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Membership in The Grail – Has It Always Been the Same? 
Noreen Willhelm 

 
When we talk about joining the Grail today, in the second 

decade of the 21st Century, in the 90th year of the Grail 

itself, we speak of a lifetime commitment, a commitment in 

the Grail, a commitment to serve – God, the world, each 

other. 

 

But we also hear members say with startling frequency, “I 

never joined the Grail; I was just in the Grail.” Some say 

they never had a commitment ceremony, they can’t 

remember being asked to join. Others describe journeys in 

the Grail – at the Year School or SAG and perhaps service in 

a City Center or abroad, then off to build a family or go to 

school. A few, mostly those who made their commitment in 

the nucleus, but including others, to be sure, have lived a life solely in the Grail – working at Grailville 

or Cornwall, creating and building the city centers, spending decades on Grail work in Africa or South 

America or here at home. 

 

Last weekend, a group assembled at Cornwall, part of a 

Think Tank looking at residential programs at the 

centers, especially Cornwall, as a possibility for building 

membership in the Grail. But as we talked it became 

clear that there was a bigger issue on the table and it 

was the issue of membership itself – what is it, what do 

we require of those who join, how are we to build a 

movement? And, that virtually everyone there had 

journeyed a different path in and through the Grail, 

and sometimes out and back. Not many had made an 

initial, lifetime commitment in the Grail; as more than 

one said, “I sort of grew into it.”  

 
Photo by Noreen Willhelm 
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Members of the 

Cornwall Think Tank 

 

Judy Alves* 

Kate Devlin 

Mary Farrell* 

Lucy Jones 

Mary Kay Louchart 

Jenna Messier, Chair* 

Nancy Richardson 

Simonetta Romano 

Carol Siemering* 

Maureen Tate* 

Emily Thomas* 

Sharon Thomson* 

Noreen Willhelm* 

 
*Present for face-to-face 

meetings at Cornwall 

On reflection, it seems that the idea of a lifetime commitment in the 

Grail is the outgrowth of the movement’s enormous respect for, and 

perhaps even indebtedness to, those Grail members who made their 

dedication in the nucleus. Even though it has been 36 years since a 

US Grail member joined the nucleus, committing her life in celibacy, 

it is clear that the influence of those women and their commitment 

remains strong in the Grail. As we have defined ourselves as different 

than other women’s groups – we are a movement! – we have 

adopted the idea that it is the lifetime commitment that sets us 

apart. Yet, what the Think Tank discussion confirmed is that there is a 

real ebb-and-flow within the Grail and within each member’s 

connection to the Grail. 

 

What does that mean for the women who we want to join the Grail? 

Might we be approaching those prospective members with too rigid 

an idea of what membership means? Might there be other ways to 

become Grail? 

 

Under today’s rubric, formalized in the Bylaws, there are four 

categories of Grail members: Active, Wider, Emerita Voting and Emerita Non-Voting.  In recent years, 

those categories have included some assumptions – assumptions that members choose the category 

befitting their life-stage, that Wider members were those who felt a need to withdraw from their 

most active role, but still intended to stay connected – contributing financially, reading the materials, 

etc. But even as I returned from Cornwall, I received a message from a Wider member, caught up in 

the overwhelming demands of her life , who was looking for yet another category that would allow 

her to stay connected, but didn’t require the same kind of responsibility that even membership in the 

Grail’s current Wider circle would entail. 

 

In the past there has been a rather casual acknowledgment of “Friends of the Grail,” (financial 

support welcome!) with cards one could sign and knowledge that most elements of Grail activity and 

programming are open to all. But we have reserved membership for those making a more formal 

commitment. But that may be ignoring the history of the Grail, which saw thousands of women come 

through residential and other programs in the US, not all of whom became “Grail members.” Even so, 

some of those retained a lifelong attachment to the Grail. At the nucleus meeting after the National 

Gathering last summer, there was discussion of how life at a city center in some respects was a short-

term tryout of nucleus membership – a year of work, prayer, community and yes, even celibacy.  

 

As someone said at the meeting at Cornwall last weekend, maybe we are at yet another of Father van 

Ginneken’s ‘elbow(s) in time’ – we know that our mission resonates and the energy and vibrancy of 

our members are attractive to other women. Perhaps it’s time for us to welcome women into the 

Grail a little more readily, more quickly and give them the experiences that give them, too, the 

opportunity to ‘grow into’ a life in the Grail. 

 

We’d like to hear your thoughts on these ideas. If you participate in the Grail listserv, respond there 

and if you don’t, send your ideas to me at noreen@grail-us.org and I’ll circulate them.  
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Welcome to the Grail 
 

Editor’s Note: Six new members have made their commitments in the Grail in the last month. Four were introduced in the 

June Gumbo; the two we meet today were welcomed to the Grail on June 29. 

 

Judith Cox 
I am Judith. I have lived a long life and I have spent most of it searching.  I have lived in New York, 

Illinois and Washington, DC. But I am a New Yorker by birth. I had 

been a member of a religious community for thirteen years. Perhaps 

a good part of my life can be described as: 

I fled him down the nights and days 

I fled him down the arches of the years 

I fled him down the labyrinthine ways 

Of my own mind, and in the midst of tears 

I hid from him, and under running laughter 

. . . 

Finally, he said 

All which I took from thee, I didst but take, 

Not for thy harms. 

But just that thou might’st seek it in my arms. 

All which thy child’s mistake fancies as lost, 

I have stored for thee at Home. 

 

And in experiencing the Grail, I have found Home. 

 

During my years before now, I thought I could save the whole world. Finally, in the midst of my 

searching, I learned that I do best, as Voltaire said, in cultivating my own garden, working with others 

in the corner of my own little world. So, I stand where I will stand, on little plots of ground, where I 

am maybe “called” to stand as Victoria Safford so eloquently described in her article “The Small Work 

in the Great Work.”  This is the “small work in the Great Work,” the place of my little life. So, in my 

free time I find my ministry in serving. I have organized a center for migrant workers; represented 

migrant parents on a Head Start board; stayed overnight in men’s shelters; worked with people with 

AIDS, and with mothers with AIDS to plan for the care of their children after the mothers’ deaths; 

helped elderly with debt problems; staffed a free legal clinic, and taught English as a second language 

to senior citizens. But all along, I searched and I felt alone.  

 

I came to learn about the Grail community through my friend, Lillian Wall. She invited me to events 

and I attended them. She spoke to me of the Grail mission and Grail women. I studied about the Grail 

and read all the literature and e-mails.  I was at the New Year’s Day jazz jamming session at Cornwall; 

in the Bronx to meet Grail women from Ohio; at a gardening weekend in Cornwall; in the Goddess 

group in Brooklyn, at small group meetings, and at the Metanoia weekend retreat at Cornwall.  I met 

women who were talented, dedicated, compassionate, selfless, and diverse—outstanding women. 

And I found that each shares a vision of contributing to transform the world into a place of love and 

justice in her own way. There have been too many women who have contributed to my 

understanding and experience of outstanding to attempt to name them. But, most of all, without 
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detracting from anyone, I knew Lillian and I met Emily Thomas. Finally, at the Metanoia weekend in 

Cornwall, I knew that I had found a Home. 

 

It is my wish to be part of the Grail so that I can be part of the Grail vision, so that I, as part of the 

community, can contribute my piece to the world, and so that I can learn from you, and can delight in 

the learning. 

 

Gabriella Chapman 

The Searchers… 

Some people do not have to search, for they find their niche early in life and 

rest there, seemingly contented and resigned. At times I envy them, but 

usually I do not understand them… and seldom do they understand me. I am 

one of the searchers. There are, I believe, millions of us. We are not unhappy, 

but neither are we completely content. We continue to explore life, hoping to 

uncover its ultimate secret. We continue to explore ourselves, hoping to 

understand. We like to walk along the beach, we are drawn by the ocean, 

taken by its unceasing motion, its mystery and unspeakable beauty. We like 

forests, mountains, deserts, hidden rivers, and lovely cities as well. Our 

sadness is as much a part of our lives as our laughter. We searchers are 

ambitious only for life itself and for anything beautiful it can provide. Most of 

all, we want to love and be loved, to live in a relationship that will not impede 

our wanderings and prevent our search. We do not want to prove ourselves 

to others or compete for love. This passage is for wanderers, dreamers and 

lovers who dare ask of life everything, which is good and beautiful. 

Anonymous. 

I admire vibrant, inspired, passionate, “do-gooders,” and I am drawn to people who, upon meeting 

you, can talk to you as if they have known you their whole life, and leave you feeling as though you’d 

like to know them for the rest of yours. I strive to be a change agent and consider myself a 

humanitarian and a searcher.* I endeavor to live my life with compassion, integrity, and love and 

largely credit my parents for their example and guidance. 

  

I was born in San Antonio, TX, and grew up as an Air Force dependent. Of the varied places we lived, 

my favorite was Zaragoza, Spain (from ages 6 to 9), in large part due to the rush of culture and 

language I experienced. I feel that the constant movement of military life is primarily what has 

influenced my current nomadic leanings. Since graduating with my B.A. in Communication from the 

University of Colorado at Boulder, I have lived in North Carolina, Colorado, and New York City, which 

incidentally, is where The Grail and I crossed paths. Currently, I am living in Los Angeles, CA pursuing 

graduate work in Human Development at Pacific Oaks College in Pasadena. 

  

Professionally, I have worked largely in higher education and non-profit settings, my most rewarding 

position being at the University of Colorado where I worked to cultivate intentional multi-cultural 

community and taught leadership through the exploration of social justice issues. At the moment, I 

am working as a preschool teacher while I complete my Master’s. 

  

I began exploring The Grail in fall of 2008 when I visited the Cornwall Grail for the annual Peach 

Canning Weekend. This is where I met Emily Thomas (and a few others), and it was her kind and 
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Procession into the Cornwall labyrinth 

Carol Skyrm as a butterfly 

 

generous spirit that persuaded me to look further into The Grail. I began attending Goddesses 

meetings at her house and it was during these intimate gatherings and conversations that I came to 

see what a rich and unique movement this was. But even more inspiring than the movement, are the 

women that I found myself in the company of.  Each is an example of an independent, willful, 

compassionate spirit that engages life with a probing curiosity and an enacted sense of rightness and 

equity. These women are worldly, traveled, educated and accomplished and yet refreshingly gracious 

and accessible (as I recently experienced in my visit with the Grail women of Pilgrim Place in 

Claremont, CA). By nature of who they are, they create an inviting, energized, spiritual haven in The 

Grail space. I see The Grail as a community that I know I will see myself grow and evolve in as I 

continue to be my own “do-gooder.” In some ways, words really seem inadequate to capture what I 

feel when I am in the company of The Grail women, but perhaps that is a good thing, because we 

each experience it in our own way and it provides for us, what we need for it to be.  

  

I will just say that I am blessed to have found The Grail and grateful to be joining the company of so 

many vibrant, inspired, passionate women. 

 
 

Member Commitment at Cornwall 
Emily Thomas 

 

The New York Grail Politics and Spirituality 

group had a retreat June 10-12, 2011 at 

Cornwall.  That's not unusual.  What was a little 

different was that it was planned and 

implemented by the four newest Grail 

members as part of their ritual of commitment 

in the Grail. So we not only had a commitment 

ritual, using Cornwall's new labyrinth, but we 

also included lots of Sacred Play and 

nourishment of body, mind and spirit! 

 

The overarching theme was transformation: the butterflies, transformation into Grail members, and 

various other transformations, all part of the Search. And it was built around Recipes and Rituals: 

Building the Sacred Community. About 45 people attended the ceremony welcoming Terri Guest,  

Julia Kristeller, Megan Monteleone-Morrison and Dawn von Tiedeman. 

 

We began the weekend by exchanging recipes and telling stories 

of their meaning to us.  Each of the new Grail members brought 

food to share that was especially meaningful to her.  Terri Guest 

shared her healing skills in a workshop on sound healing.  She also 

gave us a glimpse of her old life in the fashion industry (and her 

sewing skills) in designing and making “fairy dresses” for the 

commitment ritual.  Julia continued the theme of sacred play, 

bringing “fairy boxes” which we each decorated to hold our most 

http://tomhartphoto.com/2011/grail-commitment-ceremony/ 

Photo by Tom Hart 
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Kaffeerast (coffee break), L to R, Anna Oom, Portugal; Karen 

O’Brien; Kerstin Jacobsson, Sweden; and Judith Blackburn  

precious treasures.  We made butterfly masks, continuing the theme of transformation that was 

woven throughout the weekend. 

 

Friends and families of the new Grail members were there, to share this important moment in their 

lives.  We were especially happy to include their “Grail Guys,” who each got their own t-shirt. (Emily's 

Dave, who fetches many Cornwall visitors from the airport, is the Grail Taxi driver – and has the t-

shirt to prove it.) The Grail Guys, after donning their t-shirts, served us happy hour goodies, then 

headed for the kitchen to get dinner on the table.  How good is that? 

 

The fairy dresses came out of a beautiful book of 

photographs of dresses that the photographer 

had created from flower petals, leaves, and other 

natural objects. These are four very creative 

women and those images hit a chord – and Terri, 

who thinks in fabric, decided to replicate them.  It 

was part of the aspect of sacred play, of letting 

your creative and playful spirit be released to see 

what kinds of transformation will occur. The 

dresses, too, were reflections of the transforming 

possibilities of ritual. It was also about being in the 

labyrinth, in the woods, where they were playing 

at being woodland goddesses, spirits of the earth. And it was about having fun – never too old to play 

dress-up. 

 

So, welcome Terri, Dawn, Megan and Julia – with all your gifts and energy. Welcome, new Grail 

sisters. 

 
 

Streams of Living Water Besides the Pilgrim’s Path: 

This Year’s Grail Retreat in Sobrado, Spain 
Karen O’Brien 

 

This past May, Judith Blackburn and I were fortunate to 

be able to attend the Grail retreat held at the Cistercian 

monastery of Santa Maria in Sobrado, Spain. An ongoing 

collaboration between the Swedish and the Portuguese 

Grail, in friendship with the Cistercian brothers, this 

annual retreat was a time of rest, renewal and deepening 

relationships between the Grail women who, this year, 

came from Sweden, Portugal and the United States. 

 

This year’s theme was Streams of Living Water, not a 

surprising choice once you arrive in this region of Spain, 

which is as moist and verdant as Ireland, its landscape 

L to R: Terri Guest, Megan Monteleone-Morrison, Emily 

Thomas, Julia Kristeller and Dawn von Tiedeman 

Photo by Tom Hart 
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Monastery of Santa Maria at Sobrado, Spain 

filled with clear streams and lakes alive with all sorts of creatures. Thus, our reflections and activities 

were often centered on water, or the lack thereof, physically and metaphorically, in Scripture and in 

our lives. We spent time each morning praying, dancing, singing, creating art, sharing our faith and 

even doing yoga and meditative walking together. Our afternoons were free to enjoy the area and 

each other. The entire day was punctuated by the Liturgy of the Hours, and the monks’ kind invitation 

to worship with them. 

 

Because the monastery also hosts, within their confines, a pilgrim’s inn for travelers on the Camino to 

Santiago de Compostela, we took advantage of the nearness of the “camino” and walked it one day 

together for approximately fourteen miles through beautiful rural scenery. It was a treasured 

experience to be walking the same path followed by thousands of fellow seekers for hundreds of 

years, and on our walk we encountered many friendly and helpful people who went out of their way 

to enhance our experience. 

 

Likewise, the hospitality of the monks at the monastery was warm and exceptional in its generosity. 

They allowed us access to much of the monastery, including a visit to their beautiful private gardens. 

Despite trying to live lives of silence, they were very welcoming and deeply concerned that we have a 

good experience during our stay, and we felt their friendship, support and prayers during our time 

with them. 

 

If you would be interested in being part of next year’s retreat experience, you can contact Kerstin 

Jacobsson of the Swedish Grail at kerstin.jacobsson@onwit.nu for more information. I would highly 

recommend taking part in next year’s retreat, not only as a way of deepening your relationship with 

several of our international Grail sisters, but also for a wonderful, personal experience of renewal, 

hospitality and healing.  

 

 

Photo by Karen O’Brien 
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Jim and Joann, above, 1951; 

below, 2011 

Photo by Sharon Thomson 

The 2011 Grail General Assembly 

 November 3-6 at Grailville 

 

As long as you are coming to Grailville…..Why not stay a little longer? 
 

November 6, 2011 Sunday Supper and Art Exhibit 
 

4 – 5:30 p.m. A Janice Campion Retrospective Exhibit - Free and Open to the Public 
 
5:30 p.m. Grailville Sunday Supper - $15 adults/$10 children. Reservations Required 
 
Since you will be at Grailville for the GA, we would love it if you would stay and join in one of 

Grailville’s programs. We will be celebrating the life’s work of local fiber artist, the late Janice 

Campion, with an afternoon art show opening followed by a Fall Harvest Sunday Supper.  

Enjoy an afternoon of beautiful quilts, dolls and fiber pieces then wrap up the day with a 

perfect opportunity to catch up with friends over a delicious fall meal in the Dining Room. 

 

To make reservations for our Sunday Supper, please call Grailville (513) 683-2340 or visit our 

website at www.grailville.org. 
 

50th Wedding Anniversary Celebration: 

Joann Vermeersch Lamb and Jim Lamb 
Mary Gindhart 

 

The 3 children and 5 grandchildren of Joann and Jim Lamb 

had a surprise 50th wedding anniversary celebration for 

them at Pilgrim Place in Claremont, California, on June 26, 

2011.  The whole Pilgrim Place community joined the family 

with songs performed by the Pilgrim Pickers singing group, 

reflections from family members and friends and a special 

video history of their lives in New Jersey, Boston, Mexico 

and New Mexico, working for social justice and peace. What 

a wonderful, joy-filled time we had saluting their life 

together! 

 

At Pilgrim Place, Joann is part of the group that provides a 

prayerful gathering place where all persons are welcome—

no matter where we are on our faith journeys. It is a space 

where we can dare to face the pain and injustices in our 

lives and in our world because we know the inclusive, 

grace-filled love of God. Jim is the main organizer for a 

weekly vigil and witness for peace at a busy intersection in 

Claremont.  Many Pilgrims will walk and sing for Peace in 

the local 4th of July parade. 
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Alexa Kane 

Laura Kaplan 

Renee Keels 

Alice Kelly 

Linda Kolts 

Maureen Laflin 

Mary Lu Lageman 

Joann Lamb 

Carol Hussong Leopold 

Lyllis Ling 

Angie Loecke 

Peggy Logue 

Mary Kay Louchart 

Monica Maher 

Gail Malley 

Mary Ann McCarthy 

Carole Spearin McCauley 

Marie Therese McDermit 

Carol McDonnell 

Elizabeth McGivney 

Frances McLaughlin 

Anne Mercier 

Lydia Nieves 

Carol Nosko 

Karen O'Brien 

Laura Pagoada-Mellado 

Dorothy Rasenberger 

Nancy Richardson 

Lynn Robbins 

Elizabeth Robinson 

Maclovia Rodriguez 

Marian Ronan 

 

GRAIL MEMBER CONTRIBUTIONS 
 THROUGH JUNE 30, 2011 

Total Member-Giving To The Grail:      $80,791 

All member categories: 127 (50%) 

Active: 89 (54%) 

Wider members: 15 (60%) 

Emerita: 23 (39%) 

National Fund: $43,610 

Grailville: $15,389 

Cornwall: $8,098 

Special Projects: $13,693 
Thank you to all of the Grail Members who have made a contribution this year, to National operations, 

Grailville or Cornwall or to a Special Project. If you have given and don’t see your name reflected here, please 

call the National office, (513) 683-5750. We’re working hard to make sure all of our information is correct 

and appreciate your help and your understanding. 

Members who have made their 2011 contribution between January 1-June 30, 2011
 

Helen Adler 

Judy Alves 

Donna Ambrogi 

Constance Barrow 

Carol Barton 

Shirley Beaupre 

Marcia Bedard 

Jane Bergquist 

Mary Louise Birmingham 

Heather Teagan Blackburn 

Judith Blackburn 

Gloria Boudreaux 

Pat Bell Bradley 

Rose Mae Broussard 

Wendy Budzynski 

Margarita Cabrera 

Jacqueline Carroll 

Teresa Carter 

Mary Ellen Clifford 

Pamela Cobey 

Barbara Coleman 

Rosa De Jesus Contreras 

Nancy Cooney 

Deirdre Cornell 

Vivian Corres 

Bethann Witcher Cottrell 

Mary Therese Coyle 

Marguerite Coyle 

Theresa C. Czerwinski 

Ann Marie Czyzewski 

Helen Davis 

Maria De Groot 

Mary Kay Delgado 

Virginia Deters 

Ivette Diaz 

Patricia Dillon 

Patricia Dolan 

Taya Doro-Mitchell 

Alice Dougan 

Monica Erler 

Mary Farrell 

Brigitte Ferrari-Cicero 

Cecilia Figueroa 

Kathleen Fisher 

Eva Fleischner 

Ruth Gallant 

Joy Garland 

Barbara Gibbons 

Mary Gindhart 

Margaret Goederer 

Marian April Goering 

Carolyn Gratton 

Lea Grundy 

Una Mae Hargrave 

Gwendolyn Hawk 

Ann Heidkamp 

Martha Heidkamp 

Elizabeth Heidler 

Grace Heising 

Rebecca Kremer Hill 

Cherie Holman 

Elaine Huber 

Lucy Jones 

Sharon Joslyn 

 

Elizabeth Rose 

Beth Rosen 

Rosa Ruiz 

Marie Russell 

Theresa Sapunar 

Lenie Schaareman 

Marian Schwab 

Dode Shepherd 

Carol Shields Siemering 

Bernice Belair Sisson 

Carol Skyrm 

Angele Coyle Smith 

Audrey Sorrento 

Patricia St. Onge 

Ann Steffy 

Deborah Sullivan 

Marie Sutter-Sinden 

Maureen Tate 

Rose Taul 

Emily Thomas 

Maria-Emilia Thomas 

Stephana (Mary Ann) Tikalsky 

Nancy Traer 

Barbara B. Troxell 

Kate Twohy 

Ruth Vargas 

Carol Webb 

Duanne Welsch 

Francine Wickes 

Jean Wilson 

Sharon Wood 

Patricia Young 

 


