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Sister Stanislaus Kennedy, or Sister Stan as she is affectionately known, has been described as
a visionary and social innovator. Now, in The Road Home she looks back on her life - from her
early years growing up on the family farm in the Dingle Peninsula, Co. Kerry, to the day when, at
the age of eighteen, she made the life-changing decision to become a nun. Inspired by the work
of Mother Mary Aikenhead, who founded the Sisters of Charity in 1815, Stan went on to
dedicate her life to the service of the poor and to fighting for a fairer, more equal society.Here, as
she reflects on the many challenges she has met, both personal and political, she recalls how
she was also inspired by her mentor, Bishop Peter Birch and how, under his guidance she
helped to set up an innovative model of community care in Kilkenny - a model that was to
become a blueprint for the rest of Ireland.Over the years Stan also developed into a formidable
campaigner and worked tirelessly - sometimes against severe opposition - to establish other
immensely influential human rights and social justice agencies, includingFocus Ireland, now the
biggest national voluntary organisation for the homeless, Young Social Innovators, a national
social justice education programme for young people, and The Immigrant Council of Ireland
(ICI), which supports the rights of migrants and their families and is a catalyst for public debate.
In 2000, Stan also founded The Sanctuary - a meditation and spirituality centre in Dublin where,
amidst the bustle of city life, people can experience peace, quiet, and the space to explore and
develop their inner world.Inspiring and thought-provoking, this fascinating memoir provides a
unique insight into the life and work of one of the most influential social activists of our day, the
many political battles she has fought and won, and how, with dogged determination and
courage, she has shaped the lives and the fortunes of thousands of people. Quite simply, The
Road Home is the remarkable story of a remarkable woman.



About the BookSocial innovator and political activist Sister Stanislaus Kennedy, or Sister Stan as
she is affectionately known, has dedicated her life to the service of the poor and to fighting for a
fairer, more equal society. Now, in The Road Home, Stan looks back on her early life in rural
Ireland, and to the life-changing decision she made at the age of eighteen to become a
nun.Inspired by the work of Mary Aikenhead, who founded the Congregation of the Religious
Sisters of Charity in 1815, and her mentor, Bishop Peter Birch, she helped to set up a
comprehensive model of community care in Kilkenny that was to become a blueprint for the rest
of Ireland.Reflecting on the many challenges she has met, we see how Stan has worked
tirelessly – sometimes against strong opposition – to help establish vital voluntary groups, such
as Focus Ireland, now the biggest national organization for the homeless; Young Social
Innovators, which provides social awareness education for 15–18 year-olds; and the Immigrant
Council of Ireland, a human rights organization which promotes and supports the rights of
immigrants. She has also created The Sanctuary Meditation Centre, a place of peace and
healing which is located in the heart of Dublin’s bustling city centre.Inspiring and thought-
provoking, this fascinating memoir provides a unique insight into the life and work of one of the
most influential social activists of our day. It is, quite simply, the remarkable story of a remarkable
woman.
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The Road HomeSister Stan

To be humanis to become visiblewhile carryingwhat is hiddenas a gift to others.David Whyte
(from the poem What to Remember When Waking)

Forewordby Mary McAleese, President of IrelandThe words of T.S. Eliot, ‘Do not follow where
the path may lead. Go instead where there is no path and leave a trail,’ beautifully sum up the life
journey of Sr Stanislaus Kennedy, whose wonderful work I have been privileged to witness on
many occasions during my years as President of Ireland and indeed to share in long before I
became President.Sr Stanislaus – or Sr Stan as she has become affectionately known – is one
of those rare people who knows that, in order to make life better for others, it is often necessary
to choose the paths in life that are unfamiliar, difficult to navigate, and strewn with obstacles. Sr
Stanislaus has never been afraid to set out down those demanding paths, to break new ground



and to bring others with her. It is humbling to realize how, on many occasions, the only signposts
she had to guide her came from her faith and from her heart and they told her to follow the voice
of ‘compassion’, ‘care’, ‘concern’, ‘empathy’, ‘kindness’ and, of course, ‘courage’. No matter
where they led, she followed.Sr Stan’s determination to give her life to help the poor and the
marginalized was awoken in a bleak, post-World-War, impoverished Ireland still coming to grips
with a hard-fought-for independence. It was an Ireland navigating in uncharted waters as it
moved from being a small, inward-looking country to a key player on the European stage, from
being a land torn apart by conflict and violence to an island at peace, from being a mono-cultural
country to one that people of all nationalities have chosen to call home. With each transformative
phase the quality of life for many improved, but there has always been work to do for the poor
and marginalized.As the landscape changed, so too did the needs of our most vulnerable
people and Sr Stanislaus kept pace with changing needs, outreaching to the homeless and to
Ireland’s new citizens from other parts of the world and encouraging the early development of a
sense of social responsibility in our young people through her very successful Young Social
Innovators initiative.It would be impossible to measure fully the good that Sr Stan has done, the
lives she has touched so graciously and caringly, the light of hope she has switched on for men,
women and children who lived in the darkness of exclusion. ‘Two shortens the road,’ says the old
Irish proverb, and that is what Sr Stan has done for a lot of people. She has walked with them,
talked with them, listened to them and brought them to a better and a safer destination than
might have seemed possible at the start.It is hard to imagine Ireland without Sr Stanislaus’s
special charisma of care and her utter fidelity to the great commandment to love one another,
which infuses all she does. I am proud to know her, proud to have worked with her and grateful
to have such an inspirational champion of charity helping our country to fulfil its destiny as a
republic that ‘cherishes all the children of the nation equally’.I wish her continued success as
she navigates us closer to that destiny.Mary McAleesePresident of Ireland

1Deora DéI WAS BORN Treasa Kennedy near Lispole on the Dingle peninsula in County Kerry
in the south-west of Ireland, between Conor Hill and the Atlantic Ocean, during World War II –
1939 to be exact. That part of Kerry was partly Irish-speaking at the time. People are very proud
to speak good Irish today, but in those days it was considered the language of poverty, and
people tended to favour English. But I grew up in a household where Irish was spoken alongside
English.My family, like many local families, had its roots in Kerry for many generations. The
Kennedys came to the Dingle peninsula from Tipperary in the middle of the eighteenth century.
My father was Tadgh Mhuillean (Tadgh of the Mill), and was called that because his family
owned a mill on the river in the nineteenth century. To this day where we live is called Mhuillean,
even though its correct title is Rinn Bhui, the Yellow Hill, because of the abundance of montbretia
that grows there. I was known as Treasa, one of Tadgh A. Mhuillean’s daughters. Being able to
identify a place as somewhere you belong is something I took for granted as a child, but now it is
very important to me, and the area I grew up in has left an indelible mark on my life. I love



everything about the area: the community spirit, the football, the storytelling, the mountains and
rivers and seas, the lakes and the valleys. It has an energy – a physical energy – which is the
source of its language and its stories, its plays and poetry; it has a special accent and a certain
toughness. Much of it is shaped by the landscape, and the landscape has a profound effect on
its people.I have a crystal-clear memory of how both the rising and the setting sun cast dancing
lights on the hills; even after a shower of rain, everything seemed clearer – cleansed, in a way.
Going back home now, and as I walk on Inch or Ventry Strand, I feel my childhood being
reawakened through the sand, the sound of the waves, the smell of the sea and the wind and
rain on my face; the beautiful shades of blues and greens, greys, yellows, purples. Now I can
walk these strands with ease, and in all seasons, for every day different hues of nature appear to
me.I was one of six children (though my youngest brother died at birth) and I grew up among
fishermen and farmers, the caretakers of a peasant tradition. I was very aware of the emigration
and unemployment which did not allow many young people to live and work in the country, and I
knew that most young people who didn’t get into secondary school left Ireland in search of a
better future.My mother had emigrated to America as a young woman, but unusually she
returned home. She enjoyed her time in America, but she knew that the immigrant life there was
not what she wanted for her children, and she was absolutely determined that we would all be
educated so that we could find work at home in Ireland.In my early childhood, most of my
entertainment came from simple games played in fields and roads; we would go to swim or
paddle in the ‘short strand’ or climb the side of Conor Hill or the strickeen, which was at the back
of our house, and though it was only a thousand feet, it felt as if it was several thousands. At
night people gathered in the kitchen and the children of the house, who were supposed to be in
bed, would sit on the stairs listening to the conversations going on below. At that time no one
travelled too far out of the locality, unless it was to attend a hospital appointment or go to work in
Dublin – or, of course, to emigrate.And so the conversations tended to focus on local people and
local events.There was also storytelling and card-playing to be enjoyed in place of cinema,
television or radio. It was a life of mystery, beauty and simplicity. The pattern of day and night, the
rhythm of the seasons, of life and death – all this was lived unselfconsciously in the presence of
God. The life of the people was deeply incarnational, as they saved the hay, cut and footed the
turf (peat), brought tea to the fields or the bog, caught trout and salmon, told the time from the
sun and the tide.My first school was Lispole National School, which was a two-mile walk away,
and when I left this school it was a very lonely time for me. I had made many, many friends and
there was nobody from my class going to secondary school with me. At the same time, my three
older sisters had left home and were training to be teachers or nurses. I was on my own at home,
with my brother, who was two years younger than me. To me, he was just a very young child and
I didn’t want much to do with him. In fact, we seemed to spend most of our time squabbling! It
was only when my sisters came home on holidays that things changed. They obviously regarded
themselves as a bit more sophisticated than us because they were out in the world and we were
still at school, so my brother and I became closer, and that was how it remained.Me as a child,



aged around eight or nine.Going to secondary school meant riding three miles into town, in
Dingle. And this I had to do on my own, without family or friends to accompany me. It was
certainly a challenge to develop new relationships and find my feet in what was, essentially,
foreign territory. But somehow I managed.Life at home had a gentleness to it. I remember my
mother bringing the eggs from the henhouse in her turned up, crossover apron, and how she
would mindfully, gently, place them in a bowl in the kitchen. I remember, too, watching her
kneading bread or carefully rolling out the pastry for the delicious apple tarts she baked. Nothing
was rushed, or forced, just mindful, focused work that she seemed happy to do.I can see now
my father coming down the road, walking meditatively behind the cows as they came home to be
milked. The cows walking so, so slowly. I see him leaning over the pillar of the gate as he
watched and listened to the cows chewing the hay or chewing the cud; I can feel the stillness as
we sat on our three-legged stools milking the cows. There was a calmness, a rhythm and a
beauty to these simple tasks.As a young child growing up on a farm, I watched my father work
the land and spent a lot of time out of doors. This closeness to the land came from walking it and
working it and, in a sense, I recognized early that satisfaction is easily achieved in farm life.
There was satisfaction when the hay is saved, the corn is reaped and thrashed, the turf is cut,
when the potatoes are set and picked, when the cow calves and the milk tanks are full. All of this
comes, of course, from hard work, but it was a rich life, simplicity at its best, surrounded by
nature and animals. One of the best aspects of my childhood was that we always had animals
around us – calves, horses, ponies, donkeys, sheep, goats – and all so much a part of our daily,
hectic life. It was fun, and there was never a dull moment, but we knew too that living on a farm
entailed certain responsibilities.My parents on the farm, taken around 1946.As children, we had
to help with duties around the farm: saving the hay and the corn, footing the turf (a way of drying
out the turf after it was cut), setting, weeding and picking the potatoes and other vegetables we
grew. It was hard, tiring work, but we were shown how to do things properly and never deviated
from that. For example, when we were setting the potatoes, after the sod was turned over we all
had our own place beside the ridge and were taught how to place the seed potatoes in a certain
way, with the eye facing up and at a certain distance from each other along the ridge. Saving the
hay was a great event we all helped with. But the weather had to be fine. I remember when the
weather was bad, the priest gave permission from the altar allowing farmers to work on
Sunday.There was much excitement about the place when the neighbours gathered to help
each other bring home the turf or stack the hay. The hay was brought in from the fields at the end
of the summer on carts drawn by horses, and stacked in one big stack in the yard. We had so
much fun going back and forth on the cart!Another enjoyable occasion was the American
Wakes. The American Wake was a carry over from a long tradition of emigration in the area. It
dates back to the earlier part of the twentieth century, a time of high emigration to America. At
that time, few emigrants to America were expected to return, so a big party was held in the area
before they left, to Wake them, as it were, and send them on their journey. This was a big
occasion for food, drink and music, singing and dancing. There was also lovely food and drinks



for the children. During my childhood the American Wakes were generally held when Americans
were returning to the States after their holiday in Ireland.Like all youngsters I lived for the
moment, the fun, the games, the visiting of neighbours and cousins, and other family members.
Indeed, family was, and still is, very important to me.My parents led by example more than
words. They never sought material gain, yet their lives were full. This is part of the legacy they
passed on to their children: live life simply, but live it well. Growing up, I learned that we were not
just individuals, but part of a family and a community – and as part of a community we have a
responsibility to make the world we have inherited a better place for those who live beside us in
the present, and for those who will come after us in the future.My parents were quietly spoken
and mild in manner. They were humble but proud people. My mother was a small woman, a
great cook, and managed the house and the children. She was very handy with a needle and
made a lot of our clothes. She was also quite a strong personality, with a great trust and faith in
education. She wanted us girls to have proper professions because she believed that women
should have the means to be independent in case they were left alone in later life. There was
quite a bit of pressure put on us to succeed, for my mother wanted the best for her children and
would leave no stone unturned to achieve it. She did this to a fault and if we didn’t do well in an
exam or get a scholarship that was up for grabs, she certainly wasn’t pleased!It was with some
nervousness that I approached my mother to tell her about my decision to enter the convent. I
think she was taken aback at first – but she neither encouraged, nor discouraged me; she
merely warned me how strict convent life would be. Perhaps, because I was enjoying spending
time with other young people – and going to parties and dances was very much a part of my life
– she thought I wouldn’t stick at it, and that I would soon be looking for another job. When she
told my father, he was totally shocked and said nothing about it for a long time. Eventually, he
simply said to my mother, ‘Isn’t that a damn quare thing that Treasa is doing?’My father was tall
and slim and was very much the bread-winner because he worked the farm and that was our
only source of income. I never heard my parents raise their voices to each other in the house,
although my mother did raise her voice to us children to sort us out when need be. And if we
were fighting, we did it outside. We were never allowed to shout and scream in the house, so we
took our troubles out into the garden, the yard or the shed! There was rough and tumble, and a
lot of suspense in the air when there was a football match on the radio. The men would gather
around and once the ball was thrown in, the next two hours were full of excitement – although no
child dared speak a word until after the game had finished.My fondest memories of home during
my childhood are of Christmas time. Christmas began early in our house. It began really with
baking the Christmas cake. My mother would get in a store of currants, raisins, candied peel,
nutmeg and other spices, and the day of baking the cake was a big day. We gathered round the
table as she mixed the ingredients, and there was a lovely aroma. When the cake went into the
oven we all had to be really quiet, because we understood that if we made any noise, the cake
would fall. It was very exciting, seeing the cake come out of the oven – and there was that
gorgeous smell.The other exciting Christmas preparation was the collecting of holly and ivy. We



had plenty of ivy around the house and fields, but we had to go what I thought was a long
distance to collect the holly. In fact it was only about half a mile away. But we had to go through
the fields, because the field where the holly was was land-locked so we had to travel by foot and
cross the river to get there. It was winter and the river was, I thought, very high. The smaller ones
of us would have to be lifted on to somebody’s back to get across it. The holly tree was not on
our land. It was over in Flemmingstown. It was a beautiful tree with red berries. My father made a
pile of the holly, which he bound together with a rope and brought home on his back. We carried
little branches. The house was then decorated with the holly and ivy, and I thought it was lovely.
And in between the holly and the ivy we would place the Christmas cards and other
decorations.Shopping was another important part of the early preparation for Christmas. Our
parents went to town and brought home lots of goodies, including sweet cakes, currant cake,
biscuits and sweets, and whiskey, porter and port wine. It was a tradition that the shopkeepers
gave Christmas presents to their customers, and these included port wine and sherry, and
different kinds of sweet cake and loaves. We shopped at Muiris Dans, Foxy Johns and Jack
Connors in Dingle, and in Hicksons and Caseys in Lispole. They all gave us Christmas presents,
and it wasn’t about the amount they gave as much as the fact that they gave presents. We
normally never had alcohol in the house, except for Christmas and for the Stations.
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Francis G. Rice, “More than a book - this is a reference for human beings in assisting in bringing
God's Kingdom to Earth.. An inspirational book reflecting the meekness and humility of Jesus in
the heart of an Irish sister with a missionary zeal.”

Tim Maher, “good autobiography. This is a well written book from the pen of Sr Stan who is well
known for her work over the years in social services and helping the homeless.”

william wood, “Five Stars. Nice”

Mrs. P.A-M Jenkinson, “A lesson in humility. A real insight into the development of social services
in Ireland and how one person helped to drive initialives to make it happen, A remarkable
individual with vision and drive.”

The book by Kathleen Frazier has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 6 people have provided feedback.
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