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Sister Helen Wagner (formerly sister M. Avila)
September 27, 1914 – December 21, 2008
Just three weeks before her 19th birthday, young Helen Marie Wagner entered the Sisters of St. Francis of Millvale to dedicate her life to God in a very special way. Helen had been taught by the sisters at St. Leo School in Pittsburgh and because of their example, she decided that she, too, wanted to live the Gospel way of life as a follower of St. Francis.

After completing her early studies, Helen began teaching children in the middle grades and continued in this ministry in schools staffed by the community for 34 years. In 1970, Helen traveled to Puerto Rico, where she served as a seventh grade teacher before spending a year in the mission field in San Francesco, Venezuela. After a year in the states, Helen returned to Puerto Rico, where she served in parish ministry until she returned to Millvale in 1994 to join the sisters in prayer ministry.

Helen always had a great love for music and was gifted with a beautiful voice. Many of her former students tell us that she passed that love for music on to them. She particularly loved to sing “her” solo before Christmas Midnight Mass, “In the Little Village of Bethlehem.” 
Helen was a very devout woman who loved to participate in prayer and Bible study groups. She always had much to offer for discussion. In 2001, she began meeting with the Community Companions of Priests and Religious who gathered at Mount Alvernia twice a month to pray for religious all over the world. This group was founded by Father Pachomius Okoge, a Benedictine monk from Nigeria, Africa. In September, when Helen celebrated her 94th birthday, she was completely surprised with flowers, gifts and a special phone call from Father Pachomius and members of the group. Helen was overwhelmed by their greetings and expressions of gratitude to her for her prayers and example. 
For the past three years, Helen frequented the Life Pittsburgh Center on the North Shore. Besides receiving nursing care, physical therapy and sharing in activities and dinner with others, she brought humor and compassion to all. She loved being with others and sharing stories and memories. She held a special place in her heart for the poor and sick.
Today, a tree in honor of Helen is growing at the seminary in Africa – a Kolanut tree, a symbol of peace and kindness, a tribute to a sister with a heart of gold.

May Helen rest in peace in the arms of her God.
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