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Book Review: 

The Great Derangement: Climate Change  

and the Unthinkable 

By Marian Ronan 

 

The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable, by Amitav Ghosh. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2016. Paper .164 pp.. $15.00. 
 

Back in 2016, I went up to Union Theological Seminary in Manhattan to hear the internationally 

recognized writer, Amitav Ghosh, speak about his new book. I was so impressed by his talk, I 

bought a copy. Now I’m going to tell you about it. 
 

Ghosh is a Bengali-born writer, best known for his fiction, and holds a Ph.D. from Oxford. But as 

we learn in the opening pages of The Great Derangement, his father’s family was driven from 

Bangladesh to India by a massive flood, and he himself barely avoided serious harm when the 

first cyclone in recorded meteorological history hit Delhi in 1978. Since then, of course, many 

other climate-related disasters have followed. Yet these threatening events have been for the 

most part concealed from public awareness. This concealment is what Ghosh calls “the great 

derangement,” and his book explores the causes of that dangerous condition. 
 

Ghosh divides The Great Derangement into three parts.  In the first, “Stories,” he argues that 

modern fiction has been incapable of addressing climate change even as greenhouse gas 

emissions and climate transformations have grown steadily worse. At the heart of fiction’s failure 

to enable us to recognize the crisis facing us is its fixation on “individual moral adventure”—the 

story of the hero—and the expulsion of the collective from the literary imagination. Unlike 

ancient epics such as the story of Noah in Genesis, or Gilgamesh, modern writing that highlights 

the agency of nonhumans –whether storms or ghosts or zombies—has been dismissed as 

inferior. The partitioning of the earth into distinct divisions, whether nation-states or measurable 

commodities like gallons of gas, likewise underpins the ostensible divisions between the human 

and the non-human that blind us to the planetary feedback loop. But dire human impact on the 

Earth itself—the Anthropocene*—is a new, non-human critical voice forcing us to reconsider 

those partitions. 
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In the “History” section of The Great Derangement Ghosh argues that it wasn’t primarily the 

Western invention of fossil fuel technologies like the coal-powered steam engine or oil-powered 

vehicles that drove the Anthropocene. Asian peoples had already discovered coal and oil and 

had begun using them long before the invention of the steam engine. What drove the 

Anthropocene was imperial, military power, by which, in particular, the British empire was able to 

force Asian nations like India to switch from the development of fossil fuel industries to the 

production of food and raw materials essential to the industrialization of the West. Ironically, this 

imperial blockage of fossil fuel development in the East may actually have slowed down the 

Anthropocene. 
 

Finally, in “Politics,” Ghosh asks what kind of human relations and governance are needed for 

us to move beyond “the great derangement.” As in the previous two sections, he is quite critical 

of modernity, arguing, for example, that the ideas of “history” as human agency, abstracted from 

the non-human world, and freedom as transcending material restraint, is fundamental to the 

crisis of Anthropocene. Based on this critique of the individualism of the modern era, Ghosh 

argues that individual actions will not solve the great derangement. Nor, he suggests, will newly 

forming climate change activist groups, since it takes too long for such groups to organize 

across boundaries and build up the necessary power. 
 

Instead, Ghosh believes that the involvement of religious groups is one of the most promising 

developments in the crucial effort to incorporate the reality of the Anthropocene into the 

governance of the human/nonhuman world. This is so because religious groups are already 

organized and many of them possess a language of collective solidarity lacking in modern 

culture. To illustrate this argument, Ghosh compares Pope Francis’s 2015 encyclical Laudato Si’ 

with the UN Paris Climate Accord, issued that same year. While the Paris Accord is shot through 

with corporate (capitalist) terminology, veiled militarism, and dense incomprehensible prose, the 

encyclical is lucidly written and direct in style, critiquing the modern “technocratic paradigm” and 

even the Christian teaching of “Man’s Dominion over Nature.” Ultimately, Laudato Si’ links 

together social and environmental justice in an integral ecology that the partitioning language of 

the Climate Accord makes virtually unimaginable. 
 

In reading The Great Derangement, I was struck by the significant overlaps between Ghosh’s 

vision and the “web of life” argument made by the distinguished Marxist eco-theorist, Jason W. 

Moore. (Carol Barton spoke at the last US Grail General Assembly about Moore’s book A 

History of the World in Seven Cheap Things).  Each sees the binary between nature and 

society, the human and the non-human, as fundamental to the current planetary crisis. Moore 

would object to Ghosh’s emphasis on imperial power rather than capitalism as the cause of the 

Anthropocene; Moore would instead argue that they are enfolded into one another. But the 

efforts of each writer to create a language to heal the modern fissure is striking. 
 

The important distinction between the two books, however, is that because Ghosh is primarily a 

writer—a novelist—he formulates his remedy for the great derangement in a language that 
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transcends the linguistic partitioning that characterizes the work of theorists like Moore.  Thus, 

when Ghosh tells us that “to think like a forest…is to think in images,” and that the Anthropocene 

itself is “thinking through us,” he is envisioning something that can really make a difference. 
 

* The Anthropocene is a proposed epoch dating from the commencement of significant human 

impact on the Earth’s geology and ecosystems, including, but not limited to, human-caused 

climate change.  
 

Marian Ronan is active in the US Grail Climate Action Circle. 

 

 

Earth Matters 

 

This photo is of a centerpiece created at a Grail and UFER event at the UN Indigenous Forum 

on April 25, 2019.   The beauty of indigenous people’s weavings reflects the beauty and 

abundance of nature.  We need to learn from indigenous patterns of sustainable and 

regenerative life.  We can also learn from the children and young adults who are fighting for the 

planet’s future.  Many Grail members want to save the Cornwall Grail as a place to learn, while 
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in community with the Earth and with each other.  Here follow a few voices expressing that 

passion and commitment. 

 
Laudato Si’ and Cornwall 

By Anne Hurley, Boston Grail 
 

I want to share with you a few quotes from just a small fraction of the material I’ve come across 

during the past year as I studied the Papal Encyclical, “Laudato Si” in a phone group with other 

Grail members. Disturbing, yet it all resonates as true.  Then I will tell you how my studies relate 

to my perception of the current Grail. 
 

“Bad food kills black people just as surely as police bullets do, just more slowly. … If we want a 

society that values black lives we cannot ignore the role of land and food.” Leah Penniman*  
 

 “When we lose our connection to the Earth, we lose our freedom, and we lose our ability to 

survive. … If another controls your access to food and water, then you will be dependent on 

them for your survival. The shift from small family farms to the mega-agro industry signifies a 

turn from local control over our survival to dependence on industrial power brokers. Without 

access to food, we will perish in three weeks time.”  Sherrie Mitchell**  
 

“Land is the basis of all independence. Land is the basis of freedom, justice and 

equality.”  Malcolm X. 
  

“New study confirms: Degenerative Food and Farming System Poses Mortal Threat. … Our 

triple global crises of deteriorating public health, world hunger, and global warming share 

common root causes - … the best way to address these crises is to address what they all have 

in common: an unhealthy, inequitable food system perpetuated by a political and economic 

system largely driven by corporate profit.”  Ronnie Cummings***   
 

“My strongest concern is that we are destroying the earth… that within formally stable countries 

civil society will break down and territory will instead be ruled by local warlords; that fights will 

escalate over geo-engineering, leading to climate catastrophes beyond even those coming 

from  GHG emissions. … I think ecological collapse will be accompanied by international 

financial collapse, and those with wealth and power will do everything they can to hold onto it; 

this will mean harsh government control. I think there will be widespread famine, illness, a huge 

and desperate migration, such as has already begun. Violent weather will cause emergencies 

that can’t be dealt with.” (Friends in my Quaker group, thoughts on climate change) 
  

 “Doomsday predictions can no longer be met with irony or disdain. We may well be leaving to 

coming generations debris, desolation, and filth. … our contemporary lifestyle, unsustainable as 

it is, can only precipitate catastrophes … the effects of the present imbalance can only be 

reduced by our decisive action, here and now.” (P. 161, Laudato Si’) 
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 “St Francis shows us just how inseparable the bond is between concern for nature, justice for 

the poor, commitment to society, and interior peace.” (P. 10, Laudato Si’) 
 

“The urgent challenge to protect our common home includes a concern to bring the whole 

human family together to seek a sustainable and integral development, for we know that things 

can change.” (P. 13, Laudato Si’) 
  

While reflecting on the above, and on Our Beloved U.S. Grail and what positive action we might 

take to respond to Pope Francis’ appeal, I felt great distress, heartache, and frustration about 

the pain, division, distancing, misunderstanding, and betrayal many have experienced over the 

past years and continue to experience around our relationship with Earth, specifically, with Grail 

Land. The following thought came to me. 
  

If we all are committed to our Grail Vision and Mission, perhaps there’s a big difference among 

us in HOW WE SEE EXPRESSING our Vision and Mission in this particular time and place. 
  

Some want to express our Grail Vision and Mission by showing solidarity with the majority of the 

world’s population – the landless poor – by becoming landless ourselves and giving away our 

money, and combating racism. 
  

Some want to express our Grail Vision and Mission by working to reverse the centuries-long 

trend of land confiscation by the rich and the grabbing and polluting and ruining of land by 

corporations, which causes joblessness, sickness, and death among humans, and destruction to 

animal, plant and mineral life on Earth and her atmosphere – which is going on right up to the 

present. We want to use our precious gift of Grail Land and buildings with its strategic location 

next to Newburgh and close to NYC to work toward land justice, sharing with others, including 

those who are landless, and to work to help heal Humans and the Earth. 
  

Some of us have a vision of building an Earth Citizen’s Training Center at Cornwall and a 

longing and willingness to do the work.  Among us, we have much relevant experience.  In fact, 

maybe we have been in training for this our whole lives. 
  

We have a longing to build a rooted community integrated with the larger community of which it 

is a part; to work for food justice, racial, economic and social justice; to counter climate 

catastrophe by sequestering carbon through regenerative organic farming and livestock 

management; to become a local, national, and international center of resistance, education, and 

celebration fostering exchange of people, ideas, culture, and practical things; to celebrate the 

arts and foster creativity; to have a stable and secure home base where we can weather the 

uncertain and difficult times to come in perhaps the most viable way -- an intentional community; 

to have a place where we can invite others to join us for varying lengths of time to experience 

the healing of being close to nature; to have a place of healing where we can share our healing 

knowledge and skills; to be able to do real, meaningful work that feels good to do and benefits 
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others and ourselves; to be part of a network of other similar centers in the Hudson River Valley; 

to join with others to help build the New World which we can hear breathing and for which we so 

ardently long. 
  

This is a vision and a longing worthy of each of us and of the Grail. Something that speaks to 

our times and will attract many to join us. It fulfills our Grail Vision and Mission and most of the 

U.N. Sustainable Development Goals. It’s not something we can do by ourselves. It is worthy of 

Grail Membership and Leadership support. It will take money and human energy and skill, yes, 

and it has the power to attract what is needed if it is embraced whole-heartedly. It is a spark, a 

seed, and if embraced, will take on new creativity, becoming more wonderful while still 

remaining true to the original spark and seed. 
 

Sound too good to be true?  I was beginning to think so, too, then I remembered what Pope 

Francis has to say: 

“The Creator does not abandon us. … Humanity still has the ability to work together in building 

our common home.”  (P.13, Laudato Si’) 
  

I take much courage and inspiration from the Indigenous People of the world and I’m growing in 

intention and resolve to honor them by learning from and defending and joining forces with 

them. I believe their Wisdom Keepers hold the keys to our salvation as a Planet and as 

Humans. 
  

“The best teachers are the Earth herself and the Indigenous and other traditional societies who 

have lived in balance and harmony with the Earth. … Now is the time to restore sustainable 

regenerative communities, using the patterns of natural ecosystems, as Indigenous People have 

done over millennia.”  (from “Shared Vision, Shared Responsibility: Earth Citizen’s Training 

Center” by TeaganBlackburn, Joy Garland, Ieva Zadina)  
  

Finally, I’ll let Pope Francis have the last word: 

#146 …it is essential to show special care for indigenous communities and their cultural 

traditions. …For them, land is not a commodity but rather a gift from God and their 

ancestors who rest there, a sacred space.” (P. 146, Laudato Si’)  
____ 

 

* Leah Penniman, in the YouTube video “The Intersection of Black Lives Matter and Food Justice”  

For black people who live in food apartheid neighborhoods, the most available, affordable food is highly 

processed food made from corn, wheat, soy, sugar, and dairy, all of which are inexpensive because of being 

subsidized by the U.S. Government.  Poor nutrition is a factor in many diseases which are 

disproportionately present among black people living in food apartheid.  
 

** Sherrie Mitchell, Native American wisdom keeper, author, lawyer, and teacher in her book, Sacred 

Instructions; Indigenous Wisdom for Living Spirit-Based Change. 
 

*** Ronnie Cummings, in Organic Consumers Association Newsletter, January 28, 2019. 
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There is much that is being done and can be done to take the decisive action that Pope Francis calls for.  Here 

are a few among many organizations.  

+ Industrial Agriculture is a cause of a large percentage of climate change. A global transition to small scale 

regenerative organic agriculture can do much to sequester carbon, halt and even reverse the damage. It can also 

end world hunger, revitalize local economies, promote social justice and fair trade, and improve human health. 

There is more information here:  https://regenerationinternational.org  and https://fairworldproject.org 

+ There are a growing number of black farmers and food justice activists, and some of them want to work with 

white folks to end racism in the food system. Food Sovereignty Activist, Leah Penniman, author of “Farming While 

Black”, has many informative and inspiring You Tube videos and articles about her on the web. Putting her name 

into the search engine will yield lots of results.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cW5Iq7_WVc   

 + Many young people are activated and energized in the Sunrise Movement to stop climate change and create 

millions of jobs.  https://www.sunrisemovement.org   

 

 
Land and People 

By Sharon Joslyn, Bronx Grail 
 

The Cornwall “planning team,” made up of some concerned Grail women (and other Grail 

related women) have requested a meeting of the New York Region with the Council to better 

communicate our hope for the Cornwall properties for the future.  Our “proposal” would put into 

action the major themes confirmed at our last National Meeting:  Spirituality, Ant-Racism, 

Climate Change, Sustainable Communities and Catalyst for Projects.  Our proposal is based on 

Land and People:  

Indigenous.....We have taken their lands from them. 

African-American....We have taken them from their lands. 

Immigrant peoples....We have forced them from their lands. 

Our earth-land and people are facing crisis proportions with Climate Change. 

It is critical that we address these crises of our day and doing so on our own land is important to 

be able to work creatively. Many young people are leading this cause. We believe they will 

respond to such an effort. We also believe that the Grail has a unique contribution to make at 

this time and we cannot turn our backs on this challenge. 

The Cornwall “proposal group” is asking Council for a period of time before actively trying to sell 

Cornwall properties so that we can freely utilize the Cornwall land and facilities for the purpose 

of programming and internal development. We will ask assistance and/or ideas from all the Grail 

Affinity Groups in this endeavor. 

Among us, we have the combined experience of 11 successful years of bringing girls and young 

women from the 5 continents to CSW (Commission on the Status of Women) and PFII 

(Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues) for leadership training, Global networking and Grail 

community building. We have the relationships and knowledge gained through our NY Grail 

https://regenerationinternational.org/
https://fairworldproject.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cW5Iq7_WVc
https://www.sunrisemovement.org/
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Circles of Politics and Spirituality, Climate Change and Anti-Racism. We have people with 

experience and knowledge in ecology, community building, and art.  Ieva has demonstrated 

remarkable ability with involvement of young people in the renewal of her family land in Latvia. 

Place and space are important to work out our ideas. This is the basis of our request to Council. 

Do you, as Grail members, support us in this effort? 

 

Climate Change Changes Everything 

By Joy Garland, New York Grail 

We want to make very clear that our strong desire to keep the Cornwall Grail Center from sale is 

not to keep it as purely as a retreat center but to repurpose it to meet the challenges of our time 

--  the coming of a global disaster caused by Climate Change that scientists say could cease life 

as we know it on Planet Earth within 10 to 12 years, and it’s beginning in our time now.  We 

know the causes – the continued use of fossil fuels like coal, gas, and oil instead of switching to 

renewable energy. 
  

The younger generation has begun to know that they will be particularly hurt by climate change. 

Youth Leaders like 16-year-od Greta Thornberg of Sweden who has organized student strikes 

all over the world and on March 15, 2019, 1.5 million students in over 100 cities supported her 

agenda for climate action. Greta has now been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. 
 

Even the churches are waking up.  On Sunday April 28, my church, St. Bartholomew’s in New 

York City, began its month-long 10 AM Forum on environmental justice.  This Forum was finally 

instituted after years of urging by me and other concerned church members.  The first speaker 

on Sunday was 13-year-old Alexandria Villasenor, Founder and Executive Director of Earth 

Rising.  She was introduced by  Dr. Peter de Menocal  of Columbia University, the founding 

director of the Center for Climate and Life.  Alexandria, with her family and school’s permission, 

leaves on Friday afternoons to sit outside the United Nations with a large poster about Climate 

Change urging all who pass to help stop climate change so her generation can bring new life to 

the World.  
 

When parts of Grailville were sold by the Council, Ieva and I turned our attentions to saving 

Cornwall for present and future generations as a both an international center for women and 

girls to learn about the Sustainable Development Goals of the UN (my work) and using the fertile 

ground at Cornwall to teach Permaculture to the women and girls, so whether from the U.S. or 

overseas, after taking the course they could teach what they have learned in their home 

communities so they can have extra income and better health (Ieva’s work). 
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The word went out to other Grail women and we found great interest and support from others 

who have indicated what they are prepared to contribute in time and talents to save Cornwall 

from sale and to help heal our world. 
 

It’s a now or never decision.  Do we take action now or wait for climate Change to determine our 

future as Grail and our Planet as livable?  Let us live in hope and keep in mind that with God 

nothing is impossible.  Love to all our Grail sisters. 

 
 

Cornwall:  A Personal Comment and a PLEA 
With One Solution That Can Help Take Pressure Off Our State of Impasse 

By Vivian Corres, Milwaukee Grail 
 

The Cornwall Team will be submitting information to the Council, Gumbo and the National Grail 

News. I am a member of the Sustainable Communities Affinity Group; I have been participating 

in the Cornwall Team's weekly calls for the past few months.  
 

At the GA 2017, the US Grail committed itself to two foundational works: spiritual deepening 

and combating racism--and these starting with ourselves. 
 

Cornwall is perfectly situated. It has deep roots and wide connections with the Bronx, Brooklyn, 

Newburgh, New York City, and the United Nations. The Cornwall Team is not "only white". Nor 

does it privilege the privileged. 
 

I am an embodied living organism that relates to other creatures and our environments 

physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually and virtually.  I am a social animal.  I need physical, 

face-to-face contact, though I am also deeply grateful for the technological means that expand 

my horizons.  I believe that I am not unique, that as a human creature I share these needs with 

other humans. 
 

Cornwall provides a perfect venue for us embodied Grail humans to be physically present with 

each other and with other humans, with plants and animals, on God's good ground, between sky 

and waters. Cornwall offers a Space in Time to gather and launch all who pass her way: 

refreshed and with more "capacities" to be ¡presente! to our life and to Life. 
 

I personally as a Grail member in order to support our Cornwall Team sisters, who are 

actively giving information to the Council and to the Movement, formally request the 

Council to declare a MORATORIUM on calling for a vote for selling Cornwall until a 

Consensus is achieved that all other possibilities have been studied and shared openly 

with the membership. A call for a vote before the Cornwall Team is able to present to all 

of us their work and results, would be a serious discounting of women:  an act contrary 

to our Mission statement that: "The Grail in the U.S. empowers women to work for world 
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transformation..." 
 

If we skip over issues that have brought the US Grail to this Crisis, if a "premature" -- in the eyes 

of some -- vote for selling Cornwall is held, if we all are rushed to mourn without adequate, 

informed, large consensus agreement that all efforts have been made, it is my sad opinion 

that anything we do as a Movement will build on a foundation of sand. We will not help the 

transformation of the World but rather we will be one more entity that goes down in history as a 

good idea that ended in irresolvable conflicts. 
 

Cannot The Grail in the United States do better?! 

 

 
 

Praying as their panel begins at the UN Permanent Forum on Indigneous Issues, are (from left) 

Grail members Abida Jamal (Mozambique), Shirlei da Silva (Brasil), Veronica Guajan (Ecuador), 

Maya Gallardo (Mexico), and Anna-Maria Ahlen (Sweden).  The theme: Traditional Knowledge: 

Generation, Transmission and Protection. 
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RESPONSE FROM COUNCIL TO  

“EARTH MATTERS” ARTICLE  

By Lucy Jones on behalf of your sisters serving on council 

 

 

Dear Anne, Sharon, Joy and Vivian, and all readers, 

 

Thank you for this beautiful vision of the important issues of our times and these concerns 

shared by Grail women in the US and everywhere.  I am grateful for your passion and 

commitment.  I believe too in envisioning new possibilities for the Grail moving into the future 

and strive to maintain hope that new generations will receive the gifts of the Grail as much as I 

have. 

 

The decision that the Council will be calling for a vote to sell the Cornwall property was a heart-

wrenching decision for the Council and for many of us in the Grail, and it was made at the end of 

a long stretch of efforts to find a way to continue to hold it responsibly. [See Cornwall Timeline]  

I personally know the effort that has gone into holding the Center as I have lived at the Cornwall 

Center since 2010 and was on staff until I retired in 2017.  Before 2010 I was on several 

advisory groups and committees, as were others, to try to plan a way ahead for the property.  

Now as a Council member, I am all too aware of the deficits and demographics that continue to 

limit our capacity to be expansive in our visioning and ethical in our care of the resources we 

have been given.  As with all things Grail, there are many papers documenting our efforts and 

our reality that are available on our website and are linked through the paper called “Cornwall 

Center Background.”  

 

I know we all want the best possible future for the Grail and for the Earth, and that we may have 

different perspectives on how to accomplish those goals.  Because we are a movement 

scattered across the country and of women with busy lives, in order to understand what is being 

requested, the Council asked for a Proposal to be developed with a plan for the management 

and care of the facility including residential staffing for the maintenance of the property as well 

as for programming.  When Council met in January we reviewed a proposal that did not answer 

some basic concerns and we outlined what we needed to see and offered professional support 

for the group to develop a better proposal.  There has been regular communication between 

Council and the proposal organizers through this year-long period.   

 

At Council’s meeting in April, we received a request to give the Cornwall Proposal group another 

year to work on the property and develop plans and programs.  It seems to the Council that 

there is not a clear understanding that there is a cost to keeping the property even if it is laying 

http://www.grail-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Cornwall-Timeline.pdf
http://www.grail-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Cornwall-Center-Background-for-ballot.pdf
http://www.grail-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Cornwall-Center-Background-for-ballot.pdf
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relatively dormant: liability, utilities, basic maintenance, minimal oversight.   As Council, we have 

deeply and reverently engaged our hearts and minds in discerning a path forward for the Grail.  

Painfully, we know that it is not proper for us to spend money on property that has not been fully 

used when there are so many needs in the world and causes and people that we care about.  

We are confident that we can find a more mobile way to be the Grail than holding expensive 

properties in this 21st century world.   

 

Certainly I value my relationships with my Grail sisters most of all—and I wish we could all be 

pointed in the same direction.  Still, the facts of deficit and potential bankruptcy are truly 

sobering.  [See Deficit Chart] 

 

The Council wants many of the same things that you, our sisters, have written about: justice for 

indigenous peoples, recognition and a change in direction of the Climate Crisis, real action 

against racism in the Grail and our communities, ways of communicating to new generations 

and empowerment of women and girls.  We have the added responsibility of sharing with you 

the realities of finances and limitations created in a finite world.  Therefore, we are 

recommending that the Grail moves forward with a vote to sell Cornwall.  

 

We trust that God’s vision and plan is greater than we can know or see, but She requires us to 

work and plan within our human life spans and physical limitations. 

 

Ultimately, the final decision is in the hands of every single member of the Grail in the U.S.  With 

our hearts in our hands, we offer the best thinking about the whole of the Grail that we can offer 

for your consideration about our future.  May the Spirit guide us all. 

 

  

http://www.grail-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Cornwall-Financial-Data.pdf
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Green Bay - On March 28, 2019, Mary Louise Ziga passed on to her 

next adventure in life at the age of 99 years and 7 months. 
 

Mary Lou was born on August 13, 1919, in Pittsburgh, PA to Austro-

Hungarian immigrants Edith Heindl Ziga and Joseph Ziga. She was 

joined over a 14 year span by younger siblings Ernest (living in 

Pittsburgh), Margaret Maclean (deceased, Delray Beach, FL), Charles 

(deceased, Pittsburgh) and Elizabeth Ann Russolillo (living in Delray 

Beach, FL). Mary Lou's upbringing in an extended family with siblings, 

aunts, an uncle and grandparents instilled her love of conversation, 

celebrations, and Old World culture.  
 

After her post-high school education, Mary Lou worked at the premier 

department store in Pittsburgh, Kaufmann's, then as a secretary to the chief engineer at the 

Pittsburgh Coal Company. Her independence and restless spirit led her temporarily to New York 

City where she was drawn to the Catholic Worker Movement. Although she returned to Pittsburgh, 

she longed for more freedom and independence than was traditionally granted to women at the 

time. Through connections made by a local priest, she traveled to The Grail in Ohio and became a 

resident and worker at this lay Catholic community that still educates and empowers women to be 

catalysts of change. At the Grail, Mary Lou discovered and nurtured her love and aptitude for art, 

literature, and community. In 1949 a contact at Grailville asked Mary Lou to teach a weaving class 

at St. Catherine Bookshop, formerly on Jefferson Street in Green Bay. While there, Mary Lou 

accepted a temporary position at the bookshop, and she subsequently became the buyer and 

operator until her retirement in 2003 at the age of 84.  
 

Managing St. Catherine's became Mary Lou's lifetime passion for more than 50 years. The work 

allowed her to combine her interests in art, reading, and religion with service as a leader in the 

Catholic community of Green Bay. She traveled to Central and South America, Asia, Europe and 

other countries to search for unique items to sell in the Bookshop. At the Bookshop, afternoon tea 

from 3-5 PM became an occasion for gatherings of community residents, friendly debates, and 

discussions about church and world events. Helping people to connect was one of Mary Lou's 

extraordinary talents. The atmosphere that she created via St. Catherine Bookshop was recognized, 

and in December 2006, the Green Bay Press-Gazette named Mary Lou the year's Everyday Hero in 

the business category because she made Northeastern Wisconsin a better place to live.  

In her years after retirement, Mary Lou's zest for life was undiminished. She fulfilled her desire to 

paint and her residence continued to be a destination for friends and family.  

 

In Loving Memory 

Mary Louise Ziga 
August 13, 1919 – March 28, 2019 
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Mary Lou believed that we should take chances and accept what God wants. She would want her 

many friends and family members to celebrate her life and their memories of her with spirited 

conversation. Mary Lou's treasured friends who provided so much support, especially in her later 

years, include Pat Rupp and her family, Donna and Mike Shanley, Judy Schumacher, James and 

Kathlin Sickel and their family, Missy Creevy from Milwaukee, and caregivers Dr. James Williams 

and the staff at Moraine Ridge Assisted Living Facility. Mary Lou's remaining family of two siblings, 

a sister-in-law, and eight nieces and nephews with their families are left with fond memories of her 

joyful spirit.  
 

Visitation will be held at St. John the Evangelist Catholic Church, 413 Saint John Street on Friday, 

April 5 from 2-4 PM, followed by the Mass of Christian Burial with Fr. Paul Demuth officiating and a 

memorial gathering to follow.  
 

Contributions can be made to the Grailville, 931 O'Bannonville Road, Loveland, Ohio 45140-9705, 

Ph. 513-683-2340, or to any preferred organization.  
 

Published in Green Bay Press-Gazette on Mar. 31, 2019 
 

https://www.legacy.com/obituaries/greenbaypressgazette/obituary.aspx?n=mary-louise-ziga&pid=192030677 
 

What is the best gift you have received as a result of being in the Grail?  

“My life’s work, 63 years, managing St. Catherine Book and gift shop.”    

- Mary Lou Ziga. 

 

  The Wisconsin Grail is grateful for the life of Mary Lou Ziga. 

 

Stephana(Mary Ann) Tikalksy remembers Mary Lou as a beautiful weaver when they 

were together at Grailville. Stephana and Betty Rose would meet with Mary Lou monthly 

when she was in assisted living. They would pray together and share Grail experiences 

and memories. Mary Lou used to comment how much she valued these times together. 

 

Vivian Corres had only met Mary Lou a couple of times when Ann Heidkamp drove her 

to Green Bay and the five Wisconsin Grail members happily met together. Vivian was 

impressed with Mary Lou's warmth of hospitality, clarity of vision, and love for the Grail. 

 

Stephana was able to attend Mary Lou's funeral which was a big celebration. Mary Lou 

was well known through her decades of service at St. Catherine's Bookshop; and after 

the funeral Mass, many people spoke of their appreciation for Mary Lou. 

 

Rest in Peace, dear sister, and bless the Grail you so much loved as we all call on the 

chorus of Ancestors to guide us! 

https://www.legacy.com/obituaries/greenbaypressgazette/obituary.aspx?n=mary-louise-ziga&pid=192030677
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