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History of Grail in the United States 1980’s to 2016, Unabridged 

Note:  This updated history of the Grail in the United States was requested and 

developed for the International Grail to supplement an earlier history that covered the 

period from 1940-1982. This document is a slightly longer and more detailed version 

with greater relevance for U.S. Grail members.   

At the International General Assembly in 1979, a timeline was stretched around the room and 

utilized to describe the history of the Grail from the very beginning. Participants noted 

fluctuations, the comings and goings of projects, and even countries touched by the Grail. Such 

movement seemed characteristic to the Grail. There was always fluidity, sometimes adding new 

projects or countries, sometimes letting go when the time came. 

This has been evident in the United States as well, as the Grail has adopted different structures 

and focuses in the years since it came to the United States. For instance, the hierarchical structure 

with which the American Grail began in the 40’s, shifted to a decentralized lateral structure in the 

70’s. Father van Ginneken’s vision of transformation of the world has stayed with us, but the 

living of that vision has shifted from decade to decade, influenced by the culture and needs of the 

time, and by a growth in perception and knowledge. 

1980’s 

In the 1980’s, the decentralized structure adopted in the ‘70’s was formalized in a new 

articulation in 1987 “designed to facilitate an on-going process of participatory decision-

making.” Member groups were the core of the movement, as geographical entities or centered 

around an interest, and commonly organized as Teams and Task Forces. The General Assembly 

(GA) remained the forum for making major decisions. Leadership positions were largely 

volunteer. Financial management was overseen by a Link Team. Representatives from around 

the country with financial responsibility for Grail projects, regions, and centers met annually as 

the Lateral Sharing Group (LSG). National leadership was provided by a three member 

Connections Team. Grail priorities were focused in the work of the Women’s Task Force, 

Liberation Task Force, and Religious Search Task Force. These Task Forces served as vital 

structural and programmatic units for member education, engagement, and enrichment in the 

80’s and throughout the next decade. Participatory decision making was mirrored in 

programming styles informed by popular education methodologies and the writings of educator, 

Paulo Freire, where the emphasis shifted from teacher and learners to facilitators and participants 

learning together. The Grail worked intentionally to incorporate an action/ reflection approach to 

learning and issue-based problem solving in its work in the world as well as in the Grail.  

Reports from meetings in this period indicate that members experienced growing spiritual 

diversity in the Grail in the U.S. Processes exploring how we express and achieve unity in the 

midst of diversity were initiated by the Task Forces. In the late 80’s, there was intense discussion 

and attempts to clarify the Grail’s relationship to the Catholic Church. Awareness of Liberation 



History of Grail in the United States 1980s - 2016, unabridged June 1, 2016 Page 2 of 16 

Theology and the work of base communities in Latin America informed this exploration as well 

as growing consciousness of power dynamics, sexism, and violation of justice in the Church. 

Religious forums were offering in depth study of the latest scholarship in diverse theologies and 

religious stances. Grailville began offering Zen programs. Many members continued to attend 

Holy Week-Easter celebrations. A Task Force formed for exploring Sexuality, also in relation to 

spirituality.  

Responsibility for the earth was incorporated into programming at Grailville with educational 

programs in permaculture. Cornwall had a program on “earth as self-educating,” and conducted a 

land-use analysis. In Cornwall, Cincinnati, and Philadelphia, regional study groups were 

immersed in the thinking of geologian/ cosmologist, Thomas Berry. 

The U.S. International Team connected with various programs. Cornwall hosted a residential 

International Formation Program. Grailville initiated a week long Global Village summer 

program for high school girls. The Bronx team organized an In-Spanish Training Program for a 

summer in Mexico. The Liberation Task Force focused on education in international solidarity. A 

California Grail team worked with migrants in Orange County, California. 

During the decade, the Task Forces worked jointly making local/global connections on the theme 

of Women Breaking Boundaries. Programs were held in Ohio, New York, and California that 

reached several hundred women. This program offered a holistic exploration of the systemic 

factors that control women’s lives and examined the local/global connections between sexism, 

racism, classism, imperialism, and militarism.   

There was outreach to younger women. The San Jose team worked with regional women joining 

the Grail. Cornwall, after a period of an intense Metanoia experience, started programming with 

weekends and summer “camps” and “workweeks” delving into themes as varied as new 

understandings of the universe, psychosynthesis, and Sister Miriam MacGillis’s New Story of 

Creation. Psychosynthesis programs were also offered at Grailville and the Women’s Task Force 

was offering programs in feminist thinking and personal transformation. 

Organizationally, work commenced at the end of the decade to address long range financial 

planning. Criteria for evaluating membership were established. Issues of retirement planning 

came into focus with teams and sub-groups working on issues of values and relatedness, finance 

and housing, and other resources on aging.  A first Conference on Growing Older in the Grail 

was held in December, 1989.    

1990’s 

The decade opened with celebration of the 50
th

 anniversary of the Grail in the United States.  

Themes explored at this time included Contextual Theology, cosmos/earth/land study of “The 

New Story,” Women Breaking Boundaries, globalization, and North/South – South/North 

exchanges with Mexico. In 1994 and 1997, the U.S. Grail affirmed these national goals: fighting 
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racism; promoting ecologically responsible ways of living; engaging women in a community of 

commitment and shared responsibility; appreciating, sharing, and utilizing the wisdom of Grail 

members; ensuring future staffing of centers and projects; and increasing financial resources.   

A process to determine the “Role of Properties” was initiated in 1990. This three-year effort 

called for study, analysis, experimentation, and self-evaluation to determine the best use of 

properties in light of Grail goals and mission. The process concluded with proposals for the 

future presented at GA 1994.  

Grail members in San Jose and the San Francisco Bay area, along with others dubbed the 

“Dream Team,” moved forward plans for a Child Development/Grail Center and community 

housing project. The Dream Team worked faithfully throughout the decade to implement this 

plan that responded to the community’s need and released this precious Grail resource for a 

future that would continue to manifest the Grail’s vison and mission in the San Jose community 

for years to come.  Although the new center was no longer under Grail administration, several 

Grail members maintained a presence on the Center Board and worked to support the ongoing 

success of this project.    

The Grail Center in the Bronx, while not owned by the Grail, offered programs for women and 

girls on self-esteem and spirituality. Girl groups met at the house in connection with other local 

parish activities. The Grail house became a popular gathering place and a center to host 

international visitors, including those coming to New York for United Nations work as part of 

the Grail’s Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) status. Grail members living at the center 

also engaged the local community in environmental justice awareness and activism.   

The Grail sold a property in Brooklyn, NY, in 1998, the proceeds of which were invested for 

future development of the Grail in the New York region. The Philadelphia Center continued as a 

residence for Grail members and others while continuing to develop local programming on 

ecofeminism, Celtic spirituality, economic, social and racial justice and health and the 

environment. Based also in Philadelphia, another series of workshops titled “From Africa to the 

Americas: An Interfaith Dialogue, were initiated by a multicultural group of Black women from 

Brazil, Guyana, Haiti and the U.S. These Grail women and others of African ancestry gathered to 

share about religious experiences, faith stories, and journeys from the perspective “There is 

Something Within that has Sustained us from Africa to the Americas”. The group also produced 

video and discussion resources for use by Grail groups in other locales. 

Throughout the 90’s, Grailville continued its commitment to projects and programming focused 

on women and the land. New Women, New Earth was a four-month program exploring 

ecofeminism from a theological perspective that included garden internships, trainings around 

permaculture and wetlands, as well as other forms of environmental education and action.  

However, throughout this same period Grailville experienced deep financial trouble due to the 

condition of aging buildings with serious foundation problems. The questions of who would 
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consider living at Grailville and what would happen to Grailville in the future were raised with 

greater urgency.   

Cornwall continued to focus on maintaining an intentional spiritual community with 

programming efforts revolving around the issues that were emerging from within the community 

itself. A core community of approximately six members, primarily nucleus, lived a simple 

lifestyle, worked on subsistence, and shared responsibility for all aspects of the Center. These 

women were much appreciated for their hospitality, intellectual curiosity, radical thinking, and 

affirmation of all who visited the Center. The community welcomed international residents as 

well as interns who assisted for a year at a time with programming and operations. Members 

throughout the northeast region came to Cornwall to experience Grail formation and community. 

National finances continued to become a recurring concern. Stronger budgeting and financial 

analysis informed strategies, especially to develop investment portfolios to fund future retirement 

needs, centers, and Grail mission related work. A Development Fund Committee was 

established, and money was invested in professional development consultants and staff, to pursue 

comprehensive fund development strategies including grants and planned giving. Efforts were 

made to increase member awareness of the importance of financial giving as a reflection of Grail 

solidarity.    

A Retirement Committee focused on issues of Growing Older in the Grail and a retirement 

supplement fund was established. At GA 1990, members voted to hold Grailville and Cornwall 

as “lands in trust” for retirement needs. By the 1997 GA, it was decided that older members 

should identify support teams to assist with aging issues for members 55 and older, especially 

nucleus members. 

Unified Program Planning (UPP), a forum of Grail programming entities, working on setting 

priorities and exploring opportunities for collaborative programming, began to meet annually to 

share ideas and coordinate practically with program materials, resource people, and program 

models that could be reproduced. The Task Forces committed to own each other’s focus and to 

go deeper with each focus in their continuing work, separately and in collaboration. In 1994, 

UPP was supported with budget and staff, and in 1997 was added to the Grail Structure with an 

office that was established in Philadelphia. Examples of joint programs at that time are Women 

Breaking Boundaries, Making Global Connections, and Women, Power and Politics. Women’s 

Leadership Development became an emerging programmatic focus. UPP gradually began to 

function much like a think tank for the Grail, initiating exploration of themes such as leadership 

transition in the Grail. The Forum also developed “The Core Values of Grail Centers” and 

proposed wider application as a statement of Grail values. The model visualized how Grail life 

and work was rooted in Spirituality or radical call, that is lived in community. This call finds its 

expression in Grail work as hospitality, global awareness, action/outreach, integration, 

education/formation and ambience/arts.    
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The International Team fostered greater awareness of the Grail’s international dimension and 

IGA themes: Racism, Facing Cultural Change, Building Justice and Solidarity, Contributing to 

the Survival of the Planet, and Globalization. Members attended the UN Beijing Meeting of 

Women in 1995 and organized preparatory meetings and follow up activities. Cornwall hosted 

several international formation programs. The Bronx Center increased involvement in UN 

Activities. Grailville continued the summer Global Village for Young Women. A U.S. Women 

of the Americas National Network was initiated to respond to heightened cultural sensitivities in 

light of the 500
th

 anniversary of Columbus’ arrival in the Americas. This began a period of active 

North/South networking, international exchange, global/local analysis, and training programs for 

grassroots women, especially with Mexico. 

A focus on economic justice developed in the late nineties. New York Politics and Spirituality, a 

Grail group formed in the late ‘80s to interrelate issues of spirituality and activism, explored the 

negative impacts of globalization of the economy, especially on women. Philadelphia members 

conducted trainings in economic literacy and on growing income and wealth inequality with such 

programs as The Growing Divide and Doing Justice in the Global Economy. Grailville opened 

the Women’s Resource Center to support low income women in the local area. Many members 

were actively engaged in fair trade issues and the growing influence of multinational 

corporations, especially in relation to labor conditions internationally and threats to the 

environment. Allied to economic justice, exploration and personal consciousness raising on the 

dynamics of race, ethnicity, and class within the Grail and in society, along with a growing 

awareness of white privilege, helped members open to the questions that diversity in this area 

posed. 

With renewed focus on women’s economic empowerment, The Grail Women’s Task Force 

received a grant to implement a mentoring program in Butler County, Ohio, with women 

impacted by recent national welfare reform policies. They convened two Ohio Women’s 

Leadership Caucuses on Welfare Reform and conducted Self-Sufficiency Standard research with 

the University of Cincinnati Center for the Study of Work and Family.  This work informed later 

U.S. Grail commitments to establish just wages for its employees. 

Spirituality programming expanded and diversified. The Grail Women’s Task Force launched 

Women Defined Theology, a one-week intensive residential program experience focused on 

theologizing from one’s personal experience. Grail centers and local groups conducted programs 

in Celtic Spirituality, Song of Songs, Women, Solitude and Solidarity, Buddhist/Christian/ 

Feminist Dialogue as well as meditation and labyrinth related programming. Cornwall offered 

several series on The New Story with Thomas Berry and Sr. Marian Therese McGillis, Spiritual 

Journey, Centering Prayer, and retreats for women interested in Politics and Spirituality.  

Grail Women with Children (GWWC) was initiated and built an international network to provide 

a voice for members with children to share in the Grail vision and values by interacting around 

mutual concerns and issues, sharing personal stories and experiences. GWWC published 
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“Together in Prayer”, a family meal prayer resource. Late in the decade GWWC focused on the 

spirituality of parenting and conducted phone chains to elicit reflection on the experience of 

parenthood and its impact on Grail spirituality and one’s own spiritual perspective. Other 

network reflections were developed around parenting toward promoting peace and justice as well 

as confronting cultural forces of violence and consumerism.  

In the arts, several poetry ritual theatre productions, written and produced by Grail member, 

Sharon Thomson, were planned and performed throughout the country: The Circle and the Light 

– on the Grail Myth, presented at Grailville, Philadelphia and Cornwall; Ancient Healing: A 

Ritual from the Clan of the Not-So-Many Breasted Women, presented in Philadelphia and Ohio; 

“Do Not Give Way to Evil” in the Bronx, New York; and St. John’s Oak theatre production in 

Louisiana. They, along with other art programs in poetry, art as spiritual journey, quilting, music, 

and spiritual writing were important vehicles for outreach by local Grail groups. 

Some issues presented at the 1997 GA shed light on directions the United States Grail was taking 

at the turn of the century. Since spirituality is the great basis of the Grail’s work in the world, the 

fact that the following were important points at that GA seems significant. There was deep 

reflection on the reality of diversity, including spiritual diversity, as a gift, not a negative, in the 

United States. The question arose as to whether the U.S. Grail needed a common spiritual 

practice now that the Mass was no longer the primary one. There was heightened consciousness 

that U.S. Grail women come from diverse cultural, class, and spiritual backgrounds. Members 

felt called to be open to new experiences, to operate from a “stance of unconditional positive 

regard”, and affirm that the Spirit moves each one to a great search. The Catholic faith and 

relationship to Church remained strong and personal for many women, although there was great 

diversity of opinion on such issues as inclusive language and women’s ordination. Regardless of 

one’s relationship to the institutional church, the connection with Christianity and the poor was 

cited as important, as was a feminist rejection of patriarchy. The Grail had become the only place 

where some women found authentic spirituality possible. To address these issues, Unified 

Program Planning was directed to facilitate a national dialogue on the reality of religious 

difference in the U.S. Grail. 

Not unrelated to spirituality, issues of sexuality and lifestyle choices became a focus at a national 

meeting via a panel of members who spoke personally about these choices: single, married, 

nucleus and lesbian. Issues of the Grail’s formal 501(c)3 ties to the Catholic Church were raised 

and there was discussion of the tensions of being lesbian where justice in the church does not 

exist. The panel addressed the role of the nucleus in the future of the Grail in the U.S., and 

participants discussed the consequences if it did not continue. Different perceptions of 

responsibility and power arose in relation to lifestyle choice and availability for Grail work and 

leadership. It was also significant that a panel on generations in the Grail highlighted the diverse 

perspectives of women meeting and joining the Grail in different times. The meeting brought up 

the need for study and rethinking of sexuality and the traditions of the Church. A 

Sexuality/Lifestyles/Life Choices Team was formed to initiate conversations around the country 
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on this aspect of our diversity.   

2000’s 

Coming across the turn of the century and into a new decade, there appeared to be three themes 

happening in the Grail in the United States: a continuity of many of the programs and focuses of 

the 80’s and 90’s with some new initiatives; a realization of new Grail challenges that led to a 

change in the structure in governance and a new perception of the present reality of the Grail in 

this country; and an underlying base of diversity and complexity as defining characteristics of the 

US Grail. 

The General Assembly of 2000 mandated that the Grail’s national structures – which had not 

been updated for a quarter century – should be assessed systematically, and then considered 

again at the GA of 2003 so that they would meet contemporary needs of the Grail in relationship 

to leadership, mission, and member participation. A committee charged with this task presented 

its proposal to the National Meeting of 2002. In the following year, Grail members in groups 

around the country discussed, reviewed, and recommended changes to the proposal. 

Only The General Assembly could make the formal decision for adoption. GA 2003 approved an 

amended new structure and affirmed a transition process for making the new structure 

operational by January 1, 2004. With the implementation of the new structure, the former 

structural elements of the Connections Team and the Lateral Sharing Group were eliminated.  

The Link Team transitioned to a Treasurer and Finance Team. The work of Unified Program 

Planning continued for a brief time within the parameters of a newly created Program Quadrant. 

In the new national structure each team, region, and group participated in a Quadrant of related 

teams that shared similar aims, purposes and needs. These four Quadrants of focus – 

international, membership, programming, and centers had representatives on a National Council. 

Quadrant Council members brought ideas for new initiatives, as they developed among the 

groups, to Council meetings for review and consideration in a national strategic plan. The 

Council evaluated input from Quadrants and decided about use of Grail resources in the context 

of priorities set by the Grail General Assembly. The structure established a National Leadership 

Team of three persons elected by a discernment process of the membership and reestablished a 

National Office for the U.S. Grail at Grailville. Strategic Planning by the Council was underway 

and Grail work was taking place through Centers and Member Circles. The work and activism of 

individual members was affirmed as work of the Grail.  

This was a period of significant change that resulted in both endings and beginnings. The sale of 

the Grail House in Philadelphia took place in 2003 but members continued with outreach, 

programming, and retreats on themes of sustainable living, spirituality, and work/spirit. The 

Grail in California sold the San Jose townhouse but local members remained involved with the 

Grail Community Resource Center that had its own director and staff and was expanding its 

programs in the community. The Religious Dimension Team expanded to include the Deepening 
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Spirituality group, Grail Women with Children, and work with the International Theology 

Network. GWWC conducted a panel presentation at the Association for Research on Mothering 

Conference, raised funds to assist African Grail members in caring for AIDS orphans and 

continued to develop processes for reflection and sharing for those in the network. 

New initiatives got underway. A Grail Web Site was developed. A Video on the U.S. Grail was 

produced: In Search of The Grail: The Story of a Women’s Movement. Training for Community 

Transformation, a leadership development program for community based women was launched, 

involving 60 women in a three phase popular education experience, one of which was conducted 

in Spanish. This program evolved into the Women’s Institute for Social Transformation (WIST), 

established to expand leadership training through popular education, and was based at Cornwall. 

Workshops aimed to provide support to women leaders and exposure to a variety of popular 

education methodologies in programs such as: Working with Groups; In the Struggle for Justice: 

We Will Not Be Divided; Religious Diversity and Anti-Discrimination Training; What Ails 

Thee: Transformation and The Holy Grail; Developing Communities: Practicing Theatre for 

Transformation; Leading from Spirit, and a series, Living an Integral Life. WIST explored 

emergent thinking on social change rooted in transformation of consciousness while preparing 

for a program, Personal to Planetary Transformation. This was not developed further as WIST 

was impacted by broader Grail realities regarding financial and leadership capacity to sustain 

such a large programmatic initiative. 

 

Grailville was a hub for many earth/land efforts, offering permaculture training and opportunities 

for garden interns. In response to a major septic system failure involving several buildings, an 

innovative wetlands sewage treatment system was implemented along with educational programs 

on wetlands, composting, and water usage at Grailville for groups interested in ecology and 

sustainability. A Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) was up and running. With support 

from an independent conservation group, we created an easement to protect 20 acres near the 

Grailville streambeds. 

 

Members of approximately twenty households, some Grail members and others living near 

Grailville, along with an extended network of supporters, began exploring in earnest the creation 

of an Ecovillage at Grailville, as an intentional residential community focused on sustainability.  

The community committed to: create a diverse community of people who have a passion for an 

earth-harmonious, sustainable, socially equitable way of life; live the values of Grailville: 

ecological sustainability, spirituality, full empowerment of women, and social justice; and 

embody a sense of life’s sacredness in all actions and gatherings. Meanwhile, Grailville 

continued to experience heavy deficits and the Grailville Conference Center was working 

aggressively to increase usage of buildings to generate revenue and also encourage more Grail 

members to come and live at Grailville to help maintain the Center and contribute to 

programming. 



History of Grail in the United States 1980s - 2016, unabridged June 1, 2016 Page 9 of 16 

During the decade, Cornwall continued to be a place for retreat and programs varying from those 

in theology and ecofeminism to a retreat for teachers, in addition to the programs sponsored by 

WIST. Continuing as a locus of Grail residential spiritual community, Cornwall presented an 

International Formation Program in 2001. In 2008, Cornwall reinstituted a Metanoia Program 

similar to that which took place in the late seventies, which members attended because of their 

individual needs for spiritual deepening and nurturing, as well as the desire to find the new 

“spiritual glue” of the Grail, and to renew a sense of community among themselves. The 

sustainability of the Cornwall Center also began to emerge as an issue of concern as long time 

nucleus members of the residential community began to retire and move to other residences.   

The ties between Cornwall and the Bronx Grail Center grew with the further development of the 

Grail’s status as a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) at the United Nations. The Bronx 

Center and the Cornwall community actively worked to sponsor the participation of increasing 

numbers of women and girls from the U.S. and other Grail countries at the Commission on the 

Status of Women (CSW) each year in March.  A Clothes for Community project was begun by 

local women in the Bronx who had attended the Spanish Language Training for Community 

Transformation. Women of the Americas continued its efforts with a six-month program with 

U.S. and Latin American women. Latin American women were also attending UN Beijing follow 

up meetings with a focus on leadership training. Young Women of the Americas began in 2004. 

The Liberation Task Force, formed in 1975 to keep the social justice dimension alive in the 

Grail, was redefined as the Global Justice Advisory Committee with responsibility to educate 

members on global justice issues, facilitate taking stands on urgent issues, and communicate 

around local social justice activities. New York Politics and Spirituality met regularly for 

inspiration and support for each other’s individual social activism and conducted forums on 

racism, women’s issues, globalization, class/gender analysis, and environmental justice. They 

came to Cornwall twice a year for retreats and planning. 

Early in the decade, work was underway on several levels to clarify the Grail’s relationship to 

the Catholic Church. The reality was that the Grail was increasingly ecumenical, interfaith, and 

open to diverse spiritual paths. Whether through study, activism, professional work, or spiritual 

practice, members were on a spiritual journey no longer in sync with traditional Church thought 

and practice. Specifically, work was done to determine the Grail’s Canonical status as an 

international lay movement under the 1983 Canon Law and to clarify and establish the Grail’s 

non-profit status as distinct from its inclusion or removal from the Official Catholic Directory.  

This would have serious implications for the Grail’s future inability to access funds from 

traditional Catholic fundraising sources in the U.S.  

In 2000, the General Assembly directed Unified Program Planning to initiate a process to 

explore religious diversity in the Grail. Resources were prepared to stimulate conversations 

around the country on the Grail Faith Message and a national Grail Retreat was held in 2001 to 

focus on this theme. GA 2003 called for a new team to work on the question of Spiritual 
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Diversity in the United States Grail. This team developed a survey which was sent to all U.S. 

Grail members early in 2004. The responses were analyzed by the team, and a report written and 

distributed. The next step of the team was the proposal for a National Meeting on Spiritual 

Diversity. 

At that National Meeting in 2007 – Toward Shared Spiritual Practices – participants gathered in 

groups with spiritual practices similar to their own such as meditating, reading the scriptures, 

gardening, walking, journaling, going to Mass, etc. This was so successful that this element 

continued in national and regional gatherings thereafter. Secondly, participants used a 

participatory process to try to identify common ritual elements and prayer in order to create a 

ritual form with others. This proved more difficult although much was learned contributing to 

further work on diverse spiritual paths and practice. A meaningful conversation took place at this 

gathering on the tradition of Agape as a ritual form that utilizes familiar liturgical elements but 

allows a creative space in which to celebrate spiritual diversity as a community. Many Grail 

gatherings later incorporated Agapes that were experienced as beautiful and deeply moving.  

As these exciting initiatives were taking place, a crisis was developing in available leadership to 

manage movement responsibilities. The Council called for an Extraordinary GA in 2005 to 

specifically address the future of Grailville, questions regarding Council authority, decisions 

requiring a member vote, evaluation of the new structure, and a review of the Strategic Plan. 

Preparatory regional meetings were held throughout the country. This GA was a significant 

moment for the U.S. Grail. After much discussion and input, a new U.S. Mission Statement was 

adopted that remains in effect to the present time:  

About the Grail 

The Grail is an international women's movement committed to spiritual search, social 

transformation, ecological sustainability, and the release of women's creative energy throughout 

the world. We are bonded in action, solidarity, and faith, working in 20 countries, as individuals 

and Grail groups, interconnecting regionally, nationally and internationally. 

 

Vision 

Called by our spiritual values, The Grail envisions a world of peace, justice and renewal of the 

earth, brought about by women working together as catalysts for change. 

 

Mission Goals 

The Grail in the U.S. empowers women to work for world transformation by: 

- building bridges among diverse faith traditions and spiritual paths 

- advancing peace, justice and a world free from military dominance 

- fostering international exchange and solidarity 

- challenging economic systems that put at risk the most vulnerable, especially 

       women and children 

- creating communities for a sustainable future 
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- celebrating the arts as a means for personal and societal transformation 

 

A Grailville proposal to identify as a “Spiritual Center for Sustainable Living” was accepted, a 

stabilization plan was initiated, and an advisory committee was instituted to consider alternative 

uses for Grailville, including Ecovillage. Those interested in an Ecovillage began meeting 

regularly and incorporated as Heartland Ecovillage to continue their education, research, and 

planning. 

Despite many efforts, Council and Grail teams experienced limited availability of members for 

Grail work. Fewer members, an aging membership, and geographic distances were becoming 

obstacles to community and decision-making. It was increasingly difficult to articulate Grail 

work to attract funding from outside sources. The Grail was not functioning in a sustainable way 

and had to face decisions to downsize and refocus resources to support mission priorities. 

Grail leadership proposed a series of “scenarios” for the future taking into account membership, 

centers, finance, and leadership realities, inviting further discernment and feedback. After 

considerable work at GA 2008, a composite scenario was developed to guide strategic planning. 

This Movement Building Scenario was presented back to members for affirmation and indeed it 

was accepted. It affirmed that the primary expression of Grail Vision and Mission is through 

Grail Centers and Grail Groups. It called for reinvestment in Centers as vibrant, spiritually-

based, visible, practical, and focused expressions of Grail Vision, Mission, and Values. The Grail 

“group” was viewed as a primary mechanism for collective work and Grail visibility, providing 

an opportunity for members to support, inspire, and deepen their own work as well as to work 

with others to have greater impact. 

Towards the end of the decade, work continued on a Strategic Plan and Grail Policy matters.  

There was affirmation of Grail work taking place through Centers and Member Circles (formerly 

“groups”). Grail members continued to meet in local circles with each determining activity to 

suit the availability and interests of their members. The work and activism of individual 

members was reaffirmed as work of the Grail. Those involved in outreach and development 

refined the Exploration/ Membership Process to facilitate women learning about and joining the 

Grail. This process resulted in two important clarifications: most members were admittedly too 

busy with jobs and family life to do more Grail work other than gather for prayer and mutual 

support, although this was meaningful; and that this Movement Building Scenario would require 

a significant investment of financial resources.  

By this time, issues of aging in the Grail were a growing community concern. Although Grail 

elders remained active participants in Grail life and work, some experienced increased 

challenges regarding health, financial security, housing, and the need for support systems to 

prepare for the future. Many Grail elders, particularly nucleus members, joined the Grail with 

expectations that the Grail would be their primary community for life. The time had come for 

more intentional planning to address our Grail family responsibility for the well-being of Grail 
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elders. In 2008, an Elder Care Work Group was formed, comprised of Grail members with 

skills/knowledge in counseling, spiritual direction, medicine, finance, law, insurance, and elder 

care, as well as a member of the Council and Grail managers of the Health and Welfare Fund.  

This working group represented the desire and intention of the Grail to compassionately and 

effectively support Grail members growing older in the Grail and to provide support and 

assistance to those with increasing needs for care during the latter phases of life.     

A growing number of retired Grail members, some with spouses, began moving to Pilgrim Place, 

a senior community in Claremont, California, for those who had served in religious or charitable 

organizations. They enjoyed an intellectually/ theologically stimulating, ecologically sensitive, 

personally active environment, and have made their “Grail mark” on the community as well. As 

active Grail members, individuals continued to serve in Grail leadership, on committees, and 

participated in consultative processes as a Grail circle. 

As deepening the bonds of our diverse spiritual community became a deeper call, outreach and 

growth became a strategic priority for the future. Was the Grail’s mission and vision relevant to 

women in this new century? How could we reach women we believed were looking for us? We 

faced challenges of visibility and clarity of mission and identity. The future required harnessing 

limited women and financial resources to grow our spiritually diverse international community. 

In the years to come, attention would become ever more focused on these sustainability issues. 

2010’s 

The decade began with member participation in several International Meetings: an IGA, a 

Portugal gathering for women ages 35-55, an international meeting in Ohio for women 70-100, 

as well as attendance at the annual UN CSW meetings. A GA also took place in 2011 on the 

theme “Worlds in Which We Live,” to suggest all the worlds Grail women find themselves in, 

the microcosm and the macrocosm: from the inner world to spaceship earth, from individual 

work to collective projects here and around the globe. The gathering explored how the vision 

"called by our spiritual values, the Grail envisions a world of peace, justice and renewal of the 

earth, brought about by women working together as catalysts for change" is lived out as a 

transformative force. Members asked: What does the Grail DO? What is the Grail called to do in 

the near future? 

Discussion centered on Grail activity related to environment, social Action, and spirituality. 

There was excitement about Transition Towns, an international movement of grassroots 

community initiatives to build local resilience in the face of peak oil, climate change, and 

economic crises, through local planning and action. Others were energized about involvement in 

the Occupy Wall Street movement that began in New York. Participants committed to a variety 

of social justice, environment, spirituality, and arts endeavors. However, no theme emerged as a 

focus for common mission related Grail work. That focus moved to the sustainability of our 

centers and most especially a long term plan for Grailville. 
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At Cornwall, the Metanoia program continued and the process was duplicated in other locales. In 

January 2013, a Dream Quest was initiated, intending to be a two-year discernment process to 

consider the future of Cornwall, and engaged approximately eighteen members in the visioning 

of what Cornwall might become. Another effort during this period was Phoenix Rising, a 

dialogue with leaders of other religious traditions who had been meeting at Cornwall over the 

span of many years and considered the Center to be their spiritual home. The dialogue intended 

to explore this relationship to the Center and assess if there might be a basis for future 

collaboration and sustainability of Cornwall as an interfaith spiritual center. 

In the summer of 2013, the Council invited Grail leaders from 2009 to the present to come to a 

Think Tank to begin to lay the groundwork for GA 2014. This was a continuation of a series of 

meetings of various groupings within the Grail to review and evaluate the Movement Building 

Scenario and progress on the Grail Strategic Plan. The report of the meeting included these big 

questions to be asked of the next General Assembly: What is the great work of the Grail today 

and how do we use our resources to that end? What is accountability in the Grail and how do we 

measure membership and leadership accountability? Is it time to divest the centers? Can we 

afford to maintain a national organization? How? To what extent is the membership ready to 

invest its time and money? 

Circle meetings in various parts of the country began to meet twice a year to consult with 

Council on these and other essential Grail issues. Groups worked with discussion guides and sent 

the answers back to the Council who considered, summarized, and shared back with members.  

This process of exchange continues into the present. 

It was becoming evident that, despite significant financial investment in movement building and 

Grail Centers, the U.S. Grail was experiencing growing financial deficits that were not 

sustainable. Additional questions regarding sustainability of staff support, available leadership, 

member experience of the new governance structure, and lack of clarity with respect to mission 

and spirituality pointed to the need for a different way of meeting and thinking together. A desire 

for deeper dialogue and alternative approaches to problem solving and decision-making led the 

Grail into a consultation with Sr. Nancy Sylvester of the Institute for Communal Contemplation 

and Dialogue. This fruitful conversation resulted in a pre-GA retreat on Contemplative Dialogue, 

designed to prepare members to integrate silence, deep listening, and new dialogue skills into the 

GA 2014. The planners of this GA had learned from GA 2011 that a container was needed to 

hold the discussions and sessions and, since more than half of the participants at the GA attended 

the pre-GA retreat, Contemplative Dialogue became that container.  

A much anticipated item on the agenda for GA 2014 was a determination on a future direction 

for Grailville. In the fall of 2013, in response to a sobering report from Grailville leadership of 

finance, physical plant, and program realities, a Grailville Task Force was formed and tasked to 

develop: a participatory process to elicit input from members; no more than three scenarios for 

using Grailville’s resources; and a mechanism to present these scenarios for Grail circle 



History of Grail in the United States 1980s - 2016, unabridged June 1, 2016 Page 14 of 16 

consultation meetings and distill member feedback into proposals for consideration at GA 2014. 

Because of the long history of attachments to Grailville, members were heavily invested in 

discerning Grailville’s future. The approach of contemplative dialogue was instrumental in 

enabling participants at the GA to have difficult conversations and arrive at some primary areas 

of agreement. 

The decision was made to retain the Oratory and Grail cemetery as the Grail’s Spiritual home, 

ease out of the work of running a retreat center, protect agricultural acreage for continued 

organic food production, explore partnerships, and to form a Grailville Future Committee 

(GVFC).  It was the responsibility of this new team to develop a process to solicit proposals for 

sale, lease, or partnership with respect to Grailville buildings and land. The ensuing process 

generated an extraordinary amount of energy and discussion among members in a variety of 

forums - on the Grail listserv, in conference calls, in Gumbo, and many small meetings. A full 

packet of vetted proposals was eventually presented to the membership for consideration. These 

called for significant land sale to other programs and agricultural operations judged to be 

compatible with the Grail’s Mission and that would ensure good use of Grailville land and 

buildings as well as generate income to develop a Grail Center Homeplace at Grailville.    

It is difficult to capture the degree of planning, thought, and work that so many Grail members 

put into this collective work. Many staunchly advocated for continued Grail ownership, 

programs, and projects at Grailville, while others dove into the GVFC proposals to do further 

evaluation, analysis, and critique. Women on all sides of the question expressed their desire to 

make the best choices possible out of their love for the Grail, Grailville, and Grail values. To 

move all of this dialogue and work forward in a purposeful direction a National Meeting was 

called for 2015 to address tensions and misunderstandings in order to identify common ground 

for decision making and next steps. Again utilizing outside facilitation and a Contemplative 

Dialogue approach, members were able to sort some issues and came up with some proposals to 

put to a membership vote.  

The future of Grailville has become, for all intents and purposes, a common work at this point in 

time. The Grail in the U.S. has been stretched by the challenges this work entails. Decisions of 

this time will shape how the Grail continues to be a presence in the region where members have 

so much history involving Grailville. A Grail at Grailville team was approved by Council to 

begin planning for the Grail’s future on a sizable portion of land that members voted to retain, 

with the Oratory as a central focus. Meanwhile, a Grailville Implementation Committee (GVIC) 

continued to respond to proposals of those interested in purchasing the rest of Grailville’s 

property and buildings for agriculture, park land, residential programs for women, and new 

construction of residential housing and residential facilities for elder populations.  

While much work continues on internal matters of sustainability, finance, membership, and 

leadership, members from coast to coast are engaged in activism on environmental issues, 

especially related to fracking and climate change. New York members formed a climate change 
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group and many, along with others from around the country, attended the Climate Action March 

in NY in September, 2014. 

Members have become increasingly engaged in international activities. For the last several years 

the Bronx Center has welcomed CSW (Commission on the Status of Women) interns who 

facilitate the increasing involvement of more girls and women attending the CSW in March each 

year. In 2012, a Women in the Americas regional meeting was held in Mexico where two 

programmatic focuses emerged: Restorative Justice and Food Security and Food Sovereignty. A 

Food Justice study/action group formed to share information, build relationships among 

countries, and deepen Grail identity as part of our international formation. Cornwall sponsored a 

program in Restorative Justice. There have been several intercultural exchanges with Cuba and 

connections with women interested in the Grail in Ecuador and Honduras. There is potential for 

renewing and energizing Grail women across the Americas as a regional focus. In the summer of 

2015, a highly successful Sacred Activism program for young women took place over three 

weeks at Cornwall. Twenty-two young women came from nine countries to immerse themselves 

in a participatory learning experience based on Beijing +20 and UN Millennium Development 

Goal themes. Many Grail members contributed expertise in curriculum modules and supported 

the success of Sacred Activism. Discussion continues regarding the expansion of this effort as an 

International Grail project of the future.   

This is where we, having crossed into the second half of the 2010 decade, find ourselves at this 

point in time. How we will resolve the challenges regarding the future of our Centers remains a 

major concern. The Grailville question is in process. The future of the Cornwall center will be 

looked into next. Questions about land and buildings, available Grail members to work them, and 

how the Grail in the United States will sustain, focus, and use our energy in the future are the 

work we are in the midst of now. What is not in question is that Grail members continue to be 

inspired - mind, body and soul - by the Grail’s Mission and Vision and the opportunities to be 

catalysts of change and transformation that draw us into the future. Women continue to be 

intrigued by the Grail’s integrated vision and have found in the Grail, a home, a place where 

authentic spiritual search is possible. We have long suffered the question, “What does the Grail 

DO?” In truth, the doing is the response of each woman’s life to the deepest center of her being 

that calls her to the Grail to live an intentional and integrated life of spiritual search, 

empowerment of women, social transformation, and the healing of our planet.   May it continue 

to be so.  

A collaboration of Maureen Tate and Mary Gene Devlin 

with gratitude to Judith Blackburn, Joyce Minkler, Marian Ronan,  

and Carol White for assistance with draft review and editing 
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Source Material for History Update for United States Grail, 1985 – 2016 

U.S. General Assembly Reports: 

 June 18 - 24, 1990 

 June 27 - July 3, 1994 

 June 23 - 28, 1997 

 June 18 – 25, 2000 

 June 23 - 29, 2003 

October 27 - 30, 2005  

June 23-29,2008 

November 3 – 6, 2011 (Notes only - no final report produced) 

June 4 – 6, 2014 

 

National Meeting Reports: 

 July 1989 

 June 26 - July 1, 2007 

October 31 - November 2, 2015 

 

Lateral Sharing Group Reports: 

 December 4 - 7, 1997 

December 10 - 13, 1998 

November 30 - December 3, 2000 

December 5 - 8, 2002 

 

The Grail in the United States Web Site 

Council Reports 2004-2016 

Gumbo, U.S. Grail Monthly Publication 2004-2016 

Grail Strategic Plan – accepted May 2009 

Mission and Vision 

National Grail News 2013-2016 

 

Janet Kalven. Women Breaking Boundaries: A Grail Journey, 1940-1995.New York:  State University of 

New York Press, Albany, 1999 

 

The Grail Entering the 21
st
 Century.  Cape Town, South Africa.  The International Grail Secretariat. 2000 

 

A Brief History of the Grail in the United States.  Text of a talk by Marian Ronan to Grail members in 

New York.  

  

Personal Files: Maureen Tate 

Unified Program Planning Meeting minutes and Program files  

Women’s Institute for Social Transformation meeting minutes and program files 

Council Program Quadrant Reports 

 


