
Just before dawn, 75 women clad in blue and white sit in a quiet, hilltop chapel. At 6:40, 

they begin to pray. The soft hum of mingled voices lasts several minutes and then ends in song. 

A few moments later, Mass begins. 

This has been the morning routine of Sister Anne Joan Flanagan since 1975. The location 

has varied over the years, but her days always begin in prayer.  

Flanagan is a member of the Daughters of Saint Paul; a Catholic religious order whose 

mission is to use media to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Always an avid reader, Flanagan 

first heard the call to religious life when she visited a bookstore run by the Daughters of Saint 

Paul in high school. She says it was there that she realized her passion for communications could 

serve the Church. 

“That kind of set the direction for the rest of my life, realizing that you could have God 

and media in one unified life,” Flanagan said. “I was sold at 17 years old.” 

Ever since taking the vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, Sister Anne has been 

engaging the world through book pages and computer screens. Today she is back at the 

Daughters of Saint Paul mother house in Jamaica Plain, where she can be found Tweeting to her 

21.7 thousand followers, typing a blog post, crafting a newsletter, planning a retreat, singing in 

the in-house studio at the convent, or taking her drone for a spin in the parking lot.  

In an age when media dominates the social landscape, Flanagan has utilized its powerful 

tools to share a message of faith, hope, and love. This has manifest itself in various ways, and 

some of her endeavors have included designing a website for the Vatican, helping create a 

documentary in Italy, editing a magazine, and writing books for children.  



Originally from New Orleans, Flanagan was raised in a devout Catholic family.  When she 

left that Catholic bookstore in high school, she carried out a book given to her by the sisters. It 

was a small book that contained meditations on the Rosary. 

“There was one thought in that rosary book that really touched my heart irretrievably,” 

Flanagan said. “‘Every time you visit a church for love of me, my heart draws you in an embrace 

of predilection.’”  

It was that thought that helped her discern her calling while she was studying 

communications at Loyola University Maryland. After a year of college, she dropped out to join 

the convent. “I didn’t even know what predilection meant, but I wanted that,” Flanagan said. 

When Flanagan entered the convent in 1975, the latest technology was videotape. During 

this time, the Daughters of Saint Paul were primarily pursuing book publishing and had an in-

house printing press at the convent. Flanagan says that with each new advance of technology, she 

tried to learn it as best she could and figure out how to utilize it for the mission. After spending 

time working in some of the community’s bookstores across the country, Flanagan was called 

back to the Jamaica Plain motherhouse. 

“I was put in editorial and put in charge of a children’s magazine, so I had to learn 

magazine publishing on the job,” she said. 

And according to Flanagan, she learns most things on the fly. She picked up Italian at the 

dinner table from her Italian sisters, figured out HTML when the internet first became 

mainstream, and started Tweeting in the early days of the social media platform. In 2000, 

Flanagan was sent to the Vatican to create a website for the Jubilee Year. 

“We were assigned a topic and we had to design a webpage with absolutely no 

background in web design,” she said. “It was challenging.”  



Flanagan admits that learning new technologies can be difficult, but she learns by making 

mistakes. 

 “I do this stuff because I’m trying to figure out how it works,” Flanagan said. “…and 

then I show the sisters and they can take it further.” 

In 2004 Flanagan began her own blog, and she continues to post today. She’s also still 

active on Twitter, sharing “liturgy haikus,” links to her “Angelus Project,” and other faith 

resources.  

Drone-flying has been Sister Anne’s latest endeavor, ever since one of her Twitter 

followers mailed her one to try out.  

 On a recent Friday afternoon, Flanagan stands behind her desk in her tiny office 

decorated with photos, cards, and other snippets of life. She plays a song on Spotify that she and 

her sisters in the choir recorded, and dances along with the melody. Across from her, two 

bookshelves overflow with books, dog-eared and flagged with colorful Post-its. In the corner 

stands a shelf with relics of saints—physical remains of the saint or something they owned. 

Flanagan smiles as she moves along to the rhythm.  

 While her passion for the mission is evident, Flanagan says there have been times when 

she was frustrated with its execution.  

 “I could be really frustrated with how things were working out and really mad at 

decisions that were being made that I thought were unwise or uneducated,” Flanagan said. 

“…But I couldn’t doubt the call.”  


