
The Grail in the United States 

Gumbo 
~ The Grail Connection ~  

 
 

December 2013 

A letter to my Gen Y friends, 

on what I have learned about The Grail 
Lauren Magrisso 

Explorer Lauren Magrisso brought down the house at The Grail National Gathering 
closing brunch when she read this essay aloud. 

This weekend, I went on a retreat. It was actually The Grail National Gathering. 

What is The Grail you ask? 

In short, it is an international women’s movement committed to the integrated advocacy of social 
justice, environmental sustainability, creative energy and women’s empowerment. You see, the 
total is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Over the course of 70 years, they have built a web, a network, to support and inspire each other. 
Their mission provides a road map for them to make a true difference in the world, one that 
challenges you and enables you to become your best self. 

When we got together, we played, we danced, we sang, we created! These women know how to 
have FUN! Not the fun that comes from cheap thrills or harming your body, but the inoculating 
fun that warms the soul. 

What ties these women together is that they are all spiritual seekers. From many walks of life, 
when they found each other, they became a force to be reckoned with! 

At their worst, they are a group of strong, opinionated voices, and at their best, they are a group 
of strong, opinionated voices. 

You see, that is the point. Doing life’s work, working for your passion means you are willing to 
suffer because it is truly important. 

They are first to support each other in their times of suffering, and they are first to celebrate 
their successes. The Grail is like a second home; it is a true community. 

You see, friend, our kind of community, the kind that relies on pixels on a screen and an internet 
connection can leave us feeling lonely sometimes – especially when we are working to create 
social change. 

These women offer us a web to jump into, to continue building ourselves and the cause. 
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At first, we will be supported by their web fully, standing on the shoulders of the work they have 
committed their lives to. But slowly, and surely, the web will become our own. It must, as we are 
the ones to carry the torch into the future. 

Today, the world is in need of this work more than ever. And what progressive groups like The 
Grail have realized is that you can’t chunk off disparate issues and see them in silos like the 
industrial revolution has trained our culture to do. 

No, we must look at the synergistic opportunity that comes from this integration. The beauty of 
this is that we don’t have to lose or suppress a piece of ourselves for the sake of “specialization.” 
No, we will fully live our journey in the loving arms of the collective journey. 

So come, join the collective. Gatherings usually include singing, centering, sharing of food and 
intellect. You can even travel the world with the promise of this community. 

The bonds with The Grail are limitless, and through all of it, you will realize that the bonds of 
your potential, too, are limitless. 

(Thank you for letting me observe your gathering and absorb the energy, intellect and love). 
Lauren was greeted with a standing ovation. 

 

Why The Grail? Why Now?  
(An Impressionistic Sense Gleaned From Responses, Written And Oral) 

Pamela Cobey 

 
A Prayer for Continuation 

There is a record I wish to make here.  A life.  And not this life alone, but the thread which 
keeps shining like gold floss woven into cloth, which catches your eyes and you are won 
over…Where is the point I can enter? Where is the place I can touch?  Kyrie Eleison, Baruch 
Atah, Hosana Adonai…Do you love the world?...It is my love I hold back, hide, not wanting to 
be seen, scrawl of hand, writing, don’t guess, don’t guess at my passion, a wholly wild and 
raging love for this world. 

—Susan Griffin 

A small group considers responses. Photo by Beth Rosen 
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If you haven’t seen the installation, Why The Grail?  Why Now? you will have another chance to 

see it at the General Assembly in June.  Almost 400 postcards from 95(!) U.S. Grail women were 

hung by small colored clothespins in double rows all around the Caravansary during the 2013 

National Gathering.  On Friday afternoon, November 8, a group of 35 to 40 Grail women met to 

discuss their impressions of these responses in relation to the nature and purpose of The Grail 

today.  

We sang, centered, meditated, grouped, silently beheld, discussed, presented and took a stab at 

analysis.  Who are we?  Of the women who responded to our project about 40% are over the age 

of 70, 4% are under the age of 50 and 56% are in between.  We are from many races. We 

represent many spiritual paths.  We heard from women all over the United States, as well as from 

overseas in South Africa, Ireland and Ecuador.  

How is The Grail different? 

What makes us unique is that while coming from many spiritual traditions, we are an 

international spiritual sisterhood/lived community that is rooted in social justice.  We are seekers, 

looking from alternative perspectives, thinking outside the box.  We are trying to live socially and 

spiritually integrated lives marked by care for the disenfranchised and care for the earth as well 

as by appreciation for the art and beauty of life.  We are active and contemplative, the balance of 

which is impacted by our shifting physical capacity.  Our elders hold us in prayer. 

How have we been shaped by our experience in The Grail? 

Our most long-standing sisters have been shaped most profoundly by their experience in The 

Grail.  They were formed by their experiences of community life; international connections; study 

from feminist, womanist and liberationist perspectives; work; prayer; liturgy and contemplation.  

As individuals, their gifts were recognized.  Many were called to do things they had never 

thought themselves capable of.  They became leaders.  Several spent years in leadership roles as 

educators and healthcare professionals in developing countries across the globe.   

Younger women in The Grail appreciate the international and intergenerational aspects of The 

Grail and are inspired by their older sisters.  They feel supported by this network of committed 

women, who, like they, are still growing, learning, and responding to the challenges of living lives 

that are a manifestation of their love for the world.  They know how difficult it is to do this, and 

find a home in The Grail.  They see women who have been the kind of leaders they aspire to be 

and want to be 

mentored.  They need 

community and are 

grateful for it. The 

Grail represents hope 

for a more loving and 

just world and is a 

mine of connection to 

the spiritual energy it 

takes to maintain 

such hope.   

A Word cloud of responses from Why the Grail? Why Now?  
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What is the gift we have received from our experience in The Grail? 

Most Grail women recognize the individual women of The Grail and our relationship to each other 

as the most profound gift they have received from The Grail.  Further, many noted with gratitude 

having been transformed by their work; they have been profoundly changed by their presence to 

the men, women and children whom they have had the opportunity to serve. The Grail has 

opened horizons.  It has made life larger.  For some, The Grail has engendered a freedom to be 

who one really is—and further, to bear that authenticity in service of Spirit. While our 

relationship with each other is most valued, it can also be most frustrating and difficult.  Several 

women noted that for them, The Grail is a touchstone of sorts—it keeps me sane; my heart is 

opened; it calls me to be accountable (to Spirit); it is my spiritual home; it is a way of life.   

As Grail, what is the gift we have to offer the world? 

What stands out is that we both foster and embody women’s and girls’ empowerment and 

leadership.  We are learning how to be with each other across differences and to use that learning 

in solidarity to help a world that is struggling to do the same.  We share an appreciation for the 

earth, our place in it, and an understanding of the consequences for our earth (wrought by such 

devastating practices as agribusiness, hydraulic fracturing, and use of toxic pesticides.)  Grail 

land has been carefully tended.  118 acres of Grailville is organically certified. We have had 

enormous opportunities for education.  We have the capacity to learn from each other and to 

teach within our communities—by example and more formally.  We have a history and an 

illustrious past.  We are tested and tenacious, on the journey for the long haul.  We value and use 

the arts—musical and visual -, as both means and ends, to call us to matters of the heart.    

What does this say about our more subtle and elusive work? 

Some possible themes:  a repetition: 
 Coming from many spiritual traditions, we are an international spiritual 

sisterhood/lived community, rooted in social justice.   
 Our most long-standing sisters have been shaped by work, prayer and study in The 

Grail. 
 Younger women appreciate the international and intergenerational aspects of The 

Grail, as well as the integration of spirituality and work.  They want mentors.  They 
need community. 

 Most Grail women recognize the individual women of The Grail and our relationship to 
each other as the most profound gift they have received from The Grail.   

 We both foster and embody women’s and girls’ empowerment and leadership.  
 We are learning how to be with each other across differences.  
 We value and use the arts to express and reach our depths. 
 We are dedicated to the preservation of the earth. 
 Community, spirituality and justice are core to all we do and who we are. 
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L to R: Mary Kay Louchart, Anne Mercier, Sharon Wood, Virginia Deters. 
Photo by Beth Rosen 

Like Dorothy looking for a home, the 

Cowardly Lion looking for courage, the 

Tin Man looking for a heart, and the 

Scarecrow looking for a brain, we may 

be searching for what we already 

have. If there were a fifth seeker in the 

story, The Wizard of Oz, it might be 

one of our Grail sisters searching for 

her work in the world.  She would be 

the one the one doing structural 

analysis—asking the hard questions, 

noting the impact of decisions on the 

earth, on women, on children, on the poor.  No work would be beneath her.  She would be doing 

the dishes and taking care of the garden.  And she would not simply do—she would be.  She 

would be a still point, connected to heart and Spirit.  In her best space, her heart would be open 

and invitational.  She would appreciate differences and encourage authenticity.  She would be 

Grail and her life would manifest that.   

Can we embrace who we are and what we are about? 

Were we to embrace this conception of who we are and what we have to offer, how would we do 

that?  Might we need to formally celebrate our past and let go of it in order to move into the 

future?  What choices might we make about our direction?  How would we best use our 

resources? 

Can we celebrate our present U.S. reality? 

A celebration of our current U.S. reality would necessarily model our diversity.  Grail sister 

Diana Hayes has written about women’s spiritual diversity within the Catholic Church in her 

recently published article in America magazine on October 28, 2013, “United in Christ: 

appreciating the diversity of women’s spiritualities.”  

What if we were to substitute the word world for church in the following paragraph? 

As women of every race and nation continue to work with one another, as 

well as apart, to reclaim and rename themselves, the church as a whole gains 

from their insights and participation. Diversity is a gift to the church when we 

recognize that we all have our own lived experiences to discern and share, 

and it is understood that this diversity is to be welcomed.  

Further, 

…while we share commonalities, it is important to recognize and affirm our 

differences as well. It is especially critical that we do not attempt to claim 

another’s story, traditions or rituals as our own but instead work diligently to 

uncover and recover our own and then share what we have learned and 

listen to others.  In this way we all … will be engaged in the liberating mission 

…[we might finish this sentence with of The Grail.] 
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Thank you, each, for the thoughtfulness, care and effort you contributed to this project.  This 

collection of thoughts is just a beginning.  May all that we have put into this beginning be of use 

to The Grail and to her mission in the world today.  May we see each other and our community as 

we are, embrace her, love her, and embolden her for all that lies ahead.  Regardless. 
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Giving Thanks for Fifty Years 
A compilation of reflections on the Cornwall Grail Center’s 

50th Anniversary Weekend 
 
“Hope you are still basking in the joys of the 50th 
anniversary celebration.  I'm so glad I was there.  My heart is 
full of joy!” 

-Mary Gindhart, who celebrated with the first Grail group to 
gather when the Center opened on Thanksgiving Weekend, 

1963 
____________________________ 

 
 A Magical Evening! 
 Four of us, (Carol Skyrm, Joy Garland, Lynn Boyle 
and Mary Farrell) were fortunate to catch a ride from New 
York City with Jackie DiSalvo up to the 50th anniversary 
celebration at Cornwall-on-Hudson on Friday, November 1, 
2013—the Feast of All Saints.  We arrived in good time to 
settle in before the Giving Thanks Reception got under way.  
What a scintillating evening!  We mingled among Grail sisters 
from across the country and local residents who have 
encouraged, supported, and some who have joined The Grail at 
Cornwall in its amazing blossoming over the past several years. 
 The setting of the Phoenix was simple and elegant.  Tables covered in cloths of beautiful 
fall colors offered abundant delicacies of food and drink.  For those too caught up in conversation 
to get to (or back to) the tables, friendly and efficient young women passed among the crowd 
with samples of all the delicious fare—so much, so good!  We grazed voraciously and the food 
kept coming. 
 Art works brought the walls and surfaces to life!  History came alive through the photos 
and written mementoes that Kathi Hurley had so carefully researched about the Stillman House.  
Artwork by many familiar and some new (to me) artists graced the walls of the living room and 
dining room.  The beauty of these pieces enhanced the gracious welcome that Sharon Thomson 
extended in her remarks. She said the first Grail meal at the Phoenix on Thanksgiving 1963 
elicited the idea of this gathering as a Giving Thanks event for those who have provided support, 
energy, laughter and love that have kept The Grail at Cornwall a living community, always 
sinking roots and developing new shoots. 
 Shortly after Sharon’s remarks, the vibrancy of community support illuminated the 
gathering—literally.  Terry Murray is a Cornwall artist (and husband of Grail Explorer, Jacki 
Murray) who has supported The Grail in many ways, including designing and leading 
construction of the Cornwall labyrinth.  As preparations for the anniversary celebration began to 
come together, Terry approached the Cornwall team with an offer to create a sculpture 
commemorating both the occasion and his experience of what The Grail is and does.  His 
sculpture, entitled She Is..., was  inaugurated, revealed, presented and appreciated through a 
lovely nighttime ritual.  Attendees who were able began at the top of the path, just beside the 
Hermitage, with ritual readings and song led by Lucy Jones, then we followed the path 
illuminated by twinkling tiny solar-powered lights that led to the grotto, where we each picked 
up a crocus bulb and joined the assemblage gathered facing She Is....   

Elder & Youngest: Mary Gindhart, participant 
in first Thanks-giving celebration at Cornwall, 
with Ilona, daughter of Grail member, 
Natasha Mercado, who says she intends to 
be present for the 100

th
 Anniversary in 2063 
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 Terry spoke a few words about how The Grail had inspired his creative work, and then 
the sculpture was revealed: beautiful, incorporating themes and symbols of woman, the earth, 
sisterhood, the cup, diversity, spirituality, (and I’m sure I am missing many other elements).  
Sharon recalled many women who have showed us the way over time, and we called out the 
names of those whose presence we felt although they could not be among us.  We sang the 
“Russian Alleluia” and happily returned up the hill, feeling both inspired and blessed to have 
participated in such a special evening. 

-Mary Farrell 
____________________________ 

Gold is for fifty years. On the anniversary 
weekend, Cornwall was filled with gold trees 
lacing the woods and sparkling through the 
windows.  

November 2 is to remember those who have 
died.  First thing Saturday morning, a group of 
us drove over to St. Thomas of Canterbury 
Cemetery where, under pines and golden 
leaves, Jane O’Donnell was buried some decades 
ago. Hers was such a full Grail spirit of joy, that 
she set the tone for the whole day. Sharon 
Thomson told about meeting her the very first 
time she came to Cornwall. After being there a 
few days, she asked Jane, “So what exactly is 
The Grail?” To which Jane answered, “We don’t 
know, dear, but if you ever find out, please let 
us know.” We all laughed, recognizing the 
difficulty that lasts until this day. Jane’s spirit 
came through when she once cautioned 
someone who was in a confrontational place, 
“Try to shed a little more light than heat, dear.” 

After this visit, we went back to Cornwall’s memorial gardens. The golden sun burst forth as we 
surrounded the graves, the most recent one that of Eileen Schaeffler. Along with our memories 
and thoughts of the day, we planted white “Joan of Arc” crocus bulbs to blossom forth come 
spring. We were ready now to turn to the opening of the house and our hearts to all who would 
be visiting Cornwall that day. 

-Mary Gene Devlin 
____________________________ 

What a pleasure to see dozens of Cornwall locals pouring into the polished halls of the Phoenix 
on Saturday afternoon!  One woman told me that she had lived in town for more than 40 years 
and had never been inside. There were children, elders, local politicians, people of all 
descriptions, curious to know what has been going on in the mansion of the "Communist nuns on 
the hill" – the descriptor given to me by a local police officer in the early 1990s. 

All Souls Day beside the grave of Jane O’Donnell, one of the 
Cornwall community’s founders 
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Support and interest of the Cornwall community was also demonstrated by the 35 sponsors the 
Cornwall team gathered and recognized in a booklet commemorating the 50th anniversary. It 
was my first or second opportunity to meet with our growing group of Grail members and 
explorers from Cornwall and nearby towns. How gratifying to become engaged together in The 
Grail vision.  

For me, the best part of the celebration was being together with some 50 Grail members plus 
friends and explorers over the course of the weekend.  We had much more time than usual just to 
catch up with one another's lives, to enjoy meals and share memories together. I again proclaim a 
huge thank you to the Cornwall team for hosting us so graciously, and with such generosity. 

-Carol Skyrm 
____________________________ 

It is hard for me to believe that The Grail has been in Cornwall for 50 years! I remember so well 
moving furniture from the Philadelphia Grail Center with Janet Farley, painting the ‘open space’ 
on the top floor with Ann Burke, Shannon (the dog) hiking every inch of our property and the 
mountain behind, weekends with SS Simon and Jude catechists, Metanoia weekends, 
International Formation Programs, quiet winter breaks in the Hermitage, taking Bronx youth and 
women on retreats, gardening, our elders—some here and some already enjoying their heavenly 
reward. The list is endless. Things have remained the same and things have changed.  Some 
things changed in the buildings, and we added one! But more importantly, some things changed 
in ‘building the wider community.’ In recent years, more and more local women and men have 
not only attended some of the programs being offered but they have become part of the life of the 
center—the labyrinth, the new creation in the grotto, etc. I am grateful ‘we’ are still there. I am 
grateful for The Grail members living at the center and surrounding area who have made The 
Grail such a welcoming place.  

-Mary Kay Louchart 

And a good time was had by all at the Giving Thanks Reception for Grail members, friends, and local 
contributors to the Cornwall Grail Center. Photo by Carol Skyrm. 
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I enjoyed the warm welcome; the history of Cornwall as it was described in the letter written by 
a woman who used to live in a house down the hill; the house tour and the history of the house 
and of that land; paintings and pictures; beautiful raffle baskets; and delicious food. Some of us 
from The Bronx took a walk around the garden, looked at the sky and were blessed with a 
rainbow. Being together with The Grail women from far and near was another blessing for me. 

-Mpanda Kalala 

It was a day of celebration with people that care for the same things. A time to reconnect with 
others we hadn't seen in a while. And definitely a time to re-learn/re-member the reason why we 
joined The Grail and should keep fighting for it to continue for future generations. 

-Angelica Contreras 

We came together Grail style: good/enlightening conversational topics, humor, singing and 
obvious dancing in our hearts, crowned by great tasting and healthy food washed down by 
water, apple juice or exquisite wine. What a sea of love, sound, sight, heartfelt welcoming and 
diverse conversations. Our journey back to the Bronx was basked in the steamy atmosphere we 
took from Cornwall where we were sent off by bell ringing and cheers. Congratulations 
CORNWALL on your 50th Anniversary. 

-Judith De Four-Howard 

Returning to Cornwall after…I’d say 5-7 years? It was like coming back to childhood. I was 
exhilarated and so enchanted by Cornwall’s magic. I saw three deer! This may be inconsequential 
to many of you, but in New York City where the main “wild life” are oddly brazen squirrels, 
equally brave pigeons, and the occasional subway rat, so DEER! The ability to rekindle old, and 
presumably lost friendships while at Cornwall, I thank you for this. 

-Marie De Four-Howard  

Thank you Grail members for having us as part of the 50th anniversary of Cornwall. I enjoyed 
everything, especially the tour of the Phoenix. The view from the third floor is awesome! I hope 
we can go there again—maybe for an overnight. 

-Karen Rosendo 
Grail Teen Group 

I had a wonderful time. The food was great. I 
especially liked when we went to see the 
garden and walk in the woods, we saw deer 
and a rainbow. The women were very nice to 
us. 

-Dimarie Pagoada 
Grail Girls Group 

The culmination of the celebration for me was 
the pilgrimage through the darkness on 
Friday evening aided by pathway lights to the 
grotto to inaugurate the moving sculpture of 
women and to hear the dedication written by 
the artist.  It said everything.  The Grail is 
centered in spiritual search of women, but 
they are not women alone.  They bring along 
and walk together with others.....men, women, Terry Murray reads his artist statement for She Is... during Friday 

night’s All Saints ritual. 
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children and with earth and nature to make something new for all to share.  A lot of hard 
teamwork to get there.  I was glad to be part of the celebration. 

-Sharon Joslyn 
___________________________________________ 

For many years, the Cornwall Grail Center has been a place of warm hospitality, and the 50th 

anniversary celebration was no exception! That Grail members from New England, New York, 

New Jersey, and as far away as California would attend the festivities was a delight – but not a 

surprise.  Particularly wonderful to me were the many local Cornwall/Newburgh people – both 

women and men – who attended the reception on Friday evening and the open house on 

Saturday afternoon.  They included friends like Tom and Monica Cornell from the Catholic 

Worker Farm; Terry Murray whose sculpture “She Is…” in the grotto was dedicated Friday 

evening; local architect Jeff Small who has helped Cornwall manage improvements and repairs to 

the Phoenix; State Senator Bill Larkin, New York State Assemblyman James Skoufis along with 

two candidates for Town Supervisor and the Town Historian and many others who filled the 

house.  Although some may have merely been curious about the big old house on the hillside, 

many – even most – came because they have found Cornwall to be a welcoming place for 

thoughtful dialogue, spiritual search, and creative expression.   Their presence was a testimony 

to the successful local outreach that Sharon Thomson, Simonetta Romano, Lucy Jones, Emily 

Thomas, and others have carried on in recent years.  As Dream Questers are discerning the 

future of our Cornwall Grail Center, the diversity of people celebrating the 50th Anniversary – 

like the rainbow Saturday afternoon over Storm King Mountain – suggests a positive future. 

-April Goering 

____________________________ 

Cornwall Grail's 50th celebration marked a time of growth and dedication.  People came from 

near and far.  It was a time for old friends to reminisce and reflect, and new friends to meet and 

learn about the history and intentions of The Grail.  The weekend was filled with good food, 

many blessings and abundant hope for the future.  For 

me, as an about-to-be new Grail Member, it was a time 

to reaffirm my desire to make my commitment to The 

Grail.  

-Jacki Murray, Grail Explorer 

____________________________ 

 

"I wish that the energy I feel in the room right now 

continues because this is the energy that has kept 

Cornwall going all these years!" 

-Cay Charles (blessing/toast at the Sunday Brunch, 

as remembered by Kate Devlin) 

____________________________ 

Cay Charles & Mary Gene Devlin. Photo by Carol Skyrm 
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With Thanks to ALL those whose hard work, talent and 
dedication made Cornwall’s Anniversary Weekend such a 

great success: 
Sharon Thomson 

Simonetta Romano 
Lucy Jones 

Mary Ann Neuman 
Rita Ponessa 
Kathi Hurley 
Linda Kolts 

Jacki Murray 
Cindy Cheyne 
Emily Thomas 
Ceci Figueroa 

Nancy Peckenham (Local Advisory Group) 
Lynn Peebles (Local Advisory Group) 

Barbara De Fina (Local Advisory Group) 
 

Jeff Small (friend & neighbor) 
Terry Murray (Jacki’s husband) 

Bill Clarke (Rita’s husband) 
Mark Fleischman (Nancy’s husband) 

Ilona (our 12 year old raffle ticket seller) 

  

The kitchen team takes time out to eat: Jacki Murray, Rita Ponessa, Ceci Figueroa at 
Sunday Brunch 
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Meeting for Food Justice 
Cherie Holman 

Since last spring, U.S. Grail members have been meeting monthly by conference call around 
issues of Food Security & Food Sovereignty, one of the themes chosen by the Grail Women in the 
Americas. We call ourselves the Food Justice group, and we share what we each have been doing 
to address different facets of food issues, from soup kitchens to advocacy for farm workers, from 
participating in CSAs (community supported agriculture) to educating ourselves about the 
difference between food security and food sovereignty, from gardening to petitioning our 
legislators. 

Food touches many aspects of our personal lives, and food is related to most issues of public 
concern today: nutrition, public health, workers’ rights, immigration, international agreements 
such as NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) and the TPP (TransPacific Partnership), 
environmental degradation, and climate change. Industrial agriculture, the current predominant 
form of agricultural production in the US, is a model that is geared toward profits, efficiency, and 
yields, rather than the health of people and places. Industrial monoculture, by its own inherent 
qualities of lacking diversity, eroding and depleting soils, and requiring enormous quantities of 
petroleum for fuel and chemicals, is radically endangering the planet’s soil, water, and air. Up to 
one-third of greenhouse gas emissions are directly related to food production and distribution. 
As global systems approach a state of crisis, we recognize that we need to do much more than 
recycle and vote with our forks. 

The method of meeting across the miles by telephone has worked well for us. But, on November 
6, seven of us – Judy Alves, Cherie Holman, Lucy Jones, Sharon Joslyn, Mary Lou Lageman, 
Marian Ronan, and Lenie Schaareman – were able to gather in person and spend a day 
together at Grailville before the National Gathering. Trina Paulus, the other member of our 
group, was not able to join us. In addition to the fun of just being together and enjoying Lenie’s 
hospitality, we were able to accomplish quite a bit, and we set several goals for the year ahead. 

Most of our activities will involve educating ourselves and others. We will join in the online 
discussion of Foodopoly that was set up by Marian Ronan. We will also be in contact with 
Wenonah Hauter, the president of Food and Water Watch and the author of Foodopoly, and hope 
to bring her to Grailville for a program sometime in 2014. We found that many of us are already 
involved in activities of Food and Water Watch in Florida, Ohio, New York, New Jersey and 
Washington, so we decided to collaborate with them when it is feasible. 

In addition to continuing our monthly articles in Gumbo, we plan a new “Food News” item in the 
weekly National Grail News. Beginning in December, each week we will present a fact or question 
to think about, an example of a response or action that we or someone else has taken or 
committed to make, and an invitation for you to join us in taking some (usually small) step to 
bring about the more just and sustainable world we in The Grail long for.  

It is not too late to join our Food Justice group! We will continue our monthly conference calls, 
usually on the third Thursday of the month at 7 p.m. Eastern Time. To get in on our email Google 
group, Facebook page and/or conference calls, contact Lucy Jones at grailconhlucy@igc.org or 
(845) 594-8505 (cell). 

  

mailto:grailconhlucy@igc.org
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Readers’ Corner 
Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth.   
Edited by Llewellyn Vaughn-Lee. Point Reyes, CA: The Golden Sufi Center, 2013.  280 pp.  
 
By Marian Ronan 

Odd as it may seem for a Grail member to say, I am wary of the word 
“spiritual.” You might be, too, had you lived 11 years in Berkeley, 
California, the land of beautiful people chanting OM in two-hundred-
dollar Lululemon outfits.   

But I decided to read Spiritual Ecology anyway because the climate change 
work I’ve been doing makes my need for a stronger spiritual base 
painfully apparent. You can spend only so much time reading and writing 
about the pending end of the planet without needing a serious infusion of 
hope. 

I began by reading three essays by Catholic environmentalists—Thomas Berry, Sister Miriam 
Therese MacGillis and Richard Rohr—and another by Thomas Berry students Mary Evelyn 
Tucker and John Grim.  I had read Berry’s early work in mimeographed form at Grailville in 
the 1970s and was glad to return to it here in his “The World of Wonder.” Berry, who died in 
2009, drew on his mastery of world religions and Teilhard de Chardin to fashion a Universe 
Story in the service of planetary transformation. In “The World of Wonder” he challenges us 
to literally see the natural world as a sacred antidote to the imminent extinction of species 
brought on by individualism and the industrialism.  Yet he manages to communicate this as a 
fundamentally numinous task, one that gives the reader hope. 

The interview with Sister Miriam MacGillis highlights the central role of Berry’s Universe 
Story in hands-on farming and environmental education at Genesis Farm in northwest New 
Jersey. And the co-founders of the Yale Forum on Religion and Ecology, Tucker and Grim, 
acknowledge Berry implicitly in “The Next Transition.” The culmination of the 13.4 billion 
year evolutionary process, we learn, is a “Great Transition” or “Turning” from hyper-
individualism and environmental destruction to kinship and sustainability—a hopeful 
prospect indeed. 

Yet my favorite essay in this bunch is Franciscan Richard Rohr’s feisty “Creation as the Body 
of God.” Rohr begins with a refreshing acknowledgment of the big role that “very poor 
Christian theology” and its harmful notions of physicality and embodiment have played in 
our current environmental crisis. What about “our supposed belief that the Eternal Word of 
God became ‘flesh,’ ” he wonders. (235) He then uses Christian theology, from Paul and 
Augustine, Duns Scotus and Aquinas, to Gerard Manley Hopkins and Sally McFague, to 
argue that the world is indeed the body of God. It seems, Rohr suggests, that the only thing 
that will make us recognize our common oneness with all people and all creation is the 
common suffering that our planetary destruction promises. But God and God’s goodness will 
have the last word. 
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I was also deeply moved by the Native American selections in Spiritual Ecology--in large part 
because they embody the union of spirit and matter that “very poor Christian theology” tears 
apart.  In “Listening to Natural Law,” Chief Oren Lyons, Faithkeeper of the Turtle Clan of the 
Onondaga Nation, tells us that the spiritual side of nature is absolute, for which we must give 
constant thanks, but that we’d also better get off our lazy asses and make our leaders change 
their ways. Similarly, in her essay  “In The Time of Sacred Places” indigenous activist 
Winona LaDuke details the indivisible connections between religious rituals, the people who 
celebrate them, the ancient land where they live, and the creatures that live with them. 
Examples include the relationship between the Winnemem Wintu of Northern California and 
the Nur salmon there, and between the Abnishanaabeg of Lake Michigan and the wolves and 
wild rice that sustain them. Similarly, the subcontinental Indian activist Vandana Shiva 
identifies food itself as the inextricable bond between creator and created. 

Unfortunately, another batch of essays in Spiritual Ecology is a good deal less helpful than 
these memorable depictions of the oneness of all creation. Written by white male “spiritual 
teachers,” they draw primarily on exhortation and repetition to get the party line across: 
CREATION IS SACRED they tell us, again, and again, and again.  One of the offenders in this 
regard is the editor of the collection, Sufi teacher Llewellyn Vaughn-Lee. In his introduction 
and again in the final essay, Vaughn-Lee reinscribes repeatedly the either/or that underpins 
so much of modern culture—but this time it’s either separate, isolated, materialist lives or else 
virtuous ones lived in unity with nature. God forbid he acknowledge that many of us live 
lives that oscillate between the two. And Jungian analyst Jules Cashford reinscribes another 
noxious polarity by adulating Gaia, the “Earth Mother,” even as he quotes exclusively male 
scientists and environmentalists throughout his essay.  

Fortunately, a number of other essays offset these spiritual-in-the-worst-sense efforts.  
Whatever concerns I have about Buddhism being otherworldly are swept away by Zen Roshi 
Susan Murphy’s history of a genetically patented hybrid tomato raised by Mexican farmers 
for $2.50 a day, fumigated with toxic chemicals whose wastes are then shipped to Alabama to 
poison the black community there while the tomatoes are sold on plastic foam trays in 
cardboard boxes made in Canada and shipped all over North America in refrigerated trucks 
whose coolants destroy the ozone layer. This is a juggernaut, Murphy reminds us, in which 
we all collude. For Thich Nhat Hanh, the Buddhist bells of mindfulness some of us have had 
the pleasure of hearing have become less beautiful but no less essential: they’re the floods, 
droughts, melting sea ice, and hurricanes that signal global warming. Only if we become 
mindful of the damage we are doing to Mother Earth is enlightenment possible.   

And for Buddhist eco-philosopher and spiritual activist Joanna Macy, the western 
individualist ego is being replaced by a wider construct, an “ecological self.” Rooted in our 
collective mourning for the imminent demise of the planet, we are coming to realize, for 
example, that we are not protecting the rainforest down there, but rather we are the rainforest 
protecting itself.   

Spiritual Ecology is by no means the only volume that introduces westerners to the 
foundational oneness of nature and the spirit. For Grail members who want to begin 
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understanding that oneness, however, the essays I’ve discussed here, and others in Spiritual 
Ecology, are a pretty good place to start. 
Marian Ronan is active in The Grail Climate Action Circle. She blogs at marianronan.wordpress.com. 
A version of this article appeared in the October issue of EqualwRites, the newsletter of the 
Southeastern Pennsylvania Women’s Ordination Movement. 

 

 
The Botany of Desire 
by Michael Pollan 
Thorndike Press, 2001. 338 pp. 

By Ingrid Farnham 
Michael Pollan, biologist journalist, has again (as he did with The 
Omnivore’s Dilemma) written a book that offers a different way of 
perceiving the world. In this book, we learn how human and plant needs 
and desires co-evolve. The apple represents our desire for sweetness; the 
tulip, our desire for beauty; marijuana, our desire for transcendence; and 
the potato, our desire for control. We learn that plants’ needs have used 
human desires to evolve, as much as humans have evolved as the result 
of our interactions with plants. 

John Chapman (AKA “Johnny Appleseed”) was apparently a strange 
fellow, clad in a burlap bag and wearing a pot on his head, traipsing 

barefoot even in the snow, and living entirely outdoors. He journeyed by foot and by dugout 
canoe throughout the Midwest, sowing apple seeds in the early 1800s. While apples are 
usually grafted from parent stock to control genetic variability, Chapman started 
innumerable orchards from apple seeds and gave the Midwestern settlers the seeds with 
which to start highly valued apple orchards of their own.  At that time, apples were grown 
not for eating, but to be made into cider, particularly hard cider, which was the most popular 
beverage of the day.  It was far easier and faster to make hard apple cider than to brew beer, 
and satisfied the sweet tooth. (Sugar did not become widely available in America until the 
1900s.) Chapman also presaged the American Transcendentalists with the Swedenborgian 
precept of “as on earth, so in heaven” – that everything beautiful and useful on the earth was 
a reflection of heaven. The apple became America’s favorite fruit and flourished here—
whether grafted or seeded—from  its origins in Europe. While American growers today focus 
on the 12 or so most popular varieties, a Vermont historical orchardist grows hundreds of 
different varieties in an effort to preserve the apple’s biodiversity. Human’s desire for 
sweetness has ensured the apple’s success. 

Tulipomania hit Holland hard between 1635 and 1637. The somber Calvinist burghers of 
Holland so loved the idealized beauty of the Semper Augustus tulip (a white tulip with red 
flares), that a single bulb sold for tens of thousands of guilders, more than gold of equivalent 
weight. Fortunes were made and destroyed as the Dutch parlayed bulb futures via scraps of 
paper that promised huge sums for bulbs that hadn’t even been grown yet. Even though the 
Dutch are credited with founding the stock market in Amsterdam in the 1600s, the trade in 

http://marianronan.wordpress.com/
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tulips presaged our current practice of buying and selling commodities futures—and the 
potential impact of betting on the future.  Pollan introduces the notion of Apollonian (classic, 
austere) beauty vs. Dionysian (wild, diverse) beauty, noting that the tulip represented an 
idealized—and hence, Apollonian—form of floral beauty, and hence was so prized.  What is 
perhaps most interesting, however, is the idea that flowers begat mammals—and humans by 
extension.  In the era of dinosaurs, there were no flowering plants, and sexual reproduction 
was accomplished by releasing pollen into the wind or water. “Beauty did not yet exist. That 
is, the way things looked had nothing to do with desire” (page 107).  With the advent of 
flowers, natural selection favored flowers that could draw the attention of pollinators.  The 
desires of animals became the most important factor in natural selection, and the plants that 
best succeeded at gratifying those desires (with color, scent, the size of fruit) produced the 
most offspring.  By producing sugars to entice animals to disperse their seed, flowers 
multiplied the world’s supply of food energy, making possible the rise of warm-blooded 
mammals. 

Both symbol and object of our perpetual desire for transcendence, marijuana is now grown 
expertly by green thumbs who meet and swap prime seeds every summer in Amsterdam. 
Marijuana is only the latest in a long history of plants that have been used by humans to alter 
their consciousness and even commune with the gods.  Psychoactive plants and fungi (such 
as the peyote cactus, the Amanita muscaria and psilocybin mushrooms, the ergot fungus, the 
fermented grape, ayahuasca, and cannabis) have been present at the creation of several of the 
world’s religions.  One of the world’s earliest known religions was the cult of Soma, practiced 
by the ancient Indo-Europeans of central Asia.  According to its sacred text, the Rig Veda, 
Soma was an intoxicant with the powers of a god (Soma was likely Amanita muscaria).  
Andrew Weil calls consciousness changing “a basic human activity” (page 139), noting that 
even children seek out altered states of awareness.  They will spin until dizzy, deliberately 
hyperventilate, and seek the energy rush supplied by processed sugar.  Medieval gardens 
contained plants that healed, intoxicated, and occasionally poisoned.  Witches and sorcerers 
created potions containing datura, opium poppies, belladonna, hashish, fly-agaric 
mushrooms (Amanita muscaria), and the skins of toads (which can contain DMT, a 
hallucinogen).  These ingredients were combined in a hempseed-oil-based “flying ointment” 
that the witches would administer vaginally using a special dildo. This was the “broomstick” 
by which these women were said to travel. Grapes and hops in the garden continue to 
provide a legal source of intoxication (unlike marijuana). The human desire for 
transcendence (or, at least, the alteration of consciousness) ensures that marijuana and other 
psychoactive plants will continue to be cultivated. 

More than 300 varieties of potatoes were grown by the Incas on steep, rocky patches of 
ground.  One reason the Incas were successful potato growers is that they appreciated the 
great diversity of these tubers (did you know there are blue potatoes shaped like golf balls?), 
which adapted to the many microclimates of the Andes.  Potatoes likely came to Europe on 
the hold of a Spanish ship in the 1700s.  For Irish peasants, they became the primary food 
source, as the English had taken much of their arable land and they themselves could not 
afford to buy wheat.  The only problem was that the potatoes were all descendants of the 
original spud that arrived from the new world, thereby rendering their entire food source 
susceptible to the blight fungus of 1875. The desire for the perfect French fry has likewise led 
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to the dominance of the Russet Burbank today, and the associated risks inherent in 
monoculture. The most extreme example of desire for control of plants, is apparent in the 
GMO (genetically modified organisms) manipulations by Monsanto.  It has developed the 
New Leaf potato, which contains so much Bt (botulimus thuringenesis) that it is untouched by 
potato beetles.  Although Monsanto says “trust us,” only time will reveal the true impacts of 
the New Leaf and other GMO plants, such as the emergence of pesticide-resistant super 
pests. Although all four of the plants—the apple, the tulip, the marijuana plant, and 
potatoes—are co-evolving with us, we know that Nature always wins over human plans.   

 

 

 

In Loving Memory: Elise “Jacqueline” Kemp 

We learned this week that former Grail member Elise “Jacqueline” 

Kemp died June 3 at the age of 85. Jacqueline came to the Year 

School in 1954, served many years at Grailville and at city centers 

in Detroit and Philadelphia, and as adminstrator of the Grail 

National Committee. She left the nucleus in 1968 and, according to 

her cousin, “spent the next 20 years in school, both learning and 

teaching.” She became a social worker at the age of 59, then spent 

the last 15 years of her life caring for a 97-year-old aunt. At her 

memorial service, a number of cousins shared stories of Elise and 

her delight in life. “Marvelous. Glorious. Exquisite. Extraordinary. 

These were ‘Elise’ words… Said with feeling, large and generous words flowed naturally 

from Elise who had an inner life large enough to experience things in their fullness…The 

last days of her life were remarkable to witness. Frail and physically weak, she 

nonetheless glowed…On her last conscious day she was in love with 

everything…Whatever her last days might have looked like from the outside, that’s not 

where Elise was. She was in a very rich place and grateful to be there. Marvelous. 

Glorious. Exquisite. Extraordinary and Lovely. Elise.” 

Thanks to Jane Duffin and Anne Mulkeen Marcus for sharing the news. 
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Grail Birthdays: December - January 
Make a call, drop a note or send an email to one of your sisters on her special day. 

DECEMBER   

4 Beth Wasmer 
5 Mary Kay Delgado 
8 Helen Culleton 
11 Penny Carr 
12 Jay Williams 
13 Viola Lafosse 
13 elmira Nazombe 
14 Gail Malley 
18 Mary Divito 
19 Joyce Minkler 
19 Julia Almaguer 
22 Jean Wilson 
22 Lea Grundy 
28 Bethann Witcher Cottrell 

29 Taya Doro-Mitchell 
29 Carol Nosko 
29 Nancy Richardson 
30 Patricia Dillon 
 
 
JANUARY   
1 Sue Ann Kraus 
1 Theresa Sapunar 
1 Deborah Silvestri 
1 Angie Prewitt 
2 Heather Teagan 
Blackburn 
4 Kate Twohy 
5 Dottie Cortez 

6 Judith Defour-Howard 
7 Cherie Holman 
7 Lynn Louchart-Kiefer 
7 Liz Ciotti 
8 Patricia Dolan 
9 Judy Markle 
10 Elizabeth Murphy 
11 Elizabeth Rose 
15 Margarita Cabrera 
20 Marjourie Toups 
22 Terry Marshall 
23 Elizabeth Robinson 
27 Janet Farley 
28 Kathleen Walzer 
30 Ann Steffy 
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Helen Adler 
Julia Almaguer 
Judy Alves 
Donna Ambrogi 
Ana Flora Anderson 
Mary Lou Armas 
Joyce Asfour 
Carol Barton 
Wendy Bayer 
Shirley Beaupre 
Marcia Bedard 
Judith Blackburn 
Gloria Boudreaux 
Margaret Bruck 
Harlene Bryenton 
Wendy Budzynski 
Mindy Burger 
Margarita Cabrera 
Mary Ellen Camele 
Penny Carr 
Terri Carter 
Brigitte Ferrari- Cicero 
Rose Mary Clark 
Mary Ellen Clifford 
Pamela Cobey 
Barbara Coleman 
Rosa De Jesus Contreras 
Angelica Contreras 
Nancy Cooney 
Deirdre Cornell 
Vivian Corres 
Dottie Cortez 
Judith Cox 
Marguerite Coyle 
Mary Therese Coyle 
Theresa C. Czerwinski 
Ann Marie Czyzewski 
Theresa Dardar 
Helen Davis 
Maria De Groot 
Judith Defour-Howard 
Dora Estela Mena Delancey 
Mary Kay Delgado 

Virginia Deters 
Catherine Devlin 
Mary Gene Devlin 
Patricia Dillon 
Jackie DiSalvo 
Mary Divito 
Patricia Dolan 
Alice Dougan 
Gloria Duday 
Monica Erler 
Ingrid Farnham 
Mary Farrell 
Cecilia Figueroa 
Eva Fleischner 
Joy France 
Frances Frazier 
Ruth Gallant 
Joy Garland 
Barbara Gibbons 
Roberta Gill 
Mary Gindhart 
Margaret Goederer 
Marian April Goering 
Elise Gorges 
Jody Grundy 
Terri Guest 
Una Mae Hargrave 
Frances Hebert 
Martha Heidkamp 
Ann Heidkamp 
Elizabeth Heidler 
Grace Heising 
Dawn Helfand 
Bonnie Hendricks 
Laura Hershberger 
Rebecca Kremer Hill 
Cherie Holman 
Mary Hughes 
Anne Hurley 
Sonia Jacquez 
Kay King Jakob 
Lucy Jones 

Grail Member Giving, January 1-November 30, 2013 

169 Grail members have contributed $192,432.79 thus far this year. Thanks! 

75% of Active members 
45% of Emerita members 

Giving by Fund: 
Bronx Programs     $1,812.50 
Cornwall General Fund  $15,669.50 
Grailville General Fund  $32,787.25 
National General Fund          $121,167.20 
Special Projects   $22,708.84 

 
Sharon Joslyn 
Janet Kalven 
Alexa Kane 
Laura Kaplan 
Jean Kearns 
Renee Keels 
Alice Kelly 
Linda Kolts 
Kay (Marina) Kryvanick 
Maureen Laflin 
Viola Lafosse 
Debra Lambo 
Angie Loecke 
Mary Kay Louchart 
Marian Lucas 
Gail Malley 
Mary Ann McCarthy 
Marie Therese McDermit 
Carol McDonnell 
Elizabeth McGivney 
Frances McLaughlin 
Anne Mercier 
Joyce Minkler 
Marie Mohr-Grandstaff 
Elizabeth Murphy 
Mary Ann Neuman 
Lydia Nieves 
Emmy Normandin 
Carol Nosko 
Karen O'Brien 
Shellie Owens 
Trina Paulus 
Rita Ponessa 
Dorothy Rasenberger 
Nancy Richardson 
Maclovia Rodriguez 
Loretta Rokey 
Simonetta Romano 
Marian Ronan 
Elizabeth Rose 
Beth Rosen 
Rosa Ruiz 

Theresa Sapunar 
Lenie Schaareman 
Debora Schak 
Elizabeth Schickel-Robinson 
Audrey Schomer 
Marian Schwab 
Carol Siemering 
Deborah Silvestri 
Bernice Belair Sisson 
Carol Skyrm 
Angele Coyle Smith 
Audrey Sorrento 
Patricia St. Onge 
Brigitte Stark-Merklein 
Ann Steffy 
Deborah Sullivan 
Marie Sutter-Sinden 
Maureen Tate 
Rose Taul 
Maria-Emilia Thomas 
Emily Thomas 
Sharon Thomson 
Stephana (Mary Ann) Tikalsky 
Nancy Traer 
Barbara B. Troxell 
Kate Twohy 
Carolyn Vadala 
Ruth Vargas 
Barbara Waldron 
Lillian Wall 
Carol Webb 
Jan Weinkam 
Duanne Welsch 
Nicole Westrick 
Francine Wickes 
Jay Williams 
Jean Wilson 
Teresa Wilson 
Sharon Wood 
Claudia Yamasue 
Patricia Young 
Ieva Zadina 


