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MEET NOREEN WILLHELM, NEW NATIONAL DIRECTOR 
~ Judith Blackburn, Chair of the Search Committee ~ 

 
Those who attended the Programming Meeting at 
Grailville on August 20 got a sneak preview of our new 
Director, Noreen Willhelm.  What they saw was a vibrant 
and open woman in the prime of life.  

 
Noreen is set to begin work officially on September 8, 
and she will be publicly introduced at Grailville’s 65th 
Birthday Celebration on September 20th.  From 
September through December she will be on a steep 
learning curve as she becomes familiar with the Grail 
way of doing things and with the incoming Grail Council. 

 
What drew Noreen to us in the first place was an affinity 
with our values and mission.  She described the Grail  

this way in a recent Dayton Daily News interview: “[The Grail is] a group of really 
smart, committed women working on peace, economic justice and a range of issues 
I’ve been interested in my whole life.”  
 
What drew us to her was not only her personality and general fit with the Grail, but 
also her extensive experience with managing complex organizations that have as 
their foundation the betterment of women’s lives.  Most recently she served as 
Executive Director of Rhythm in Shoes, a Dayton-based American music and dance 
company.  Earlier she had been both Project Manager and Interim Executive Director 
of Planned Parenthood of Greater Miami Valley.  At one time she also had been a 
reporter and then Assistant Metro Editor of the Dayton Daily News.  The Search 
Committee found that she is a creative researcher (she looked up the Grail’s IRS 990 
on the internet before her interview with us) with a keen sense of public relations.  In 
addition, she and her husband, Vince McKelvey, run an organic CSA (Community 
Supported Agriculture) farm near Dayton, Ohio. 
 
On a more personal level, Noreen is the mother of three children: Sarah, 34, Felice, 
29, and Will, 14 – all of whom have attended Catholic schools at one time or another.  
She is very definitely on a spiritual journey, having been raised Baptist and now 
comfortable in a variety of spiritual contexts, describing herself as “either a Catholic 
with Unitarian tendencies” or “a Unitarian with Catholic tendencies.” 
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What’s struck her so far about Grail members is our passion and commitment.  “It’s 
palpable,” she says.  However, she sees her biggest challenge as helping people 
[outside of the Grail] understand what the Grail is and what it stands for.  She’s full of 
admiration for the programming going on at our centers, but she’s curious about how 
women who live far away from Grail centers remain active and feel a part of things.  Her 
first few months, she predicts, will be a process of “learning the language,” getting to 
know key members, and understanding how all the pieces fit together.   
 
For a description of our selection process, please refer to last month’s Gumbo article.  
What impressed the Search Committee the most, I believe, were Noreen’s answers to 
how she had helped solve disagreements in her earlier positions and how she had 
understood and worked with diverse populations.  She’s committed to a collaborative 
style of leadership, and she understands the dynamics inherent in working with 
differences.  One of her reference people characterized her as an extremely 
dependable person who will draw out from people what needs to get done.  That, we 
thought, is just what the Grail needs. 
 
Soon after Noreen begins her new job – which she reports she’s very much looking 
forward to – you will get a chance to meet her via telephone conference call.  Save 
Tuesday, September 15, at 7 PM Eastern for that opportunity.  RSVP to the National 
Office by 9:00 AM the morning of the 15th and then simply dial into the regular Grail 
conference call number: (218) 486-1600, with code number 498783#.  If this “get 
acquainted” phone call is anything like the several other interviews Noreen has 
participated in, I anticipate a lively and informative exchange that will point us all toward 
the fleshing out of our newly affirmed Grail Movement-Building scenario for the future. 
 

 
 
 
 

2009 GRAIL MEMBER GIVING 

 
TOTAL MEMBER GIVING THROUGH JULY 31:  $62,620.19 

National Fund = $ 37,980.00 
Grailville = $ 10,225.00 
Cornwall = $ 4,520.00 
Special Project Giving = $ 9,895.19 

# OF MEMBERS GIVING:  

All member categories: 127 of 260 (49%) 
Active & Wider members:  96 of 203 (48%) 
 

 

Noreen, continued 
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This is the first in a series of occasional articles about the Grail in Africa, Latin America, and 
the Pacific. 
 

THE GRAIL IN UGANDA 
~ Marian Ronan ~ 

The Republic of Uganda is located in the Great Lakes region of East Africa and is bounded 
by Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Kenya and Tanzania.  It has nearly 
31 million inhabitants.  Life expectancy there is 45.3 years.  (In the U.S. it is 77.7 years.)  
Before European colonization, the country was made up primarily of Bantu speaking people 
from central and West Africa and Luo and Ateker herders and farmers who had come from 
the north.  In 1860 British explorers arrived in Uganda, and Britain ruled the country as a 
protectorate from 1882 until 1962 when elections were held.  The Ugandan government has 
changed hands a number of times since then.  The current president, Yoweri Museveni, is 
credited with bringing a new level of human rights and development to Uganda, including 
one of the most effective responses to the HIV/AIDS epidemic on the African continent.  In 
2007, Uganda was 85% Christian and 12% Muslim. 

The Grail began in Uganda in 1953 when two international Grail leaders, Lydwine van 
Kersbergen and Margaret van Gilse, drove there from Johannesburg, South Africa at the 
invitation of the Catholic Archbishop of Kampala.  The archbishop had become attracted to 
the Grail's work with women when he saw a Grail play in the Netherlands. 

Initially, the Grail's work in Uganda was at Rubaga Hospital in Kampala, the capital, near 
the shores of Lake Victoria.  Grail staff during the early years included nurses Marie 
Therese McDermit, Lorraine Machan and Mary Mackey; Elizabeth Weigand, an 
administrator, and medical doctor Magdalene Oberhoffer.  They were later joined by Drs. 
Rita Moser and Martha Wigger, as well as by U.S. Grail member Ruth Chisholm, a nurse, 
and Joan Dilworth, who worked with the local women.  By the mid-1950s the Grail was 
operating regular outpatient clinics and maternity centers in the more distant parishes of the 
archdiocese.  The Africanization of the hospital was one of the Grail's primary goals at 
Rubaga, and the Grail turned the hospital over to indigenous leadership, Bannabikira 
Sisters, in 1974. 

Simultaneous with its work at Rubaga Hospital, the Grail began medical, educational, and 
social work in the diocese of Masaka, southwest of Kampala.  Among other achievements, 
the Grail started the first girls' school in Masaka District, Christ the King.  The school was 
established by American Grail members Josephine Drabek and Alice McCarthy.  Anne 
Mercier also taught there.  A number of future Grail leaders, including Elizabeth 
Namaganda, met the Grail at Christ the King.  The Grail eventually handed the school over 
to a congregation of Catholic Sisters.  In subsequent years the Grail also worked in the 
dioceses of Masaka, Hoima, Mbarara, Kabale and Tororo as part of the services extended 
by the Catholic Archdiocese of Kampala.  By the 1960s, the Grail had more than 60 
expatriate staff in Uganda, and by 1973 over 100 Grail members and volunteers had served 
in Uganda for periods ranging from 3 to 20 years. 

Today, the Grail in Uganda has 42 voting members, 12 of them in the nucleus, and 60 
members in the movement overall.  Women joining the Grail take part in a year-long 
formation program followed by an internship in one of the communities served by the Grail.  
Among the Grail's current works is the Ugandan Catholic Training Center which is affiliated 
with the Ugandan Martyrs Catholic University outside Kampala.  There, a Grail team of four, 
under the leadership of Elizabeth Namaganda, administers a wide range of development-

continued next page 
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oriented training courses, with particular emphasis on preparing professional personnel in 
accounting, administration, social and economic analysis, hotel and management, fashion 
and design, secretarial studies, technology (especially computers) and project 
management.  Students come to the Training Center from across Uganda as well as from 
Kenya, Tanzania, Ethiopia and Sudan. 

In 2008, the Grail in Uganda also celebrated the 50th anniversary of its work in Mushanga 
parish, in the Western Region of Uganda.  Initially, this work involved a medical dispensary 
and accompanying social outreach to women of the area.  The work was especially difficult 
during the regime of Idi Amin.  Nevertheless, in 1978, under the leadership of Grail member 
Polly Nyangoma, the Grail launched a series of Community Based Health and Immunization 
Programs that continue today.  These programs reach out to grass roots communities to 
improve sanitation, diet and nutrition and to prevent HIV/AIDS and other diseases.  One 
part of the effort involves two groups for widows with and without HIV/AIDS; another, in 
Mushanga, targets children; a third, in Kishabya, is aimed primarily at educating children 
and adults.  A fourth branch of the program, "Education for Life," offers 3 to 5 days of 
programming for young people during their school holidays.  This program for youth is 
carried out by Grail members in both Masaka and Mushanga.  Beginning in 2003, a number 
of community members in Mushanga and Masaka were trained as village HIV counselors 
and trainers, with a team of Grail members led by Frances Nassuuna and Angelica 
Nsiimenta heading up the counseling programs.  In 2003, the Grail celebrated its 50th 
anniversary in Uganda, while in 2008 it celebrated its 50th anniversary in Mushanga in the 
Mbarara Archdiocese. 

Some members of the Grail in the U.S., in reviewing the description of the Grail in Uganda 
on the international Grail website, or when meeting Ugandan Grail members in person, may 
be struck by the strong Catholic identity of the Grail in Uganda.  The website expresses the 
mission of the Grail as sharing "in the mission of the whole Church to make Christ known 
and loved in the world."  We need to remember, however, that for our sisters in Uganda, 
one of the reasons the Grail is important to them is precisely because it gives them power 
within the church and in the rest of society, as Angelica Nsiimenta observed in a 
conversation at the Bronx Grail Center earlier this year.  The Grail in Uganda has the 
opportunity to work hand-in-hand with the church.  
 
This article was written by Marian Ronan with the assistance of Ugandan Grail member 
Angelica Nsiimenta.  Thanks also to Ruth Chisholm for reviewing the article. 

 
 

FOCUS ON TANZANIA 
~ Marian Schwab ~ 

As all of East Africa struggles with the drought and the resulting shortage of food, the Grail 
in Tanzania is coping.  Many reports from Uganda, Kenya, and elsewhere in Tanzania are 
dire, but at the Grail’s St Teresa of Avila school near Mount Kilimajaro, students and 
teachers are okay.  National leader Margarita Shirima reports that they are managing, 
despite the very real shortage of food and water. 

This past month, the Grail in the U.S. wired to Tanzania $2750 more for St Teresa school, 
for a total of $9608 this year.  Margarita responded with a note of thanks, writing that the 
money “has come in a time of great need.”

Uganda, continued 
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Nearly half the amount sent in August was given for the support of Maasai students whose 
families struggle greatly, even in normal times, to contribute toward tuition.  Margarita 
reports that the drought has meant that there is no grass where the Maasai people can 
pasture their cattle.  The cattle are dying for lack of food, and parents have no money at all 
to send to the school to support their daughters.  

At nearby Kisekibaha, Margarita states, “we are all fine.”  The problem of water at that Grail 
Center has been alleviated considerably by the well drilled with money sent by the 
International Grail.  The water it produces is now used for the garden, for the animals, and 
especially for watering the orange trees.  That well, Margarita says with some emphasis, “is 
a great help to us.” 

Meanwhile, in Mwanga at the Grail school, the new Headmistress is reportedly working out 
very well; and despite the drought and shortage of food, students are performing well 
academically.  Students stay at the school all week and go home on the weekends.  

Although space is already at a premium, the school is preparing to receive in October a new 
group of girls in Pre-Form One (in U.S. terms, junior high school).  “Accommodation” is a big 
problem.  Project Manager Maria Goretti is working to get a hostel built in time to house the 
in-coming students.  Obtaining enough funding for the project continues to be a major 
challenge. 

Mieneke Hage, the Grail’s International Finance Officer, is currently working with Grail 
leaders in Tanzania, on assignment from the International Leadership Team.  Before 
returning home to the Netherlands, Mieneke will also visit Grail teams in Uganda and 
Kenya.  Tanzania has 74 Grail members and three Grail Centers in addition to the school. 
Uganda has 42 members and four Grail Centers; and Kenya has 29 members in various 
teams. 

Uganda, on Tanzania’s northern border, also faces an extreme shortage of food because of 
the prolonged drought.  In July, the Uganda Joint Christian Council (UJCC) – an ecumenical 
organization including the Church of Uganda, the Roman Catholic Church and the Uganda 
Orthodox Church – issued a public appeal to the international community to come to the 
assistance of the millions of people affected. 

In Kenya, the other Grail country bordering Tanzania on the north, many Kenyans are 
struggling for survival because of diminishing supplies not only of food and water but of 
electricity.  Early this year, the government declared the famine involving 10 million people a 
national disaster, but the evidence months later indicates that the problem has only 
worsened. 

Grail members, their friends and family members who would like to contribute financially to 
the school in Tanzania are asked to send checks to the National Office, made payable to 
The Grail, with Tanzania school project written in the notation line.  

Cards with this photo of students in the Grail 
school are still available from Marian Ronan for 
a minimum donation of $10.  The card reads, 
In your honor, a gift has been made to the 
Grail’s school for girls in Mwanga, Tanzania, 
in the shadow of Mount Kilimanjaro.  Our 
students thank you…  
The Grail is an international movement of 
women of faith working to achieve peace, 
justice and a sustainable future. 

Tanzania, continued 

mailto:marianronan@optonline.net


U.S. Grail Gumbo 6 September 2009 

I’m sure many of you know that New York Grail member, Joy Garland, led a movement to turn 
some vacant land on the East River, which borders one side of Manhattan Island, into a park 
space.  It wasn’t easy.  Other people had their eye on the land for, yet another, high-rise 
building.  Joy convinced others, including the City of New York, of the value of a Stuyvesant 
Cove Park, not only for the beauty but also for education and many outdoor activities.  She 
was the first Executive Director (now Emerita).  She wisely gathered a cadre of volunteers and 
formed an active association to support the project.  Following is an article that Joy 
contributed to the spring/summer edition of "The Cove," the Stuyvesant Cove Park 
Association newsletter, which shows the larger vision that inspired her. - Dorothy Rasenberger 
 

 

A NEW AGE DAWNING? 
~ Joy Garland ~ 

 
A new year, a new president, and a new awareness that our planet and ourselves are in 
deep trouble.  We are experiencing not only the financial crisis, but the ecological crisis, 
which even now seems to be taking a back seat to the markets instead of us seeing their 
inter-relationship.  People are asking, “how did we get into this mess and, more 
importantly, how do we get out of it?” 

Now that we are awakening to the hard reality, that if we humans keep on exploiting the 
non-renewable resources of the one planet that appears to favor life as we know it, we 
have a choice – to change our unsustainable ways of living or to bequeath to those who 
come after us a despoiled Earth whose inability to support life breeds war over the very 
resources that support life – water, food, air, and energy. 

We need to seek out the visionaries who can connect these problems and put us on the 
path to solving them both.  Dr. Thomas Berry, a historian of cultures who died June 1, 
was such a person.  Dr. Berry’s book The Dream of the Earth, published by the Sierra 
Club in 1998, explores Economics as a justice issue and describes our way into the 
future.  We must break our addiction to the idea that the present mode of operation in the 
industrial society where bigger is better, where an unsustainable lifestyle can continue 
indefinitely, and that there is no need consider the effects of environmental degradation.  
He insists that if we are to overcome our addiction described above and continue to 
evolve in a forward direction there will be some pain during withdrawal.  A direct 
experience of the wonder and mystique of the natural world can hasten our desire to 
both heal and preserve it. 

In The Universe Story, written with Dr. Brian Swimme and Dr. Berry, the authors call for 
an awakened consciousness as to our utter dependence on the Earth and the need for 
our global community to recognize our relatedness to both the living and non-living 
relatives that evolved from an unbroken chain of events rising out of that mysterious 
moment called the Big Bang and proceeding at breakneck speed into the future.   

According to science, the Earth was already billions of years old before the first humans 
appeared and emerged from Africa with the ability to reflect on what they saw and 
experienced as they struggled for survival in small bands of hunter-gatherers.  In trying to 
make sense of the natural forces that both threatened and sustained them, humans lived 
in intimate communion with the Earth and developed rituals, stories, and art that reflected 
their level of awareness and their desire to influence natural occurrences.  Today, 
although deprived of their original homelands and forced toward assimilation by their 

continued next page 
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European conquerors, the first Americans have struggled to retain their ancient 
reverence for the Earth as their Mother in their efforts to protect the land from exploitation 
and destruction by corporate, governmental or private “developers.” 

One of the truly earth-shaking realities of our time is that we humans have achieved such 
technical capabilities over the years that it is now within our power to take what took 
nature billions of years to achieve in biological diversity of flora and fauna and jeopardize 
our own existence through war, ignorance and greed.  We are at a crossroads and what 
we do or don’t do within the next 10 years may well exceed the tipping point of no return.  
Fear can be a great motivator, but it can also generate paralysis or a sense that there is 
nothing an individual or even one nation can do to prevent calamity. 

Fortunately this need not be the case.  With every crisis there is danger, but often once 
awareness of the crisis sinks in, the needed energy can come to change course.  With 
the present financial tsunami, the whole world is becoming more aware of 1 – how we 
are interconnected, 2 – how the thinking and practices of economists was influenced by 
Newtonian concepts of a mechanistic world that could be understood from its own 
economic data, 3 – how out of control consumption patterns and short term need to 
maximize profits in our use of non-renewable resources is affecting present and future 
generations who experience severe poverty and a threatened existence. 

Thomas Berry believed that we can be on the cusp of a new age which he calls the 
Ecologic or Ecozoic Era.  The world crisis we are encountering may cause a sea change 
in how we humans will relate to the Earth, other people, and other forms of life in the 
present and future.  Berry believes that a period of mutually enhancing human-Earth 
relationship is being established.  There is a growing awareness that the Earth is not just 
a resource for humans with its value to be measured only in its gross national product.  
In 1982 the United Nations General Assembly passed the World Charter for Nature 
which, like the Declaration of Human Rights, sets a sound ethical standard on which 
individuals and governments can build a sustainable world.  Industry and Commerce are 
presently vying to see who can be the “greenest.”  There are new initiatives like Solar 2, 
“green” jobs and alternative energy entrepreneurs.  We now have a new President, a 
new administration and a new chance to right the wrongs of the past.  To achieve this, 
we need a new consciousness that will inspire us to take the necessary and sometimes 
painful steps to a new relationship to the planet, our fellow humans, and the larger Earth 
community.  We can take heart that our generation can begin to write the next chapter of 
Earth’s story. 
 

Grasshopper, your tiny song 
And my poem alike belong 
To the dark and silent earth 
From which all poetry has birth, 
All we say and all we sing 
Is but as the murmuring 
Of that drowsy heart of hers 
When from her deep dream she stirs: 
If we sorrow, or rejoice 
You and I are but her voice. 

 

- John Hall Wheelock 

New Age, continued 



 

 
GRAIL NATIONAL RETREAT 

THURSDAY OCTOBER 29 – SUNDAY NOVEMBER 1, 2009 
~ Carol Siemering ~ 

 
Come.  Come whoever you are; wanderer, worshipper, lover of 
leaving.  Ours is not a caravan of despair.  Though you have broken 
your vows a thousand times—Come yet again come!      Rumi  
 
National Retreat information and the registration form can now be found 
in the Member Area of the Grail website.  The list of Open Spaces will be 
updated there as well as the evening gatherings.  Two of the evening 
offerings will be Carol Webb sharing on the International Grail and Jay 
Williams giving us an opportunity to do International Folk Dancing. 
 
Take advantage of the Early-Bird rate - mail your registration form by 
October 1! 
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