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BENEDICTINE CHARISM STATEMENT  
The Benedictine way is to seek God in cenobitic life and to respond in prayer and ministry.

We are seekers, we are givers, we are vessels made of 
clay . . . [Ruth C. Duck]

Seekers, givers, vessels made of clay. That is how I see the three individuals who 
journeyed in search of the Promised One. Some call them Kings; others call them Wise 
Men. I prefer to call them Magi—a gender neutral term that suggests women, too, were 
included—all of them human, all of them seeking and giving, searching and sharing.  

The Magi teach us that a life of faith is an adventure in exploring and pursuing dreams. 
This issue of The Mount is filled with stories about people and events, passions and 
practices, commitment and constancy offered by sisters and oblates, friends and 
companions—seekers, givers, vessels made of clay. You will read about women in 
initial monastic formation who, like the Magi, have left what may have been safe and 
comfortable in order to realize a promise of something better. You will read about 
the efforts of the Erie Benedictines and Benedictines for Peace who, in upholding 
their fidelity to the Gospel, the Rule of Benedict and the community’s corporate 
commitment, are like the Magi who teach that risk-taking is unavoidable and courage 
is a must. You will read about oblates who have committed to living the monastic way 
in their families, places of work, cities, towns and neighborhoods and young women 
theologians who are searching for their place in the church. You will read about the 
generosity of our benefactors and donors and the SBA alum who continue to give. All 
of this and more will show that vessels made of clay—human beings who share their 
time, talents, treasures and testimonies with simplicity and sincerity—can make a 
difference.

From all accounts, we know the Magi sought that which was good, true and 
beautiful. They had a dream and followed it. They reached for the stars and were not 
disappointed. They offered their gifts and experienced God. They returned to their 
homes and became the reflection of God to others. They showed that “[the] thing we 
strive for is to shape our humanity in the image of God, to do good, stand up for what 
is true, create what is beautiful, and live for what unites and does not divide” (Thomas 
Bezanson). This is what lies at the heart of being Magi. Believing this will keep us 
moving forward—ever seekers, givers, vessels made of clay.

Charlotte Anne Zalot, OSB

Front Cover Photo: Ed Bernik

Ceramic Art by Brother Thomas Bezanson (1929 – 2007)
World-renowned potter

Artist-in-residence with the Benedictine Sisters of Erie (1985 – 2007)
Large Plate, Chrysanthemum Glaze

Long Neck Vase, Chrysanthemum Glaze
Small Vase, Copper Red Glaze

The ceramics of Brother Thomas remind us that art is the pathway to the beautiful. 
Three pieces come together to make visible one message: we are seekers, we are givers, 
we are vessels made of clay. Through his art Brother Thomas was able to open hearts 

to what is beyond the thing itself. His art illuminates life. His art shows us 
 what is and what can be. 
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Modern Day Gifts of the Magi All Around Us
During the days of Christmas, the once-a-year appearance of the 
story of the Wise Men from the East comes into our Christian 
liturgical season. Why is this short but poignant scenario beloved 
by all, and especially by children? Is it the majestic robes and 
crowns? The camels on which they ride? The fact that they are 
kings? Or is it the odd-sounding gifts? Most of us have never 
received frankincense or myrrh!

Whatever the answers, the enchanting story is welcomed each 
year and is a lovely complement to our own gift-giving tradition at 
Christmastime.

One of the magi-like gifts our community has been given–
exhibited not just once a year but all year long–is the ceramic pottery collection of the late 
Brother Thomas Bezanson, artist-in-residence at Mount St. Benedict for the last 22 years of 
his life. This issue of The Mount marks the fourth year in which his stunning “gifts” have been 
shared on the fall/winter cover.

Through his annual generosity we have built a collection of nearly 150 pieces. At any given time, 
two dozen or so pots, vases, plates and bowls are displayed throughout the monastery and in 
some of our ministries. The other pieces are safely stored, ready to make their appearance with 
the change of seasons and events. 

Christmas is the time for all those with deep red and brilliant white glazes to come out. The 
large formal displays can be found in the front parlor and in the two hallway display cases. 
Talented sisters spend hours choosing pieces and arranging them just so.

I, myself, am surrounded by the work of Brother Thomas every day. There are three pieces on the 
top of my desk’s wall cabinet, a plate on a side shelf in my office and, right in the center of the 
office conference table, one small vase that I gaze at daily.

If I slip over to the library, Thomas’ work is there. If I meet with a sister in her office, I often 
see a small piece there, and at special feasts and celebrations throughout the year, they appear 
regularly as part of the liturgical environment in our chapel and dining room.

All of us have our favorite pieces from the collection: some may choose based on color, others 
on shape, others on unusual features not seen in any other vase or plate that Thomas created. 

Our many guests, too, enjoy Thomas’s unique pottery. Visitors often travel a surprising distance 
just to see our collection and they are amazed at Brother Thomas’s talent. 

As he has been so generous to us, we want to share his gift with others.

If the Wise Ones from the East were to visit Jesus today, perhaps they would bring a piece of 
pottery from Brother Thomas. It certainly would be worthy of such an event as the birth of the 
Messiah.

Anne Wambach, OSB
Prioress, Benedictine Sisters of Erie

From the Prioress
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The Christmas season has come again. This year, 
as every year, we await the arrival of the three Magi 
who come bearing gifts for the Christ child. During 
this time of winter darkness and in the midst of the 
darkness of dissension and violence, natural disaster 
and suffering that abounds in our world today, I 
pondered these three Magi anew. What inspired them 
to search in the dark for a God they did not know? Did 
they have any sense where they were going as they 
followed the starlight into the darkness? 

Each day I go to my work as a post-traumatic stress 
counselor at our Erie VA Medical Center and enter 
into another kind of darkness and there I walk with 
men and women seeking the light as surely as the 
Magi did.

I sit in my office with a Vietnam Veteran who asks, 
“Will I ever be happy again?” He, like so many 
other Vets, returned from war and found himself in 
darkness. He searches for what many of us take for 
granted: a night without nightmares, just a few hours 
of uninterrupted sleep. He longs for days when the 
memories don’t torment him, when he can be like 
he was before he saw and felt the horrors of war and 
trauma. Now he seeks forgiveness from his children 
and family whom he hurt when he first returned 
home.

As I listen more deeply with the ear of my heart, I 
realize his search goes much deeper: this Veteran, too, 
is looking for light in darkness. He has had his share of 
harshness and is looking for some sign of life’s beauty. 
He longs for someone, something, to cut through the 
frozen ground of his being and reveal a desire to live. 
He does not use these words, but as I listen carefully, I 
wonder…is his search the same as the Magi? Is he, too, 
searching for more light, and more peace, for a deeper 
relationship with others and the Source of all Light 
and Love?

Later, I meet with another Veteran. Week after week, 
I listen as her story unfolds. I hear and see poignant 
loneliness. Her search goes deep. As a child, she was 
sexually abused by her stepfather. As a young woman, 
a priest who was her counselor abused her. Then she 
entered the military, searching for a place to belong, a 
place to feel valued and respected. But the very same 
group of individuals who signed on with her to defend 
our country and vowed to “always have each other’s 
backs” betrayed her. They looked away when one of 
their officers demanded sexual favors in return for a 
promotion she had rightfully earned.

And yes, she sat in my office weeping after last fall’s 
Christine Blasey Ford/Brett Kavanaugh hearing 
remembering her own silenced voice and knowing 
that she, too, was never believed. I sit with her in holy 
darkness, as she searches for the light, for the trust she 
needs to believe that she might be loved. “Will I ever be 
normal, in a healthy relationship?” “Will I ever learn 
what love really is?” I sit, and I listen as she speaks 
with great intensity. In her vulnerability she has come 
to trust me but she is searching for more. “Will I ever 
be able to sleep with the light off again?” She searches 
for a way out of the pain, a way out of shame and fear. 
I realize in that moment that I have been called to 
be a light for her. How do I help her know that she is 
loved by God and that her search can be over because 
the love and peace for which she longs is already deep 
in her inmost being? God, the Source of all Light and 
Love, has never abandoned her.

A WorthJOURNEY
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I ask myself and I ask you, are we searching like the 
Magi? As I look around my world, I find many seekers 
following the starlight through darkness into light. I 
pray with my sisters in community each day and believe 
we are on this search. We long for more light, more 
love, more peace as we remember all those we serve, 
many of them poor, lonely, hungry, disenfranchised 
and victimized. Sometimes I look around the chapel in 
amazement as my sisters sit daily in the silent stillness, 
listening deeply, and desiring more from the Source of 
all Light and Love. After years of faithfully living the 
monastic way of life, they continue this search, hoping 
for less darkness in our world.

“The longest journey is the journey inward,” wrote Dag 
Hammarskjöld. Each year, as my journey deepens, new 
realities emerge. I am coming to see more clearly that 
the light and love of monastic life shows me the way, 
brings light to my darkness, and showers me with care. 
I realize I am no different from the three Magi, the 
Veterans I serve, the sisters of my community, from you. 
We are all searching and longing for the Source of all 
Light and Love.

I believe that darkness serves 
a purpose. Sometimes we have 
to walk through the darkness 
to find what we are searching 
for. Whether it is the darkness 
of waiting and longing, 
indecision, pain, loneliness, 
fear or anxiety, moving 
through it as we search can 
lead us to the Source of all 
Light and Love. I have found it 
to be a search worth making. 
Have you? 

MakingWorth
By Ann Muczynski, OSB



Corporate Commitment
As Benedictine Sisters of Erie we commit ourselves to be a healing presence and prophetic witness for peace by working 
for sustainability and justice, especially for women and children.
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The Central American Migrant Caravan continues its 
walk through Mexico in hopes of reaching the United 
States border and receiving asylum. To date our 
country’s administration is reportedly considering 
a new executive order aimed at blocking asylum-
seekers and migrants from crossing the border.

The Leadership Conference of Women Religious 
(LCWR) has released a public statement (available 
at https://bit.ly/2RiBLfn) calling for the welcome and 
humane treatment of arriving migrants in a manner 
that respects their dignity and rights under US and 
international law.

Faithful to the Gospel command to love our 
neighbors as ourselves and the Rule of Benedict 
that urges us to welcome all as Christ did, the Erie 
Benedictines support this statement and stand with 
LCWR. We choose “to embrace a dream for America 
that is filled with hope for a nation united in service 
of the common good.”

(Corporate Commitment of the Benedictine Sisters of Erie)

Erie Benedictines stand with LCWR on the welcome of migrants

Let us together uphold in prayer the women, men 
and children who are making this migration journey 
as a result of horrific conditions in their home 
countries. May they be blessed in their effort to 
sustain their lives and the lives of their families.

Sister Anne Wambach, OSB, Prioress 
Benedictine Sisters of Erie

May my mind think no harm.
May my lips speak no harm.
May my hands do no harm.
May the children of tomorrow
Bless the work I offer.
—Mary Lou Kownacki

We lament and we pray...
The Benedictine Sisters of Erie uphold all those affected by the 
tragedy that unfolded at Tree of Life Synagogue in Squirrel Hill 
(Pittsburgh). There are no words to express our deep sadness at 
the senseless violence that took the lives of 11 innocent victims 
and inflicted injuries of body, mind, heart and soul on so many. 
We stand in solidarity with our sisters and brothers of the 
Jewish faith helping them to bear their grief with our prayer and 
support. May they know God’s peace.



B E N E D I CTI N ES F O R P EAC E
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Campaign Nonviolence
Benedictines for Peace (BFP) 
participated in the 2018 
Campaign Nonviolence 
Week of Actions. Campaign 
Nonviolence is sponsored 
by Pace e Bene (http://www.
paceebene.org), a non-profit 
organization committed to 
building a culture of peace 
through active nonviolence to meet today’s profound 
spiritual task: to build a just, peaceful and nonviolent world. 
Nationally over 2650 marches, actions, events and rallies 
occurred in all 50 states. This unprecedented campaign of 
grassroots activism was a call for nonviolent action against 
racism, war, poverty, and environmental destruction. Sister 
Anne McCarthy, coordinator of BFP explained, “Campaign 
nonviolence allowed us to connect the dots, seeing how 
these issues are interwoven. By acting together during 
the week of actions, we deepened in the practice of 
nonviolence and also made nonviolent solutions visible in 
our local area.”  

Silent Peace Walk: 
Walking with purpose

On August 
30 a group of 
people, a picnic, 
a neighborhood, 
and a purpose 
created a 
celebration 
for the first 
anniversary of 
the Silent Peace 
Walk initiative 
begun by BFP 

in response to the escalating tensions and divisiveness 
present in our country and our world. The group gathered 
at the St. Benedict Child Development Center playground 
on East Ninth Street, the site of the first Silent Peace Walk 
one year ago. In honor of the anniversary, a cookout 
preceded the walk around the block that is home to 
many Benedictine ministries. “The silent peace walk is 
primarily a way to promote inner peace because that is the 
foundation for constructive action for justice and peace,” 
said Sister Ann Muczynski, BFP committee member. Now 
in its second year the monthly walks continue.  Visit www.
ErieBenedictines.org for dates and places or https://www.
eriebenedictines.org/bfp.

Nuns on the Bus:  
Let Justice Roll Like a River
Nuns on the Bus: the Tax Justice Truth Tour rolled into Erie 
at Perry Square on October 22 and was greeted with 
music from a group of 150 people who joined in singing: 
“Let Justice Roll Like a River.” The tour’s objective was to 
hold members of Congress accountable for their votes 
on the 2017 Tax Law and the many attempts to repeal 
the Affordable Care Act. The Nuns on the Bus effort was 
channeled into working for just tax policies that mend the 
gaps in the nation. The program, planned by BFP under the 
direction of Sister Anne McCarthy, began with a welcome 
from Mayor Joe Schember. The rally included prayer, song, 
and stories to raise awareness about the need for tax 
reform. Religious 
women leaders 
from the Erie 
Benedictines, the 
Sisters of St. Joseph 
and the Mercy 
Sisters participated. 
Among the 
speakers were 
Kathy Dahlkemper, 
County Executive 
and Gary Horton, 
NAACP president. Sister Simone Campbell, executive 
director of Network Lobby for Catholic Social Justice, based 
in Washington, D.C., talked about the unfair structure of  
the tax law and described how cuts to human needs 
programs would further harm the most vulnerable 
members of our city. 

 

Sr. Simone Campbell (left) with Sr. Anne McCarthy
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As vocation director for the Benedictine Sisters of Erie I accompany, support and      
 encourage women who express interest in religious life. I also provide resources that 

may help them as they journey the path of discernment and attempt to learn where God 
is calling them. In March 2019 Paulist Press will publish Sister Joan Chittister’s book: 
What Are You Looking For? Seeking the God Who Is Seeking You. It is a resource that can help those 
who are discerning a religious vocation; it is equally a book for all people who care about 
the place and nature of religious life in the Christian community. After all, as Sister 
Joan says, it is the Christian community that has shaped generation after generation of 
the church: “We all need to think again about what [religious life] is. About what it’s 
attempting to do. About what it’s become in the last 50 years. About what value it has to 
anybody−whether they want to be a part of it or not.”

Here is a sneak preview. Just read the excerpts below to see that Sister Joan offers an insightful, passionate, and 
honest exploration of the religious life, a life lived entirely through the filter of the Gospel. 

Religious life is about a great deal more than the forms it has taken−as important as these may be. Religious life starts in the heart and soul 
and mind of the seeker. It becomes the light within them that witnesses to the God who is with us in the midst of darkness, in the jumble of the 
mundane. It is both the driving spirit of the search for the Spirit and the vision of the possible that leads religious to make those things visible 
in the present. It is more than a canonical life; it is a charismatic life. Or, as the disciples of an earlier time asked the old monastic, “Holy 
One, what’s the difference between knowledge and enlightenment?” And the Holy One replied, “When you have knowledge you light a torch 
to find the way. When you have enlightenment you become a torch to show the way.”

Enlightenment begins with the development of the Presence of God within us and leads us to become the torch that is a trustworthy 
guide to many. That is the essence of religious life, whatever its form. As the ancients taught, it is as a “cloud of witnesses” that 
religious travel the world being in themselves a sign of the possibility of God-ness in us and around us. Here and now.

The truth is that people join religious communities in order to be able to do together what they cannot possibly do alone. It gives models along 
the way. It gives the support we need on the days we falter on the path or in the work or at the center of the heart. As we all do everywhere at 
some time or another. More than that, in community we each become part of the great anonymous corporate voice that cries out as one for 
the poor, for the oppressed, for the invisible, for the lost, for the ones with no one to care for them. In fact, who alone would have the strength 
for it? 

. .  . for each of almost 20 centuries, men and women religious have been the pulse and heartbeat of the church. Religious life stood in 
the center of every community, another sign, a different kind of 
sign, to keep alive the model of Jesus, a voice for the oppressed 
and a sign of the living presence of the God of Love. 

They were the living memory of Jesus walking through time. Our time. 
Carrying our burdens with us. Calling the world to see what is missing 
for many if God’s will for us all is to be as real for others as it is for us.

Indeed, this single-minded dedication to a life devoted to 
public expression of the spiritual life has taken many forms. But 
its forms are not its essence. Its essence is its common devotion 
to the heart and soul and vision of God for humankind. 

Available from Paulist Press
March, 2019

Vocation Ministry
Marilyn Schauble, OSB, Vocation Director

Vocation Tip Line
To learn more about monastic life with the Erie 
Benedictines or if you know anyone that might be 
interested in monastic life with the Erie Benedictines 
please contact 
Sister Marilyn Schauble, OSB
Vocation Director
vocations@mtstbenedict.org
814-899-0614, ext. 2424
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How, then, shall we live? This question has been a 
guidepost for much of my life. Since my accidental 
retirement a few years ago, a large chunk of my previous 
identity has been stripped away. This question became an 
imperative that led me into a deep spiritual journey. 

Over these years I’ve downsized and lived more simply. I 
spent time in contemplative prayer, in nature, in communal 
religious activities, and as a volunteer in service activities. 
I’ve had good friendships. I was living my values but 
something was amiss that I couldn’t identify.

Then God planted a seed: I remembered several retreats I 
had made many years ago with the Benedictine Sisters of 
Erie. I’ve always been in awe of their ministries and their 
spirit of community. They know how to live authentically 
and joyfully. Google led me to their Benedicta Riepp 
Monastic Experience Program. This looked like exactly 
what I needed: I knew they could teach me how, indeed, we 
shall live.

I applied to the program and arrived in November 2017 for 
a year to work, pray, play, and live with the Benedictine 
Sisters of Erie.

Life is full: we share the daily beauty of gathering in 
morning, midday, and evening praise, in music, psalms, 
scripture, and prayer. Each day we engage in lectio divina, 
a meditative reading of scripture or spiritual writing that 
deepens our understanding of who we are and how God 
moves in our lives. Each day we work together in various 
ministries that serve the poor, heal the sick, care for the 
earth, and share God’s vision for a just and peaceful world. 
We do the work of building community. We celebrate in 
weekly and special Liturgies. We share our stories and our 
love with one another. We laugh and cry together.

God planted a seed
By Priscilla Richter, Benedicta Riepp Monastic  
Experience Program

I am most in awe of the embodied wisdom of the 
Benedictine Sisters of Erie. This wisdom is embedded in 
the many gifts and talents of each sister present now, 
which builds upon the wisdom of their ancestors in this 
Benedictine community over the past 150-plus years, which 
builds upon the evolution of Benedictine monasticism of 
the past 1,500 years. 

Monastic living, then, is a profoundly meaningful and joyful 
way to live. In the words of St. Benedict, it’s a school of 
God’s service. 

The best expression of this experience is this mantra by 
community member and musician Sister Marilyn Schauble:

Glorify God.
Cherish Christ.

Listen to the Spirit.
Reverence one another.

Uphold all.

Priscilla, a former minister and resident of North Carolina, 
is one of more than 15 women who have participated in 
the Benedicta Riepp Monastic Experience Program, named 
after Mother Benedicta Riepp, founder of Benedictine life 
for women in the United States. 

To learn more about the program contact Sister Stephanie 
Schmidt, Director of Monastic Formation, at formation@
mtstbenedict.org or 814-899-0614, ext 2511. Read about 
Mother Benedicta and the monastic experience program 
at https://www.eriebenedictines.org/benedicta-riepp-
monastic-experience.

Priscilla with Benedicta Riepp mentor, Sr. Ann Muczynski
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Oblate Way of Life
Annual Oblate Commitment Ceremony

The annual Oblate Commitment Ceremony was celebrated at Mount St. Benedict Monastery on Saturday, 
October 27. More than 100 of the 277 oblates were present for the commitment rite that took place at Evening 
Prayer. During the ceremony seven people became initiates (the initial commitment that leads to becoming an 
oblate). They received a copy of the Rule of Benedict and That God May Be Glorified, the community’s Liturgy of 
the Hours psalter. 

This year’s new oblates (2017 Initiates) received a Benedictine pin as a sign of their commitment to the Oblate 
Way of Life. Together with the renewing oblates they proclaimed their commitment statement expressing 
a desire to seek God and respond in prayer and ministry, and to support the community’s Corporate 
Commitment.

Corporate Commitment
As Benedictine Sisters of Erie we commit ourselves to be a healing presence and prophetic witness for peace by 
working for sustainability and justice, especially for women and children.

2018 Oblate Initiates
Standing (L-R): Sr. Anne Wambach (Prioress), Beth Jordan (Santa Rosa, CA), Suzanne Hudson 
(Erie, PA), Joan Martter (Erie, PA), Breanna Mekuly (Erie, PA), Sr. Ann Hoffman (Oblate  
Co-Director)     Seated (L-R): Sr. Dianne Sabol (Oblate Co-Director), Judith Davis (Brevard, NC), 
Cathy Courtice (Delaware, OH), Sandy Selby (Akron, OH)

New Oblates
Standing (L-R): Rosemary Gantz (San Antonio, TX), Mary Jane Potoki (Erie, PA), Rose Anne 
Jesenovec (Willowick, OH), Dave Jesenovec (Willowick, OH)    Seated (L-R): Margaret Bercovitz 
(Chesire, CT), Dave Rettman (Erie, PA), Diane Cunningham (Kentwood, MI)   
Unable to be present: Kathleen Pforr (Mentor, OH)

Oblate Commitment Statement
Blest by God and this community

we enter into a year of commitment

with joy and expectation.

We are empowered by the love of God

to live more deeply

the way of the Gospel

and the Rule of Benedict.

We understand the mutuality

of our commitment

with this community of the

Benedictine Sisters of Erie

and we respond with trust and love.

This relationship is grounded in hope; 

hope for the transformation of each other

and ultimately, the transformation of the world.

We remember our recently deceased oblates:
Betsy Page   Kent, OH 8/22/18
Dave Armor   Erie, PA 8/25/18

To learn more about the Oblate Way of Life, visit 
ErieBenedictines.org or contact the co-directors: 
oblates@mtstbenedict.org or 814-899-0614.

In Memoriam



In November of 2017, oblates from around the world 
gathered in Rome for the Fourth World Congress 
of Benedictine Oblates. It was there that they heard 
Sister Joan Chittister say in her keynote address: 
“You and we—we and you, are all meant to be gifts 
of Benedictine peace, prayer, justice, humility, human 
community and life-giving work.”

This quote makes me think about the journey of the 
Magi and how it relates to our commitment as sisters 
and oblates in this Erie Benedictine community. You 
and we—we and you, are called to follow the Star 
of Wonder. You and we—we and you, are called to 
bring our gifts, our daily living of monastic values, 
to the dark places of our lives, the dark places of our 
neighborhoods, the dark places of the world.

Imagine how it was for the Magi. They dreamed of 
something more and were drawn to a great, beautiful 
light in the dark sky. Imagine being bold enough 
to follow it. Imagine being open enough to other 
seekers from different lands, different traditions. 
Imagine traveling together, forming that community, 
sharing gifts, with one goal in mind…to follow the Star 
wherever it leads. That is what sisters are called to 
do. That is what oblates are called to do. Together we 
follow the Star of Wonder that leads us to God.
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Star of Wonder…
Lead us to thy perfect light
By Dianne Sabol, OSB, Oblate Co-Director

Planning Committee
Standing (L-R): Glory Piovarcy, Malinda Bostick, Sharon Mosher, Janice Etchison, Sr. Ann 
Hoffman (Oblate Co-Director); Sitting (L-R): Sr. Dianne Sabol (Oblate Co-Director) and Sheila 
McLaughlin

Knowing we are called to follow the Star 
challenged me and my co-director, Sister 

Ann Hoffman, to dream of something more and 
we began to talk about an all-day oblate event. We 
engaged the oblates in the conversation and found 
that there was a longing for an oblate gathering. In 
May of 2018 a core committee was formed. It was 
comprised of five oblates and the Oblate Co-Directors. 
“From the moment I heard that we were going to host 
a day of reflection for the oblates, I knew I wanted to 
be part of the planning committee. I have hoped for 
such a day for a long time, and I wanted to be part of 
making the day a special one. I am excited that this 
gathering will be a chance for oblates to listen to Sister 
Joan’s thoughts on what it means to be an oblate, 
as well as listen to one another’s personal oblate 
journey,” said Malinda Bostick. 

After many meetings and much planning, the dream 
became a reality. On October 26, 2018 ninety five 
seekers, oblates of Mount St. Benedict Monastery 
from all over the country, came together. They prayed 
together. They listened to Sister Joan’s keynote 
address from the 2017 Oblate Congress. They heard 
about Israel and the plight of the Palestinians from 
oblates who had traveled there. They heard about 
Benedictines in Africa and the mission of AIM (Alliance 
for International Monasticism) from sisters and oblates 
who had visited there or worked for AIM in the past. 
They had time to share in small groups about what it 
means to be an oblate and how to live this “you and 
we—we and you” more fully.
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I share the following reflections and photos 
to give you a glimpse of a day that was both 
meaningful and memorable.

Sr. Ann Hoffman, Oblate co-director (center) welcomes the oblates

I have been an Associate and 
then an Oblate with Mount St. 
Benedict for about 37 years. 
Sister Joan’s message about 
Benedictine charisms being 
gifts to us from the Holy Spirit 
that are  meant to be given 
away for the sake of all, gave 
me pause for reflection. Living 

in Erie has given me many opportunities to share 
my gifts and to work alongside and learn from my 
monastic friends. I have been involved in Sanctuary, 
education, peace activities, environmental stewardship 
and hospitality. With support from the sisters and 
other oblates I have taken these Benedictine charisms 
to my careers as wife, mother, educator, pharmacist 
and care giver. Upon further reflection I realized that 
the changing circumstances of my life called forth my 
gifts in ever new ways. The weekend provided me 
with time to pray, share ideas and simply reflect on my 
commitment to the Oblate Way of life. I feel renewed 
as a result of it.  —Marlene Trambley, Erie, PA

For a long time I have 
been connected to 
this wonderful place 
and these kind, bright, 
talented women—
women who taught 
me that I could be kind 
and bright and talented, 
too. I signed up for Sr. 

Carolyn’s retreats and I grew. I went to Chautauqua 
and listened to Sister Joan and I grew. I visited the 
Neighborhood Art House and I grew. I became an 
Oblate in 1993 and I grew. Now I am 75, married for 
56 years, mother to 4 children and a grandmother 
to 8. And I believe with all my heart that I can still 
keep growing because of the kindness, support and 
generosity of this place and these women. —M. J. Lyon, 
Geneva, WI

Oblate Barb Roseborough shares her experience in Israel with the Oblates         

Oblates listen attentively to presentations

M.J. Lyon (right) with Sr. Carolyn Gorny-Kopkowski

Oblates join in prayer with the 
community     

Oblate Harry Finkbone shares his 
thoughts and ideas
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Coming to the 
monastery always has 
great meaning for my 
life and this Oblate 
Commitment weekend 
was no different. 
The combination 
of companionship, 
discussion, 

presentations and conversation has revitalized and 
invigorated me. It was timely; I will soon transition 
from my 50s to the 60s. This weekend has opened my 
eyes to where I am in life right now and given me new 
perspective. I have been blessed and I have the oblates 
to thank for helping make this time so good for me. —
Bob Zinsky, Harrisburg, PA

I walked through the doors of St. Benedict Monastery 
on Friday morning knowing few and I walked out 
Sunday afternoon with my iPhone filled with names 
and contact information of wonderful people I had 
just met. I am grateful for the Benedictine Sisters and 
the oblates who showed me what community looks 
like. The Mount was alive with people who held in 
common the desire to live life with purpose. Sharing 
prayer, meals, and lively conversation was pure gift. 
And then came Saturday night, where in beautiful 
simplicity, initiates, new oblates, and long committed 
oblates renewed their commitment to follow the 
Oblate Way of Life. The spirit within bubbled forth as I 
promised to spend this year continuing to deepen my 
faith and living the Gospel values of peace and justice 
more intensely.  — Beth Jordan, Santa Rosa, CA (Initiate)

I cannot help but be edified by the lives—the being 
and the doing—of our sisters and oblates. I cannot 
help but be transformed by this “you and we—we and 
you.” Just as I received a call from God to live my life in 
this monastic community, so to, each oblate receives 
a call to live the Oblate Way of Life. Even though the 

Breanna Mekuly, new initiate

A weekend to remember

Bob Zinsky (left) and  David Rettman

Beth Jordan, fourth from left, expressing her desire to become an oblate

The community blesses the oblates.    

Magi eventually went their 
separate ways they were 
bonded forever. Our Oblates 
go their separate ways to live 
out monastic values in their 
lives wherever they are but 
they, too, know the bonds of 
mutual seeking of God and 
living the Benedictine way in 
the world. As Sister Joan said 
so clearly: “You are meant to 
be the carriers of the tradition, as well. As individuals, 
yes, but in concert, in community, with the Oblate 
community that is in concert, in community, with the 

monastic community itself.”

You and we—we and you are 
called not only to follow the 
Star but to become a radiant 
light for others, for all of 
creation. “Oh, Star of wonder, 
Star of night….guide us to 
Thy perfect light.”

Sr. Dianne Sabol, OSB, Oblate Co-Director
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Becoming a Monastic: Initial Monastic Formation
Stephanie Schmidt, OSB

Sr. Marilyn and Sr. Kathy (far right front, against the wall)

Sr. Val (left) poses with Sr. Judith Sutera, OSB, Mount St. 
Scholastica, Atchison, KS, an early essay contest winner, 
and co-winner Sr. Hannah Vanorny, OSB, Annunciation 
Monastery, Bismarck, ND.

Novice and Directors Institute 
By Kathleen McCarthy, Novice

The theme of the 2018 Novice and Directors Institute 
(NADI), held at Sacred Heart Monastery in Yankton, SD, 
was “All I Need to Know, I’m Learning in the School of 
God’s Service” based on Robert Fulghum’s book “Everything 
I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.” Seven 
other novices and seven directors participated with me and 
Sister Marilyn Schauble, my novice director, in presentations 
on prayer, relationships, community living, lectio divina, lectio 
with nature and care for creation. We shared among ourselves, 
in conversation as well as in creative experiential activities. 
There was time for outings and a nursing home visit and 
games—and I had the chance to walk to Nebraska, one mile 
from the monastery, across the bridge over the Missouri River.

The Yankton Benedictine community warmly welcomed our 
group, sharing prayer and meals with us during our 10-day stay 
in May. Being with them and sisters from other Benedictine 
communities was enriching for me. It was a gift to be able to 
connect with others in this Benedictine way of life and to 
learn about their communities. This opportunity helped me 
appreciate even more the particular richness I daily experience 
with the Erie Benedictines. Our prayer life with inclusive 
language, our many ministries and outreach are all very special 
to me.

The four women in initial monastic formation with the Erie Benedictines reflected on some of 
their learning experiences that extend beyond prayer, community life and ministry in Erie. 

The Artists of the Monastery 
By Valerie Luckey, Scholastic

Benedictines have a long history of filling the world with 
beauty through the arts: choirs chanting, artists painting, and 
poets composing lines, among others. Each monk living the 
Rule of Benedict, with its structure and routine, knows the 
need to cultivate beauty in our daily lives amidst the ordinary.

Maybe that’s why the theme of this year’s American 
Benedictine Academy (ABA) gathering was “Chapter 57: 
Artisans of the Monastery.” I attended the bi-annual gathering 
in July at St. Benedict’s Monastery in St. Joseph, MN. Over 
a long weekend, we heard lectures from Benedictine oblate 
and writer Kathleen Norris and Martin Erspamer, an artist 
and monk at St. Meinrad’s Archabbey in St. Meinrad, IN. We 
toured a special exhibit of the handwork of the sisters of St. 
Benedict, some of which dates back to the 1800s, long before 
technology streamlined the process of creation. We sang 
hymns composed by the members of the Benedictine family 
and saw the famous hand-written, hand-illuminated St. John’s 
Bible at St. John’s Abbey in Collegeville.

Although this was my first time attending the ABA, listening 
to long-time members I sensed gratitude for a less academic 
topic, a topic necessary as a gift to our world today. It fit 
because the purpose of the ABA is to “cultivate, support 
and transmit the 
Benedictine heritage 
within contemporary 
culture.” The gathering 
certainly ignited some 
creativity within me. 
How are we gifting our 
weary world with art 
and beauty today?

Sister Val was one of two 
winners in the annual 
ABA essay contest. Her essay, “In the Way of Grace: A Young Monk’s 
Joy,” explores the joy she has found in living the monastic way of life. 
She was awarded a two-year ABA membership and a scholarship for 
the 2018 ABA gathering. You can find a link to read her essay here: 
www.eriebenedictines.org/node/25011.
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Intercommunity Formation 
By Dina Lauricella and Karen Oprenchok, Scholastics

There’s an old adage, “Think before you speak.” At the most 
recent Intercommunity Formation Weekend experience in 
Villa Maria, PA, we heard the adage in a new way: Listen, then 
think before you speak.

The weekend presenter, Sister Nancy Sylvester, IHM, founder 
of the Institute for Communal Contemplation and Dialogue, 
began by quoting Albert Einstein, “We cannot solve our 
problems with the same thinking we used when we created 
them.” She said that transformation in a time of uncertainty 
requires the acknowledgement that old ways of problem 
solving may no longer work. Imagining new ways of being and 
doing, sourced from a contemplative heart, is key.

Sister Karen explained the process they experienced during 
the weekend to illustrate this point. “We were given two 
statements,” she said. “We were asked what feels right about 
not listening and speaking from a contemplative heart and 
then, what feels right about listening and speaking from a 
contemplative heart. With each repetition we were to respond 
with a new “feels right” statement; ‘I don’t know’ was not an 
acceptable answer.” The exercise demonstrated that there were 
no good answers to support not listening and speaking from a 
contemplative heart.

According to Sister Nancy’s experience, this method is 
particularly useful when addressing complex issues where there 
is no right answer. Benedict’s interpretation was, “Listen with 
the ear of your heart,” from the Prologue of his Rule.  

Listening and speaking from a contemplative heart to increase 
our capacity for dialogue is something we need now more than 
ever in the current political climate, Sister Nancy believes. 

Sr. Karen Oprenchok and Sr. Dina Lauricella

“I realized that in order to really hear the other side, I need 
to really listen,” said Sister Dina. “Contemplation helps me 
be aware and understand my own position and why it is 
important to me. And then with humility I can listen to the 
other side and respond in dialogue instead of reacting.” 

Contemplation reminds us we are all one, humility teaches 
us we’re not the only ones. Even if we don’t find the answer 
to our disagreements, we will at least be in dialogue with one 
another. 

New WEB feature
Liturgy from A-Z kicked off on September 10 with its first 
entry. Topic: Liturgical Art. Sister Karen Oprenchok will be 
posting weekly. Every Monday will bring a new entry on the 
particular liturgical topic at hand. If you want to know more 
about the why behind Liturgy A-Z read the introduction 
at https://bit.ly/2yUekT7. Sister Karen, a native Canadian, 
professed her first vows in 2017. Now a 2nd year scholastic, 
Sister Karen continues her study of the monastic way of life 
in the community’s initial formation program. She ministers 
at the Emmaus Soup Kitchen and Food Pantry. In her spare 
time—you guessed it—she works on Liturgy A-Z!



16

“All guests who present themselves are to be 
welcomed as Christ, who said, ‘I was a stranger 
and you welcomed me’.”   Rule of Benedict: Chapter 53.

When European monastic 
men and women came to 

the United States in the 
mid-19th century as 

part of the great 
immigrant migration, 
they had to adjust 
or even omit some 
of the monastic 
practices from their 

large, established 
European monasteries 

and abbeys. One of 
the values that they did 

not omit or change was that 
of welcoming guests and 
travelers. Hospitality was so 
important to St. Benedict 

that the topic even has its own chapter in his Rule and is, of 
course, also a Gospel precept.

As Sister Joan Chittister explains in her commentary on the 
Rule, “With the fall of the Roman empire, travel through 
Europe on unguarded and unkempt roads through hostile 
territory and at the prey of marauding bands became both 
difficult and dangerous. Benedictine monasteries became 
the Holiday Inns of Europe. There anyone was received at any 
time.”

This long-held part of monastic life is still very much an 
element of Benedictine life throughout the world. No matter 
the size of the community, guest accommodations are always 
available, be they large independent guesthouses or simply a 
few designated rooms within the monastery itself.

At Mount St. Benedict we welcome nearly 800 overnight 
guests a year and many more who come just for the day. The 
fifteen guest rooms on the ground floor, three hermitages 
in the nearby woods, and a small two-bedroom cabin-like 
building on our Glinodo property, provide some retreat or R&R 
time for both individuals and groups. Many of our guests join 
us for meals and prayer, some stay pretty much to themselves. 
Some enjoy our library and common areas and engage in 
conversation and interaction with us and others value the time 
apart from their hustle and bustle world.

This year, thanks to a 
generous donation by 
Lynn McBrier, in honor 
of her parents, Barney 
McSherry and Jeanne 
McSherry Blum, we 
were able to freshen 
up these facilities that 
had become as one 
consultant phrased it 
“a little tired” after 30-
40 years of the ins and 
outs of welcoming guests to 
the rooms. 

The first thing we purchased 
were new draperies—ones 
that fit our needs and our heavy traffic. Next came a dozen 
single mattresses and accompanying box springs. These 
brought about the most dramatic change as the old ones 
were often hand-me-downs themselves. And, finally, we were 
able to afford new carpeting for the bedrooms and the hall 
that runs the length of the ground floor area.  

We love and value our hospitality ministry and see it as 
a welcoming of others with warmth, friendliness and the 
sharing of our home, prayer and life.

Sr. Jean Wolbert (left), Hospitality 
Director, and Sr. Susan Doubet

Lynn McBrier (left) with  
Sr. Anne Wambach

By Susan Doubet, OSB
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Guest Accommodations
One of the greatest gifts monastics can 
offer is their monastery as a place of 
prayer and peace, community and care, 
welcome and hospitality. In doing so 
monastics take to heart what Benedict 
advocates: the monastery is a dwelling 
where guests are to be cherished and 
respected, where hearts overflow 
“with the inexpressible delight of love.” 
-Prologue, Rule of Benedict

    
   

     

Come for a week, a weekend, or 
a single overnight. 

Visit https://www.eriebenedictines.org/
guest-accommodations for a guest 
registration form. 
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Christmas: 
 Hope for the Future
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Sister Anne begins her Christmas Appeal saying:

Christmas is a time when we celebrate the birth of 
Christ and the coming of Christ’s light into our world. 

The Christ child in our midst is a gift that invites us to 
expand our hearts and our giving. It is a gift that calls 
us to bring light to a world in need of truth, peace, and 
justice. It is a gift that calls us to stretch out our arms in 
reverence and care for those less fortunate. Christmas 
joy will be ours when we help bear the burdens of 
those in need and attempt to fill hurting hearts with the 
generous gifts of kindness, compassion, and care. 

Now, in recognition of our sisters who have spent 
years bringing Christmas hope to others, I ask for your 
help. A gift to our Christmas Fund will support our 
ministries and assist with the upkeep of our monastery. 
It will also bring love and care to our senior sisters who 
worked so long for so little. 

“Worked so long for so little.” A striking phrase that 
defies the norms of our present society when success is 
measured, for the most part, by how much money we 
have and the possessions we own. The sisters measure 
success differently. 

For the past 162 years they have held strong in their vision 
of hope. A vision that their life of community and prayer 
gives witness to a God of love; a life where they listen to 
others and respond in love. Since their original journey 
in 1856, the sisters still gather seekers who share this 
philosophy and are committed deeply to Benedictine 
community, prayer and ministry. They are blessed by 
women who continue to respond to God’s call to explore 
a vocation as an Erie Benedictine. Presently there are 
four sisters in the initial monastic formation program 
with more women hoping to come next year. The new 
members are a great gift to the community and a promise 
of hope for the future, a future that can only be realized 
with the partnership of friends and supporters like you.

By Jo Clarke, Oblate
Director of Annual Giving

Will you consider a financial 
gift to the future of the 
Benedictine Sisters of Erie? As 
a Benedictine oblate, financial 
supporter, and Development 
staff person, I know the sisters 
reflect on the many blessings 
they have received with 
tremendous gratitude.

Facing an ever-changing future, the community has set a 
new fundraising goal to help meet growing demands on 
their ministries, to provide adequate funds for the sisters’ 
retirement and to help meet the community’s operational 
budget. Providing adequate funds for the present and future 
of the sisters is vital to the viability of this community and to 
continuing the work that began so long ago.

The current development goal is to raise $2 million over 
the next three years. 

I know you are aware of the remarkable things the sisters 
do for others in addressing poverty; speaking to the needs 
of women and children; striving for peace and justice; and 
working for energy conservation, to name a few. However, 
I’m not sure you know the challenges facing this community.

There are five main areas of need:

Retirement

For more than a century, the sisters educated children and 
young adults for minimal compensation. It wasn’t until 1996 
that the community had enough money to buy into Social 
Security. A combination of mortgage payments on the 
monastery, low wages, and putting ministries first, means 
the community is almost 65% underfunded for retirement 
needs. The annual cost for each sister receiving assisted care 
is approximately $32,525.

Ministries inside the monastery

More than 24 sisters are involved in the internal ministries 
of the monastery in areas like communication, development, 
and finances. As the community becomes smaller, the sisters 
will need to hire outside help with annual costs of approxi-
mately $500,000.
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Ministries outside the monastery

Currently more than 40 sisters are involved in ministries in 
the inner-city. Your donation helps these ministries serve the 
poor, the hungry, children and the elderly and they encom-
pass hope for a world that is more compassionate, just, and 
forgiving. 

Operational 

The current operating budget is $2,946,000. Your financial 
gift will help plan for a future where the community’s mis-
sion and vision of justice and opportunity for all, especially 
women and children, is a priority.

Capital expenses

The capital budget projection is approximately $290,000. 
Your gift will help to maintain the monastery as a spiritual 
center for sisters and guests. The monastery itself is a valu-
able resource, a hub for good works, a beacon of hope for 
the future from which the wider community can draw energy 
and inspiration for many years to come.  

Your financial gift to our Christmas Fund will:

	provide for the continued care of the sisters as they age;

	help with maintenance and upkeep of the monastery and 
the buildings which house community ministries;

	assist the ministries so they can make a difference in the 
lives of thousands of women, children, and men of all 
faiths.

“Christmas joy will be ours when we help bear the burdens 
of those in need and attempt to fill hurting hearts with the 
generous gifts of kindness, compassion, and care.”  
   —Sister Anne Wambach

PLEASE, consider a financial gift to the Christmas Fund 
and help the sisters meet these challenges. Together with 
the sisters, you can be a powerful force for change. Read 
the inspiring stories in these pages and see moments of 
success that highlight the impact of your gifts at work 
in the photos. Then simply use the enclosed remittance 
envelope or go to www.ErieBenedictines.org and make 
a gift. 

You could also continue the spirit of Christmas by 
becoming a part of the Monthly Companions program 
with a recurring monthly gift. By joining this program 
you are giving a recurring gift that will be automatically 
deducted from your credit or debit card, or through 
an Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT). For more 
information, call Patti Eichen, Development Associate, 
at 814-899-0614, ext. 2442. 

Also, if you would like to schedule an appointment to 
discuss a major gift to the Retirement Fund, please call 
Sister Mary Jane Vergotz, Development Director,  
814-899-0614, ext. 2409.

Wishing you and your loved ones peace and joy this 
Christmas and the coming year,

THANK YOU for being a part of the Benedictine Family. 
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“The Benedictine Sisters of Erie are such strong women of 
faith…faith transformed into action as they serve the needs of 
the poor, hungry and marginalized in our community with such 
joy. To support them through a legacy gift is a privilege.”  
     — Marilyn Reiser

Since the October 2017 Wills and Estate Planning Seminar, 
14 additional women and men have become part of the 
Benedictine Legacy Society, including the Benedictine Sisters 
of Erie in their wills and estate planning. Two others have 
indicated that the sisters will be the beneficiary of a portion 
of their qualified retirement plans. The 2018 Wills and Estate 
Planning Seminar, held last October, attracted oblates who 
came for the Fall Community Weekend, among others. Sister 
Anne Wambach, prioress, commented, “It’s been a joy to see the 
Benedictine Legacy Society grow to 77 members.” 

L-R: Dr. Jessica Ziker, DC, Sr. Anne Wambach, Attorney Adrian, Emma Lee McCloskey, 
Sr. Mary Jane Vergotz, Harry Finkbone

Planned Giving Seminars encourage collaboration 
By Emma Lee McCloskey, Ed.D., Director of Major and Planned Giving

“The highest form of philanthropy does not sustain. It enables, it seeds, it creates.” — Joan Chittister, OSB

The sisters have responded directly to Erie’s struggle with 
poverty, violence, malnutrition, family instability, injustice and 
crime for more than 160 years and their vital ministries will 
continue to change the lives of men, women and children 
because of the deep and lasting bonds people have with them.

For more information on making your lasting gift, call Emma Lee 
McCloskey at 814-899-0614, ext. 2415, or email elmccloskey@
mtstbenedict.org, or call Sister Mary Jane Vergotz, Director of 
Development, 814-899-0614, ext. 2409. 

Join us: Name the Benedictine Sisters of Erie as a beneficiary of 
a specific dollar amount through your will. 

Specific Dollar Gift Language

I give and devise to the Benedictine Sisters of Erie, Inc. (Tax ID# 
25-0965501), located at 6101 East Lake Road, Erie, PA, 16511 the 
sum of $____ (or asset) to be used for the Sisters mission and 
continuing care. 

Or, provide a residual bequest, after your estate expenses and 
specific bequests have been paid. 

Residual Gift Language

I give and devise to the Benedictine Sisters of Erie, Inc. (Tax ID# 
25-0965501), located at 6101 East Lake Road, Erie, PA, 16511 [all or 
a percentage of] the rest, residue, and remainder of my estate to 
be used for the sisters’ mission and continuing care. 

The Benedictine Sisters are grateful for the underwriting of this seminar by Bates Collision,  
Brugger Funeral Homes and Crematory, LLP, and Vicary Insurance Agency, LLC.

Shaun B. Adrian, Attorney at Law, 
MacDonald Illig Attorneys

2018 Wills and Estate Planning Presentation

Marilyn Reiser (left) with Sr. Rita Zattosky
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Giving and receiving gifts is a lovely tradition. We do it 
for birthdays, graduations, anniversaries, feast days, 

and sometimes for no reason at all. But, most fittingly, 
we observe this tradition at Christmastime. After all, we 
believe that Jesus himself was the greatest gift EVER and 
the Magi’s gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh set the 
standard. We remember our loved ones with gifts in many 
different ways.

The Benedictine Sisters’ Alternative Gift Giving program 
is a wonderful way to honor your loved ones at Christmas.

What exactly is an alternative gift? 
An alternative gift to the Benedictine Sisters is a financial 
gift given in honor or celebration of an important person in 
your life, or in memory of a deceased loved one. 

Alternative  
Gift Giving

By Patti Eichen, Development Associate

Why consider an alternative gift instead of a traditional 
gift? 
Just as the three Magi brought meaningful gifts to the 
infant Jesus, your alternative gift will add a special, personal 
touch to your gift-giving. It is a gift that will be appreciated 
by the person being honored, or the family members of 
those being remembered.

How will the gift recipient know that an alternative gift 
was given in their name? 
A monastery Christmas card will be sent to the person, or 
family of the person, in whose name the gift is given. This 
card does not include the amount of your gift. You, the 
donor, will receive a separate acknowledgment for your 
records.

How do I make an alternative gift? 
Gifts of checks or cash can be made using the enclosed 
remittance envelope. You can also go to  
www.ErieBenedictines.org and make a gift.

How will the alternative gift be utilized? 
Your gift to the Benedictine Sisters will help maintain 
Mount St. Benedict Monastery. It will help meet the needs 
of the elder sisters and also touch the lives of the people the 
sisters serve in ministry.

Please consider an alternative gift to the Benedictine Sisters 
of Erie this Christmas season. Help us to look to the future 
with hope.

For more information on the Alternative Gift Giving 
program, please contact Patti Eichen, Development 
Associate, at 899-0614 Ext 2442, or at  
peichen@mtstbenedict.org 
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Is institutional religion dead or dying? If you 
follow the news, you know that the numbers 
of people attending weekly church services 

and entering traditional religious orders are 
dwindling. But those numbers don’t tell the 
whole story. 
In a culture where very little is stable or 
certain, people are creating different kinds 
of communities, many of them steeped in 
tradition, but with adjustments made for 
modern life.
These groups vary widely in their level of 
formality, in their typical demographic range, 
and in how closely they are affiliated with 
traditional religious groups. But one thing they 
all have in common is that they bring together 
seekers, connecting them with each other and 
with some kind of regular prayer life.
One group, “Nuns and Nones,” joins women 
religious with millennials who don’t practice any 
particular religion, inviting them to share their 
questions and their spiritual practices with each 
other. Another, “How We Gather,” has the goal 
of creating a kind of modern-day novitiate that 
would enable seekers of all faiths to spend a 
year focused solely on spiritual formation. In 
the United Kingdom, the Wellspring Community 
has some members who live together and 
many more who live independently, who pledge 
to share a weekly meal, daily communal 
prayer, and some form of service. Other 
groups offering intensive monastic immersion 
experiences are also forming, aware that even 
as fewer people subscribe to orthodox religious 
beliefs, many are interested in how to live a 
meaningful, simple life.

Feeding the hunger for spiritual community
By Jacqueline Small, Oblate

Staff Member of Benetvision and Monasteries of the heart

What is the response of the Benedictine Sisters 
of Erie to this hunger for spiritual community? 
Since 2000, the Benedicta Riepp Monastic 
Experience Program has welcomed women to 
live at the monastery for up to three years and 
participate in the monastic way of life. Twenty 
women have now been “Rieppers,” volunteering 
at Benedictine ministries and sharing meals, 
prayer, and friendship with the sisters. The 
Erie Benedictines also have a thriving Oblate 
program, with more than 275 people making 
annual promises to live the Rule of Benedict 
and the community’s corporate commitment, to 
be a healing presence and prophetic witness for 
peace by working for sustainability and justice, 
especially for women and children, but without 
taking vows or living at the monastery.
And then there is Monasteries of the Heart, a 
ministry of the Benedictine Sisters of Erie that 
is nearly eight years old. Its website, which 
promotes monastic spirituality to seekers 
across the world, offers weekly selections for 
lectio divina and prayer, readings from spiritual 
teachers, and eCourses on subjects like 
friendship, nonviolence, and great monastics of 
history.
Unlike many of the other new monastic 
movements springing up, Monasteries of the 

Heart is primarily online—though a number of 
autonomous Monasteries of the Heart groups 
do organize to meet face-to-face, including in 
prisons. Nor does becoming a member require 
people to make a formal commitment. Instead, 
this method of seeking God with others comes 
to members in their own homes, wherever 
they may be. It offers them the opportunity to 
make Benedictine spirituality a major part of 
their lives, whether or not they have a typical 
“monastic” life. As Sister Joan Chittister, the 
animator of the site, writes, “Monasteries of 
the Heart gives seekers an anchor, a ladder, 
and a path… It immerses members in the 
contemplation of the God-life within and fosters 
a contemplative view of the world itself.”  So 
far, over 18,000 members have registered with 
the site, and the number of people joining 
continues to grow.
The desire to seek God with others is a part 
of being human, older than any religious 
institution, and that desire has not gone 
anywhere, despite the changing times. So 
although the face of religion may be changing, 
the spiritual life itself is not in danger. 
To join Monasteries of the Heart, go to 
monasteriesoftheheart.org.

A group of monastics and millennials gather at a local eatery to explore questions of life and meaning: Stephanie 
Ciner, millennial, Sr. Anne McCarthy, Sr. Stephanie Schmidt, Sr. Val Luckey, millennial, Sr. Ann Muczynski, Sr. Linda 
Romey, Erin Carey, millennial, Katie Gordon, millennial and Nuns and Nones coordinator, Sr. Mary Ellen Plumb, 
Jacqueline Small, millennial and oblate.
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A few months ago, one of “my 
boys” visited me. He was one of 20 
neighborhood kids that I organized into a 
work, study and play group when I moved 
in with my dad, now deceased, about 15 
years ago. At that time, the block where 
my dad lived, the one I grew up in, was 
one of the worst in the city for drugs and 
crime and neglect. The children earned 
money to spend at the neighborhood store 
for cleaning a patch of the block each 
day—picking up litter, sweeping, raking 
leaves. They also got the special dollars 
for reading books that I selected, doing 
homework and extra school work. We had 
summer school sessions in my garage and 
went on a lot of field trips together. It 
was two magical years of my life. Anyway, 
when I opened the front door, there stood 
J, now in his early 20s. He gave me a big 
hug and said, “I was just passing by Sister 
Kownacki and wanted to see if you still 
lived here and say ‘hi.’”

He also wanted to thank me for “saving his 
life.” 

“I have two children now, Sister 
Kownacki, and I want to be a good 
father.”
 “That’s wonderful, J. What are you 
doing with yourself?” 
“I ain’t gonna lie to you Sister 
Kownacki. I’m into drugs.”

I didn’t know how to react. Should 
I express anger, disapproval, call the 
cops? But this was my dear J and he had 
come to visit. So all I said was, “Are you 
satisfied with that choice, J?” He said he 
wasn’t happy with himself but felt trapped 
because he had a prison record and no 
high school diploma.

We talked a bit about his brothers and 
sisters—one painful story after another—
and eventually I sputtered some words 
about trying to get out of the drug 
business for the sake of his children. 

This I Believe
By Mary Lou Kownacki, OSB

He promised he was going to try, but I 
don’t have much hope there. What got 
me, though, was that he kept telling me 
how I saved his life and he’d be eternally 
grateful. Given his tragic life story so far, 
I couldn’t figure out what I had done for 
him that was so important. It sounded like 
I was a complete failure. So I finally asked 
him, “Why do you say I saved your life, J? 
What did I do?” He looked at me wistfully 
and said, “You cared. It’s so rare, Sister 
Kownacki, that someone care about you, 
really care about you, for no reason at all.”

And then D came by a few weeks later, 
another of the neighborhood alum. “I just 
sat and cried last night, Sister Kownacki.... 
I wish I was little again and could come 
here every day after school….Those was 
the best time of my life. The street are 
awful, Sister Kownacki…I have no one to 
talk to except you….No one care about 
me except you, Sister Kownacki.” D is 
trying his best to fight the pressure of the 
streets and miracles do happen, but…. 
Once more, I put him on a bus to go back 
to his father in Tennessee knowing he will 
return to Erie again in spring. He has 
no GED. He has a baby girl in Buffalo 
and when the mother brought her here 
for a visit this summer we had to supply 

food and clothing. “I love you, Sister 
Kownacki,” he said when we hugged 
goodbye at the bus station.

Though these two boys don’t look like 
their lives will ever be the focus of a 
Hallmark movie, I believe they got it 
right. My interaction with those 20 
children for that brief time was not 
meant to “save” them in the expected 
way: high school diplomas for all, college 
degrees for some, decent jobs, no crime, 
no drugs, happy families…. That would 
be the epitome of pride and a pitiful 
reason to get to know another person. 
We can’t “save” anyone, but we can care 
about them because….well, that’s what 
we’re here for. Being human is about 
filling your treasure box with genuine 
relationships. I will always care about 
those children and I know they hold a 
tender and meaningful memory of our 
time together, passing shadows though 
we be.

I go back to the insightful comment by 
J, “You know it’s a rare thing, Sister 
Kownacki, that somebody care for you, 
really care for you, for no reason at all.” 
This I believe in.

Sister Mary Lou Kownacki, OSB, is the 
coordinator of Monasteries of the Heart, 
an online movement sharing spirituality 
with contemporary seekers at https://www.
monasteriesoftheheart.org/. This I Believe is 
Journal Entry 194 in Old Monk’s Journal, 
Sister Mary Lou’s blog. It reflects a personal 
journey that captures what’s in the heart. 
“Most of my adult life I’ve recorded my 
notes, brief reflections, poems, reactions to 
daily events in a journal. It is an ongoing 
source of monastic formation; the rich and 
raw material of life that helps shape my 
Monastery of the Heart.” 



24

P 24 - 25

Joan Chittister Institute  
for Contemporary Spirituality

By Jacqueline Small, Oblate and Institute Co-Coordinator

Participant Teresa Coda looks on as Sr. Susan Doubet shares 
interesting facts and publication stories about Sr. Joan’s many books.

Participants and Benetvision staff with 
presenter, Tom Roberts, Sr. Joan’s 
biographer. Back row (L-R): Sr. Mary 
Ellen Plumb, Sr. Val Luckey, Jessie Bazan, 
Meghan Dandrea, Ellen Jewett, Eliza 
Biddle, Allison Connelly, Liz Palmer, Sr. 
Mary Lou Kownacki, Jacqueline Small
Front row (L-R): Sr. Anne McCarthy, 
Teresa Coda, Sr. Joan, Tom, Lisa 
Cathelyn, Breanna Mekuly

For two weeks, the women met every day for prayer, for 
group lectio divina experiences, and for lectures, offered by 
Benedictine Sisters and Oblates. The lectures drew on Sister 
Joan’s books, great women from Benedictine history, and the 
core themes of monasticism. In the discussions, questions, and 
conversations that arose from these experiences, finding the 
courage, support, and faith to tell one’s truth was a central 
theme.

The participants were invited to share prayer and meals with 
the Benedictine Sisters and also met several of them through 
the daily sessions. These times together, as well as outings 

W hen Joan Chittister stood up to address the nine young feminist theologians who had traveled to Erie to participate in 
last summer’s Joan Chittister Institute for Contemporary Spirituality, she had one challenge for them. She quoted Mother 

Jones, the 20th century labor organizer, who said, “I will tell my truth wherever I please.” Then she told the participants, “By the 
end of this Institute, I expect to hear you tell your truth, too.” Those words echoed through the Institute, becoming a refrain for the 
theologians.

around Erie and local attractions, offered a chance for both the 
sisters and the participants to hear each other’s stories and to 
share a glimpse into each other’s truth. The participants toured 
the community’s ministries, from St. Benedict Education Center 
to the Inner-city Neighborhood Art House, seeing first-hand 
how the Benedictine Sisters have responded to the changing 
needs of the city of Erie.

A formal opportunity to get to know each other was a panel 
discussion featuring the participants. Dozens of sisters and 
oblates were moved by the young women’s passion and 
tenacity as the theologians discussed their experiences in 

Sr. Joan Chittister shares input on 
the virtue of humility.

Sr. Annette Marshall and Sr. Pat Lupo offer a 
presentation on environmental stewardship.
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Lisa Cathelyn, Teresa Codo, Liz 
Palmer and Sr. Mary Ellen Plumb 
break for a Dairy Queen. The participants take the stage for a panel discussion.

The Benedictine Sisters bless the young women on the final night of the Institute.

graduate school and described their interests and goals. Sister 
Ann Hoffman said, “It was exciting and energizing to have them 
here, to hear their stories, to see their enthusiasm … as they 
journey together, seeking wisdom and support and strength 
from others. It gives me hope for the future—they’re bright 
young women who have so much to offer. I pray they can fulfill 
their dreams, and that we can support them as they do.”

At the end of the two weeks, 
each woman presented an 
individual project, based on 
some aspect of Benedictine 
spirituality or Sister Joan’s 
work, to the other participants 
and the Benetvision staff. The 
projects included a new musical 
interpretation of Psalm 15, 
lectio opportunities that drew 
on the presenters’ wisdom and 
experiences, and a stirring 
speech about the presenter’s 
relationship to the Catholic 
Church that responded to Sister 
Joan’s essay Why I Stay.

Another project that came out of the Institute was a book, 
tentatively titled, Dear Joan, which will be published by Twenty-
Third Publications in Fall 2019. The book will consist of essays 
that address the women’s experiences of sisterhood, standing 
up to patriarchy, and speaking the truth.

A glimpse of those truths came at the end of the 
Institute, when Sister Joan asked the women to finish the 
statement, “My truth is that…” These were some of the 
responses: 

	 I am [and all women are] made in the image of God 
and we cannot accept oppression by the masculine, 
hierarchical Church.

	 I am called to be a prophetic voice and force in the 
healing and wholeness of the global Church.

	 God cannot be present in the Church until every 
experience of God can be raised from the pulpit.

	 I am of value.

	 I am leaving the Institute with renewed faith, 
increased understanding of God, new community, and 
a liberating sense of my womanhood.

The Joan Chittister Institute for Contemporary Spirituality 
was coordinated by Jacqueline Small, Oblate, and 

Breanna Mekuly, both former Joan Chittister Interns. It was 
sponsored by Benetvision, a resource and research center for 

contemporary spirituality.

Participants visit the yoga studio at The Studio at St. Mary’s: A Space to 
Create.

P25 photos contributed by Breanna Mekuly, Oblate
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“Que tous soient accueillis comme Christ.” “Hebu wote 
watakaribishwa kama Kristo.” “Niech wszyscy zostaną 
powitani jak Chrystus,” are some of  the ways we said, 
“Let all be welcomed as Christ,” at the 2018 Communio 
Internationalis Benedictinarum (CIB) Symposium in Rome. This 
phrase from chapter 53 of  the Rule of  Benedict was the theme 
of  the week-long symposium that brought together 115 
Benedictine women from around the world last September. 
As treasurer of  the CIB, I was invited to participate in the 
Symposium. Erie Benedictine Mary Jane Vergotz, secretary 
of  the CIB, also participated.
The purpose of  the CIB is to promote mutual support and 
exchange of  ideas and experiences among Benedictine 
women on an international level and to foster the 
development of  women’s monasticism. The organization 
evolved over a number of  years and, in 2001, chose its 
name and opened a new avenue for Benedictine women’s 
collaboration. Despite diversity in the interpretation and 
forms of  Benedictine life, we recognize common values and 
learn from each other. 
The holding of  a Symposium every four years, to support 
a worldwide network among Benedictine women through 
liturgy, prayer, ritual and reflection upon a specific theme, is 
a centerpiece of  the organization. 
Martin Werlin, OSB, a former abbot of  Einsiedeln Abbey 
in Switzerland, delivered the Symposium’s opening keynote, 
creating a backdrop for the theme of  Benedictine hospitality 
in his presentations on traditions, the Tradition, and Zeitgeist 
(the spirit of  the times). “Many aspects of  our daily monastic 
life are traditions,” he said. “They can be important. We 
like them. But their time may be well past already. Always 
when traditions get in the way of  the Tradition, we have 
to abandon them.” He noted that those 
traditions include Church traditions that 
limit the role of  women in the Church.
And he challenged us, “Do we talk 
and discuss the tradition in our chapter 
meetings? Or are we preoccupied with 
defending traditions and saving them? 
We would do well to make the distinction 
between Tradition and traditions in our 
communities. Deepen the Tradition. 
Examine the traditions. If  traditions get 
in the way of  Tradition, we must have the 
courage to let go of  them. New resolutions 
are needed, because the Zeitgeist has 
changed. And so new traditions are created 
– and they in turn are not created for 
eternity.”
Sisters from Spain, South Africa, Brazil 
and the Philippines offered presentations 

Communio Internationalis Benedictinarum:  
Let all be welcomed as Christ
By Linda Romey, OSB

on hospitality both inside and outside the monastery. “Our 
speakers shared their insights from a variety of  cultures 
which enriched our understanding of  how hospitality is lived 
out in Benedictine monasteries,” said Sister Mary Jane. 
Multi-cultural table discussion followed each presentation—
Benedictines from Spain, France and the Philippines shared 
my table. Three of  us were bilingual enabling us to translate 
for each other as we raised our own questions and shared 
our experiences.
In addition to multiple presentations and reports, our full 
schedule included visiting the Vatican for a private audience 
with Pope Francis and day-trip to Subiaco where we 
visited St. Scholastica Abbey and Sacro Speco (Benedict’s 
cave). Other outing options included the Catacombs of  
St. Priscilla and evenings out to St. Paul Outside the Walls 
and the community of  Sant’ Egidio. The week concluded 
with a cultural evening with each region offering a short 
performance.
The meeting room was the nave of  the monastery church 
at Sant’ Anselmo, emptied of  its pews and arranged with 
conference tables and chairs with the five translator’s booths 
set up in the rear. The majority of  the sisters were housed 
at Sant’ Anselmo and all participants joined the monks for 
prayer, liturgy and meals.
At the conclusion of  the Symposium the CIB Conference 
members (delegates from each of  the 19 regions around the 
world that comprise the CIB) elected Sister Lynn McKenzie 
from Sacred Heart Monastery in Cullman, AL, as CIB 
Moderator for the next four years. 
Learn more about the CIB and view additional Symposium 
photos at www.benedictines-cib.org.

Participants gather in the courtyard at the monastery of Sant’ Anselmo in Rome. 
Photo credit: Br. Simon Stubbs, OSB, Sant’ Anelsmo
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The mission of the Committee for Alternative Resource Energy (CARE) is to positively respond 
to the challenge of climate change by serving as a resource for the Benedictine Sisters of Erie as 
they seek to reach their goal of carbon neutrality, and by promoting sustainable energy use by the 
general public.

 

By Annette Marshall, OSBCARE

HOLD ERIE COKE ACCOUNTABLE
For years the Erie Coke Corporation plant has been cited for 
its toxic emissions. Located at the foot of East Avenue, it is a 
black mark on Erie’s Bayfront, a source of noxious fumes and 
pollution that affects Erie’s quality of life and has a negative 
impact on tourism. 
HECA, Hold Erie Coke Accountable, a large, non-partisan 
stakeholder group, is led by Erie Benedictine Sister Pat Lupo 
and Dr. Mike Campbell, professor of biology at Mercyhurst 
University. “It’s a matter of justice,” Sister Pat declares. 
“Who is most effected by the ammonia, benzene, malodors, 
particulates and other known carcinogens being emitted? 
The low-income and minority residents who live nearby.”

NEW INITIATIVES AT EMMAUS MINISTRIES
Emmaus Ministries has taken a giant leap in reducing their 
carbon footprint by installing energy efficient windows 
throughout The Studio at St. Marys: Space to Create, and 
on the west wall of the Inner-City Neighborhood Art House. 
The St. Mary’s project was largely funded by ECGRA, the 
Erie County Gaming and Revenue Authority.
At the Emmaus Soup Kitchen, 
Styrofoam cups and plates have 
been replaced by compostable 
products. “It’s an increased cost, 
but we each need to do our part 
to sustain our planet for future 
generations,” said Emmaus 
Ministries Director, Sister Mary Miller. “Our guests were 
very receptive to the new regulation of one cup and one plate 
per meal.” 

Steering Committee members (l-r) Dr. Campbell, Dr. Michelle Homan, 
Gannon University, Janice Etchison, Benedictine Oblate, Art Leopold, 
concerned citizen, and Sr. Pat Lupo are developing plans to engage 
the Erie community in the upcoming Erie Coke Corporation permit 
renewal process.

 *Contributed Photos

RENEWABLE ENERGY
The United States may have been pulled out of the Paris 
Climate Accord, but the Benedictine Sisters and many others 
are committed to a world powered by renewable energy. 

World Map 
•	 Iceland (100%), Costa Rica (99%), and Norway (98%) 

are the world leaders in converting from carbon-based 
energy (CDP)

•	 Throughout the world over 100 cities, more than 
double the count three years ago, get 70% or more of 
their electricity from renewable sources such as hydro, 
geothermal, solar and wind. These include Auckland, 
New Zealand; Nairobi, Kenya; Oslo, Norway; Seattle, 
United States and Vancouver, Canada. (CDP)

•	 9,149 cities representing 781 million people, 10.23% 
of the total global population, have committed to the 
Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate & Energy.

•	 More than 152 international companies including Ikea, 
Adobe, Apple, General Motors, Facebook and Johnson 
& Johnson, have set public goals to go 100% renewable. 
(RE100)

US Map
•	 Two states, California and Hawaii, five counties and 

over 80 cities have adopted 100% renewable energy 
goals. (Sierra Club)

•	 Six U.S. cities: Aspen, Burlington, Georgetown, 
Greensburg, Rockport and Kodiak Island, generate 
100% of the energy used community-wide from 
renewable sources. (Sierra Club)

Right here in the Erie area, the demand for solar installations 
is growing rapidly. From individual homes to churches 
and businesses, purchasing electricity from wind and 
solar sources is on the rise. Erie, both city and county, have 
pledged that all government buildings will be powered from 
renewable sources.

It is possible, claims a Stanford University study, that the 
entire world could be powered by renewable energy in less 
than 40 years. We have the technology – do we have the will?
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60 year Jubilarians
The Benedictine Sisters of Erie opened their annual August community days 
with a special Evening Prayer and a renewal of vows by this year’s jubilarians 
of 60 years. Sisters Mary Therese Egan, Justina Gutowski, Phyllis Schleicher 
and Rita Zattosky renewed their monastic vows in celebration of 60 years of 
profession. A festive dinner honoring the jubilarians followed. “Every day is a 
celebration that builds on the one preceding it,” said Sister Anne Wambach, 
prioress. “This evening was truly memorable and is only a beginning of many 
more memory-making moments yet to come.”

Clockwise from right: Sisters Mary Therese Egan, Rita Zattosky,  
Justina Gutowski, and Phyllis Schleicher

(L-R): Sisters Janet Goetz, Mary Susan Hallstein, Anne Wambach (prioress), Dorothy 
Stoner, Susan Freitag, and Marla Bleil

Jubilee Celebrations

50 Year Jubilarians
This 2018 Golden Jubilarians renewed their  monastic vows 

during a festive Evening Prayer for community members, 
family and friends on September 22. It was a day of rejoicing 

in gratitude for these sisters who celebrated a 50 year 
commitment to vowed monastic life. “We are very grateful 
for our jubilarians and for all that they have brought to our 

community and to the world, especially their love for the 
monastic way of life,” said Sister Anne Wambach, prioress.

Annual Benetwood Dinner
“This is one of my favorite events,” shared Colleen Ahern 
(right), one of the guests at the annual Benetwood dinner 
hosted by the Benedictine Sisters and pictured with 
Benetwood staff member Wendy Wallace. “It’s always 
nice to be with the sisters and I look forward to the 
prayer, delicious meal and dessert pies!” The community 
welcomed their neighbors from Benetwood Apartments 
for Evening Prayer and a special dinner on September 4─ 
a simple celebration of friendship, faith, food and fun.
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Jubilee Celebrations
Enrichment Series: Understanding Erie Refocused
The Benedictine Sisters of Erie hosted an Enrichment Series on October 8 
featuring the topic: Erie Refocused—Building Community through Collaboration. Kathy 
Wyrosdick, the city of Erie’s planning director, offered a broad overview of Erie 
Refocused, the city’s first comprehensive plan in decades. The plan addresses 
Erie’s future needs in a number of areas, including housing, transportation, 
land use and economic development, to combat decades of systematic decline. 
She explained that the plan is ambitious and atypical in that the movement 
forward is unfolding as data is gained. “Rather than waiting until all of the data 
is collected, planning and then implementing, we are doing and moving forward 
as we go along. There is no time to wait.” Bringing the vision of Erie “a city of 
great places,” is unfolding with an emphasis on strong neighborhoods and a 
healthy environment for job creation. Michael Outlaw Sr., Community Liaison, 
whose position focuses on minority relations, police and Unified Erie, and Niken 
Astari Carpenter who serves as Executive Assistant and Immigrant and Refugee 
Liaison were also present to share information and answer questions. 

Clockwise from right: Niken Astari, Sr. Christine Kosin, 
Michael Outlaw, Sr., and Kathy Wyrosdick

Bronze Award for Community Service
Sister Ann Muczynski was presented a bronze award for community 
service at the Excellence in Government Awards ceremony in Pittsburgh 
on May 25. This annual event highlights a distinct group of dedicated 
Federal Employees who have gone above and beyond what was 
thought possible. Recognition with an Excellence in Government 
Award signifies hard work, enthusiasm, and outstanding results. “It is 
no surprise that Ann was recognized for her outstanding and selfless 
contribution as a posttraumatic stress disorder specialist at the Erie 
VA Hospital,” said Sister Anne Wambach, prioress.” This honor is well 
deserved and we are all very proud of her.”

Sister Ann Muczynski, OSB, LCSW, is a board certified clinical social worker. She has been employed at 
the VA Medical Center since 2011 as a posttraumatic stress disorder specialist and serves as the clinic’s 
Military Sexual Trauma Coordinator.

Annual Appreciation Dinner:  
Thank you to the Fairfield Hose Company
In a show of gratitude the Benedictine Sisters of Erie hosted members of 
the Fairfield Hose Company on October 15 for dinner and an evening of 
Benedictine hospitality. Established in 1945, this volunteer fire company 
is all about neighbors helping neighbors and has long served the 
neighborhood of Mount St. Benedict Monastery.

Sister Marcia Sigler, having served for 10 years (1995-2005) as an active 
volunteer EMT (Emergency Medical Technician), is considered an honorary 
member of the company and does a lot of behind-the-scenes preparation 
to make this yearly event a memorable one. She organizes the table 
decorations and the gift raffle for adults and children alike and in her words, 
“I love doing this and helping to make it a great event for all.”
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AIM USA meets at the Mount
Sister Theresa Zoky, outgoing Executive Director of AIM USA (Alliance for International Monasticism) 
hosted the annual meeting of the AIM Board of Trustees at Mount St. Benedict Monastery with the 
help of her staff, Sisters Therese Glass and Ann Hoffman, who is now the new Executive Director. 
Sister Anne Wambach, prioress, was also in attendance. “It is always a pleasure to welcome these 
dedicated monastics into our home,” said Sister Theresa. “We are enriched by their presence and 
their commitment to assisting missionary monasteries throughout the world.” 

The Alliance for International Monasticism (AIM USA) is an organization of approximately 115 
Benedictine / Cistercian Monasteries of women and men in the United States and Canada and over 
400 communities in Asia, Africa, and Latin America who follow the Rule of Benedict. AIM provides 
spiritual,  educational, formation and building assistance to monasteries in developing countries to 
enable them to be centers of life for others. Monasteries in Africa, Asia and Latin America enrich 
their brothers and sisters in the United States with global vision, fresh insights into monastic life, 
cultural diversity and gospel witness of service to the poor.

Aim Board

Standing (L-R): Sr. Maureen McCabe, OCSO, Mt. St. Mary’s Abbey, Wrentham, MA,  Sr. Mary David Hydro, OSB, Holy Name Monastery, St. Leo, 
FL, Sr. Nancy Miller, OSB, (President), Annunciation Monastery, Bismarck, ND, Abbot Neal Roth, OSB, St. Martin’s Abbey, Lacey, WA, Sr. Theresa 
Zoky, OSB (Erie/Executive Director), Sr. Ann Hoffman, OSB (Erie/Staff), Sr. Therse Glass, OSB (Erie/Staff), Sr. Anne Wambach,OSB (Erie/Prioress)

Seated (L-R): Abbot Stanislaus Gumula, OCSO Mepkin Abbey, Moncks Corner, SC, Sr. Michael Marie Rottingham, OSB, Immaculata Monastery, 
Norfolk, NE, Fr. Joel Macul, OSB, Christ the King Priory, Schuyler, NE, Sr. Mary White, OSB, St. Paul Monastery, St. Paul, MN,  Brother Paul 
Richards, OSB, St. John’s Abbey, Collegeville, MN

Sr. Theresa Zoky (left) AIM Executive Director for the 
past five years congratulates Sr. Ann Hoffman, who now 
serves in that position.

Sr. Theresa Zoky (left) and Sr. Cindy Hoover (right) speak with an east side Erie 
resident.

Summer of Hope: Benedictines help with 
Erie Refocused
“Summer of Hope was dedicated to helping east side Erie 
neighborhoods to be the best they can be,” said Sister Theresa 
Zoky, one of several Benedictine Sisters who helped with the door-
to-door interviews that served to explain Erie Refocused to city 
residents. In addition to Sister Theresa, the volunteers included 
Sisters Carolyn Gorny-Kopkowski, Pat Lupo, Lucia Marie Surmik, 
Claire Marie Surmik, and Cindy Hoover. They spoke with people in 
target neighborhoods (east of State and Holland streets, north of 
East 15th Street, and bounded by the Bayfront Parkway) who were 
willing to participate in a five-minute resident survey regarding ERIE 
REFOCUSED, a multiyear development plan for the city of Erie.
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Congratulations are in order
Congratulations to Sisters Bernadette Sullivan and Lucia Marie Surmik who each had 
two photographs accepted into the annual Art of Healing Art Show sponsored by the 
LECOM Wellness Center. The pieces displayed were: “A Taste of Spring” and “The Cross 
of Christ” by Sister Bernadette and “Wonder of Nature” and “Rush of Joy” by Sister 
Lucia Marie. The art show, held in September, gives local artists a chance to display 
their work and give back to the community. All purchases from the “Art of Healing” Art 
Show benefit the LECOM Student Scholarship Fund.

101 and counting
The community joined together in prayer and gratitude for the gift of 
Sister Placida’s life when she celebrated her 101st birthday on October 
15. Sister Placida, who keeps up with all the latest news in the city and 
the world, spent her birthday cruising around the monastery taking 
photos with her iPad which she then proceeded to email to various 
community members and friends. Unbelievably wonderful!

Sr. Stephanie Schmidt with Dr. Wicks

October Community Weekend:  Dr. Robert J. Wicks
Dr. Wicks, a clinical psychologist and writer on the intersection of spirituality and 
psychology, shared his wisdom with the community and oblates who gathered for the 
October Community Weekend.  He offered insights into dealing with a unique kind of 
darkness called “secondary stress”—that which is experienced by persons who are in the 
healing and helping professions.

Wicks used his 2017 book, Night Call: Embracing Compassion and Hope in a Troubled World, as 
the basis for the insights he shared. Night Call offers the stories and principles gleaned over 
many years of writing and mentoring for those in the helping and healing professions. The 
topics he addressed included: maintaining a healthy perspective so as to maximize your 
ability to be resilient; developing a personal self-care program; and knowing the four kinds 
of friends, or “voices”, essential to have in one’s circle for needed balance.

“Dr. Wicks was delightful,” said Sister Stephanie Schmidt, Director of Ongoing Formation. 
“His content was relevant and his presentation style was wonderful. His balanced use of 
humor made the listening easy and the day was both enjoyable and enriching.”

Dr. Wicks is a popular Catholic author of more than 50 books and a speaker who has been helping people take greater stock 
of their lives for almost forty years. He is professor emeritus at Loyola University Maryland, has taught in universities and 
professional schools of psychology, medicine, nursing, theology, education, and social work, and has a consulting practice.

(L-R) Sr. Christine Kosin, Abbot John, Sr. Mary Ellen Plumb

2018 Community Retreat
“Retreat 2018 is now a memory but the richness of the content will live on for a long 
time to come,” said Sister Mary Ellen Plumb, ongoing formation committee member. 
The theme of the June community retreat, Parables and the Reign of God, was presented 
by Abbot John Klassen of St. John’s Abbey in Collegeville, MN. With his engaging 
personality and teaching style, Abbot John did not try to impose or prove anything. 
He simply opened up new realities and drew the listeners into his message, a message 
that was as memorable as it was meaningful: “The parables tell us that it is in the midst 
of the everyday — the regular, mundane business of our eating, drinking, sleeping, 
choosing, loving, forgiving, reaching out, journeying, answering doors, offering 
hospitality, sharing and listening to stories — that our happiness and salvation are 
worked out. The story of our salvation lies inside the story of our everyday life.”
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The First International Buddhist-Christian Dialogue for Nuns
Sister Dorothy Stoner travelled to Taiwan in mid-October as an invited participant by Dialogue 
Interreligieux Monastique/Monastic Interreligious Dialogue (DIM/MID) to be part of the First Buddhist-
Christian dialogue for nuns. There were representatives from Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, India, Sri 
Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Singapore, Hong Kong, Cambodia, the Philippines, Brazil, Italy, Germany, 
Norway, and the United States. The main theme of the conference was Contemplative Action and 
Active Contemplation: Buddhist and Christian Nuns in Dialogue.” One of its objectives was to create 
more space for women to participate in interreligious dialogue and to put into practice the words of 
Pope Francis: “Many women are well prepared to take on encounters of interreligious dialogue at 
the highest levels and not only on the Catholic side. […] Today more than ever, it is necessary that 
women be present” (To Participants in Plenary Assembly of the PCID, June 9, 2017, n. 3). The gathering 
included 25 Buddhist nuns and 25 Catholic women religious, among them three Benedictines from 
the US. 

7th Parliament of World Religions
In early November the 7th Parliament of the World’s Religions was hosted by the city of Toronto, 
Canada. Sister Anne McCarthy was invited to be a panel member and the foundation of her 
remarks were the Benedictine steps of humility and climate change. The Parliament’s theme 
was drawn from movements of goodwill and cross-cultural respect embodied in the spirit of the 
interfaith movement—The Promise of Inclusion, the Power of Love: Pursuing Global Understanding, 
Reconciliation, and Change. Over a seven day period there were more than 10,000 participants 
and 500 programs, workshops, and dialogues. In addition there were music, dance, art and 
photography exhibitions and related events presented by the world’s religious communities and 
cultural institutions. 

The power of reminiscence therapy
“Dwelling in the past used to be considered a sign of senility, 
but reminiscing can be an important and therapeutic aspect of 
aging,” explained Mary Rita Grocutt, Director of Health Services 
at Mount St. Benedict monastery. She was responsible for 
organizing a session that allowed infirmary resident Sister Mary 
Bernadette Ladner to reminisce about her life. In anticipation of 
the sharing Sister Mary Susan Hallstein prepared a “Reminiscence 
Board” with the help of Sister Marcia Sigler; it was filled with 
stories and photos and tidbits about Sister Mary Bernadette’s 
life. Throughout the session Sister Mary Bernadette, who is 93 
years young, smiled, answered questions and was able to add 
some interesting information in the delightful manner by which 
she is known. By the end of the sharing it was clear:  Sister 
Mary Bernadette was greatly admired for her courage, strength, 
kindness and sense of humor, all of which have served her 
throughout life and which continue to mark the sweet woman 
that she remains to this day. Ever the perfect lady she ended the 
session with a sincere: “Thank you for coming.” 

Mary Rita Grocutt and Sr. Mary Bernadette Ladner
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From the 

Director
By Ann Comstock, Oblate

SBA ALUM SHARE THEIR MEMORIES
The following are the last two SBA memories that I received. I thank every alumnae member who contributed 
memories; they show that the spirit of SBA is alive and well. 

SBA fashioned not just my formation, but that of four generations of women in my family. “Making life sacred” through 
the Benedictine philosophy of work, study, discipline, prayer and hospitality continues to shape my life every day. 
Lifelong friendships and a spirit that simply cannot be duplicated still sustain and nurture me, for which I am forever 
grateful.

I’m a successful realtor and work for a RE/MAX franchise—I’ve been a realtor for 34 years. In 2016 I served as President 
of Washington REALTORS, and in 2013 had the honor of being chosen Realtor of the Year. I am also a Servant Leader 
because of my background—the Catholic education I received at SBA seems to follow me wherever I go.

RE/MAX offers charitable support to Seattle Children’s Hospital and as Chairperson of the RE/MAX organization I have 
planned Charity Auctions for the past 20 years. We have raised over $1,000,000 for uncompensated care at Seattle 
Children’s. And for more than 20 years I have donated a portion of my commissions in my clients’ names to the same 
charity.

I have two wonderful sons, a daughter-in-law, a six-year-old grandson and a granddaughter who is 19 months. Seeing my 
children “give back” to their communities brings my life full circle. My oldest son coaches his son’s teams in every sport 
imaginable. He has grown into a beautiful man who cares for all the kids on the teams and takes to heart his volunteer 
positions. My youngest son is a district manager of a local franchise restaurant who works hard to train his employees to 
be the best they can be in their jobs and personal life. He is amazing.

I would not have accomplished any of this if it were not for having been a student of the Benedictine Sisters. I thank God 
every day for my roots, my “sisters at SBA” and all the beautiful sisters that have contributed to my success. They helped 
me to become a proud and accomplished woman.    Diane G. Murphy Ph.D. ‘67 

I am a 1968 graduate of St. Benedict Academy. My four years at SBA were not always easy, but it was the right 
place for me to be. I received life from the sisters in ways I didn’t know until I rediscovered the Benedictines after 
graduation.

Two years after graduation, I was working while attending evening classes at Gannon College. One evening, walking 
down the hall, I found Sister Barbara Ann Karznia looking for her camera. She was Dean of Women at the college. I 
stopped and helped her, and it was the beginning of our friendship and eventually of my time at L’Arche Erie which 
was founded by Sister Barbara and Father George Strohmeyer in 1972. I joined them as an assistant and eventually 
became a home coordinator for over 30 years. I am still a part of L’Arche as a friend. They will always be a part of 
my family and it all started with Sister Barbara Ann walking down a hallway.

I am happy to also be an oblate of the Erie Benedictines. I have learned and received much. The sisters’ welcoming 
spirit, joy, faith, and wisdom have been gift to me. I walk with them as they walk daily with the poor of our 
city, keeping women’s issues at the forefront and serving as a reminder of the need for prayer and an end to 
violence in our city, as well as the never ending need to work for justice in all forms. I am on a journey of love that 
began at SBA and that keeps me moving forward as I follow the Benedictine way and listen with the ear of my heart 
for all the ways I can help to make this world a better place.   Charlene Serfozo ‘68
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About SBA
WHY DO WE DO WHAT WE DO?
During the past year there have been questions regarding 
our alumnae events and how the monies raised are 
utilized. Here are answers to your questions. 

From our SBA Association bylaws:
The purpose of the Saint Benedict Academy Alumnae 
Association is to promote and maintain the bond of the 
members, support the ministries of the Benedictine Sisters, 
promote Catholic education and support and encourage its 
members in their involvement in service to ministries that 
promote Benedictine Values and traditions.

Each year we provide three or more social events 
for alumnae members to reunite and continue those 
friendships created during years spent at the Academy. 

ANNUAL CHRISTMAS PARTY
Our main social event is the annual Christmas Party 
which draws upwards of 325 to 375 attendees. Funds 
raised at this event come from the Theme Basket 
Raffle and a 50/50 drawing. We occasionally add 
a special drawing. The money raised is split among 
our Catholic Schools Scholarship Program, a specific 
Benedictine Sisters inner-city ministry such as the Inner-
City Neighborhood Art House or the St. Benedict Child 
Development Center, and the Alumnae Association to 
cover expenses for the Christmas Party. 

We ask for donations of Theme Baskets or cash from 
classes or individual alumnae members to add to the 
number of baskets raffled. Classes and individuals have 
always been very generous; however, the number of 
baskets donated has been steadily declining. These 
baskets are a big draw for the party and we try to provide 
attendees with a large selection. If the number of baskets 
donated falls below a certain number, board members 
contribute one personally and are asked to create an 
additional basket, for which they are reimbursed up to 
$75. Board members often exceed this amount, at their 
own expense.

Until five years ago we had over 400 attendees at our 
Christmas Parties. Each year since then the number of 
people attending has decreased while our expenses 
continue to increase.

PURSE BINGO
A second yearly fundraising event is our annual 
Purse Bingo. This event is sponsored by the Alumnae 
Association and is open to the public. The monies raised 
are for the Catholic Schools Scholarship Program and the 
Alumnae Association. 

SPRING LUNCHEON
A third event is the Spring Luncheon. This is not a fund 
raising event although we do hold a 50/50 drawing. 
All the money raised from the drawing goes toward 
the Catholic Schools Scholarship program. It is at this 
event that we award $5,000 in scholarships to relatives 
of alumnae members attending Catholic schools in the 
upcoming school year.

CASH BINGO 
Beginning in November 2018 we will sponsor a bi-
monthly cash Bingo Game at the Polish Falcons Club. It 
will be open to the public. Monies raised will help defray 
our yearly expenses, such as printing and mailing, as well 
as the Scholarship Program and any financial support for 
the sisters that we may be asked to contribute. 

We held three events this past year. The following is a 
breakdown of the events:

Christmas Party 2017
Income: $18,660.00
Expense: $13,754.43 (Includes $2,000 given to  
  St. Benedict Child Development Center)

Spring Luncheon 2017   
Income: $2,100.00   
Expense: $2,806.11

Purse Bingo 2017   
Income: $7,568.46   
Expense:  $3,735.00

Total Income: $28,328.46
Total Expense:  $26,295.54  
  (Scholarships: $5000; Sisters: $1,000)
Gain:       $2,032.92

I am very thankful for all the past support given to the 
Alumnae Association by its members. I ask that you 
continue to offer support by attending one or more 
events. Please feel free to invite relatives, friends and 
neighbors to join you. I guarantee they will have a 
great time while helping the SBA Alumnae Association 
to support the Benedictine Sisters and their inner-city 
ministries.
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Let us pray...
For our SBA alumnae who  
passed into eternity—

Charlotte T. Toczylowski Mankowski ....‘41
Genevieve “Gene” Sienkiwicz  
 Skrzypczak .................................................‘45
Marianna Martucci Zambroski  ................‘47
Jean Marie Steger Bernatowicz McKee  ..‘48
Irene Catherine Zelazny McClellan ........‘48
Christine Dymski Brzozowski ..................‘51
Joan Edna Yochim Kilmurray Bowers ....‘52
Geraldine Krasinski Irwin Martin ...........‘54
Dorothy Ann Osiecki Falzone  .................‘55
Nancy Jo Wisinski Quinn  .........................‘55
Marlene Jarusiewicz Church ......................‘60
Cathleen T.  Quirk .......................................‘61
Ruth Kaschak Crosby  .................................‘62
Carol Lee Huck Smith ................................‘62
Elizabeth Mistrzak Reisenweber  .............‘64
Susan Marie Lewandowski  
 McGloin-Lentulay  ..................................‘65
Carol Kupniewski Winschel  .....................‘66
Ruth  Spiegel Gray 
Josephine H. Gora Zukowski 

Keep in Touch…
We want to hear from you! Class reunions every five years are a tradition with 
SBA alumnae. We will gladly include information regarding your reunion on 
our website. Send us the facts and we’ll post them as soon as we get them. 
Please provide us with any follow up stories and photos (digital, please) you 
might wish to share and we will post them on our website (ErieBenedictines.
org/sba-alum). Call Ann Comstock at 814-899-0614 ext. 2573 or contact by 
email: sbaalum@mtstbenedict.org 

REUNIONS 
Classes planning reunions next year are eligible to receive a $35 check to 
help defray mailing costs. We will also provide an updated class list from 
our database and a set of labels. We ask that you provide us with new or 
updated addresses for the database. It is one of the best ways we have to 
keep in touch with friends and classmates. Please contact Ann Comstock 
at 814-899-0614 ext. 2573 or email sbaalum@mtstbenedict.org.

Please visit our Website
Visit ErieBenedictines.org/sba-alum for event updates and to download sign-
up forms, or send your email address to Alumnae Director Ann Comstock at 
sbaalum@mtstbenedict.org to receive electronic reminders and sign-ups. If 
you don’t use email, write to Ann at Mount St. Benedict Monastery, 6101 East 
Lake Road, Erie, PA, 16511. Whenever you see or hear about SBA alumnae 
being honored or highlighted for their achievements, let us know. Clip an 
article or jot down the details then call, write or email us the information so 
we can share the news with all our members.

“Spirit of SBA”  
is alive and well. 

Mark Your 
Calendars

SBA Cash Bingo GamesSundays: 1 to 4 pm January 13, March 10, April 28, July 14Polish Falcons Club431 E 3rd St, Erie, PA

SBA Spring Luncheon

Saturday, May 4, 2019

Ambassador Banquet &  

Conference Center

7794 Peach Street, Erie, PA
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Please help us to maintain an accurate mailing list and keep our costs down by contacting us with any change in mail or email information. If you prefer not to 
receive The Mount please let us know. Send correspondence to: Ann Comstock, Benedictine Sisters Development Office,  

Mount Saint Benedict Monastery, 6101 East Lake Road, Erie, PA 16511, (814) 899-0614, ext. 2573, sbaalum@mtstbenedict.org

May the mystery of Christmas allow you to see God in 
the peace, joy and beauty of the season.  

We invite you to join us in celebration:

Christmas Liturgy, Monastery Chapel
Christmas Eve, 8:30 p.m.
Christmas Day, 9:30 a.m. 


