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By Sister Elizabeth Anne Allen, O.P. 

A Diamond Jubilee has always been both a rare occurrence and 
an occasion for gratitude and joy; this one is no exception. Sister 
Mary Leonard has lived her vows as a Dominican Sister of Saint 
Cecilia Congregation for 75 years, giving an example of fidelity 
that inspires and encourages those who witness it.

Sister Mary Leonard was the first sister I ever met, and I intro-
duced her as such to a group once. Without missing a beat (and 
with her characteristic sharp wit), she quipped, “And she en-
tered anyway!” When I met her, I was a senior in college and 
was taking instructions preparing to enter the Catholic Church. 
I attended a meeting of Catholic college students from across 
the state of Tennessee held at Camp Marymount and Sister Mary 
Leonard came with the Aquinas student delegation. The spirit of 
that small group of students and their relationship with Sister 
Mary Leonard was notable. They exemplified sincere respect and 
yet showed great freedom to express their views and concerns. It 
made an impression.

Sister was among the first group of instructors to serve at  
Aquinas when it began in 1961, and she stayed more than three 
decades. She reigned supreme in the science lab, teaching  
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“Sister Mary Leonard 
was the most influential 
professor I had during 

my college years. She had 
a genuine zeal for life 
with kindness and 

compassion for 
students.” 
- PATSY SANDERS '75

“You were such a positive influence for me, and I will always be 
grateful for the time I had under your tutelage, charm and wit.” 

- LARRY CRAIN '74

“Thank you for 
your commitment 
to our Lord, to your 
Dominican order, 
to Aquinas College 
and thank you for 
your commitment 
to students like me!” 

- CHRIS MURPHY  '76

DIAMONDS: ENDURING, PRECIOUS & VALUED

Sister Mary Leonard
biology and the anatomy and physiology classes. Known as a 
“bell-to-bell teacher,” Sister had the gift of being able to chal-
lenge advanced students and to support 
those who encountered difficulty. In addi-
tion to teaching duties, she served as spon-
sor for the honor society and as dean of stu-
dents. In 1994, her final year at the College, 
Sister was awarded the Faculty Member of 
the Year – a fitting capstone to her many 
years as an exemplary educator at Aquinas.

Sister Mary Leonard loved athletics and be-
lieved in the life lessons that participation 
in team sports can teach. She also knew her 
sports! Woe to any basketball player who 
missed a free throw shot or to the base-
ball player who failed to run out a likely 
base hit! When recently asked about Sister 
Mary Leonard, Bill Stover – who coached 
baseball at Aquinas from 1973 to 1981 – re-
flected, “Sister was a wonderful teacher and respected by all 
who knew her. I know all my players thought so much of her.” 
Two of her peak moments in Aquinas athletics were when the  

College won the National Junior College Men’s Basketball 
championship in 1991 and when the baseball team once gave 

her the game ball signed by the whole team.

If Sister knew athletics, she also knew 
teaching. One teacher who was new to  
Aquinas told Sister that she was having  
difficulty motivating the athletes in her 
classes. Sister asked her if she ever attended 
their games. She said that she had not, so 
Sister Mary Leonard told her to go to a game 
or two. Then she observed, “If you support 
and respect them on their court, they will 
respect you on your court.” It worked!  

Sister Mary Leonard is currently the most 
senior sister in our community. She is still 
at daily Mass and prayers. She still enjoys 
her puzzles and loves watching the fish in 
the aquarium. It struck me the other day 

that there is currently not a sister among the 300+ in our Con-
gregation who has ever known the community without her 
presence in it. This is in itself a cause for celebration! ■

Her work continues today through the Sister Mary Leonard Scholarship. If you would like to contribute, go to aquinascollege.edu/smleonard


