VOCATIONAL TESTIMONY: SR. ELIORA MARIA JOY

The Past
In May of 2015, after a long journey from evangelical Protestantism, through conservative Anglicanism, to Catholicism, I
was confirmed in the Catholic Church. And I thought the big life decisions were over. I was a happily single young adult
living in a nice solo apartment right off a 15-mile greenbelt, teaching Latin and Great Books and serving as a dean of
students at the same prestigious liberal arts academy in Phoenix that I’d once attended myself. I had just been confirmed
into a wonderful, vibrant parish, where I would soon be heavily involved with helping out with youth ministry, a women’s
group, and the RCIA program.
Growing up as a Protestant, I’d had no sense of “Vocation” in the Catholic sense. Throughout high school and college, I
was happily uninterested in the dating scene; a couple serious crushes turned into a few dates in my post-college years,
but my heart was never at peace with the idea of getting married.
The Gospel reading on the Monday after I was confirmed, the first daily Mass of my Catholic life, was Mark 10:17-27:
Jesus and the rich young man. “Sell all you have, and follow Me, and you will have treasure in heaven.” Immediately, I
began to ponder what that call to poverty and discipleship might mean for my own life.
Little did I know that, two years later, I would be leaving everything behind on a new adventure into the Heart of Christ.
The Call
Less than three months into being Catholic, I attended an evening Mass in honor of St. Philomena at my home parish. As
I was lingering in the courtyard watching the sunset, our permanent deacon walked out of the church; seeing me there,
he walked straight up to me and, with a single sentence, casually shattered my world.
“You’re discerning your vocation, aren’t you.”
The question was so unexpected, and so obviously lacked a question mark, that I sputtered for a reply. I managed
something non-committal and he ambled away, leaving me rocking in his wake. He had not specified a religious
vocation, but in my heart I knew that that’s what he had meant.
And in my heart I knew, before I even had the chance to think about it, that the answer was yes.
The more I would allow myself to embrace this question, the more I would recognize how much it reached to the heart
of who I had always been. Thought by thought, drop by drop, year by year, the solution of my life had been growing
denser with the need to give my all to God. The deacon said the word I might not have dared to propose to myself for
many years to come – Vocation: there was a sudden upheaval; and everything crystallized.
The First “Sign” of Confirmation
I hardly dared breathe this exciting new secret to myself, let alone to my Protestant family or even my Catholic friends, but
I immediately took it to prayer. Within weeks I considered visiting a local Vocations fair, but as the day approached I started
to worry that someone I knew might see me there – so I went to daily Mass that morning instead (the first Saturday of the
month and the feast day of Mother Teresa), praying specifically that God would continue to guide me in my vocation.

As usual, I stayed for a while after Mass to pray; normally by the time I left, no one else was around. But this time, as I
left the church, someone had waited. “Excuse me,” I was surprised to hear as I walked out of the doors into the
apparently-empty courtyard. I turned to find an elderly lady with bright eyes and an aquiline nose peering up at me,
clutching a picture of Mother Teresa. She looked at me hard, and smiled.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “I don’t know why I feel like I have to tell you this, but…I think that you have a religious vocation.”
She didn’t know me; she didn’t even know if I was already married. She had never seen me until that morning, from
across the church, but she had waited till I came out to tell me that.
My eyes grew wide. “Are you sure you can’t say why?” I asked – she couldn’t. But she smiled knowingly and waved the
picture of Mother Teresa at me. “Ask her,” she said. “It’s her day today. She’ll help you find your way.”
The Journey
While it’s certainly not unheard-of for pious old ladies to inform pious young ladies that they really ought to be nuns, the
lineup of coincidences here was impossible to ignore. Soon I talked both to my parish priest and the director of vocations
for the diocese, who both advised me to wait for now and keep discerning through prayer. So for the next nine months I
continued to teach, attend daily Mass, and devote increasing amounts of time to prayer and Adoration, wrestling to
understand whether indeed my own natural inclinations, together with the signs that kept cropping up along the way,
might really indicate a deeper calling. Near the end of the schoolyear, I met with the director of female vocations for the
diocese, who suggested that I ask the pastor of my parish to be my spiritual director – the very person I had been thinking
of asking for the past six months! As soon as we began to meet for spiritual direction, my progress picked up speed.
Over the next eight months or so, since I wanted to get data from a broad spectrum of orders, I visited several very
different convents: cloistered Poor Clares, active Franciscans, cloistered Dominicans. To my surprise, though all of them
were lovely, I didn’t find peace with any of them.
Around Christmastime of 2016, I heard an ad on the Catholic radio station for “Vocation Boom” – a website to help
young men discerning the priesthood. Those words caught my attention, and when I looked up the website I found that
it had a page for religious orders. Scrolling here and there through a massive list of congregations, I noticed one in
particular…The Little Friars and Nuns of Jesus and Mary. I went to their website and was intrigued by the lifestyle and
especially the pictures, where I saw a joyful dedication to poverty and evangelization that seemed to reflect the life of
St. Francis in a unique yet modern way. I couldn’t get them off my mind; by the first weekend of February I made my
first weekend visit, and from then on I put all discernment with other orders on hold. I had found a community that
answered my need for radicality and my love for the Franciscan lifestyle with a sincere attempt to live the Gospel to
100%. In the summer, I returned for the two week experience; and on the feast of the Assumption 2017 (the day after
my 28th birthday) I flew out to Louisiana once again to enter the Aspirancy.
Which Scroll?
The six-month Aspirancy (as always, in this community) was focused on discerning God’s will with certainty, including
whether He wanted me to continue into the Postulancy (which would begin with the seventh month and last for a year).
One day, for no apparent reason, I remembered a scene in the Old Testament where Elijah bows down in prayer and
sends his servant seven times to look out over the sea for a raincloud (1 Kings 18). Merging that scene in my mind with
the Biblical scenes where God gives a prophet a scroll to eat (Jer 15:16; Rev 10:8), I wrote down this prayer:
“Lord, I [bow down in prayer] and like Elijah bid my soul, ‘go up, and see what you can see.’ And though it come back six
times without a word, grant that I may send it back a seventh and know your will. I have a hunger for it, Lord: for the
expectation, the command, the clarity: ‘take this scroll, son of man, and not another.’”
Moments later, I went into the chapel and my eyes fell on the missal. I thought, “what if this is my ‘scroll?’ What if I find
my answer here?” So I knelt down and read the readings for Mass that day. This is what I read:
“On the first day of the seventh month, Ezra the priest brought the law before the assembly….Ezra the scribe stood on a
wooden platform that had been made for the occasion…[and] he opened the scroll so that all the people might see it….Ezra

read plainly from the book of the Law of God, interpreting it so that all could understand what was read….And they said,
‘go, eat rich foods and drink sweet drinks…for today is holy to the Lord. Do not be saddened this day’” (Nehemiah 8).
As well as the references to the first day of the seventh month (which would be the first day of the Postulancy) and the
“scroll” which I had just been praying about, I was struck that…
•
•
•

Ezra read and interpreted the Law of God so that everyone could understand – only two days before, my spiritual
director had told me that one of this community’s greatest goals is to explain the Catholic faith clearly and accurately!
On this first day of the seventh month the people, who were sad, were told not to mourn but to feast: and the first
day of the seventh month for me would be February 22nd – the Chair of Peter and the first feast day during Lent!
The feast of the Chair of Peter (particularly meaningful for me as a former Protestant) reminds all Catholics that it is
Peter and his successors, the Popes, who have the authority to “stand on the wooden platform” (of the cross of
Christ!) and teach and interpret the scriptures to the faithful, just as Ezra is doing in this reading.

To my surprise, I found that the other part of this “scroll” in the Missal, the Gospel reading for the day, was from Luke
chapter 10: where Jesus sends His disciples out to evangelize without taking anything for the journey (which is a key
passage for the lifestyle and charism of this community)!
Encouraged by these readings and other signs, I continued on my journey with the community, and on the 22nd of
February, 2018, I entered the Postulancy with the Little Nuns of Jesus and Mary.
Into the Deep…
Since then, I have shared many adventures with this community of “little ones,”1 from the swamps of southern Louisiana
to the streets of Mexico, from the fields of Ohio to the desert of Arizona – and, above all, in the daily call to try to live
the Gospel as fully as possible in our ordinary lives. As I discovered, five years ago, that my “yes” at Confirmation was
not so much the end of a journey as the beginning, so my “yes” to religious life continues every day to call me further
still. As the disciples found with Christ, I constantly find myself invited to move beyond my comfort zone, beyond stale
patterns of thought and behavior, to encounter God – in and through others – in new and challenging ways. To me, as to
all those looking for His will, the Lord continues to say, “Put out into the deep, and lower your nets for a catch!” (cf. Luke
5:4): words which will bear great fruit in our obedience, as He “fishes” souls for heaven through the “nets” of our prayer
and sacrifice.
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1

In the Italian title of the community (Piccoli Frati e Piccole Suore di Gesù e Maria), the word “Piccoli” means “little” – cf. Matthew
18:3 and Matthew 11:25

