Sister Mary Joan Mike
January 2, 2019

Sister Mary Joan (aka Sister Mary Jo) Mike, the long-time principal of Nativity of the
Blessed Virgin Mary Elementary School, passed away on January 2, 2019 at Ochsner
Medical Center in New Orleans, LA after a second battle with cancer. Sister Mary Jo was
born in St. Paul, MN on November 30, 1951.
She was preceded in death by her parents, William and Agnes Mike.
Sister Mary Jo is survived by her sibling sister, Judi Berger; her nieces and nephews; and
her dearest friends, Margy and Dale Van Lerberghe of Port Clinton, OH.
Sister Mary Jo came to the Sisters of St. Francis of Sylvania, OH from her Presentation
Parish in St. Paul, MN in 1970. She made her First Profession of religious vows in 1972
and her Final Profession in 1975. She earned a Bachelor’s Degree from the former Mary
Manse College in Toledo, OH and her Master’s from the University of Detroit. She taught
in schools in Ohio, Michigan, Minnesota and Louisiana and served as principal in Ohio
and Mississippi. She served on the Sylvanian Franciscan Health Board for several years.
She also held leadership positions in the Diocese of Biloxi where she was the beloved
Principal of Nativity BVM Elementary school for 27 years. Sister Mary Jo mentored several
generations of children in Biloxi and beyond.
Attesting to her superior work in education, Sister Mary Jo received the highly acclaimed
Principal of the Year Award given by the National Catholic Education Association in 2015
held at their annual convention in Orlando, FL. That same year, Sister Mary Jo served as
a liaison to the Holy See in a symposium held for Catholic Education throughout the world.
She was awarded for her 25 years of service at Nativity BVM Elementary School in 2017
with a plaque and a ticket to the Saints/Viking opening game (being an avid football fan).
Not only did Sister Mary Jo excel in leadership in our Catholic Schools, she was a
valuable community leader in Biloxi highly respected for her willing cooperation with the
City. Sister Mary Jo came to the assistance of the City of Biloxi in the aftermath of
Hurricane Katrina when she opened her school to the City’s first responders, whose

facilities were heavily damaged and turned it into a “M.A.S.H. unit.” By her cooperation,
the City’s firemen and policemen operated out of the school in the immediate days
following the catastrophe. Despite the chaos, and amidst damaged buildings, Sister Mary
Jo managed the school’s reopening for regular classes within only a few weeks after the
storm.
Sister Mary Jo was an outstanding school principal. She helped develop Nativity BVM
Elementary School as a premier Catholic Elementary School excelling in academics, child
health, sports, robotics, and faith. She was instrumental in developing the only Special
Education component within the Catholic School System in the Diocese of Biloxi. Over the
years, she built up a highly qualified and stable staff of teachers which the school enjoys
even to this day.
To know Sister Mary Jo was to know someone who loved her vocation as a religious
Sister and educator. She loved her God, her religious community, her students, coworkers and the many families she served. Her sense of humor, her ready smile, her
bravery under duress (cancer and hurricanes) are just some of the characteristics of Sister
Mary Jo Mike that will be dearly missed by the Sisters in her community, her sister, her
family as well as the beloved people of Nativity BVM Mary Parish in Biloxi, MS.
A visitation for Sister Mary Jo will be held at the Cathedral of the Nativity of the Blessed
Virgin Mary on Thursday evening, January 3, 2019 from 6:00 p.m. until 9:00 p.m. A Mass
of Christian Burial will take place on Friday, January 4, 2019 at 10:00 a.m. The address of
the Cathedral Church is 870 Howard Ave., Biloxi, MS 39530. Sr. Mary Jo will be sent to
Sylvania, OH for interment in Porta Coeli Cemetery.
In lieu of flowers, Sister Mary Jo has requested that donations be made to The Nativity
School Foundation. The proceeds from this perpetual foundation go directly to tuition
reduction of the parents of school children. Donations should be mailed to Nativity School
Foundation, P.O. Box 453, Biloxi, MS 39533-0453.
The Howard Avenue Chapel of Bradford-O’Keefe Funeral Home is in charge of
arrangements.
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“

A tribute video has been added.

Bradford O'Keefe Funeral Homes - January 03 at 10:52 AM

“

WXXV25 News
For the past 27 years, Sister Mary Jo Mike has made her presence felt as principal of
Nativity BVM School in Biloxi.
Nativity of the Blessed Rector Dennis Carver said, “Sister Mary Jo had several very
special and humorous interests. One of them was that she loved Mardi Gras and not
just Mardi Gras in Biloxi, she loved to go to Mardi Gras in New Orleans.”
Mardi Gras, football, the Minnesota Vikings: these are some of the things that Sister
Mary Jo Mike loved the most, aside from her students.
Sister Mary Jo, principal of the Nativity BVM Elementary School, passed away
Wednesday morning, leaving behind a legacy that can’t be matched. “She’s been
with the Cathedral Parish for a number of years and those years have been a period
of great prosperity for our school and I’m very grateful to her community, her
Franciscan sisters for letting her stay for so many years in Biloxi.”
Following her first principal position in Ohio, Sister Mary Jo came to Biloxi to
interview at the Nativity BVM Parish, immediately falling in love with the school and
community.
For the last 27 years, Sister Mary Jo roamed the halls, making sure to be a part of
every student’s life, helping to guide them as they grow up. “Sister Mary Jo has been
a kind of, I guess you can say, ‘mother goose’ to many children over the past 27
years.”
Students were planning on returning to school on Thursday, however in light of the
news, both school days have been cancelled so that students and their families can
attend the services.

Bradford-O'Keefe Funeral Home - January 04 at 10:09 AM

“

BILOXI, MS (WLOX) - The beloved principal of a Coast Catholic school is being
mourned by all who knew her.
Sister Mary Jo Mike was principal at Nativity B.V.M. School in Biloxi for 27 years,
educating and loving hundreds of children during her long career.
According to Father Dennis Carver, Sister Mary Jo died after a second battle with
cancer.
“(She) suffered from cancer about seven years ago, her first round of cancer,” said
Father Carver. “She was able to defeat it with the help of some marvelous doctors.”
Towards the end of 2018, the cancer returned, this time faster and more aggressive
than before. Father Carver said he saw Sister Mary Jo just two days before she died.
“Sister Mary Jo kept saying, ‘Who would’ve ever thought, here I was in the school
just a few weeks ago and now here I am on my death bed,’” the priest recalled.
“Then, she said, ‘It’s okay.’"
The educator was a nun of the Sisters of St. Francis of Sylvania. According to the
order’s website, Sister Mary Jo was passionate about volunteering, which is
something she began doing early in childhood.
She was recognized as a leader in education with multiple national awards, even
getting to take a trip to the Vatican. Everyone who knew her said her students were
always her first priority.
“She knew every child in the school and what that child needed,” said Nanette Burke,
a retired teacher at Nativity who worked closely with Sister Mary Jo for many years.
“She was loved by generations of former students,” said Father Carver. “People or
children who are now adults who she led and guided 25, 20, 15 years ago would
return just to say hello.”
In her biography on the school’s website, Sister Mary Jo said the following about the
elementary school:
“I believe that what makes Nativity B.V.M. School so special is the family atmosphere
that we encourage and experience each day. Our pastor, faculty and staff work
together with the parents and families to respond to the needs of each child in the
best way possible. Older children look out for younger children and see this as both a
privilege and a responsibility. At Nativity, we believe in educating the whole child…
mind, body and spirit.”
One other thing Sister Mary Jo will be fondly remembered for his her love of the
Minnesota Vikings. An avid fan, the principal was often seen wearing her purple and
gold attire during football season. It was just one thing in a countless list of qualities
that endeared her to others.

“I wouldn’t say Sister was an obnoxious Viking fan, but.. yeah I would," said Burke,
recalling her friend fondly.
“She loved the Minnesota Vikings and she also loved the New Orleans Saints," said
Father Carver. “So as an exit hymn, at the end of the funeral, we’re going to sing
‘When the Saints Come Marching In.’ That’s perfect for Sister Mary Jo."
Remembered for so many of her loving qualities, Father Carver said he wants
everyone who knew her to be at peace knowing that the beloved sister is with Jesus.
“There’s no doubt in my mind that Sister Mary Jo is now in the splendor of God’s
wonderful kingdom.”
It’s a comfort that is helping many grieving people. Dozens took to Facebook
Wednesday morning to leave their memories and condolences for Sister Mary Jo.
Aside from helping shape young minds, Sister Mary Jo was called to care for the
poor, often encouraging the families of her students to donate food and serve meals
at Loaves and Fishes.
According to Catholic Diocese of Biloxi superintendent Rhonda Clark, Susie Bass will
fill in as interim school principal until a permanent principal is found. Bass is a retired
Catholic school principal for the Biloxi diocese, said Clark.
Visitation for Sister Mary Jo will be Thursday, Jan. 3, from 6-9 p.m. at Nativity B.V.M.
Cathedral, located at 870 Howard Avenue in Biloxi. The funeral will be Friday, Jan. 4,
at 10 a.m. also at Nativity B.V.M Cathedral.
Bradford-O'Keefe Funeral Home - January 04 at 09:37 AM

“

1 file added to the album LifeTributes

Bradford O'Keefe Funeral Homes - January 04 at 07:46 AM

“

I'm so saddened to hear of sister marry jo's passing. She was my principle at nativity
b.v.m during the early 90s and a very dear friend to my mother Mary. I remember her
always looking forward to our teacher against student turkey bowl each year, being
football was a sport she enjoyed. Our prayers and deepest condolences go out to
her family. May they find comfort knowing she is now with her heavenly father and at

peace.

Courtney Beauvais"Clark" - January 03 at 06:49 PM

“

Sister stopped me one Sunday afternoon as I was walking through our pool area at
the Saxony Apartments because I was wearing a Michigan State shirt. Asked if I was
from MI, said yes, small town near Toledo. She knew my hometown and I knew
about her Mother House in Sylvania OH. We became friends instantly! We survived
many storms in that complex, even a fire in 2004. After Katrina, she donated some of
her own furniture to me when I moved to the second floor after losing almost
everything on the first floor. I gladly donated time at Nativity after the storm mopping
and cleaning, organizing, etc. whatever Sister needed to help get the school back up
and running. She was kind enough to go with me to see Placido Domingo in 2005
when I told her I had an extra ticket. I could go on, but as I told others, she would be
furious with me. She put others first, especially her kids/students/staff at Nativity and
didn't prefer the limelight although pushed sometimes. She was honest, genuine,
hard working, dedicated to both her religion and her school, and LOVED her
Minnesota Vikings. She will be missed by many on the coast, her community in OH,
her sister from MN, and by this old friend that will remember her forever. A true
angel.

Jeff Yielding - January 03 at 10:25 AM

“

She would be furious with you, haha
One of the most generous, yet fiercest human beings I have ever met. I wish I had gotten
to spend more time with her.
God bless you as you remember her.
Molly - January 03 at 05:34 PM

“

I knew Sr.Mary Jo during my years in Mississippi. She was a wonderful lady and a great
educator. My sincere sympathy to Sr.Mary Jo's family and Nativity School and Parish
Communities.
Promising to remember you at this difficult time.
With much sympathy,
Sr.Rita Murray Dublin, Ireland

Sr. Rita Murray - January 08 at 03:21 PM

“

Lovely One Spathiphyllum Plant was purchased for the family of Sister Mary Joan
Mike.

January 03 at 09:46 AM

“

146 files added to the album LifeTributes

Bradford O'Keefe Funeral Homes - January 03 at 09:38 AM

“

It is with deep sadness that our beloved Nun and Principal of my son’s school in 5th
and 6th grade has passed away. She loved my son Charles Fink and always tried to
help him feel special. She gave him jobs to do, was silly
with him... I made her
homemade pumpkin
bread
every year. She loved her students and knew them
all by name. The Charlie Fink family is devastated by this news. God Bless Sister
Mary Jo! We love
you! You helped make Charles Fink the Christian he is.
Rest In Peace our beautiful friend.
With deepest sympathy and prayers,
Charlie, Jennifer, and Charles Fink

Charlie, Jennifer, & Charles Fink - January 02 at 10:40 PM

“

Both my boys attended Nativity BVM. I had the pleasure of working at the school and
Sister Mary Jo was a great boss and person. She was so welcoming and made you
feel like you were part of a family. I pray for all the staff and students.

Sammi Young - January 02 at 10:34 PM

“

Sister Mary Jo will be greatly missed. My sister, brother, and I have the fondest
memories of our elementary school years, and we can certainly thank Sister for that.
She was truly a blessing to the Nativity BVM family. Her kindness, dedication,
passion, and most importantly love, will be remembered by all whose lives she’s
touched. We love you, Sister Mary Jo. Rest In Peace.
Marissa, Raven, and Dylan Gutierrez

Marissa Gutierrez - January 02 at 09:50 PM

“

As a parent when Sister Mary Jo was hired & now a grandparent of children who
have passed through there & one still at Nativity BVM Elementary - we have loved &
been amazed at Sister & how she took care of all the kids & their parents too!! We
will miss her & will never forget her loving care of all who came in contact with her all
these years - God Bless & keep Sister in His loving care forever —.

Debbie Batia - January 02 at 09:42 PM

“

They say every person you meet has an impact on you. Sister had a huge impact on
me and my family. She showed me the type of person we are all meant to be:
eternally selfless. She taught me things that have lasting impacts on the way I
parent. So many conversations over the years that My children attended Nativity.
Times she counseled me as I worried about the best way to guide my children, when
she supported me when my dad passed away and I had a miscarriage, how she
treasured me during the pregnancy with Robbie (always reminding me to use the
handrail on the stairs), and on and on. She showed me pure goodness more times
than I can count. I stirve to be more like her. Although she will be missed, her
influence lives on in my children and I.

Bianca Wooden - January 02 at 09:31 PM

“

A group of members from the New York City Fire Department were on a hurricane
relief effort after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. We met Sister Mary Jo during one of our
early trips to Biloxi and we formed a friendship that lasted over 13 years. She was an
amazing person and we always looked forward to seeing her when we were in the
area. Distributing toys to the children at Nativity was a pleasure because of Sister
Mary Jo. She made a positive impression on each and every one of us. We will miss
her smiling face and positive outlook on life. Rest in Peace.

Tom - January 02 at 09:03 PM

“

What a blessing to see you in September when we came back to Biloxi !! Many
wonderful memories of my son Daniel and Melody attending Nativity many years
ago. These days were some of their happiest in Biloxi. Memories to always
remember of you smiling. You took such good care of all the students. RIP, Love,
Elaine, Melody, Daniel

Elaine Bonnell - January 02 at 07:58 PM

“

With heavy hearts we would like to extend our deepest sympathies and condolences
to Sr. Mary's family, friends, and all her "children" at Nativity BVM Elementary school,
past and present.
We know not the time or day when God will call us home.
I saw this a few days ago and now more than ever does it ring true:

If you pray well, you will live well; if you live well, you will die well; and if you die well,
all will be well.
- Saint Augustine

God our Father,
Your power brings us to birth,
Your providence guides our lives,
and by Your command we return to dust.
Lord, those who die still live in Your presence,
their lives change but do not end.
I pray in hope for Sr. Mary's family,
relatives and friends,
and for all the dead known to You alone.
In company with Christ,
Who died and now lives,
may they rejoice in Your kingdom,
where all our tears are wiped away.
Unite us together again in one family,
to sing Your praise forever and ever.

Richard and Michong Skripek - January 02 at 07:45 PM

“

First time this military family met Sister MJ way back in 1994 we had our 2 children
with us and upon meeting us she addressed the kids BEFORE she addressed us—
that REALLY impressed us and knew her heart and priorities were in order. We are
saddened by her passing but KNOW she is an angel and left God’s kingdom a better
place. RIP

Zeithammel Family - January 02 at 06:20 PM

“

We love you Sister Mary Jo. You will always be in our hearts. The Foster Family.

Sheila Foster - January 02 at 06:01 PM

“

We love you Sister Mary Jo. You will always be in our hearts. The Foster Family.

Sheila Foster - January 02 at 05:58 PM

“

The Stewart family will miss you Sister Mary Jo. We thank you for instilling the good
into Wyeth and Alex's hearts (and ours). Thank you for giving us the push we needed
with Alex when the time came for him to move up to Kindergarten. Your foresight
provided him and us with the tools he needed to succeed in school and he has done
just that. Thank you for calling us when you had extra wood at the school we could
use for our bonfires and thank you for referring us to your friends. We are still in a
daze that you have left this earth; however we do find comfort in knowing you are in
God's presence enjoying the beauty of His kingdom. Rest easy Sister Mary Jo!

Linda Stewart - January 02 at 04:36 PM

“

Sister Mary Jo made this military family feel welcome from day 1. Her amazing ability
to know her students' names on the first day of school blew us away. She prayed for
our family during the times when the military temporarily separated us. What a
blessing she was to so many people throughout the years. Thank you Sister, for
dedicating your life to Christ, and in turn, blessing so many families along the way.
Until we meet again... Love, Rene, Sharmin, Ben, Matthew, and Elena Romero

Sharmin Romero - January 02 at 03:35 PM

“

Heart broken, I will miss seeing you sitting in front of my husband and me at the 7:00
Sunday Mass. Love and prayers for a beautiful soul. Valerie and Ronnie Johnson

Valerie Johnson - January 02 at 02:52 PM

“

We extend our sincere sympathy and value your trust during this time of
remembrance and reflection. We pledge our support now and in the future.
~
The Staff and Management of Bradford-O'Keefe Funeral Homes

Bradford-O'Keefe - January 02 at 01:15 PM

