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Sisters of Providence announce recipient of 2010 Mother Joseph Award – w/photo 
 
 Rev. Dr. David Duncombe of White Salmon, Wash., has been chosen by the 
Sisters of Providence to receive the 2010 Mother Joseph Award.  Rev. Duncombe, 82, is 
currently an active member on 22 boards and advisory groups for nonprofit organizations 
serving the poor and vulnerable.  He has been a founding member of most of them.  
 The Mother Joseph Award is given annually to a person within Mother Joseph 
Province (Alaska, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Montana, California and El Salvador) 
who “exemplifies the values and courage of Mother Joseph,” the first provincial superior 
of the Sisters of Providence in the West.  It will be presented at a reception at 3 p.m. 
Thursday, November 18, at Bethel Congregational Church, United Church of Christ, 480 
E. Jewett Blvd., in White Salmon. 
 Rev. Duncombe was nominated by Ty W. Erickson, CEO, and Mark Thomas, 
mission/spiritual director of the Providence Gorge Service Area, with support from others 
in the Gorge community.  Rev. Duncombe’s is a life writ large, as evidenced by his 
nominators’ recitation of his commitments, activities and values from a lifetime of 
ministry. “David’s story includes such high-profile experiences as serving in a mountain 
infantry division in the Korean War, protecting Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. during the 
historic march from Selma to Montgomery, Ala.; his faculty position at Yale School of 
Divinity, and later at the University of California at San Francisco; his close personal 
friendship with Henri Nouwen; his innovative experiments in Clinical Pastoral Education 
with homeless men and women in Golden Gate Park, and his profound history as an 
activist demonstrating, praying and fasting for international debt relief, and against 
government sponsored terrorism (experiences for which he has been incarcerated 
countless times).” 

And yet, Rev. Duncombe’s nominators agree, he is a simple human being who 
has determined to make his everyday life count for something.  “David is an 
accomplished intellectual, holding multiple advanced and doctoral degrees and Ivy 
League faculty appointments,” they wrote.  “His contributions to local ministries and 
programs are most frequently at the governance level.  However, David recently 
described his quiet, daily work as the handyman for the local transitional housing and 
emergency homeless shelter (which, like Mother Joseph, he literally helped build with his  
 



 

 
 
 
own hands) as his most satisfying ministry.  For over 16 years, he has been fixing pipes, 
patching roofs and unclogging toilets while gently showing hospitality and compassion to 
the residents at the shelter.” 

Rev. Duncombe has made many headlines from a series of extended fasts in 
Washington, D.C., each 40 to 50 days long.  They were, he said, a public witness aimed 
at changing the hearts and minds of lawmakers and others on Capitol Hill over the 
crippling debt that burdens some of the most impoverished countries in the world.  Rev. 
Duncombe began his most recent fast at age 79, weighing 145 pounds.  For more than six 
weeks he consumed no food and only a gallon of water a day.  In remarks made at a press 
conference at the end of the fast, he revealed “a deep sense of solidarity with those who 
suffer and whose plight is forgotten in the corridors of power.” 

Provincial Councilor Jo Ann Showalter, SP, who chaired the Mother Joseph 
Award process, described it as “a humbling and awe-inspiring experience to read all of 
the nominations.  Mother Joseph herself was known to say that God had given her a 
flame…a flame that burned in her heart and her soul and that urged her to care for the 
unmet needs of those who suffered. As we read and reflected on the nomination for 
David, we realized that Rev. Duncombe also has been given a flame that urges him.  We 
are delighted to be able to recognize him with this award and look forward to actually 
getting to meet him when we travel to White Salmon.” 

 Just a few of Rev. Duncombe’s involvements include:  a founding member of the 
Providence Community Caregivers; an advisory board member of the grassroots 
Emergency Voucher Program; provider of informal, voluntary supervision for a group of 
local chaplains in hospital, hospice, fire/EMS and parish settings; board member of the 
Washington Gorge Action Programs; chair of the Emergency Food and Shelter board for 
Klickitat County, Wash.  He also is an active member of Bethel United Church of Christ 
in White Salmon and also of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Hood River, Ore. 

There are many parallels between Rev. Duncombe’s values, service and 
involvement and those of Mother Joseph, his nominators stressed.  There is great 
humility, evidenced by his involvement wherever needed, without expectation of thanks 
or recognition; simplicity reflected in his personal life and in the fact that he “simply 
shows up” to participate and take a lead when needed; and charity, indicated by his 
personal giving to more than 60 charities despite his own fixed income. Indeed, his 
nominators wrote, “Yet David is troubled that he cannot give more”. 

“David reveals the love of a compassionate, provident God with every breath,” 
the nominating letter said.  “He is a living prayer, an unassuming hero, a treasure hidden 
in plain sight and a real kick in the pants.” 
  

#  #  # 
 

Sisters of Providence are Catholic women of faith who respond to the needs of the 
poor and vulnerable through education, parish ministry, health care, community service 
and support, housing, prison ministry, pastoral care, spiritual direction and retreats, and 
foreign missions.  Mother Joseph Province encompasses Alaska, Oregon, California, Idaho,  
 



 

 
 
 
 
Montana, Washington and El Salvador.  For more information, visit their website at 
http://www.sistersofprovidence.net. 

 
Editor’s note:  Mother Joseph was a distinctive figure of early Northwest history, a 

woman of extraordinary compassion and vision.  When Mother Joseph arrived in the Washington 
Territory in 1856, she encountered a strange new world of physical hardships, cultural and 
religious diversity, and rapid change.  There were no hospitals, few schools, and little in the way 
of charitable services for those suffering the misfortunes of life on the frontier. 

Equipped with simple tools, enormous gifts for creating and building, and deep faith in 
Divine Providence, Mother Joseph and her sister companions stepped into the breach to fill these 
unmet needs.  Under her leadership, more than 30 hospitals, schools and homes were opened for  
orphans, the elderly, and the sick in Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana and southern British 
Columbia. 

In May 1977, Washington State Governor Dixie Lee Ray signed into law a bill 
authorizing the statue of Mother Joseph to be cast and placed in the nation’s capital.  On May 1, 
1980, the Mother Joseph Statue was placed in Statuary Hall, Washington, D.C., as Washington 
State’s second honoree.  Mother Joseph was cited as an “historic leader of national renown” and 
“to commemorate her fame and historic services as a great Washingtonian and a great 
American.”  April 16th, Mother Joseph’s birthday, has been declared a state holiday by the 
Washington State Legislature. 

http://www.sistersofprovidence.net/

