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Benedictine Academy completed its 105 year-old history this 
past spring. The difficult decision to close the school came 
after more than 30 years of financial struggle to maintain the 
institution, but it was declining enrollment that led to the closure. 
Only 20 freshmen registered at the Academy for the year 2020-
21 and the total enrollment was projected to be 115. This would 
be an insufficient number of students to fill classes and activities 
needed to maintain Benedictine’s standard of education.

Through the diligent work of the past and present Academy 
Presidents: Sister Germaine Fritz, OSB and Sister Sharon 
McHugh, OSB along with the principal and staff, the support of 
the Benedictine Sisters, a dedicated advisory board of trustees, 
the unwavering efforts of the Advancement office and the 
generosity of donors, the Academy provided a quality education, 
tuition assistance and Benedictine values to a dwindling school 
population.

Benedictine Academy leaves a legacy of many successes: As 
a college prep school it sent most of its graduates to institutions 
of higher learning– including Princeton and Notre Dame 
Universities. This year, 34 of the 35 Academy graduates were 
accepted into colleges and universities where they hope to study 
in the Fall. Students also did well in athletics. Older alums will 
remember basketball victories. In recent decades the volleyball, 
track and baseball teams have had moments of glory at various 
times. For example, in 2010 NJ Today was impressed by the 
track team it described as “breaking some state records and 
winning competitions.”  

The school’s faith and values were reflected in it’s motto 
“Whatever hurts my sister hurts me, and whatever helps my 
sister helps me.” It was demonstrated by track team members 
who stopped mid-race to help a competitor who had fallen, and 
also by the reception of the Jefferson Gold Medal Award for 
Outstanding Service for 2 consecutive years. Junior, Chinelo 
Okolo, had the exciting opportunity to meet Pope Francis in 2018 
when she participated with students from Benedictine schools 
all over the world in the celebration of the 125th anniversary of 
San Anselmo College in Rome. All Academy students, however, 
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were enriched daily by the opportunity to “Listen, Learn, Love 
and Lead” in a community of young women of diverse cultures 
and backgrounds, and they share that experience today in their 
adult lives. In 105 years, the Academy has produced outstanding 
professionals and contributing citizens, including Justice Virginia 
A. Long (NJ Supreme Court 1999-2012).

In spite of these efforts and successes, the school joined a ten-
year national trend that closed 1000 Catholic elementary and 
secondary schools especially in cities. At one time, the Academy 
drew freshmen from 15 Catholic elementary schools in the City 
of Elizabeth. In the year 2000-2021 the City of Elizabeth will 
have no Catholic schools. 

After the announcement of closure, Sister Sharon McHugh, 
OSB, President of the Academy, contacted Catholic high schools 
in the region to secure a place for Academy students next year. 
The schools responded positively and agreed that BA students 
would be able to continue at their current tuition in their new 
school.  

A letter from the Benedictine Sisters expressed “a deep sense 
of sadness” in announcing the closure and thanked students’ 
parents, supporters and alums encouraging them to remember 
the Academy’s “lasting legacy of educating and empowering 
young women for the future,” and “to be very proud of the 
significant impact Benedictine Academy has had on Catholic 
education and on generations of women.”

Benedictine Academy Leaves A Legacy 
By Sister Marita Funke, OSB



From the Desk of the Prioress 
Sister Mary Feehan, OSB 

 
In a recent article America Magazine pays tribute 
to the highly esteemed US Congressman, John 
Lewis.    Interviewing this iconic Civil Rights 
leader, the author asked of him a word that would 
describe how he feels about the bludgeoning he 
received from a state trooper in his early Civil 
Rights days.   John Lewis answered, “Gratitude.” 
The question comes to my mind, what if years 
from now, we are asked the same question but 
about our experience of the 2020 pandemic.  Will 
our word be the same, “gratitude”?   I pray it will 
be! 
 Brother Donald Bisson, a Marist Brother, 
reflecting on this time of Covid-19, experiences 
these days as an extraordinary time of grace.  It is 
his strong conviction that “we cannot waste the 
potential of spiritual energy that is being released 
in the midst of all this suffering and loss.”     
Therefore, there is most definitely “… a call; a 
religious, spiritual and moral call to mature as a 
species;” to defer once again to the reign of God. 
The Apostle, Paul, (from prison yet!) writes, 
“Rejoice always…give thanks in all circumstances 
for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”    
We have a challenge you and I, but God will be 
with us on our spiritual path to GRATITUDE.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pandemic Life in the Monastery 
by Sister Mariette Thérèse Bernier, OSB 

   
The best word to sum up our pandemic isolation 
would probably be “grateful.”  While so many have 
suffered from illness, the death of loved ones or 
just loneliness, we are grateful for the many 
blessings we have had during this time.  Only one 
Sister and two employees had the coronavirus 
and all have recovered.  We missed not receiving 
the Eucharist but connected with a wonderful 
parish in Milwaukee whose Sunday celebrations 
made us feel like we were really able to participate 
in the Mass.  We also remembered once again 
that the best part of living in community is having 
each other.  Even through masks and social 
distancing, the support and companionship of our 
Sisters has been a prevention for loneliness.  Our 
prayers remain with all those who suffer the 
physical and emotional distress of the 
coronavirus.  We hope that we will be able to 
embrace you figuratively, as well as literally, soon.   

Here we share with you some snapshots of 
monastery life during the pandemic: 

Social distancing in the church and dining room  
have become the norm. 

                Our Prioress, Sister Mary, and Infirmary Director, 
Sister Sharon were quarantined for two weeks due to 

exposure to a COVID-19 patient.   
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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.
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                Many Sisters joined the 
multitudes in communicating through 
Zoom or other virtual means.   

 

 

St. Benedict says 
the monastery is 
never without 
guests.   

Here are a few 
that have graced 
the monastery 
grounds 
throughout the 
pandemic.   

Since the infirmary remained in isolation 
from the rest of the monastery, Sr. Ruth had 
Happy Birthday serenaded to her beneath the 
dining room window.   

The Community 
watches                             

Mass with our 
pandemic parish in 

Milwaukee. 



Monastery Events 2020-2021
We look forward to being with you

again virtually or in person.
Please see our website

www.bensisnj.org for details
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Graduates Adapt to Pandemic 
By Sister Marita Funke, OSB

In addition to being the final graduation class, the class of 2020 
graduated in a two-part ceremony during a pandemic. The first part 
of the graduation was a live-streamed virtual ceremony on June 
6. It began with the President’s address by Sr. Sharon McHugh, 
OSB, a joint welcome by the co-salutatorians, Ashley Hyppolite, 
and Ariana Dias, the Principal’s address by Ms Ashley Powell, 
and a video message to NJ graduates by Senator Cory Booker. 
The commencement address was by alumna Nyla Whyte, class 
of 2016, who spoke from Hampton University where she has been 
studying Speech Pathology.  The ceremony also featured many 
pictures of various facets of the graduates’ lives.   

The second part of the commencement ceremony was in 
person, beginning with the Baccalaureate Mass celebrated by 
Father James Worth in the Monastery Church with all wearing 
masks and keeping social distance. The Mass was live-streamed 
to family and friends. Afterwards the graduates lined up and 
marched up the Academy’s front sidewalk, accompanied by 
Pomp and Circumstance.  They were seated 6 feet apart on the 
front lawn of the Academy. The co-Salutatorians again welcomed 
the class and the Valedictorian, Briana Evelyn spoke. Sr. Mary 
Feehan, OSB, Prioress, presented the St. Scholastica award to 
Nina Mosely. Diplomas and awards were presented. Elizabeth 
Mayor, Chris Bollwage, personally presented his public speaking 
award to Megan Rendeiro Da Cruz. Parents were able to be 
present at a short distance.  

It was a memorable event, and while the class missed some 
of the usual graduation rituals, they did enjoy the addition of 
congratulatory honking of passing cars.


