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Church of Shame?  The Unsolved Murder Of Sister Cathy  

Accounts of an abusive Catholic priest, a nun questioning her vows, a missing girl reported to the Church rather than the police. A body chewed to nothing by wildlife.  A second murder, with links to the first.  Nearly forty years after her death, police in Baltimore are no closer to finding the culprit in the disturbing case of Catherine Cesnik than they were back in 1969.

Was she simply the victim of a robbery gone wrong?  Had she been sexually assaulted, then killed, her body left to rot on the wastelands of the most run-down part of the city?  Or was the case connected with a priest, later accused of crimes against the young, whose actions were about to be revealed?

Sister Catherine, Cathy as she was known, was a teaching nun, one who had found her vocation in life early on.  Born in Lawrenceville, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, she was the daughter of East European immigrants.  Her paternal grandparents had emigrated to Pittsburgh from what is now Slovenia, while on her mother’s side, her grandparents had originated in Yugoslavia and Austria.  There were four children in the family, and Cathy was the eldest.

She was a good girl, helpful around the house and to her parents, and the family were close.  Indeed, at her funeral many years later, her father was inconsolable.  Cathy attended local Catholic schools and was frequently inspired by the nuns who taught her.  She was intensely religious as a girl and had pretty much decided that a life dedicated to the Church was the path she wanted to follow.  Such beliefs were firmed up at St Augustine Catholic High School, which she entered in 1956.  During her successful time there, she was both May Queen and Valedictorian in her graduation year.  

A Vocation

In 1960, she left school and entered the Notre Dame convent with the intention of becoming a School Sister (the name given to nuns who were also teachers).  Like all those new to an abbey, her time began as a postulant, a kind of nun in training.  Later, on its release, a film about a heroic, life changing postulant would become her own inspiration.  She was fascinated by ‘The Sound of Music’, whose heroine, Maria, helps an Austrian family to escape the rise of the Nazis, falling in love herself into the bargain.  But that was still to come, the Baltimore Province Convent of the School Sisters of the Notre Dame welcomed her, and the next seven years of her life were committed to advancing from postulant status.  She took her final vows in the summer of 1967.

It is hard to think of a more impressive young lady.  At a time when her peers were embracing hippy-hood, the drugs culture and opposing everything for which their parents stood, young Cathy was a model of respectability.  Certainly, there was a lot to oppose in the 1960s, not least the war in Vietnam, and later in the decade the corrupt Government of the Nixon era, but Cathy wanted none of that.  To her, a life devoted to God and her students was all she desired.  In fact, she began teaching in 1965, working as a drama and English teacher in the Archbishop Keough High School in South west Baltimore, a new school built to address the problems of poor education in the area.

It was a challenging enough place for a young lady.  Catering for the largely Irish American community living locally, it was located in a working class, run down area of the city.  Many of the students entered school behind in their studies and with the associated problems of poverty.

But Catherine Cesnik was a model teacher, just as she seemed a perfect representative of the Catholic Church.  She transformed a high percentage of her students, assisting many out of poverty.  Gemma Hoskins was a case in point.  Her subsequent thirty-year teaching career was inspired by time under the tutelage of Sister Cathy.  Hoskins was even awarded ‘Maryland Teacher of the Year’, back in 1992.  ‘Catherine Cesnik is the reason I became a teacher.  I still regard her as the finest teacher I ever had,’ said the former educator a few years ago.  

She was not alone in her praise for Cesnik.  After her death, many of her current and former students came forward with heartfelt compliments.  ‘Outstanding.’ ‘Our Pied Piper,’ and ‘the kind of teacher you never forget,’ were comments typically laid at the door of the tragic teacher.  

Branching Out

But, sometime in 1968 or ’69 things began to change for Cathy.  She still loved her teaching, but she started to become distracted.  Was she beginning to regret her decision to commit to a life of devotion...and chastity?  This was a young lady, still in her mid-twenties, who had really known nothing outside a life of religious commitment.  From her childhood, her love of God – a Catholic God – informed all she did.  Had she begun to crave something more?  Another former student, who wanted to remain nameless, spoke to journalist Tom Nugent, author of the definitive account of the demise of Catherine Cesnik.

‘To me, she seemed stressed out, perhaps even on the edge of a nervous breakdown,’ the former student claimed.  ‘She was exhausted and extremely nervous, and she missed a lot of school during the spring months.’

Then, in June of 1969, Cathy made an unusual, but not unheard of, request to those in authority at the Notre Dame.  She requested to enter a period of exclaustration.  This is basically a time of experimentation whereby a nun takes a temporary break from living in the cloistered environment of the abbey.  Instead, while in no way abandoning her beliefs, the nun moves into outside accommodation.  She also abandons the traditional habit and instead is able to wear the normal dress of the times – skirt, blouse and so forth.  With good sense, those in authority granted her wish, sensing that after a short time in the ‘outside’ world, Cathy’s need for experimentation would pass.  She would begin to see the corruption and unkindness of life in the harshest streets of Baltimore.  In time, she would return to the abbey, a wiser, experienced and worldlier lady, with a stronger then ever commitment to her life’s mission.  

But soon, Cathy needed even more than exclaustration.  She decided that she would take a temporary break from the Keogh School, and instead enrolled to teach at a tough public school, called Western High.  There, she would serve as a missionary teacher.

On leaving the abbey, she moved into a two-bedroomed apartment in the Carriage House, on North Bend Road in the city.  She shared her new flat with another nun, Sister Helen Russell Phillips, who also had embarked on a period living in the outside world.  The two were great friends and held open house for many of Cathy’s former students.  Several became friends with Sister Helen as well, often helping out with sewing and other tasks.  

But why would a seemingly happy School Sister, who had spent a life of devotion to her beliefs, suddenly want to experience such changes in her life?  Certainly, it could be that she simply wanted to see more of the world, to find out what it was to live like a normal twenty something in the swinging sixties, without the impact of a black and white habit to change people’s reaction to her.

That would be understandable. But two other, less palatable, possibilities began to emerge following the violent and untimely death that was soon to occur.  Each involved a Catholic priest, and the alleged behaviour of those priests, to different degrees, was unacceptable within the church.  Were their ‘crimes’, physical and criminal respectively, something that the Church could simply not allow to become public, at whatever cost?

The Facts Of The Case

With no perpetrator ever arrested, police still occasionally re visit the murder of Catherine Cesnik, although with ever less frequency these days.  All that they have to work on now are bare facts.  On November 7th 1969, Cathy left her Baltimore apartment in the late afternoon to do some shopping at the nearby centre, just half a mile away.  She travelled by car, and was looking to buy some groceries for dinner, a present for her sister’s imminent wedding and to get some cash.  Edmondson Village Shopping Centre was somewhere with which she was already familiar, even though she had lived in her Westgate apartment for just a few months.  She never returned.  As early evening moved to night time, Helen Russell Phillips began to become increasingly worried about her friend’s absence.  Like her flatmate, Helen was an innocent girl, not used to making decisions on her own.  After all, she had spent much of her adult life in the confines of the abbey, where most decisions were made for her.  When a problem arose, the nuns sorted it.  It was a protected, secure existence, but the down side was that inhabitants became partially institutionalised and lacked the capability to make decisions of their own. 

What should Helen do?  Eventually, she phoned a priest she knew was friendly with Cathy.  By that time, it was already 11 p.m. but the Jesuit priest sensed the worry in her voice.  He realised that for Cathy to be out at that time, without telling her friend to expect her home late, was out of character.  While it was certainly the case that many women of her age, back in the late 1960s, might change their plans at the last moment if they met a girlfriend, or bumped into a man with whom they got talking, that was not something Cathy would do. The priest lived in a Jesuit community called Manresa, which was based near Annapolis.  He got into his car and, taking along a colleague, set off on the thirty miles journey to the nuns’ apartment.  

He arrived with Brother Peter McKeon a short while later.  It appears as though the three spent some time wondering what to do.  No doubt debating whether it was, in fact, possible that Cathy was acting out of character, and they were worrying about nothing.  In the end, sometime after midnight, they called the police and reported their friend as missing.  Still anxious, they talked away into the night.  At around four a.m., with still no sign of Cathy, they decided to calm their nerves by taking a walk in the bitter November air.  It was then that, a short distance from the apartment block, they spied Cathy’s car.  The green Ford Maverick was parked up, but at an odd angle. It was as though the car had been returned but at the last moment the driver had panicked and left the vehicle just before completing the parking manoeuvre.  

Detectives Harry Bannon and Tony Glover were put in charge of the case.  They led the search for the missing young lady.  But it was all to no avail.  The community was scared at the thought of a potential attacker in their midst.  It was shocked that the missing woman was a nun.  Her good nature and commitment to her vocation, both as a teacher and as a religious figure, made her a popular person.  Her students and colleagues adored her.  Those in her neighbourhood who had begun to get to know the quiet, smiling nun – one who always had a pleasant word and a cheery face – were horrified about what might have happened to her.  

A Body Is Found

November passed, then December, Christmas and the New Year.  But on January 3rd 1970 a couple of hunters were making their way out to the woods for some shooting when they passed a garbage dump in the isolated community of Lansdowne, in the southwest of Baltimore County. There, they saw something that caught their attention, something that only barely resembled a human.  It was the animal savaged remains of an adult female. The hunters informed the police, and the local station contacted the murder squad.  Within a few moments, the call made its way to Captain ‘Bud’ Roemer, commander of ‘M Squad.’  

Roemer was involved in the investigation of well over a hundred murder enquiries during his working life, many were solved, some not.  The case of Sister Catherine Cesnik, though, made a greater impact on him than most.  ‘Every homicide cop has one case that haunts him to the end of his career,’ he said shortly before his death in the 2000s.  ‘And Sister Cathy is mine.  I sure do wish we could close this one out, before I kick the bucket.’ His wish would not be satisfied.

Roemer got together his team, and they set off for the Halethorpe Precinct where the body had been found.  It began to snow as the officers clambered into their unmarked Plymouths, the black shapes making their way carefully through the cold, contrasting sharply with the white ground beneath them.

They walked up the dump and, having assisted local police in the search for the missing nun, Roemer had little doubt with whom he was confronted.  ‘Hello, Cathy Cesnik’ he murmured to the lonely body.  

The identity was quickly confirmed.  Cathy was lying on her back, half way up a small slope.  One shoe had come off and lay a short distance away.  Her purse was also nearby, and inside resting a bottle of medication.  Her name was printed on it.

When a murder occurred, the officers knew they were in for long days, for many frustrations and lost leads as they investigated.  First steps were to follow the guidelines.  An autopsy was ordered for as soon as possible, and on that bitterly cold, snow covered, and reeking garbage dump officers spent four, maybe five, hours searching for clues.  

‘She’d been laying out on the dump all this time, and the varmints had gotten to her,’ Roemer told Tom Nugent in an interview thirty-five years after her murder.  The images were vivid in the old, former detective’s mind.  They had been scorched into his memory.  There was something even more wrong in the juxta position between a beautiful and innocent young nun and the corruption with which the officers were now faced.

So badly had her body been molested by the wildlife in those two months she had lain, exposed, on the dump, that it was impossible to tell whether the attack had been sexually motivated.  Indeed, that is something that will never be known unless the murderer is ever caught.  The autopsy report provided by the medical examiner confirmed that it was impossible to tell whether she had been molested.  And as for the murderer, he or she must now be in their seventies, eighties or nineties.  Quite probably they too are dead, their murky secret with them in the grave.  

Another officer to see Cathy’s
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