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Grail Structure Change – Packet for Members, April 16, 2021 
 
Dear Grail Members, 
 
You will find included below a proposal about re-structuring the decision-making processes of the Grail.  
A group of Grail members have been meeting since July 30, 2020 in order to develop a proposal to 
revise the organizational structure of the Grail in the USA in order to be more participatory in our 
decision-making.  There are 30+ members who have attended some of these meetings with a core of 15 
or so members attending regularly.  See attached the proposed draft restructuring plan.  We would like 
your input and hope to call you in the next week or so. 
 
WHY restructure our decision-making process?    

• During the 2017 GA, a full session was devoted to looking at our expectations of Council, 
committees and members.  It became clear that re-thinking and moving to implement a 
different structure was needed.  

• We have had different models of decision making over the years.  Sometimes, members feel 
they have not been heard or that they do not have access to decision-making for the overall 
Grail directions.  Even though this is a ‘two-way street’, representation seems to feel ‘missing’.  
Some of this is partially due to overwhelming amount of material to read.  We have developed a 
possible structure with a number of ways all members can be more involved in decisions.  (see 
Appendix #1) 

 
Drawing on other experiences.  Some members may know about sociocracy.  It is a process where 
grassroots groups have more say in choosing and implementing the larger goals of an organization.  We 
looked at the League of Women Voters’ Consent Decision-making system. The Grail is different, but the 
principles are helpful.  We also drew on the experience of Church Women United with both a large 
Common Council [made up of states, 28 denominations and standing committee chairs] for direction 
and policies and an Executive Committee to ensure implementation of Common Council decisions.   
 
This proposal expands the Council to a size of some 14-16 members using a system which assures 
representation for a variety of common interests and including standing committees.  Members are 
empowered with more authority and more responsibility for guiding the Grail in the US and carrying out 
its programs.  
 
Please take some time to look over this re-structuring proposal.   
We will be announcing several Open Forums for discussion soon. 
 
Sincerely, 
The Re-Visioning Team 
Anne Hurley, Carol Barton, Carol Siemering, Carol Skyrm, Cynthia Cheyne, Deb Silvestri, Elizabeth Robinson, 
Elizabeth Murphy, Ieva Zadina, Jackie DeSalvo, Jody Grundy, Joy Garland, Joyce Minkler, Judith DeFour-Howard, 
Judy Alves, Laura Kaplan, Marian April Goering, Martha Heidkamp, Mary Farrell, Mary Kay Louchart, Mary Lu 
Lageman, Nicky Westrick, Pam Hall, Peggy Goederer, Sally Timmel, Sharon Joslyn, Sharon Thomson, Sharon wood, 
T. Rose Holdcraft, Terri Carter, Terry Marshall, Trina Paulus, Viana Muller, Vivian Corres 
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DRAFT  
PROPOSED  
Re-Vision of the Organizational 
Structure of the US Grail 
by the Re-Visioning Team  
 
April 16, 2021 

__________________________________________________ 
EIGHT-POINT SUMMARY 

1. We will have a larger Council of approximately 14 -16 members (exact number TBD). 
2. Representatives will be chosen by members to represent approximately 6 general 

Common Purpose Clusters.  The Common Council will also include one representative 
of each relevant standing committee, to be chosen by the committee. 

3. The role of the Grail General Assembly is still to be determined.  In an era of virtual 
meetings there might be a more frequent and fluid process for membership decision-
making.  In the proposed structure, membership will set the agenda for the Common 
Council though both Clusters and open forums.  Membership approves by-laws and 
determines overarching program priorities.   

4. The Common Council and the US Grail as a whole will live into a consent model of 
decision-making (sociocracy) which is used by the League of Women Voters.  (see 
Appendix # 2) In this model, debate and refinement of proposals continue among those 
actively participating in the Grail (TBD) until all can live with a final decision.  Virtual 
discussion forums among members will play a key role in providing input to the Common 
Council on key decisions, elaborating proposals together and building consensus.  The 
Re-Visioning Team seeks member input on when the consent model should be used 
and in which cases a vote will be needed.   

5. Member groups or teams will submit proposals to the Common Council when support 
(land, building, money, staff) is needed, along with strategies for funding the proposals. 

6. An Executive Team named by the Common Council will manage staff and follow-up on 
decisions made by Common Council, providing help and guidance as needed to Grail 
groups. 

7. Input to and feedback from Common Council will happen first by communicating with 
one’s Common Council representatives in their Cluster Group.  This is a regular, on-
going, two-way conversation.  Members can convene a virtual Forum to discuss key 
issues and create a space for dialogue and broad input when they see the need.  
Membership will have the right to call for a whole membership Forum on an issue that 
they feel needs the full decision-making of membership.  The final decision may be 
made either through consent decision-making or a vote by membership, TBD.  

8. Land sale, major asset distributions, membership expectations, roles and 
responsibilities, social policy and the Grail’s vision and mission and any unforeseen 
situation that might be designated as a major issue will require a consent decision-
making process or vote (TBD) by the whole membership.  Consent decision-making will 
happen through virtual forums.   
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SOME BACKGROUND: 
A group of Grail members have been meeting twice monthly since July 30, 2020 in order to 
develop a proposal to restructure the Grail in the USA to be more participatory in our decision-
making.  There are 30+ members who have attended some of these meetings, with a core of 15 
or so members attending regularly.  
 
Our present reality.   

● Grail members are scattered in 26 states with clusters in 5 areas:  Boston, New York, 
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, northern and southern California. 

● Our average age is 67 years old. 
● About ¼ of our membership attended the 2017 General Assembly.  Because in-person 

participation has been difficult, the GA became a place for recommending priorities 
rather than a decision-making body.  The “Zoom” era has changed this equation, making 
it possible for almost all members to participate in person or virtually.   

● We own the northside of Grailville land of 73 acres and buildings and we own but 
currently lease the Cornwall-on-Hudson property.   

● There is one live-in community of Grail members in the Bronx in a building belonging to 
the Catholic parish there, but none on the other properties. 

● The US Grail is operating at a deficit each year, with fewer giving members each year.  
We have been relying on endowment to meet operating expenses.   

● The Grail’s Spiritual Core is at the heart of who we are.  We find our spiritual equilibrium 
when we are together making decisions and when members feel buy-in and own 
decisions made.   

 
WHY restructure our decision-making process?   (see Appendix # 1) We have had different 
models of decision making over the years.  Sometimes, members feel they have not been heard 
or that they do not have access to decision-making for overall Grail directions.  Even though this 
is a ‘two-way street’, representation seems to feel ‘missing’.  Some of this is due to an 
overwhelming amount of material to read.  With the shift from GA decision-making to Council 
there has been a drift toward a very top-down management structure with much authority 
concentrated in the NLT.   The amount of work expected of Council members means that many 
members with full time jobs cannot offer their leadership.  In our current structure members vote 
for Council members. The candidate slate may not represent all interests, concerns, regions, 
demographics. After the election, decision-making is concentrated in the NLT via Council. 
 
2017 GA.   During the 2017 GA a full session was devoted to looking at our expectations of 
Council, committees and members.   It became clear that re-thinking and moving to implement a 
different structure was needed. A group of self-selected Grail members have come together as 
the Re-Visioning Grail Structure Team to do this important work.  This group is open to all who 
wish to be part of the effort to map a path toward our future.  In sharing this initial proposal, 
elaborated over nearly a year of team meetings, we welcome member inputs to further refine 
the concept to meet current Grail needs.   
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PHASE 1 DRAFT RE-VISIONING THE ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
IN THE GRAIL-USA. 
OUR GOAL: to promote greater member participation, authority and responsibility. 

A new Common Council would be established.  

This Common Council will have approx. 14 - 16 
members (number TBD). All Voting members of 
the US Grail will self-select into any one of 6 
Common Purpose Cluster Groups of their 
choice for the specific purpose of choosing their 
Common Council Representatives and being in 
ongoing dialogue with them. Each Common 
Purpose Group will have 2 representatives to 
the Common Council.  The reason for a 
“Common Purpose” in these groups is so that a 
good cross section of interests will have 
representation on the Common Council. This 
does NOT change any other Grail groups or 
affiliations members may have. Included in the 
Common Council will be one Representative 
from each relevant standing committee of the 
Grail, to be selected by the committee 
members. 

  
ROLE OF COMMON COUNCIL.   
All members of the Common Council will also 
be the Board of Trustees holding legal and 
fiduciary responsibility (as per 501(c)(3) 

requirements) and will name officers designated and required by law for statutory purposes who 
will be empowered to sign any legal documents, checks, oversee audits, and other ‘official’ legal 
requirements if directed to do so by Common Council. The Common Council will allocate 
resources – monetary, physical space and staff time, to various Grail projects which are 
proposed. Proposals are submitted by Grail members through groups, teams, regions to their 
Clusters. 

Because Common Council will have 
representatives from a variety of interest 
areas there will naturally be a balancing of 
shared resources.  If necessary, a Common 
Council Member liaison will be chosen 
for/from Grail groups or committees. 
 
Major policy decisions or asset allocations 
will be brought to the whole membership at 
an Open Forum where the will of the 
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membership can be expressed and a decision taken through the consent process, or as 
determined, by a vote. 
 
Any Grail Member may request to be on the Common Council Agenda to make a presentation 
in person.  Grail Members may “attend” Common Council meetings on Zoom as a “muted” 
observer (except in rare instances when matters must legally be kept private, for example, 
personnel issues). 
 
 
ROLE OF THE EXECUTIVE TEAM.   
An Executive Team of 3 members from 
Common Council would be chosen by the 
Common Council and take action at the 
behest of the Common Council.  They 
encourage and enable Grail groups to take 
leadership on Grail projects/programs and 
provide support or guidance as needed.  The 
Executive Team oversees the work of the 
staff.  The full Common Council serves as the 
legal Board of Trustees to meet 501(c)(3) 
statutory requirements, not the Executive 
Team.  
 
ROLE OF MEMBERSHIP 
All members who are able will choose a Common Purpose Cluster Group to belong to in order 
to select representatives to the Common Council.  Each Cluster Group will select two 
representatives to send to the Common Council using consent decision.  These Common 
Purpose Clusters DO NOT in any way effect affect any other Grail groups or affiliations 
members may have. 
 
Common Purpose Clusters: The exact number and nature of these is still to be determined by 
members.  Our proposal includes six cluster themes:  International Focus, The Arts, Social 
Justice, Land & Environment, Spiritual Core, Caring for Others. As noted above, relevant 
Standing Committees are also represented on the Common Council as the seventh Cluster 
which is Administrative.  

Certain matters will always require decision-making by the whole membership – land 
sale, major asset distributions, membership expectations/roles/responsibilities , the 
Grail’s vision and mission, and any unforeseen situation that might be designated as a 
major issue. It is expected that one or more open virtual forums (or as many as needed) will be 
conducted to reach a consent decision.  When necessary to hold a vote, a 2/3 majority of 
members who submit a vote on these matters will be required to approve.  Members will need to 
decide to what extent we will be using consent decision-making for key issues and when a vote 
may be needed.   
 
Generally, members will be able to raise issues and express preferences through their Cluster 
representatives to Common Council. However, if a group of members feel that an issue is not 
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being resolved by Common Council and needs to be brought to the entire membership for 
consent decision-making or discussion and a vote (TBD), they may submit a petition to this 
effect and follow a protocol to be determined. An Open Forum(s) will be held, and either by 
consent decision-making or by vote of a simple majority, a decision will be made (unless the 
topic otherwise requires a 2/3 vote).  

BY-LAWS  
The present by-laws would need to be reviewed and changed to reflect this new structure and 
roles.  Membership will be expected to participate in proposing and refining as the changes 
unfold and to affirm the final result. 
 
ROLE OF THE STAFF    
The staff are responsible to carry out the work allocated to them from the Common Council via 
the Executive Team. They may be invited to attend sessions of the Common Council.   
Every effort will be made to have basic Grail functions carried out by Grail members but it is 
likely some non-Grail staff will be needed. 

ROLE OF THE GA  
The definition and role of the GA will need to be revised to reflect our current abilities.  We can 
now meet in a virtual way. We are sensitive to the environmental and budget constraints of an 
actual in person convocation where we all travel to meet.  We recognize the importance of 
earlier GAs being places which members had the opportunity to work together towards 
decisions. We feel that that process can and should be incorporated in new ways (TBD).  (see 
Appendix # 3) 
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Appendix #1    
Why is it Important to Restructure Grail Governance?  
There is a growing number of Grail Members who have shown positive interest in a plan 
to return much responsibility for planning and decision-making authority to the 
membership.  This issue was raised at the 2017 Grail General Assembly (GA).  The Re-
Visioning Team (an open group of self-selected Grail members) has been meeting for 
nearly a year to consider possible scenarios for member discussion.  Why is it 
needed?    

Our Spiritual Core  

• The Grail was founded as a spiritual community.  Our Spiritual Core is at the 
heart of who we are.  We are a spiritual group, not only a non-profit women’s 
organization.  We find our spiritual equilibrium when we are together making 
decisions and when members feel buy-in and own the decisions made.   

• While we are inter-spiritual, we recall how early Christians were identifiable by 
how they loved one another.  We seek a way of operating that demonstrates this 
love in our community life, including through decision-making.   

Our Community 

• The Grail is in an existential crisis.  We are aging and have reduced 
resources.  We lack programs that can attract new members.  Broadening 
decision-making in a two-way dialogue with a larger Council can serve to actively 
empower and engage current members and strengthen programmatic work, our 
spiritual core, and giving.  

• The model proposed by the Re-visioning Committee envisions representation 
through programmatic clusters, strengthening their work.  It invites these clusters 
to generate programmatic ideas as well as to identify where leadership and 
money will come from to carry them out.   

• We need a governance structure that creates and necessitates more member 
participation. Such a structure is likely to be more attractive to new members, 
especially young women.    

Inclusive Leadership 

• Our leadership structure in its current configuration is being asked to carry too 
much responsibility.  This means in many cases that only retired women are able 
to give their time to this task.  That can exclude leadership by age, income and 
race, among other things. A larger Council can spread out this work.   

• On our journey to become an anti-racist organization, broad democratization of 
member voices is an important goal and needed practice.  How can we work 
together to envision a structure that enables members across multiple diversities 
to share leadership?   
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Appendix #2 
What is Consent Decision-making?  
  
What is being described here is a way to approach decisions, sometimes it would be all 
that is needed, other times (TBD) a final vote or tally may be needed to move forward. 
 
We often talk about consensus.  Consent is a slightly different decision-making 
process.   
 
How might consent decision-making work in the proposed Grail governance model? 

• If a person in a small local interest group has a proposal that is in line with its 
aims she takes it to the group for their consent. 
 

• The process in this small group is for each member to then raise questions for 
clarification.   
  

• The next step is to go around the circle to see if anyone objects.  It is important to 
be honest about concerns from the start.  
  

• These objections are discussed.  Members can change their minds.   
  

• The proposal is presented again with any changes that accommodate prior 
objections.  The facilitator asks if there are any other objections.  If so, the 
process is repeated. 
  

• When there are no more objections, the facilitator re-states the proposal and 
asks if all members can agree with or live with this proposal.  If yes, then the 
proposal is sent on to the Common Purpose Cluster group. 
  

• In the Common Purpose Cluster group, the same process as above is 
observed.  If accepted, the Common Purpose Cluster group representatives then 
take this proposal to the Common Council. 
  

• The Common Council uses the same process as above to reach consent. 
  

• If at any time in the process agreement cannot be achieved, the proposal can be 
tabled. 

 --Mary Lu Lageman and Terry Marshall 4/12/21 



9 
 

 

 
 
Appendix #3 
A Brief History of US Grail National Structure —Terry Marshall 

� Lydwine van Kersbergen and Joan Overboss came to the US in 1940 on the last 
boat out of Holland before the Nazis invaded the country.   

� Lydwine was the “leader” or President for about 25 years. 

� Eileen Schaeffler who had been in Europe for 15 months for study and 
“formation” including at the Opleiding or Training Center at the Tiltenberg, returned to 
the U.S.  

� Eileen was chosen by Lydwine and Rachel Donders (International President of 
the Grail for 12 years) to fill the role of vice-president along with Barbara Wald.  No one 
had told Eileen that this was in the works. In 1962 Eileen was appointed by Rachel as 
National President.   

� This was when it was decided to change the structure and a national 
council/board was formed.  This was a kind of organic process. Members of the council 
were people who already had responsibility of one kind or another—leaders of city 
centers, etc. 

• In an interview with Sharon Thomson, Eileen was asked “How did you do it?  Did 
you make an announcement?  “I honestly don’t remember— I remember 
everything so organically, like it all just happened.”   
 

• This was also the time when the decision was made to stop the Year School and 
start planning for the Semester at Grailville (SAG), and also when Cornwall was 
started. 

� Eileen was president until February, 1967 and was elected International President in 
July 1967.  Dorothy Rasenberger followed her as National President of the US Grail. 
Dorothy was followed by Mary Kane.         

� During those years there were national councils working with the National 
President.  National Conferences were held throughout the 60s and the first mention in 
the archives of General Assemblies is in 1968-69.  Regional meetings were held on a 
regular basis. The 1960s was also the time of the International Aggiornamento and 
Vatican II. 

� The GA of 1975 was an important meeting and from then on there was a cycle of 
three years:  GA one-year, National Retreat the next, and National Meeting the third 
year. The General Assembly was a decision-making body with proposals initiated and 
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presented by members and voted upon.  This was a time of focused Task 
Forces:  Women, Liberation, Religious Search.        

➢ GA 1975 was also when the Link Team and the Lateral Sharing Group were 
established. The Lateral Sharing Group was intended to be a vehicle to involve 
movement members in understanding Grail finances and actively participating in 
managing the budgeting process for the whole movement and sharing in distribution 
and use of available Grail moneys.  It involved all those who had responsibility for team 
or center finances.  The LSG met once a year.  Representatives of Centers and other 
Grail entities brought requests for financial assistance from the National Grail to support 
activities. Reports (financial and narrative) from the previous year were submitted, as 
were budgets and activity proposals for the coming year. Decisions--which usually 
involved each entity accepting an equal percentage cut in their budget request based 
upon available resources--were made by consensus and rarely involved prioritizing of 
requests because all aspects of Grail activity were honored and considered 
important.  The LSG continued for 25 years and had decision making authority for Grail 
finances.   

➢ In the next few years, a Connections Team was added to the structure to 
oversee administrative needs and responsibilities.  This was later followed by a Unified 
Programming Planning (UPP) group of programmers in regions and centers of the Grail 
to collaborate nationwide on programming activities. 

➢ “GA 2000 called for evaluation and revision of Grail national structures so that 
they can meet contemporary needs of the Grail in relation 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. This included 
the recommendation to reestablish a National Office for the US Grail.” (GA report 2003) 

➢ At the GA of 2003 the new structure was presented: “The US Grail adopted the 
new National Structure, developed after research and consultation with Grail members 
across the country and refinements at the GA.  According to the GA 2003 report, the 
General Assembly [GA] is the national governing body of the Grail, expressing the will 
of the total membership. The GA sets priorities for a three-year period (until the next 
GA) to be carried out throughout the Grail, and evaluates progress on priorities named 
at the previous GA. The structure includes four Quadrants of focus – international, 
membership, programming and centers -- with representatives from each on a National 
Council.   A National Leadership Team of three persons was elected (actually affirmed 
since only one slate was presented.) The second group of NLT members was elected 
by the membership.  In addition, the GA passed several related proposals to allow for 
the initial choice of Council and National Leadership Team members and an orderly 
transition into the new structure to begin on January 1, 2004. This included selection of 
Council members from the four Quadrants and election of a three-member National 
Leadership Team.”       
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➢ At the GA of 2005, the NLT was changed from 3 members to 2; the Treasurer 
was added as a member of Council; 3-year terms remained un-staggered; All national 
leadership (NLT, Quad Coordinators & Treasurer) served on the Council.  

➢ GA 2008: “In the past, though they may also have served other purposes (such 
as community- building) our General Assemblies existed primarily to make decisions for 
the Grail in the United States. Preparations involved the submission and preliminary 
discussion of proposals. The GA itself had to examine, consider, negotiate about and 
finally vote on those proposals. And at the end of a GA, we had a new set of plans to be 
carried out in the following years.” 

➢ “Finally, this (2008) GA did not vote on a definitive plan, but gave detailed 
recommendations back to the Council, entrusting them with the task of formulating the 
scenario we will all vote on in the Fall, and (hopefully) build upon in the coming years.”  

➢ The Movement Building Scenario that members approved in November 2008 
specifies the ROLE OF THE COUNCIL.   New by-laws were created whereby the 
Council is empowered to develop policy and to make decisions on all matters except 
those involving: The Grail’s mission, vision, values, membership expectations; and the 
sale of Grail land. Council consults with members on issues that may have broad 
implications for the movement, utilizing, for example, focus groups, conference calls, 
questionnaires, etc. Council is responsible for decision-making and implementation after 
member consultation.  

➢ The selection of the NLT changed from a membership vote to a decision among 
Council members in 2010 as a result of suggestions of structure changes at the 2008 
GA. These changes in the by-laws were sent to the movement in 2009 for 
consultation.  The by-law changes included removal of the Quads from the Council and 
removing the GA as the decision-making entity. This is the current situation in 
2021.  GA’s make recommendations.  Council is elected by membership and then 
appoints the NLT, which may include the Treasurer.  The International Council 
representative may opt to be a member of the Council or serve ex-oficio. Council makes 
changes to by-laws and is the decision-making body for the US Grail, as well as serving 
as the legal board of trustees.  Members vote on mission, vision and values, 
membership expectations and the sale of Grail land.   

! The Board of Trustees was established when The Grail was incorporated in the 
State of Ohio as a non-profit corporation.  The first three members of the Board were 
designated pending a meeting of the membership to elect subsequent Board 
members at designated intervals decided by the membership.  Slates of nominees 
were submitted to the membership for a vote. 
 

! The GA of 2005 confirmed that going forward: “The Council is also the legal Board of 
Trustees for the Grail. The Council serves the Grail; it serves as Board of Trustees 
for legal functions.” 

 


