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I’ve been working on this eulogy for the last 40 years … no, the last 70 years,

as soon as I became aware of my Aunt Maureen in my life, what a bright 

light she was, what a fine example to follow. We’ve always been close, and I 

like to think that the rest of the family, were they here today, would recognize

her in my words.

Maura was for many years a teacher, both at McGill and at Brigham Young 

University. And everybody knows that a good lecture starts with a definition 

of terms, to make sure we’re all on the same page. So let’s take a look at a 

couple of things.

First, what’s with this “Maura” thing? How did Maureen become Maura? 

Well, it happened a little over 20 years ago. I was helping Maureen with her 

computer, and needed to know her password. She said, it’s “Maura”. I said, 
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that’s interesting, where does it come from? and she said, that’s what I call 

myself, I’ve never liked the name Maureen … eeeeen … eeeeeen, I don’t like

the squeaky part at the end, I prefer Maura. So I asked her, why don’t you tell

people that you prefer to be called Maura? and she said, what would people 

say? and I said, they would say let’s start calling her Maura.

A few weeks later she held a gathering of friends in her new house, and she 

told everyone, my parents named me Maureen but in my heart I call myself 

Maura, and if you’d like to call me that, you would be very welcome, I will 

answer to either one. So she became Maura to her Ottawa friends.

Next we have to talk about religion because it played a front-and-centre role 

in Maura’s life. Maura was born a Mormon (as was I, as was Jo – we three 

were the post-mormon diaspora here at St John’s). A Mormon is a member of

the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, whose unique volume of 

scripture is the Book of Mormon, hence the nickname. Mormonism is a part 

of American Evangelical Christianity, and like other evangelicals, they are 

centered on Jesus Christ, they have their own unique quirky beliefs and ideas,
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and they are very sure that they have the one and only truth and that everyone

else is wrong. That narrow way of thinking seems quite foreign to us here 

today, but that is the world that Maura and I grew up in, and against which 

she struggled much of her life.

Now, about BYU. Maura attended and taught at Brigham Young University, 

which people may think is like Mormon Bible College, but it is in fact one of 

the larger universities in the United States with 41,000 students and with 

strong academic credentials. For many years she taught both history and 

English.

That out of the way, let’s get on with the eulogizing.

Maureen Ursenbach, my “smart” aunt, was born in Calgary in 1935, the last 

of four children. Her parents were ultra-devout mormons, it coloured 

everything they did and every relationship and interaction they had. In 

elementary school at Sunalta School, she became good friends with one of 
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the other mormon girls, Josephine Meyer – a friendship which was to last 

literally to their dying days. 

Maureen graduated from Brigham Young University in 1958 with a degree in

English and mathematics. She then decided to become a missionary for the 

mormon church, and was sent to Switzerland, where her missionary 

companion was – you guessed it, Josephine Meyer. After missionary service, 

Maureen and Jo worked in England and in Switzerland for a couple of years, 

then returned to Canada, and then to the United States – Jo to her medical 

studies and Maureen to graduate studies in English at the University of Utah.

When she decided to pursue doctoral studies, her father took her out for a 

long car ride to explain to her that she was educating herself out of the 

marriage market. That sounds almost comical to us today, but to a young 

woman being instructed by her orthodox mormon father, that was a very 

difficult thing to hear. As it turned out, she educated herself right into the 

marriage market, marrying another PhD historian with whom she had two 

brilliant children, Daniel and Bronwen. And in all fairness to my grandfather, 
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he became very proud of her academic accomplishments. See why I refer to 

her as my “smart” aunt?!

Following her PhD studies, Maureen joined the Church History Division at 

the mormon church headquarters as an editor and senior research associate 

under renowned historian Leonard Arrington. Her interest in women writers, 

combined with Dr Arrington’s commitment to include women in the writing 

of church history, made the study of LDS women an immediate priority for 

Maureen, and led her inevitably to Eliza R. Snow, the most prominent 

mormon woman of the nineteenth century.

Maureen became enamoured with the life writings of pioneer women, 

spending countless hours pouring over hand-written journals. She was the 

general editor of a series of volumes of mormon women’s personal writings, 

published by the University of Utah. She was founder and president of the 

Association for Mormon Letters, president of the Mormon History 

Association, served on the editorial board of Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
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Thought, and served on the advisory board of the Charles Redd Center for 

Western Studies.

In the midst of all this academic achievement, Maureen remained active in 

her local mormon congregation, where she was asked to be the president of 

the Relief Society, kind of like the women’s auxiliary. She kept in touch with 

the women of her congregation, found out who needed help or support, and 

when words failed, she would take a casserole to support a sister in need.

Every couple of years, Maureen would come to Ottawa to visit Jo and to 

hang out with me and Gaston. Then in 1997 retirement loomed; the kids were

grown and she was no longer married, so she decided to pick up stakes and 

move to Ottawa herself. Her first Sunday in Ottawa she decided to come to 

St John’s Church to hear me play the organ. She just kept coming back, and 

St John’s became her new church home.

Here at St John’s, Maura became involved in several outreach ministries. She

loved working in the Community Thrift Shop because she could see what 
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good it did for the people it served. She also became involved in Terrific 

Tuesdays, a soup supper program which was open to anyone who wanted to 

come, and which served both social and spiritual needs.

Maura and Jo were in touch pretty much daily, and their friendship continued 

as Jo became involved at St John’s as well.

In a fit of octogenarian romance, she met and fell in love with Cliff Parfett, 

and they were married in 2018. I just can’t say enough good about Cliff, he 

was a great guy and cared for her deeply. 

Following Maura’s hip surgery in 2021 they moved temporarily into the 

Chartwell Rockcliffe Residence, but her surgery did not heal as planned, and 

they were never able to return to their home. Cliff died in 2023. Maura was 

diagnosed with untreatable intestinal cancer, and fearing a painful death, she 

asked to be approved for Medical Assistance in Dying. She received the 

approval, but was told she never actually had to follow through with it, there 

was no pressure.
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Then last fall Jo died suddenly. Maura never discussed Jo’s death with me, 

and I believe that was because the pain of losing her life-long best friend was 

unbearable, unspeakable. Two days after Jo died, Maura activated her MAiD 

request, and on Tuesday, November 18th Maura died surrounded by family 

and friends.

When preparing today’s service, our priest Gary asked me to pick some 

hymns and some scripture readings. Of course we have to sing “For All the 

Saints”, with its beautiful description of what it takes to be a Saint. The 

second hymn may be less well known, but it is perfectly suited to Maura – 

“The Servant Song”. “Sister, let me be your servant, let me be as Christ to 

you, pray that I may have the grace to let you be my servant too.” For Bible 

readings, in the Old Testament I chose the story of Ruth and Naomi, two 

women who stuck by each other throughout their whole lives; and in the New

Testament, James’ description of what is true religion: to care for the widows 

and orphans in their distress. This describes Maura so well.
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You all knew her as a kindly church lady who was lovely to chat with. But I 

always felt that experience of her was incomplete. A week after she died, the 

Salt Lake Tribune published an article about her entitled “Trailblazing 

Historian Dies”. Now that’s the Maura that I knew – trailblazing historian, 

feminist leader, my “smart” aunt.

Thank you for letting me share these memories with you.
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