
Under Heaven there is a 
time for every purpose. 
 
 The time has come for the 
Order of St. Helena to leave 
New York. This decision, 
made in August, is effective 
immediately. The Georgia 
convent is to be home for 
now as the Order searches 
for a new location for the 
building of a new convent. 
 
 Since we posted the news 
on our web site, reactions 
have been pouring in. Mostly 

these have been expressions 
of grief and gratitude, but 
also in the mix are questions 
like: How could it have come 
to this? This seems to have 
panic written all over it – 
wasn’ t the decision made too 
quickly? Couldn’ t Vails Gate 
have been saved? 
 
 This issue reports on the story 
behind the decision to make 
our exodus to the South. We 
are leaving New York; we are 
not leaving you. We want to 
bring you along on our journey. 
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In a Cool August, Change 

 
  Chapter is the time the 

entire community comes  

together for discussion and 

decisions. Chapter always 
brings the specter of change.  

Issues that get on  THE 

GRID (Chapter schedule) 

are tossed like dough onto  

a bread board and kneaded 
until the magical elasticity 

called consensus appears.  

This is how the Order makes 

changes, and like making 

bread, it doesn’ t come easily. 

 The issue of exceeding the 
draw-down on our endow-

ment to the detriment of our 

financial health had turned up 

on the Grid for several years, 
but the kneading had never 

produced a consensus to 

change our fiscal practices.  

 But in March, with the help 

of new consultant, Larry 
Garrison, the Order decided 

to research six options to deal 

with this issue: 

1. Partnership with the 

Diocese of New York. 

2. Commercial Develop-

ment of Vails Gate. 

3. Downsize Vails Gate. 

4. Revitalize the Vails 
Gate Ministry. 

5. Build a Continuous 

Care Retirement  

Community in Vails 

Gate. 

6. Sell Vails Gate.  
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The hope was that by com-

paring the plans side by side: 
the cost to implement, the 

time it would take to start 

producing income,  and who 

would manage the option —
we would churn up enough 

energy to make a decision 

and take action.  It worked, 

but not quite in the way any-

one expected. 
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  Before every Chapter, the Board of  

Directors meets. This time, the Board 
was convened by Magdalene, elected 

chair less than a year ago.  After review-

ing the data on this year’s finances and 

the budgets each house had submitted, 
the Board discovered that no matter what 

they cut, the Order was looking at a 2009 

budget of close to a million dollars. 

  Now on the second day of Chapter, 

Magdalene was feeling a sharpened  

responsibility for the budget and a deep 

depression that ministry as a topic was 
on the back burner. 

  Jerry Keucher and Dall Forsythe were 

back to pound away about how the Or-

der was using its endowment; no change 
would mean that it would be gone in 

about 15 years.  At this point, Mr. 

Forsythe spoke about consolidation and 

the idea was now officially before the 

Order.  For some sisters it seemed that a 

Perfect Storm was descending on the 

community.  A budget deficit of 
nearly $500,000 dollars, the draw-

down on the endowment again to be 

about 7% or 8%, only five life pro-

fessed sisters under the age of 62, and 
the realization that building a new 

convent would take years, all added up 

to a frightening forecast. 
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“ ...it seemed that a Perfect 
Storm was descending on the 

community,...”  

  In June, the Leadership 

Council had sought to bring a 
wider perspective to the issue 

of the future of the Order by 

inviting Jim Barba, Jerry 

Keucher, Phillip Christman, 
Dall Forsythe and Ed Henry, 

to come and meet with them, 

along with Linda, Magdalene 

and Larry Garrison, for two 

days of meetings at Vails 
Gate. 

  These financial and church- 

The idea quickly cast a 

shadow over the research 
being done on the six options 

and affected how they would 

be handled on the Grid as 

sisters began to talk about the 
possibility of  selling all three 

convents and building one 

convent at an entirely new 

location. 
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savvy men came to be known 

as the Advisory Committee. 
Their advice?  The Order 

should consolidate. 

   At once, the idea caught on 

with the Leadership Council 
and “Consolidate”  entered 

the Order’s lexicon.   

“ Their advice?  The 
Order should 
consolidate.”  
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  On “Consolidation”  the 

temperature check was 
Green: 17,  Red: 1 and  

Yellow: 1.  But,  in favor of  

consolidating at Vails Gate: 

Green: 6, Red: 12 and one 
not sure.  Not all sisters had 

been present for health  

reasons. 

  Now, as Chapter was about 

to reconvene, Magdalene 

went to Larry and the Leader-

ship Council telling them she 
wanted to change the Grid by 

reading aloud a new proposal 

at the start of the day. She 

had copies for everyone. 
  Larry and the Leadership 

Council did everything they 

could to dissuade her from 

presenting the proposal, but 

in the end Magdalene won 
permission. 

  Chapter had recessed on 

Tuesday with the topic “Key 
Characteristics of An Ideal 

Convent,”  a natural progres-

sion following consolidation. 

Larry had asked for a 
“ temperature check”  on the 

idea. (Each sister had a red, 

yellow, and green card to 

display her “ temperature”  on 

the  discussion.). 

“Revitalize the Vails Gate  

Ministry.”  

  They talked all the way to 

the Manhattan convent and 

met up with Clare Tenny  

who had driven in the night 
before. 

  Claire said, “Let’s spend the 

day writing a new proposal.”  

  In a few hours, they hatched 

several pages, complete with 
statements on ministry and 

theology. 

  With Claire at the wheel, 

they drove back to Vails Gate 
the next morning, with light, 

excited hearts. 

  Magdalene and Sophia 

Woods had made plans to 
spend the day in NYC.  Both 

were invited to an Ordination 

that evening and they avidly 

wanted something about min-
istry to celebrate. 

  Linda drove them to the 

Newburgh ferry to catch a 

morning train.  The sun was 

bright, the Hudson Highlands 
and river were stunning. 

  Magdalene wanted to talk 

about the options facing the 

Order and felt strongly that 
“we have to sell Vails Gate.”  

Sophia Woods was 100% 

behind the option to 
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When Mag presented to the Council the plan she had pre-
pared with the help of Sophia Woods and Claire, we, the 
Leadership Council, were not happy since our plan was to 
look for a new place for all of us to consolidate over the 
coming year. I have eaten a good deal of crow in front of 
Magdalene since. Be better soon. 
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  When she was done, reac-

tions ranged from the opinion 
that these new ideas should 

never have been proposed,  

all the way to complete  

acceptance of them. Discus-
sion lasted all morning. In the 

afternoon, Chapter continued 

for “Life Professed Only.”  
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and the momentum soared to new 

heights.  Suddenly, from what 
Larry was hearing, he began to 

write a “resolution”  for everyone 

to see: 

·  Protect Vails Gate from  

Development. 

·  Sell Manhattan 

·  Consolidate in Augusta 

(temporarily) 

·  Form Logistics Committee 

·  Explore New Location 

Time for a temperature check: 

Cards flew into the air. Green: 

17, Red: 0, Abstain; 3.  The room 

froze at the sight of all the green.  

Moments passed.  Some sisters 
sat looking stunned, others went 

around giving hugs. Magdalene 

and Ellen Francis sat holding 

hands but staring straight ahead 
with wet faces.  One sister left 

the room inconsolable. 

  Before the day was out, bishops 

were notified that the Order of St. 

Helena would be leaving New 
York and consolidating in Au-

gusta, Georgia; the long range 

plan would be to build a new 
convent in a new location. 

  The relocation committee  

began to lay out a timetable that 

would have the consolidation 
complete by November. 

At this time 
   Sisters Mary Michael and Ruth 

are in Augusta.  Sister Jean 

Campbell will remain in New 

York at Trinity Church, Fishkill, 
where she is the rector. Magda-

lene is residing at The General 

Theological Seminary for her 

senior year. Sister Barbara Lee 

remains in Seattle for this year.  
Claire Tenny chose to leave the 

Order, and is staying with her 

ministries in Manhattan.  In the 

meantime she is helping the 

NYC sisters with the move.  We 
will miss her and pray for her as 

she continues her work at the 

Cathedral of St. John the Divine 

and other ministries in the city. 

  For a second day in a row, Chap-

ter began with a change in the 
Grid; Ellen Francis had been 

asked by Magdalene to crunch 

some more figures on the new 

proposal and now she had them 
ready in a Power Point presenta-

tion.  

  Ellen Francis introduced it by 

saying this information would 

show that the new proposal would 
not work because it would force a 

6.7% draw-down on the portfolio; 

the recommended rate was 5%.  

On a whim, she had added a draw
-down figure if the Order were to 

consolidate in Augusta.  The fig-

ure was 4.5%. 

  Heated comments flew around 

the room until an argument broke 
out.  Larry stepped in; time to 

check the temperature! How many 

people would be willing to move 

to Augusta? Green: 13, Red: 4.  

Three did not vote.  More debate 
and another temperature check 

followed.  This time a majority of 

the sisters were interested in a 

land trust for Vails Gate.  Tension 

� � � � �� �

� � 	
 � � �� � �
 � ��� �

“ Tension and the momentum 
soared to new heights.”  

My shock and sadness at the suddenness of our decision to leave New York 
State and consolidate the community in Augusta was at first overwhelming. 
But I surprised myself by almost immediately moving to thoughts of gratitude 
to the Order for the opportunities it has made available to me, especially the 
past 18 rich years in Manhattan with all it has offered.  The greatest gift has 
been my training and practice as a psychoanalyst, a profession and ministry to 
which I have felt, and still feel, strongly called. I fully expect to continue to 
find God©s will for my life in the Order of St Helena, wherever we may find 
ourselves! 

� �� � � �&� ��� �  

� � � �� � 2
��� � � � �� ��

%� �� � 0 � �� 

� � �0 ����
� � �6�" � � � � .�
%� �
� %� � � � �0 ����� � �� � �

� �� � ���� � � 
�� � ! �� � � ��
7%� �� �� � � �� ��
 
��

8� �� � � /� �0 � � �� �
� �
" �� ���� � ��� ���� 
� � �� � 	�
� � 0 � �� � � �0 ��
�� � � �
� ��
%� �� � � � � � �
� ���



  The purpose of this medita-

tion is to place ourselves in 
the right spirit to consider the 

things that would keep us 

from being unified. 

  We know that obedience is 
a difficult discipline at times.  

When we look around to see 

where obedience begins, we 

see that it always begins in 

listening.  The religious life 
offers intense practice in this 

skill, stretching us beyond 

our comfort zone – some-

times to the point where we 
become impatient or angry 

and resort to turning a deaf 

ear in our frustration. We 

know that this is human na-

ture. We know that patience, 
gentleness, kindness and love 

come from the Holy Spirit 

and that when we pray and 

open ourselves to the Holy 

Spirit, our ability to listen and 
to understand will be re-

stored. Thus, we will grow 

into the fullness of commu-

nity. 

  A community is strongest 

when it is unified. If some-

thing is preventing us from 

listening, unity may be pre-

vented from happening.  Be-
ing unified does not mean 

that conflict is no longer al-

lowed. On the contrary, it 

means that we are unified in 
facing our conflicts together, 

knowing that side by side we 

can work for what we really 

want: to know and do the will 
of God. 

  The discipline to listen takes 

will and energy. The ability 

to focus our will is a gift we 
offer to God and is a neces-

sary tool we must employ if 

we intend to do God’s will on 

earth. Over these intense days 

of Chapter we have been 
struggling to do this hard 

work and now, as we think 

about facing the future, it 

may be helpful to notice how 
we are feeling. 

 Perhaps it is time to take a 

rest and listen to our bodies 

or other legitimate needs we 

may have.  Are we filled up 
with worry because of all we 

must do now that we have 

made the decision to consoli-

date? Are we so worried that 

we are unaware that God is 
here? Are we able to let God 

care for us? 

 On the other hand, if we feel 

our ability to listen is shutting 
down and our will is striding 

off on its own agenda, then it 

may be time to make a sacri-

fice – a sacrifice of our pref-

erences, opinions, fears and 
ego. 

 Let us take the time to un-

derstand ourselves. With wis-

dom and understanding we 
can move towards wholeness 

as persons and wholeness in 

our community. 

  So, sitting here quietly now, 
let us take a few moments to 

meditate upon obedience and 

listening and unity and con-

sider: Is there something 
within me that may be keep-

ing me from being unified – 

as a team member is unified 

with their team? Perhaps 

some preference, fear, or 
weakness, that I would like to 

pray about and ask the Spirit 

to remove.  

A time for silence and then 
the conclusion of the ritual: 

  In Exodus, when the He-

brew people were suddenly 

told to pack up and leave 

immediately, they were in-
structed by God to begin the 

journey with making a sacri-

fice of a lamb, and this sacri-

fice became known as the 

Passover feast.  And then 
they went out to cross the 

Red Sea. 

  I invite each of you now to 

cross over to the other side of 
the chapel. Take the colored 

stone at your seat with you. 

Put it in the glass bowl as you 

get to the other side. When 

all the stones have been col-
lected in the bowl, wax from 

the candle will melt and rest 

over the top of the stones and 

hold them together. Ending 
this time of meditation, let us 

pray that the One who led the 

Hebrews as Cloud by day and 

as Fire by night will lead us 

now.   Amen  
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“  A community is strongest 
when it is unified.”  

Sr. Elsie celebrated her 25th anni-
versary of Life Profession in April. 
Congratulations! The Order loves 
you and looks forward to many 
more years of  tender loving care 
via pounds of your famous choco-
late chip cookies! 
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On September 15, 2008 at a special Chap-
ter held in Augusta GA, Sr. Magdalene, 
OSH was elected to the Leadership Council  
as Sister for Vocations. The previous Sister 
for Vocations was Sr. Ellen Francis, OSH 
who was elected Treasurer in August. 
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Sophia 
Linda Cornelia 
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Benedicta
 

Mary Michael 

ES’s new book, Together and Apart, A Memoir of Religious Life, will be released by 
Church Publishing Inc. in October.  $18.00 paper-back  

“ I would recommend this book to anyone who would 
like to gain an appreciation for not only the theology and 
spirituality of religious life, but also for the experience 
of how this life is lived today.”  – Mark Francis, CSV, 
Superior General, Clerics of St. Viator 

“Generously shares a lifetime©s observations of the chal-
lenges and tensions, beauty and balance of monastic 
life. This rare look inside the dedicated life is a gift to 
the church and to the reader.”  Suzanne Guthrie, Grace’s 
Window 
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