
Meeting of Nucleus Members of the Grail in the US, June 20 to 23, 2010, 

By Mary Gindhart and Peg Linnehan (August 27, 2010) 

At a Nucleus meeting which was open to all Grail members following the National Gathering, 
June 20 to 23, 2010 Christa Werner from the International Leadership Team met with 18 
Nucleus members of the Grail in the US, 7 other US Grail members and Noreen Willhelm, 
National Director.  

Christa Werner had participated in the US National Gathering and in an Open Space presentation 
on The Nucleus in the International Grail immediately prior to the Nucleus meeting. Christa 
is the Nucleus Reference Person on the ILT.   

The 18 Nucleus members were: Ann Burke, Eva Fleischner, Mary Gindhart, Elise Gorges, 
Carolyn Gratton, Martha Heidkamp, Sharon Joslyn, Janet Kalven, Mary Emma Kuhn, Peg 
Linnehan, Mary Kay Louchart, Terry Marshall, Frances Martin, Anne Mercier, Dorothy 
Rasenberger, Lenie Schaareman, Debora Schak, and Audrey Sorrento.  Twelve Nucleus 
members did not attend due to sickness, and other reasons: Cay Charles,  Ruth Chisholm, 
Josephine Drabek, Janet Farley, Ros Kew, Catherine Leahy, Eileen Schaeffler, Audrey Schomer, 
Kate Twohy, Ruth Vargas, and Francine Wickes. 

The 7 other US Grail members who attended were: Joyce Minkler who facilitated the Nucleus 
meeting, Lyllis Ling, Marian Ronan, Marian Schwab, Katie Sellers, Joy Garland, Trina Paulus, 
and Elizabeth Robinson. 

Opening Session, Sunday, June 20  

We divided into 5 small groups and shared our personal experiences, thoughts and questions 
about the Nucleus.  Each group reported back to the whole group. 

Group 1 spoke of respect or lack of respect of Grail sisters regarding: sexual orientation,  
Catholics/Christians in The Grail, attitudes towards practice of Catholicism, the  Catholic 
tradition, and Catholics in Grail being more pro-active about programming.   They raised the 
question: Is it possible to make a lifetime commitment within The  Grail if a woman is not a 
Catholic or comes from another religious tradition –  or is it enough a woman wants to work with 
other women to transform society? 

Group 2 shared on the question: How different is the life of a Nucleus member from that of other 
members of the Grail who live out a similar commitment? 

Group 3 spoke of the positive process of the National Gathering, the maturity of the Grail, the 
bonding/formative experiences with new and older people, and health issues  in meetings when 
people come tired, Where is the Nucleus now? Legal aspects of Nucleus; what do we need to 
face? What are the procedures for release from Nucleus?  Why are we not able to mention God 
in some Grail gatherings? Language: commitment to Grail vs. commitment to God?   

Group 4 raised these questions: Is celibacy the heart of the Nucleus vocation? Do we have the 
infrastructure to support this vocation? Community dimension of Nucleus, Does  the Nucleus 
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make sense without community and without the religious dimension? What do we live from 
today as Nucleus? How essential is the Nucleus to the identity of The Grail? Is the Nucleus an 
alive reality today? 

Group 5 talked about spiritual rooting, women’s contribution, values that counteract current 
cultural practices,  and the Grail’s work in South Africa works with some young women across 
some faith divisions. What is the responsibility of the Grail in the U.S. to work for changes our 
own culture?   Questions: What is the future of the Grail? How do we keep the vision alive? 

Monday, June 21 

Reflection and presentation by Christa Werner 

On Monday, June 21, Christa led a reflection on the life of Edith Stein, a 20th century Christian 
mystic.  Edith Stein was a Jewish philosopher who became a Catholic Christian and a Carmelite 
nun. She died in Auschwitz during World War II.  

Following the time of meditation, Christa said that the questions that we put forward in  the small 
groups are also being raised in other countries:  what is the Nucleus? What is the role of the 
Nucleus in the whole Grail? What is its alive reality? Is it an international community of persons 
caring for each other? How does it express what matters? What should be lived? How is it 
nourished? How can a life as Nucleus be offered as an alternative to interested young women? 
What to let go of if Nucleus is a diminishing species? What is the relationship of the Nucleus to 
the International Grail? Does the Nucleus have a special place structurally? What is the role of 
the Nucleus Reference Person on the IPT? What is the “power” that is mentioned?   

At the present time, 160 Grail members (18-19% of the whole Grail) internationally are Nucleus 
members: 57 in Tanzania, 30 in the US, 7 are the only Nucleus member in the country where 
they are living.  Nucleus members are in France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, 
Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Papua New Guinea, Australia, Canada and the US. 

Christa shared with us how internationally the identity of the Nucleus is a question.   For 
example, in Tanzania the women who made dedications in 2009 are worried because women in 
other countries are not choosing the Nucleus way of life.  In Europe and North  America in 2010, 
the last Nucleus dedications among the current Nucleus members  were in 1996 (Portugal—
Maria Carlos Ramos), 1982 (Germany—Christa herself), 1975 (US—Martha Heidkamp) which 
raises the question: What are the reasons that there are no new Nucleus members in these 
countries? 

Continuation of work in small groups 

New small groups were formed and asked to come up with two questions that would move the 
Nucleus forward into the future.   

Carolyn Gratton reported that “one of the small groups talked about the original Grail dream 
and how we need to re-find it some 70 or more years later.  It could again be a source of energy 
(the wording “conversion of the world” not being ideal language for the present global, 
interfaith visionaries)—energy that captured some of us long ago.  Certainly we are working 
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now at some larger dreams of a more just society and much more.  But do we need to be more 
articulate about the source of our action and commitment to the vision from a “call” that gave 
considerable transcendent meaning to the daily and yearly work entailed in responding to it?  
Wasn’t it faith in God or Higher Power and/or in the cause that beckoned many of us to serve in 
the context of deeper, larger, wider vision or community in which our everyday actions and work 
became meaningful.” 

Five questions were then selected by the whole group for further work. 

1.   How can we promote the membership of women of a variety of life choices and religious 
traditions in a committed core of the Grail with passion and intensity for the vision of the Grail to 
be realized? 

2.     What might be lost (intensity, passion availability) if long term commitment in the  Grail 
were no longer understood in terms of celibacy and other characteristics of the Nucleus 
dedication? 

3.   What is the function of the Nucleus in relation to the whole Grail: What is it serving  now?  
What function should it be serving now?  What function should it be serving  in the future? 

4.  Should the Grail define the Nucleus as a place where women of diverse religious traditions 
can meet their call to serve (God, Higher Power, and/or a cause) and are we wiling and able to 
support those called to celibacy and/or serve in the context of community? 

5.  What would be the attraction for women today to make a Nucleus commitment? 

 Changing Demographics of the Grail:  Martha Heidkamp gave a report on a session she had 
led during the National Gathering.  That session opened a space for discussion and exploration, 
evoking respectful dialogue among the 24 participants (8 Nucleus, 15 other Grail women, and 
Noreen Willhelm, National Director).    

1.  Positive aspects of Nucleus choice named: new life choice (not convent, not marriage)  time 
for   building movement, relationship building, establishment of city centers,  emphasis on youth, 
countercultural life, reading the ‘signs of the times’, Grail  families were affirmed.   

2.     Negative aspects of Nucleus choice named: hard for others to understand—what to make of 
active Catholic lay women, people made up stories—Grail was communist, Grailville was a 
school for delinquent girls…., Grailville was unknown even when involved locally as in 
Clermont County anti-poverty programs, etc., Grail ‘flew under the  radar’. 

Themes were:   

a. Larger context—call and commitment related to God.  Grail is a way/a context for  living the 
commitment; Grail is not something in and of itself  

b. Being part of something bigger than myself, something moving forward now (community, 
collective action).   

Mary Gindhart & Peg Linnehan  Page 3 of 6 



Meeting of U.S. Nucleus, June 2010 

c. Countercultural AND ‘reading the signs of the times”, enhancing/deepening the movements 
we joined, leadership had a sixth sense for this, overall vision—moving us forward together.   

d. Leadership-a level missing now. Who articulates the questions? What is the process for 
arriving at the coherence that enabled us to move forward together (encompassing a diversity of 
ways)?  

e. “Coming home” means something already present within us that resonates with the Grail.   

f. “Celibacy”—Roman Catholic shorthand for a life passionately and wholeheartedly lived for 
God—in action in the world.  Such passionate action in the world still exists. Maybe one could 
say that for some people the context for such passionate action in the world is no longer relevant. 

g. Language—with all our diversity how do we create a language that enables us to speak 
together. 

Evening: Campfire, s’mores, singing 

Tuesday, June 22, 

Opening Prayer led by Carolyn Gratton 

Morning session gave time for naming the teams on which Nucleus members serve nationally 
and internationally and brainstorming functions that Nucleus members could be serving now: 
standing up for God, developing international consciousness, participating in discernment 
opportunities as a thoughtful, reflective community of women, sharing history, serving on US 
Grail Formation Team, creating a wisdom group, contributing to the spiritual depth of the Grail 
through giving spiritual practice sessions, working with Christa Werner to bring US Nucleus 
reflections into the international processes, providing an advisory group for NLT and Council. 

Afternoon session continued with participants giving more suggestions: older persons mentoring 
younger persons, providing internships which include discernment, financial compensation and 
health insurance, giving people opportunities to know Nucleus commitment is a possibility, 
sharing life with people at Grailville for a year, developing short term opportunities for persons 
to work in Grail teams, seeing what is attractive  to young women and providing possibilities 
such as work in the Grailville garden  and with the Grail Link group to the UN, , giving sessions 
on meditation and practices  that are helpful to get closer to God, continuing to work on the 
depth of our own  calling, praying together, providing programming such as Metanoia programs 
at Cornwall and Cincinnati, meeting women where we are,  use Ark building at Grailville for a 
month long program, helping boundaries to disappear between Nucleus members and others who 
share the same life style and vision, connecting to the Grail National Council. 

Wednesday, June 23 

Opening Prayer led by Audrey Sorrento  

Persons had time to express their thoughts and feelings on the time together: “affirmed my 
understanding of the Grail and I want to share with my friends”; “two dynamics are at play in 
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the Grail, one embodied in this room, based in the Catholic tradition the other based in the 
contemporary pluralistic milieu”; “I feel more at one with the Grail, more connected; I’m over 
that the Nucleus is out-of-date”; “I don’t believe anymore that the Nucleus made it less possible 
for the Grail to grow. I am utterly grateful and astonished; Catholic rituals can be presented, we 
do not need to be ashamed or defending them; I see affirmation of the Nucleus in the two 
sessions at the National Gathering and in the open Nucleus meeting.” 

The meeting closed with a parting song and good-bys with promises to keep the interaction 
going among Nucleus members and within the whole Grail nationally and internationally. 

Decision making and recommendations on how to move forward with questions raised in 
this meeting 

Three broad questions were put forward and a process for working on them was developed: 

1.  How can we promote the membership of women of a variety of life choices and religious 
traditions in a committed core of the Grail with passion and intensity for the  vision of the Grail 
to be realized? 

2.      What might be lost (intensity, passion availability) if long term commitment in the  Grail 
were no longer understood in terms of celibacy and other characteristics  of the Nucleus 
dedication? 

3.     What is the function of the Nucleus in relation to the whole Grail: What is it serving  now?  
What function should it be serving now?  What function should it be serving  in the future? 

Suggestions for plumbing these three broad questions to help the U.S. Grail to pursue the bigger 
questions mentioned above: 

We need to affirm the Nucleus life choice in the Grail internationally and in the  U.S. 

We need to bring it out more and discuss among ourselves, with others in the Grail  and with 
younger women. We could form an Elder Wisdom Group to share with newer  and younger 
women the expressions of values and commitment throughout our Grail  history.    We could 
make sure that there is a nucleus member on the U.S. Grail Membership Team 

We need to promote membership of women with various life choices, in the committed core 
of the Grail 

We could offer a “time limited” commitment possibility (1year?) for women who want  to 
experience a time of celibacy, simple living, availability and service to the  Grail. We would 
need to determine: How/with whom is discernment done? Are we willing  to support those called 
to serve in the context of community?   

A process was affirmed by the group attending the meeting to go on working on these  questions 
with the whole Grail. Mary Gindhart, Martha Heidkamp, Peg Linnehan and  Marian Schwab will 
make an initial plan to involve the whole movement; Fran Martin,  Joyce Minkler and Katie 
Sellers will assist them. Steps planned so far include an initial Gumbo article, a fuller report in 
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the August Gumbo, monthly reports to the National Council, preparations of some 
recommendations for the Oct. 2010 National Council meeting, contact with Christa Werner and 
Fran Martin who is on the International Nucleus Team, input into the IGA and US GA processes. 

### 

  

Thought of Carolyn Gratton, August 2010 
 
Reading the draft of our June meeting made me wonder whether the methodology of social 
analysis used by members of the Women’s Institute of Social Transformation could help with 
our understanding of the Nucleus as situated in present Grail structures.   
 
Katie Sellers questions, received August 10, 2010 
 
**  Two questions which, as a young woman looking at the Grail past, present, and future,  I would 
like to see raised in the proposed article and reports are: 1) What is the charism(s) at the heart of 
the Grail?  How does the Nucleus live out/embody this charism? Is there something distinct about 
this nucleus embodiment that should nucleus and all members should be mindful of?  2) What are 
your personal narratives?  As nucleus?  As committed Grail members?  What memory will you 
pass on to future generations?   
 
I find these two questions particularly compelling because for me, as a student of Catholic Social 
Teaching and a young woman who values cultural memory/traditions, Charism is at the heart of 
consecrated life --- be that vowed religious, ordained religious, or religious women who have 
made a promise, a commitment to live a life of service to God in community with one another. 
 Max Weber wrote about Charism in social movements and organizations, and it is his language 
which is today applied to religious groups in a special way to articulate the spiritual dynamic -- 
you could say "fruit of the spirit" -- which is most embodied in the movement.  Narrative is 
intimately tied up with this idea of Charism, because the narrative of each committed person is 
demonstrative of how the charism of the whole is lived out in part.  Knowing and remembering the 
narrative of those who came before us -- as foundresses, as leaders, as saints -- is critical to 
envisioning our future.  
 
Indeed, in the dynamic lives of women who have come before us-- rather than in the exact 
doctrines of the Church which might have deeply inspired them -- we might pattern our lives 
today.  This is, for instance, why many order of women and men religious have chosen patron 
saints which truly embody the characteristics of that order.  The Ursulines of Brown County (the 
sisters who taught me in high school) have St. Angela Merici & St. Ursula.  The Jesuits -- of whom 
Fr. Jacques van Ginneken was a part -- have Sts. Francis Xavier and Ignatius of Loyola.  Yes, 
these are vowed orders of religious, but they are part of the same Church in which the Grail finds 
its roots and much of its inspiration still today.  Who are our saints?  Who are the women we 
aspire to imitate?  Are their narratives of women in the nucleus and women past who have 
inspired us and who we want to remember and pass on?    
 
As a young woman, newly committed to the Grail, I want to learn the stories of you all.  Only if I 
know your stories--how you lived the charism which welcomed you home in the Grail -- can I live 
in a way which honors your stories.  Only if I know your stories can I aspire to build a life similarly 
fashioned, inspired by the same Spirit.   
 


