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Community Celebrates 150 Years 
By Sister Marita Funke, OSB

Sister Mary Feehan, Prioress, and the Benedictine Sisters of 
Elizabeth opened their 150th Anniversary Year with a Eucharistic 
Liturgy and dinner on Sunday, November 19, 2017. Bishop Paul 
Bootkoski, Bishop Emeritus of Metuchen, NJ, presided at the 
Mass, and was assisted by Father Hilary O’Leary of St Mary’s 
Abbey, Morristown, and Father Augustine Curley of Newark 
Abbey. Benedictine sisters of Pennsylvania, Maryland and 
Virginia joined the festivities.  

Anniversary celebrations are continuing throughout the year.  
On February 9th, monks of the three New Jersey Abbeys as well 
as other religious and priest friends were invited to Vespers and 
dinner to celebrate the feast of St. Scholastica, the twin sister of 
St. Benedict. Employees of the monastery shared a festive brunch 
with the community on February 24. It was a wonderful experience 
of extended community. The following day Cardinal Joseph Tobin, 
Archbishop of the Archdiocese of Newark, presented a Lenten lec-
ture to sisters and guests gathered in the monastery church. His 

Twenty years ago we were proud to 
open our first website. As technology 
changed, and our website did not, we 
realized we needed a total revision. 
It has been an exciting journey of collecting 
pictures, writing text and learning how to en-
ter the data. This new technology allows us 
to update the information ourselves so that 
we may keep you up to date with events at 
the monastery. 

Visit Our New Website:  www.bensisnj.org

theme was mercy and he reflected on why the world needs mercy, 
why we need mercy and why mercy is especially important now. 
Before the cardinal left he visited the infirmary to congratulate Sr. 
Damien on celebrating her 100th birthday.

The Benedictine Sisters began teaching in Elizabeth, NJ when 
Reverend Peter Henry Lemke, pastor, invited Benedictine sisters in 
Newark to teach German immigrant children at St. Michael’s parish 
school. Eventually the Elizabeth community became an indepen-
dent monastery, and the Newark sisters moved to Ridgely, MD.  
During their 150 year (1868-2018) history the Elizabeth community 
has staffed schools in New Jersey, New York, Maryland, Washing-
ton, DC, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, Ohio and Ecuador. For 
over 100 years they conducted Benedictine Hospital in Kingston, 
NY. Presently the community sponsors Benedictine Academy in 
Elizabeth and a preschool and spirituality center at the monastery.

All are invited to an Open House on October 7, 2018.



Remembering Sister Mary Downey 
By Sister Diane Marie Kestler, OSB

Sister Mary Downey was born in Kearny, New Jersey to James 
and Mary Downey and entered eternal life on January 30, 2018.  
She will be missed by her community and by her sister-in-law, Stella 
Downey,  her nieces and nephews and many friends.  Her brothers 
James, John and Robert predeceased her.

Before entering the Benedictine 
Sisters on September 8, 1961, Sis-
ter Mary was a public school teach-
er.  On June 15, 1963 she made her 
First Monastic Profession. 

Sister Mary earned a Bachelor’s 
degree from Jersey City State Col-
lege and a Master’s Degree in Ed-
ucation from Seton Hall University.  
Sister taught at Bender Memorial 
Academy in Elizabeth and at Our 
Lady of the Lake in Sparta, New Jer-
sey where she later served as the principal.  She was also  principal 
at Immaculate Conception School, Hackensack and St. Genevieve 
School in Elizabeth. St Joseph School of Religion, New Paltz, NY 
and founded Benedictine Preschool which she directed 1996-2009.    

At the monastery she was a member of the monastic council and 
formation team at various times.  She was the first editor of The 
Listening Post, a Eucharistic Minister and sang in the Schola. Sister 
Mary was proud of her Scottish heritage and enjoyed singing, gar-
dening and art.  Her artwork was featured on the covers of countless 
program booklets. Sister’s sketch of the Eucharistic Chapel lamp 
adorns the covers of all the Liturgy of the Hours books which are 
used daily – touching reminders of how she generously shared her 
God-given talents.
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MISSION STATEMENT

We, the Benedictine Sisters of Saint Walburga Monastery, Elizabeth, NJ, 
are monastic women who seek God in community 
through the Gospel and the Rule of Saint Benedict.

We live our monastic conversion sustained by the Eucharist, 
the Liturgy of the Hours, lectio divina, and presence to 

one another.

Through active lives balanced by contemplation we witness 
to Jesus Christ in community, hospitality, and ministry.

Vocation Directors Share Their Lives
If there’s an opportunity to share about religious life, Sister 

Mariette Thérèse is there.  She feels that preaching through her life is 
often much more effective and even more fun than just talking about 
it.  She joined a group of Vocation Directors who had the chance to 
do just that in the Diocese of Paterson.

In November, they gathered with a large group of high school girls 
for “Pizza with the Bishop.”  This involved a time of prayer, a reflec-
tion by Bishop Serratelli, a period of Q & A, and of course pizza.  
The event was held at Pope John Paul High School but included 
girls from other high schools as well.  Based on feedback from the 
students, it was decided to repeat a similar program, calling it “An 
Evening with the Sisters.”  This took place at Villa Walsh Academy in 
Morristown and was a time for female high school students to pray 
and communicate with religious Sisters.  Another evening was held 
at Morris Catholic High School and besides prayer, sharing and food, 
the girls interacted with the religious through various board games.  
The students as well as the Sisters look forward to the next event.

Sister Mariette Thérèse reflects that it is always fulfilling to spend 
time with others, whether young or old, and even better when she 
can share her joy of being a Benedictine Sister just by being one.

From the Desk of the Prioress 
Sister Mary Feehan, OSB

In the midst of the 150th Anniversa-
ry of our Founding, we paused on the 
evening of February 21st to celebrate 
a very special anniversary – the cen-
tennial birthday of our Sister Damien 
Gatti.

She awoke that morning to balloons 
marking her 100 years (hard to find!).  
For lunch more balloons and flow-
ers from the staff greeted her.  That 
evening the sisters gathered for her 
birthday dinner.   This Washingtonian 
had chosen Maryland crab cakes for 
her entree. Our reason number two for being there!  Reason num-
ber one, of course, was our much-loved Sister Damien with her ev-
er-present quiet joy and that smile of welcome we love to receive.

When it was evident Sister Damien was growing tired and as she 
was slowly wheeled out of the dining room, the Community sponta-
neously sang the Marian hymn which is sung at the close of our night 
prayer, Compline.  Her response was a broad smile and a queenly 
wave as we stood, erupting in applause and cheers. We were one in 
our common joy.

When all was said and done, we had tried to gift Sister Damien on 
the 100th anniversary of her life, but she has given us a gift we will 
always treasure: a life of seeking God in and through community life 
in the tradition of Saint Benedict. It is a living reminder of the reason 
we are so proud and so grateful to God for our history of one hundred 
and fifty years.



Oblates Participate in Events 
By Sister Cynthia Cunningham, OSB

On October 22 the Oblates, who are lay affiliates of the mon-
astery, began their annual retreat day by joining the sisters for 
Morning Praise and Eucharist.  After dinner the formal program 
was led by oblates Jean Mindingall and Michael McCarthy.  Jean 
presented the theme of the sister’s 150th Jubilee celebration: 
“Reverence the sacredness of the past.  Recognize the grace of 
the present.  Respond to God’s call into the future”  as an ap-
proach to celebrating God’s presence in their lives.  In the second 
session Michael McCarthy led the group in praying with Scripture 
using lectio divina.  

During subsequent monthly meetings the Oblates viewed and 
discussed YouTube videos on Benedictine spirituality by Maxwell 
Johnson, PhD., an Oblate from Notre Dame University, South 
Bend, Indiana. 

The Oblates also joined the sisters in the celebrations of the 
various 150th Jubilee events. Their presence added joy to the day 
as they participated in the festivities and assisted with greeting 
guests and doing whatever else was needed.

Years ago, after attending a conference in Colorado, I took a few  
days to tour the area by car with a friend. The Rocky Mountains, of 
course, were a central part of the tour.

An unexpected treat occurred when we approached the 
Continental Divide of the Americas – something that Easterners 
hear about but perhaps don’t really think about too often!  Yet there 
it was,  the mostly mountainous line that divides the watersheds of 
the continent.  From that line,  our waters flow either to the east or 
to the west.  As if that wasn’t sufficiently awesome, we were also 
standing on a line that reached north to the Arctic, and south to the 
Straits of Magellan at the very bottom of South America!  

As our readers probably know, the Benedictine Sisters stand 
today on a sort of “continental divide”: behind us,  the known past 
history of our first 150 years; ahead of us,  the somewhat unknown 
history  that God will be calling us to in the future. It’s the same 
God who called Abraham to set off for the Promised Land, who 
called St. Benedict to the monastery, who called those hardy pio-
neer Benedictine nuns and monks to come to America, who calls 
today’s communities  to live the monastic life in this high-tech, fast-
paced culture. And because it is the same God, we can look back 
gratefully to His amazing providence that’s brought us to this point,  
and then move ahead with a confident sense of adventure into 
whatever God’s plan has in store for us.

This isn’t unique to monasteries celebrating milestones; it’s the 
same pattern that God uses in every life,  every day. Each morning 
we all wake up to a new “continental divide”, a new opportunity 
to thank God for the days leading up to this one, and to place 
ourselves at the service of His often mysterious but always loving 
plan.

So we invite you to join us on this shared “continental divide”:   
to live gratefully into God’s future,  looking back with thanks and 
praise,  looking ahead with that imperturbable confidence that only 
the Holy Spirit can bring. Together, let’s enjoy the view -- and keep 
on walking!

Standing on the Continental Divide 
By Sister Marlene Milasus, OSB

They’re “Flocking” to the Monastery 
By Sister Marita Funke, OSB

A few weeks ago several of the sisters were concerned about one 
lone goose that nibbled at the grass in the back yard.  Had it become 
injured or separated from the flock?  Could it join another migrating 
community? 

That concern soon ended when the goose disappeared and re-
turned with six, then a dozen, then 25, 50 and later 80+ hungry com-
panions.  It was amazing to watch a flock fly overhead and then 
circle back with graceful precision to join the party.  Some left, but 
for several weeks about 30 have continued to harvest our lawn and 
repay us with fertilizer.  We know Benedictines should be hospitable, 
but we will be happy when they stop visiting.  Their presence leaves 
us wondering:  Has their migration been interrupted by global warm-
ing, or has their GPS (Goose Positioning System) broken down?

Looking Back - Where We Have Been

• 1868    Founding of community
   Mother Walburga Hock, Prioress
   Monastery on Magnolia Avenue
• 1874    Opening of thefirst of 22 mission houses 
•    at parish schools in 6 states and DC
• 1887-1901  Missions in Ecuador
• 1901   Founding of Benedictine Hospital
• 1906-20      Founding of 4 Academies  
                St Benedicts, DC, Benedictine  
                in Elizabeth and in Paterson, NJ, 
   Bender Memorial, Elizabeth 
• 1914   Benedictine Home and Day Nursery, 
• 1923  Monastery moves to North Broad Street, 
• 1968   New Monastery building
• 1971   Emmanuel Monastery founded  
• 1985   Beginning of Oblate and Retreat programs 
• 1990-93      Monastery church collapse and rebuilding
• 1996  Founding of Benedictine Preschool

Oblates gather with their co-directors: Sister Ursula Butler (seated 
left) and Sister Cynthia Cunningham (standing right.)



Did You Know That…
•	 In July Sister Marlene Milasus participated in the Monastic Liturgy 

Forum in Subiaco, AR.
•	 In August Sister Mary Feehan attended the LCWR (Leadership 

Conference of Women Religious) meeting in Orlando, FL.
•	 On Sunday August 27 Sister Philomena Fleck brought eight of her RCIA 

mentors and teachers from St Joseph’s Parish in New Paltz, NY to visit 
the monastery.

•	 Sisters Ursula Butler and Marcia Lammerding attended the monastic 
profession of Sr. Jo-El McLaughlin, OSB of Emmanuel Monastery, 
Lutherville, MD.

•	 Sisters joined the September Golden Jubilee celebration of Abbot Justin 
Dzikowicz, Abbot Joel Macul, and Brother Luke O’Connell at St 
Paul’s Abbey, Newton, NJ.

•	 Sister Ursula Butler enjoyed the September meeting of subprioresses at 
Sacred Heart Monastery in Cullman, Alabama.

•	 Sisters witnessed Cardinal Tobin receiving the pallium from the papal 
nuncio at Sacred Heart Cathedral on September 14.

•	 Three sisters spoke at Immaculate Conception Seminary formation 
days.  Sister Marlene Milasus presented “Challenges to Prayer”, Sister 
Mariette Therésè Bernier spoke about Religious Life, and Sister Marita 
Funke’s topic was Lectio Divina.

•	 On December 2 Sister Diane Marie Kestler, enjoyed her 10th 
participation in the crafts fair at Mother Seton High School, Clark, NJ.

•	 At a celebration of Jubilarians on February 2, the Archdiocese of Newark 
recognized Sisters Damien Gatti, Mary Glaser, and Sister Winifred 
Noon for 80 years of religious life and Sister Marita Funke for 60 years.
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Events at the Monastery 2018
Triduum Services

Holy Thursday Mass of the Lord’s Supper, 7:00 PM 
Good Friday Service, 3:00 PM
Easter Vigil, 8:00 PM 
Easter Morning Praise, 10:30 AM 
Easter Morning Mass, 11:00 AM 

Retreat Days for Men and Women 
March 10          Women of the Cross 
May 12             The Rosary: A Circular Path to the Center

Women’s Weekend Retreats
   March 9-11             Women of the Cross 
   March 29-April 1    Monastic Easter 
   May 11-13              The Rosary: A Circular Path to the Center 
   July 8-15                 Monastic Live-In 

Vocation Discernment Retreats
April 27-29, August 17-19, 2018  

For more information go to www.bensisnj.org or call 908-353-3028 
to request a brochure or ask a question (Note new web address)

•	 The Community celebrated Sister Damien Gatti’s 100th birthday at 
dinner on February 21, 2018.  Her family gathered to celebrate with her on 
the following Sunday. She also had an unexpected visitor, Cardinal Tobin, 
who visited her in the infirmary after delivering his Lenten Reflection in the 
monastery church.


