maria Louis, SV and Sr. Marie Veritas, SV

What if my story doesn’t seem as good, exciting, or 
beautiful as another’s? We can sometimes be tempt-
ed to question our worth, goodness and lovableness 
when we perceive that someone else might be better 
at something than we are. On the flip side, we can also 
be tempted to place ourselves above others, to gain a 
sense of security or worth. But ultimately, comparison 
leaves us discouraged and empty. Why? Because it dis-
tracts us from the gift of our lives and makes us vulnera-
ble to the lie that our worth is found outside of us.

Now, even St. Thérèse of Lisieux was tempted to 
compare herself with others. But, musing on the 
variety of flowers, she noticed how the “splendor of the 
rose and the whiteness of the lily do not take away from 
the perfume of the violet or the simplicity of the daisy.” 
In fact, without such diversity, “spring would lose its 
loveliness.” The truth is, no one else is a threat to my 
worth. 

You reveal God in a way no one else can. Archbishop 
Luis Maria Martinez writes that each person is called to 
“seek to learn in what way God wants [him or her] to 
reproduce His Son.” Through the Holy Spirit, each soul 
is infused with a particular spiritual attraction that 
corresponds to the mystery of Jesus one is called to 
live. To seek this out is one of life’s great adventures, 
and to be faithful to it is the sanctifying work of grace. 
God does not want you to be someone else.

We see this in the saints: Peter, who compared himself 
to John even as he walked on the seashore with the 
risen Lord (see John 21:21), was called to be the rock 
upon which the Church was built. Meanwhile, John 
was called to contemplation, and his faithfulness to the 
Spirit’s lead allowed him to author the Gospel of John, 
bringing us to contemplate the divinity of Christ.

Far from being a strained attempt to create one’s own 
story, we as Christians are rather called to discovery: to 
ask and seek God and find how He has uniquely created 
my heart. Become a saint by being truly yourself.

From the beginning of the world, God thought of you. He knew who you 
would be, what you would look like, what your laugh would sound like, where 
you would live, and the people you would meet along the way. At the moment 
of your conception, He created you and your story began.

Your story is constantly unfolding; it is unique, irreplaceable, and 
important. Your life and your love matters. Without you, we would be missing 
a revelation of a facet of the Father’s heart. That’s why sharing our stories can 
be so powerful: they give us a glimpse of the majesty of God and the beauty 
He is creating in us through every circumstance and encounter.

In our world — and especially on social media — we often find two 
extremes: either the expectation that we share every detail of our story with 
others, or that we don’t share anything in order to protect ourselves. In the 
end, neither of these will satisfy the human heart, because you are made for 
right relationship. “Vulnerability without boundaries is victimization, and 
boundaries without vulnerability is isolation,” writes psychologist Margaret 
Vasquez. We are neither made to be used nor isolated from others, and so 
both vulnerability and proper boundaries can help us to share our stories in 
freedom.

Every part of your story is sacred. Every part of your story belongs to the 
heart of Jesus. As we pray through our stories, one question we can ask is: 
“Do I feel called to share my story?” If so, then: “Jesus, what have You done in 
my life that You want me to share with others?” In the Scriptures, Jesus invites 
some people to “go and tell what God has done for [them]” (Mk 5:19); with oth-
ers, He asks them to keep His healing hidden (see Mk 1:44; Mk 5:43; Mk 7:36). As 
we discern what we may share, we can consider: “Is Jesus inviting me to share 
this part of my story? Or is this place of my heart and my story just between 
me and Jesus?” We can share our stories in a powerful way without sharing 
all the details of our wounds, exposing the places that Jesus is still healing, or 
delving into details that will only spark unnecessary curiosity. 

God doesn’t give us our story in order to use it, so neither do we want to 
use ourselves or our story, even for the good end of evangelizing others. God 
may call us to witness at different times, but it is for the glory of God and our 
own good first, before it is for others. Testimony is always an invitation from 
Christ, not a condition of relationship with Him. It is an overflow of the en-
counter with God’s love that impels us to tell the Good News that we’ve seen 
in our own lives first. Jesus never forces us or presses us to share; He is gentle 
with our hearts and reverent to our freedom. Your story, whether spoken or 
not, matters. Staying in the story of Jesus alive in your real life now is the 
greatest proclamation you can utter.

THE DANGER OF 
C O M P A R I S O N

You have a story: Tips on sharing it



Annunciation Motherhouse (Generalate, Novitiate) 
38 Montebello Road, Suffern, NY 10901 l  (845) 357-3547 

Heart of Jesus Convent 
125 Lafayette Avenue, Suffern, NY 10901 l  (845) 547-2630

Sacred Heart of Jesus Convent  (212) 397-1396

St. Agnes Convent
1818 N. 23rd Street, Phoenix, AZ 85006 l  (480) 605-2700

St. Anthony’s Convent
24 Harrison Street, Catskill, NY 12414 l (518) 943-3451

St. Clare’s Convent and Eucharistic Chapel
3900 13th Street NE, Washington, D.C. 20017 l (202) 635-0931 

St. Frances de Chantal Convent (Postulant House, Vocations)
198 Hollywood Avenue, Bronx, NY 10465 l (718) 863-2264

St. Joseph’s Convent
172 Leslie Street, Toronto, ON M4M 3C7  Canada

St. Malachy’s Convent
1413 North 11th Street, Philadelphia, PA 19122  l  (267) 831-3100

St. Mary Magdalene Convent (Evangelization)
2771 Zenobia Street, Denver, CO 80212 l (720) 722-3485

St. Paul the Apostle Convent
586 McLean Avenue, Yonkers, NY 10705 l (914) 968-8094

Villa Maria Guadalupe (Retreat House)
159 Sky Meadow Drive, Stamford, CT 06903 l (203) 329-1492 

Visitation Convent
320 East 66th Street, New York, NY 10065

PREGNANCY HELP 

New York / USA / International
7 State Street, New York, NY 10004
Pregnancy help: (212) 737-0221 l Toll free: (877) 777-1277 
Text: (212) 203-8716   Co-workers of Life: (646) 882-1087

Arizona 
1818 N. 23rd St., Phoenix, AZ 85006 l Call/Text: (480) 389-5650

Pennsylvania / New Jersey
1413 North 11th Street, Philadelphia, PA 19122 
Call: (267) 831-3100 / Text: (914) 907-8570

Canada
659 Markham Street, Toronto, ON M6G 2M1  Canada 
Call: (416) 463-2722 / Text: (647) 794-9414

HOPE & HEALING after abortion 
(U.S. and worldwide) Toll free: (866) 575-0075
hopeandhealing@sistersoflife.org
(Canada) (416) 463-2722 l toronto@sistersoflife.org
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“Christ brought you into 
being because He loves you for 
you. Not for your talents, not 
for your potential, not for any 
money you may have, not for 
your educational experience. 

He loves you for you.” 
-John Cardinal O’Connor

Founder of the Sisters of Life


