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What do you do when you have too much space, old pipes, 
and outdated systems? Renovate! Saint Walburga Monastery 
will be taking on a new look over the next couple of years. 

Like most religious communities, the number of members 
has grown smaller and it is unlikely that a surge of vocations is 
going to happen the way it did in the 50s and 60s.  In order to 
right-size, making the building space more manageable and 
more energy efficient, a renovation project has begun with 
Donald Fiore, AIA, from Heintz & Fiore Architects, as lead 
architect.  

A concept plan has been approved by the Community and 
Don is working feverishly at developing schematics that will 
then become working documents.  The plan includes moving 
the infirmary to a new location with handicap accessible 
bathrooms in every bedroom.  

The residence area for the rest of the Sisters will also 
be relocated with two floors and a large community room 
to allow the community to live and recreate more closely 
together.  A few buildings will be razed including the current 
four-story residence building and an unattached house which 
served originally as a carriage house to the mansion and 
later as a hospice and an office space for another non-profit 
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organization. Although the mansion, the first building on the 
property, will require separate funds aside from the project 
budget to update electricity, fire codes and add a small 
elevator for accessibility, it remains a treasure in our hearts 
and in our city, so for now it will endure as the face of Saint 
Walburga Monastery on North Broad Street. 

As plans solidify and construction gets underway, be sure to 
watch for updates and pictures.

Monastery Renovations are in Planning Stage 
By Sister Mariette Thérèse Bernier, OSB

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.



Spirituality Programs
Meet the Pandemic Challenge 

By Sister Marlene Milasus, OSB

Most people have had to re-think 
every aspect of pandemic life, 
and this has certainly happened 
in the Sisters’ spirituality ministry. 
St. Walburga Monastery has 
long hosted retreats and other 
programs which have been happy 
occasions as new relationships 
are forged and new experiences 
gained through interactions 
between the monastic community and the guests. 

However, with in-person gatherings still risky, the 
Benedictine Sisters have moved their spirituality ministry 
to the internet. Sisters Marita and Marlene offer retreats 
on spiritual topics, Sister Marita offers spiritual direction 
and coordinates book discussions, Sister Philomena gives 
weekday lunchtime sessions, and Sister Mariette Thérèse 
conducts vocation discernment weekends – all online. Even 
the “vocation retreat social” is on the schedule, although we 
haven’t yet figured out how to serve brownies virtually! 

Happily, virtual retreats allow people to participate from 
distant places. This enlarges the scope of the monastery’s 
ministry and saves participants the cost and inconvenience 
of travel.  A quick look at our website and Facebook page 
provides more detail, and some new possibilities are 
developing for live-streaming liturgies. 

Diana, a frequent retreatant, comments that “Each virtual 
retreat has helped me to reinforce and learn more about my 
faith and myself, and is a great reminder that I’m part of a 
wonderful religious and supportive community.”

In-person sessions have unique energy, but for now, online 
experiences are a true blessing, and no doubt will remain part 
of our program even when we are finally, blessedly, “post-
COVID.”

From the Desk of the Prioress 
Sister Mary Feehan, OSB

Recently a sister shared with 
me her reflection on ministry 
during the pandemic.  I would like 
to share her thoughts with you:

Though these COVID days 
have been challenging they have 
also invited us to be creative in 
serving one another—to minister 
to one another within community 
and beyond the monastery. 

At the heart of ministry, whether in community or in family, 
there is a desire to reverence the other, to love as God loves 
and to support those in need.  In the Rule of St. Benedict, 
there is no specific “ministry” noted.  This leaves room for 
varied ways of extending God’s love-- ways that are small 
and big.  What we do is not as important as the spirit in which 
we offer kindness and support. 

The pandemic and periods of understaffing have highlighted 
the value of community as we assume added tasks and 
develop new skills to bring support to our community—whether 
it be cleaning additional spaces both large and small, taking 
shifts in our infirmary, serving as receptionist, cooking for 26 
sisters, baking tasty treats, visiting our infirmed sisters more 
frequently, creating floral arrangements for church, attending 
to repairs within the monastery building, chauffeuring sisters 
in need—the Sisters have spent themselves generously to 
build a deeper sense of community.  All this, while attending 
to the ongoing tasks of operation that keeps the monastery 
going.  Each task is important, each task is gift. 

Ways of ministering to those beyond the monastery are 
simple and often quietly done.  Reaching out to others to 
lighten the burden of loneliness, to encourage those struggling 
with life’s challenges, to simply be a caring presence from afar 
finds a number of sisters writing letters/cards, making phone 
calls, sending emails and love-packages, developing crafts 
for gifting, or providing sandwiches weekly to St. Joseph’s 
Social Service Center. 

Zoom has allowed us to continue to offer spiritual programs 
for those in search of God and also to give the support and 
direction of vocation weekends for those discerning religious 
life--even from faraway places.  

Much “ministry “is in the hidden kindnesses that are also 
expressions of “being there” for others.  It is through these 
simple gestures that we encourage one another to reach out 
to others —kindness begets kindness. 

Who would ever think that a pandemic would bring about 
so much good?

Monastery Events 2021
• Lenten Lunch Break at noon on Wednesdays in Lent.
• Holy Week Triduum Retreat April 1- 4.
• Easter Women; Spirit-Filled Women Retreat on May 8.
• Book discussions are held every two months. 

For information or registration, please see our website:
www.bensisnj.org or call Sr. Marita at 908-353-3028.

We hope to be with you again in person soon.



Many of life’s activities have been put on hold due to 
the pandemic but, one thing that has continued without 
interruption is God’s call to seek Him.  As Vocation Director for 
the Benedictine Sisters of Elizabeth, it has been my honor to 
accompany those who are discerning religious life and even 
those who are just looking to deepen their spiritual life.  As the 
world has gone virtual, so has vocation ministry.  Weekend 
discernment retreats have been held through Zoom and 
although discerners have not been able to join our prayer life, 
they have been able to join in presentations and discussions 
that have helped to further their vocation journey.  

I did get the opportunity to go out and see real faces, 
naturally masked and social distanced, when I spoke to the 
Confirmation class at St. Elizabeth Parish in Wyckoff. Another 
in-person event was a program called “Come and See the 
Beauty of Religious Life” organized by Vocation Directors 
from eight different women’s communities giving discerners a 
chance to hear about the charism of each community and to 
engage in prayer, discussion, and Q&A.  
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This year Sister Ruth Rohr celebrates her 75th anniversary of entrance and Sister Diane Marie Kestler celebrates her 
25th anniversary of religious profession. On January 30, to celebrate World Day of Consecrated Life, the Archdiocese of Newark 
recognized sisters who have special anniversaries from all communities in the Archdiocese at a live-streamed Mass.

Vocation Ministry Goes Virtual 
By Sister Mariette Thérèse Bernier, OSB

Sisters Celebrate Jubilees 
By Sister Ursula Butler, OSB

Sister Ruth, a native of Ohio, from a farm family of four girls and four boys, joined the Community on 
September 8, 1946. How did an Ohio family know Benedictine Sisters from Elizabeth? From 1897 through 
1927 the community staffed St. Mary’s School in Massillon, Ohio, which Sister Ruth’s mother and aunts 
attended. One of her aunts entered the community. Eventually, one of Sister Ruth’s younger sisters also 
entered the community.  Sister Ruth visited her sister just to check how she was and decided that she also 
wanted to enter.

As a Novice, Sister Ruth was named Sister Margretta but returned to her given baptismal name when 
permission was received to do so.  Sister’s ministry in her active years was as an elementary and secondary teacher. She taught 
in New Paltz, NY, Washington, DC, and Cheverly, MD.  In NJ she taught at Benedictine Academy, Paterson Catholic, Saint 
Michael School in Cranford, and Blessed Sacrament in Elizabeth.  Sister Ruth is also a great upholsterer; she has created many 
beautiful pieces over the years. Her creations can be seen in the monastery and beyond.

Sister Diane Marie Kestler, from Bethpage, Long Island, entered September 22, 1991. She has two 
sisters, one older and one younger.  Sister Diane’s first profession was February 10, 1996, the feast of St. 
Scholastica.  She first met the community when she met Sister Marlene at a Vocation Support group in 
the Diocese of Rockville Center. Her ministry has been as a receptionist and administrative assistant.  She 
worked in the Marriage Tribunal of the Archdiocese of Washington and St. Anthony Rectory in Washington, 
DC.  Ministries in NJ have included Benedictine Academy, Elizabethport Catholic School, St. Michael’s 
Rectory in Cranford, and the Catholic Schools Office of the Archdiocese of Newark.

Collaboration with Vocation Directors from both Newark 
and Paterson dioceses produced multiple Young Adult Zoom 
Cafés on topics such as discovering one’s purpose in life and 
a series on life issues.  

As God continues to call, even during a pandemic, I, as 
well as my fellow Vocation Directors, are here to offer any 
guidance we can give.

In Memoriam...
The Community mourns the loss
of Weena Frazier and is grateful

for her 20 years of service
to the Community as a housekeeper.

Weena retired in November,
only months before her death.



Let’s stay in touch & save trees;
join our email list today!
www.bensisnj.org/info

• Tiffany McQueary began 
on September 1 as the 
Community’s first Director of 
Advancement and Marketing. 
Her letter of introduction is 
enclosed.

• Sister Winifred Noon 
celebrated her 100th birthday 
on September 7. 

• Sister Mary Feehan joined 
Prioresses of St Scholastica 
Federation as they met virtually             
with Federation President Sister Lynn McKenzie, OSB on 
January 26. 

• On September 18 Sister Roberta McDonald assumed the role of 
Director of Maintenance at the monastery. 
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Did You Know That…
• On June 29 Sisters Marlene Milasus and Sharon McHugh attended 

Evening Prayer at Sacred Heart Cathedral in Newark on the eve of the 
ordination of three Auxiliary Bishops for the Archdiocese of Newark. 
Sister Mariette Thérèse Bernier was lector at the service. On the next 
day Sisters Mary Feehan and Ursula Butler attended the ordination 
of the bishops: Bishop Elias Lorenzo, OSB, Bishop Gregory Studerus, 
and Bishop Michael A. Saporito. 

• Sisters Ursula Butler and Mariette Thérèse Bernier took minutes at 
the Chapter of Election of the Dominican Sisters of Caldwell, July 20-24.

• The Community’s annual retreat, June 25-29, was led virtually by Sr. 
Michaela Hedican, OSB from St. Benedict’s Monastery, St. Joseph, 
MN. 

• In July Sisters Mary Feehan, Dorothy Huggard, Marcia Lammerding, 
and Philomena Fleck attended (virtually) the annual Conference of the 
American Benedictine Academy.

• Sisters Rosemary Kenny and Roberta McDonald were notified on 
August 4 of the closing of Our Lady of Guadalupe Academy where 
they had served since 2009. It was the last Catholic grade school in 
Elizabeth.

Tiffany McQueary 

Like and follow
us on Facebook

@bensisnj

To make a
monetary gift online

www.bensisnj.org/donate

When you shop at smile.amazon.com, Amazon 
will donate to the Benedictine Sister of Elizabeth 

- Saint Walburga Monastery, no cost to you.  
Sign up today!


