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Sister Act

Using her charisma, smarts and talent for 
arm-twisting, Ann Keefe is fighting to 

take back Providence’s toughest 
neighborhoods, one mean street at a time.

Sister Ann in a 
community room 
at St. Michael’s 
church in South 
Providence.
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It is easy to imagine the many titles that Ann Keefe might 

have accumulated by now.

She turned sixty this past July Fourth and one can see her, for example, as 

chief executive officer, charged with bringing order to an Internet company 

with a zillion friends and lots of disgruntled stockholders. Maybe she could 

be president of a bank, preferably one of the kinder ones. Or Secretary of 

Health and Human Services. Perhaps executive director of a nonprofit 

agency — turning around an image-tarnished scouting organization.

But she chose Sister. Sister Ann Keefe, SSJ, the Sisters of Saint Joseph. >>
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...The towering Roman Catholic 
church has played a healing role, not 
just in its South Side neighborhood, 
but in Providence and the state.

Sister Ann cofounded the 
Institute for the Study and Practice 
of Nonviolence, which now has its 
own renovated headquarters next to 
St. Michael’s and is credited with 
helping to sharply cut the city’s 
murder rate. She started Providence 
¡CityArts! for Youth, which has its 
own building and enrolls 1,200 
children yearly in after-school and 
summer programs.

Sister Ann also helped establish, 
run, guide and champion a host of 
other organizations. Here’s a 
sampling: the Community Boating 
Center, the Sophia Academy, the 
Family Life Advocacy Center, 
Witness for Peace, the Southside 
Community Land Trust and the 
Providence Community Library. 

Then add these to the list: AIDS 
Care Ocean State, the Annual Good 
Friday Walk for Hunger and 
Homelessness, the Providence Human Relations Commission, the 
Economic Progress Institute and Taming Asthma.

By now, Sister Ann is legendary for her ability to get things done, 
to lead, console, confront, organize, schmooze, strategize, shame and 
entertain with her quick wit. Never look her in the eye, she warns 
people, from janitors to mayors, lest they be drawn into her latest 
scheme, shaken down for a donation, handed a paint brush, signed 
up for an overnight peace sit-in, recruited to cultivate a community 
garden or enlisted to cook Thanksgiving dinner for thousands.  

Which leads to this: Why would someone with her charisma, 
her talent for leadership and organization, her intellect, choose this 
kind of career and life? 

It’s a familiar question, she admits. 
“We have vows that are not always easy,” Sister Ann says. “You 

know: poverty, chastity and obedience. Someone says: ‘Well, Ann, 
what’s the hardest one?’ To be perfectly frank, poverty is the hardest 
one.”

But seriously, Ann Keefe, why choose to live your life as Sister 
Ann?

“This is not charity that she does. This is justice — that’s a big 

For thirty years, Sister Ann 
has led the social justice 

ministry of St. Michael the 
Archangel...

difference,” says Teny Gross, the 
charismatic former Israeli Army 
sergeant who heads the nonviolence 
institute and has worked closely 
with Sister Ann for more than a 
decade. Gross says that in his own 
work, for example, he’s not trying to 
make the streets of Providence safer 
in the abstract: “I’m making sure 
that my kids are going to grow up in 
a world where they don’t get shot 
— my own children.”

 “She’s not doing charity,” he says 
again. “This is the purpose of life. It’s 
so clear, she doesn’t even have to 
lecture about it. It just comes with 
her aura — that’s how the world is 
supposed to be.”

It helps to look back to an incident 
that took place more than two 
decades ago: It’s an August evening, 
with daylight in retreat in South 
Providence, as a woman guides a 
Chevy Impala, a tank-like relic from 
Detroit’s glory days, along Potters 
Avenue. Suddenly, she slams on the 
brakes, just missing a car roaring 

out of a cross street. As she takes a deep breath, seven or eight 
adolescents surround her car and begin violently rocking it.

To what end? Is this a car-jacking? A murder? A laugh? 
Whatever the case, the driver is having none of it, and she shoves 
open the Impala’s giant door and climbs out.

“Sister Ann,” the youths cry out. “The sister from the church!”
As suddenly as they appeared, they’re gone.
Sister Ann calls a meeting that fills the St. Michael’s rectory 

dining room with people from the city’s recreation department, the 
neighborhood, the library and the fire and police departments.

“I want to know what you think is missing,” Sister Ann asks the 
group. What’s missing in the lives of young men with nothing 
better to do than shake up a woman’s car?

“A couple of people say the arts,” Sister Ann says. Which 
happens to be what she’s thinking, too.

The result, twenty-two years later, is Providence ¡CityArts! for 
Youth, an established landmark, with professionally run summer 
and after-school programs in the visual, performing and writing 
arts. Not that it was simple.

¡CityArts! first ran as a summer program at St. Michael’s, then it 
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found a home in a jewelry factory, which it eventually took over. 
To grow the program, Sister Ann enlisted an army of supporters, 
including the City Council and then-Mayor Vincent A. Cianci Jr., 
the Jekyll and Hyde of Providence politics, a visionary leader and a 
felon jailed for misusing his office.

Her ability to work with a range of people is one of the talents 
that distinguishes Sister Ann. What counts, she says, is whether a 
would-be partner has “focus” on what’s good for the city. “If there’s 
an imperfect person sitting in front of me,” she says, “that person’s 
looking at one just as imperfect.”

No single incident or flash of lightning produced the 
phenomenon of Sister Ann Keefe, just the everyday miracles that 
come from being raised in small-town America and a big family — 
and the inspiration of nuns who taught at her high school.

She grew up the third-oldest of nine children in Warren, 
Massachusetts, about fifty-five miles from Providence, with a 
population at the time of 3,500. Her father, James Thomas Keefe, 
oversaw regional wine and liquor sales for the S.S. Pierce Company. 
Her mother, Patricia Gorman Keefe, went to Regis and Wellesley 
colleges, worked for Polaroid and taught school.

The Keefes took their children to the local Catholic church and 
were moved by both the civil rights struggle and the liberalizing 
changes in the church brought about by the Second Vatican 
Council. The first time Ann saw her father cry was when John F. 
Kennedy, the country’s first Catholic president, was assassinated in 
1963. “We saw in our parents that concern for being able to change 
things,” she says. “They really believed social change could 

happen, in a good way, through the political process.”
Ann was moved also by the nuns who taught at Marianhill 

Central Catholic High School in nearby Southbridge. “They were 
very young, they were smart, on the ball,” she recalls. “And they 
were very strong about social justice and Martin Luther King Jr., 
and what it meant for the whole country to have this powerful 
example of what you can do with your life.”

“I was fortunate,” Sister Ann says, “to know amazing women, 
smart as anything, committed to social justice, who knew that the 
Gospel meant more than reading Gospel stories. They knew it 
meant action.”

Ann Keefe entered the Sisters of St. Joseph of Springfield, 
Massachusetts, in 1970, attending the College of Our Lady of the 
Elms in Chicopee, now called Elms College. Finishing her training 
in 1975, she taught at Bishop McVinney Regional School in 
Providence, in the former St. Michael’s school. That was followed 
by four years of social work at the school, then a master’s degree in 
social work at Fordham University.

 Returning to Providence in 1982, she joined the team ministry at 
St. Michael’s. The team included priests, religious women and 
laypersons, and they were another of the changes springing from 
Vatican II, with the goal of increasing laypersons’ involvement in 
the church. Sister Ann’s assignment was “social justice,” addressing 
the economic, health and other urgent needs of the neighborhood.

The following year, Reverend Raymond B. Malm joined the St. 
Michael’s team, and the ensuing collaboration between Sister 
Ann and Father Ray would have lasting effects in South Provi-
dence and beyond. >>

Facing page: Sister 
Ann in her office in a 
parish building 
across from St. 
Michael’s. This page: 
on a street in South 
Providence, where 
she spends much of 
her work day.
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“I’m kind of the dreamer,” Father Ray says. “Ann is the 
one who really takes things and goes with them. She has all of the 
contacts and is so involved in the city and the state.”

Raymond Malm grew up in the St. Michael’s parish. Ordained in 
1976, he served first at St. Joseph Church in Newport, and by the 
time he returned to St. Michael’s, much had changed.

Founded in 1859, the parish first served Irish immigrants, then 
successive groups from Central and South America and Africa, 
with services conducted in multiple languages. New also was the 
ministry team. With six members, the team could provide essential 
parish services, with time also to pursue the social reforms that 
defined St. Michael’s.

Sister Ann and Father Ray viewed a challenged world through 
the same lens. For example, during a church retreat in Newport 
more than two decades ago, they came to the same conclusion 
about a waterfront landmark, the Newport Naval War College: 
“Wouldn’t that be nice, someday, if that was a peace college?” 

The idea percolated for years until 2000, when Providence 
experienced its worst round of violence, thirty murders in one year. 
Many of the funerals were at St. Michael’s. For Father Ray, the last 
straw was a funeral held after someone was bumped by someone 
else in a nightclub, and then returned with a gun to set things 
straight. “All murder is just incomprehensible, but this one was an 
incredible one,” says Father Ray.

After the funeral, Father Ray and Sister Ann stood on the church 
steps, looking at the nearby vacant building that once housed the 
St. Michael’s convent and later a state substance rehabilitation 
center. “That’s it,” Father Ray said. “We are going to get that.”

“Well, why not?” agreed Sister Ann, immediately understanding 
what he meant: converting the convent into the equivalent of the 
peace college, to teach nonviolence.

That afternoon, Sister Ann called Providence City Councilman 
Luis A. Aponte, then state officials, and buttonholed George Nee, 

then-secretary treasurer of the state AFL-CIO, saying she needed 
help immediately to protect the building from the weather.

Nee called the Laborers Union, which sent a specialist from its 
training program. Plywood arrived for boarding up windows. Then 
plumbers came, followed by electricians and bricklayers.

“These guys just all fell in love with her,” Nee says. “She has this 
way of saying to people: ‘Look, you gotta help us.’ And they do it.”

It would take years for the institute to be fully realized. Teny 
Gross was hired as the founding director in 2001, working at first 
from a lonely room on the third floor of the St. Michael’s rectory, 
later from cramped rented offices, until more than $5 million was 
raised to finish the renovations by 2010. The institute’s effect was 
felt soon, especially through its street worker program that trained 
former gang members and others to calm neighborhood tensions.

In 2007, then-Mayor David N. Cicilline and his police chief, 
Dean M. Esserman, announced the previous year had ended with 
eleven killings, and the officials credited the institute, as well as 
their own community policing program.

But some things don’t stay fixed, and for Sister Ann, the 
past year has been full of cruel turns. One unpleasantness was the 
Vatican’s challenge to religious orders, like her beloved Sisters of 
St. Joseph. Church leaders accused the Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious, which represents a majority of United States 
nuns, of promoting “radical feminist” policies by focusing on issues 
such as poverty and hunger but not on church priorities, like the 
fight against abortion and same-sex marriage. Finally, the nuns 
proposed further dialogue with church officials, a suggestion one 
cardinal dismissed as akin to “a dialogue with the deaf.”

Rarely shy in sharing her opinions, Sister Ann wouldn’t discuss 
the standoff, saying her order has decided to speak with a unified 
voice through official spokespersons. Father Ray doubts the 
Vatican challenge would have much effect: “We need to look at the 

Sister Ann is 
greeted by an 
immigrant family, 
for whom she 
found housing 
(left). Teny Gross, 
co-founder with 
Sister Ann, of the 
Institute for the 
Study and Practice 
of Nonviolence.
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history of the Women Religious: their dedication to the church, 
the needs of the poor and the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”

Sister Ann had made a similar point when she talked, not about 
the Vatican challenge, but about her decision to become a nun. 
“I’m fortunate, after forty-two years,” Sister Ann says, “that I 
made the right kind of choice for me to be able to live out those 
values of social change.”

“You never see me with rose-colored glasses — doesn’t happen,” 
she adds. “But I do see that loving, faithful people can change the 
world, and I was fortunate, as I said, to be associated with, and 
then join and be accepted by those sisters.”

Meanwhile, another challenge to Sister Ann’s work was playing 
out with a spike in violence in Providence.

Last year, the number of murders climbed to at least seventeen. 
While it was about half the number counted the year that Sister 
Ann and Father Ray founded the nonviolence institute, that fact 
hardly made the new string of murders acceptable.

Is Sister Ann discouraged by the latest killings? Horrified is a 
better word. She says that she tries to imagine the terror felt by the 
victims of one of the most searing incidents, in which three people 
were murdered while three children slept in the next room: Oh, my 
God, I have little kids. What am I going to do? What am I going to 
do? What am I going to do?

Providence Mayor Angel Taveras held a news conference at 
which handguns were discussed, and Sister Ann disclosed that 
she’d just learned someone in her family owned one. She would 
do what she advised others to do: speak to her relative. She 
started with emails, then phone calls. “Maybe the situation won’t 
change,” she says, “but the conversations will continue. You love 
your family members, no matter what.” 

Another challenge was personal. Six years ago, Sister Ann 
had breast cancer, which she thought that surgery and 
chemotherapy extinguished. But now it was back. “It was 

miserable and rotten, as you know it can be,” she says.
Her latest cancer treatments, by the same surgeon and care team, 

ended last February 1 — “not that you remember those dates.” She 
celebrated with a “Hats-Off Party,” marking the regrowth of her hair; 
she asked guests to bring hats that she would donate to women in 
homeless shelters. What struck her during this recovery was how vital 
the support had been from those close to her, including Sister Joyce 
Flowers, a St. Michael’s nun with whom she shares an apartment.

“Without family and friends and colleagues, and trust from day to 
day, I don’t know how people do it,” she says. “Sister Joyce, really — 
every step of the way, every step — was part of it. And it is part of what 
makes you, frankly, get better. And I am better.”

Nevertheless, her illness sent shivers through her colleagues. They 
looked at her with fresh eyes, reminded again of how much they 
admired her fierceness, her love, the enjoyment she took in a good 
meal and a glass of Guinness, how much they depended on Sister Ann.

 “The state without Sister Ann?” says Teny Gross, the nonviolence 
institute director. “It brought it into sharp relief what a horrible state it 
would be. How much she is still needed.”

Spend the day with Sister Ann and you need rollerblades 
to keep up. She schedules the kind of errands the rest of the world 
assigns to aides: hand-delivering a letter, phoning reminders of a 
meeting, tweaking a draft report. But Sister Ann relishes such chores, 
since she’s certain to encounter lots of people on her rounds.

“Ann’s a great schmoozer,” Father Ray says.
Her first stop is the nonviolence institute, which provides office 

space to the Providence Community Library. A library board member, 
Sister Ann wants to review details of a fact book being prepared for 
Mayor Taveras  to explain the library’s finances.

Municipal funding was reduced last year, and Sister Ann proposed 
that the board work closely with city officials to avert a similar crisis 
over the upcoming budget. It’s the standard Sister Ann approach: treat 
everyone as a colleague, not an adversary, preferably in person.

Her next stop is a three-decker house, the new home of a family 
forced to move when its previous home was sold. One hitch: While the 
family can afford the rent, it doesn’t have money for the security 
deposit. An email appeal to the St. Michael’s community raised the 
funds, and Sister Ann’s mission this day is to deliver a $1,000 check, 
plus an agreement requiring the family to return the deposit if they 
move later, so the money can be recycled to another family.

Back in the rectory, Sister Ann phones meeting reminders to a 
group planning the church’s Thanksgiving dinner. It’s an enormous 
undertaking. While 250 people will eat at the church, several hundred 
other meals will be delivered by the Providence Rescue Mission in 
sealed containers to shut-ins and others who can’t go in person.

Next stop, lunch at the Friendship Cafe on Broad Street, where 
Sister Ann expects to find more opportunities to schmooze. Sure 
enough, there’s a politician making a comeback; a designer working 
with neighborhood residents hoping to restore a closed synagogue; 
and Commander Thomas F. Oates III, deputy Providence police chief, 
with whom she’s worked on violence issues. 

Sister Ann hugs some diners, banters with others, updates another 
on a project and finally orders a vegetarian sandwich. She looks up at 
Oates as he passes her booth to leave the restaurant. “Keep us safe,” 
she calls out, half-needling the deputy chief.

“We are trying,” he responds.
Suddenly, Sister Ann turns serious.
“I know you are,” she replies. 


