
Proudly supporting Holy Wisdom Monastery. 02/15

Holy Wisdom MonasteryMission Statement: Holy Wisdom Monastery, home of 
Benedictine Women of Madison and a community of ecumenical 
Benedictine communities, weaves prayer, hospitality, justice and 
care for the earth into a shared way of life.

4200 County Road M | Middleton, WI 53562
608.836.1631 | www.holywisdommonastery.org

The Benedictine sisters moved from Iowa to the Madison Diocese 
in 1953 and opened a Catholic girls’ high school. They closed 
the school and in 1966 opened Saint Benedict Center, a retreat 
and conference facility that welcomed Christians and seekers of 
all world religions. In 1998, the monastic community extended its 
membership to women of any Christian tradition while remaining 
in federation with other Benedictine sisters. They currently offer 
daily prayer, Sunday worship, spiritual guidance, private and group 
retreats and an oblate community. The mission of the community 
is: weaving prayer, hospitality, justice and care for the earth 
into a shared way of life.

In 1996, the sisters began a ten year project of restoring 95 acres 
of farmland to prairie with the help of numerous volunteers, and 
from 1997-1999, a glacial lake was dredged and restored to its 
original size. With this level of commitment to care for the earth, 
the sisters concluded that Benedict House needed to be replaced 
with a smaller, more energy-efficient building that supported their 
values. To this end, they insisted that it be designed and built to 
earn the highest rating possible from U.S. Green Building Council 
— Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED®)  
Platinum. Holy Wisdom Monastery was built in 2009 and certified 
under LEED-NC v2.2 at Platinum with 63 of 69 points, a world 
record for new construction projects.

Introduction
The focus of Holy Wis-
dom Monastery was to 
serve the mission of the 
community by provid-
ing contemplative and 
functional spaces within 
and a connection to 
nature. The monastery 
also had to be designed and built as sustainably as possible and 
encourage others to do so by demonstrating that it could be done 
affordably. The building itself has a monastic simplicity to avoid 
being a distraction to quiet contemplation. The curving forms are 
feminine and relate to the contours of the land, while the rectilin-

ear forms respect the 
existing buildings. Large, 
carefully placed windows 
capture and frame views 
of trees, prairies, and 
lakes, and provide abun-
dant daylight.

Design Intent

u    Construction cost for the 34,383 square foot monastery was $209 per  
square foot. 

u    Total project cost, including the pipe organ, moving the bells, the font, some 
new furniture, design and certification fees, and the deconstruction of Benedict 
House totaled $246 per square foot. 

The 60,000 square foot Benedict House was deconstructed 
responsibly. The organ was removed, expanded and installed 
in the new Assembly Room (Chapel). Nine tons of building 
material were donated to Habitat ReStore, 12.5 tons went to 

the landfill and the remaining 
8,628.6 tons were recycled, 
including the concrete which 
was crushed as a base for the 
parking and drives and sculpt-
ed into berms. The lowest level 
was saved and remodeled 
to create the Maintenance 

Building. The walk-in cooler was reduced in size and reinstalled 
in the Plant and Pro-
duce Room. In all, 
99.75% of Benedict 
House was diverted 
from the landfill. 

Benedict House

1. Entrance

2.  Gathering Area

3. Assembly Room (Chapel)

4.  Guest Dining Room

5.  Community Dining Room

6.  Outdoor Deck Dining

7.  Servery

8.  Kitchen

9.  Reception

10. Staff Offices

11. Sisters’ Community Spaces

12. Green Roof Garden

13. Board Room

14. Mechanical Room

15. Garage

16. Plant & Produce Room

17. Oratory 

18. Memorial Garden

19. Meditation Chapel

20. Library
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The baptismal font at the entrance 
to the Assembly Room (Chapel)  is 
illuminated by a dramatic skylight. 
Large windows and north-facing, 
clerestory windows in the Assembly 
Room (Chapel) ensure that all areas  
receive ample natural light during 
the daytime. At night, highly efficient, 
fluorescent light fixtures tucked into 
the coves and soffits reflect light off 
the upper walls and ceiling.

The engineered strand bamboo 
floor is twice as hard as oak.

The four triangles cut into the 
southeast wall echo the sisters’ 
logo. They are illuminated by 
skylights during the day.

Gathering Area &
Assembly Room (Chapel) The three bells were removed from the old monastery (now the 

Retreat and Guest House). They were refurbished and installed 
in the new bell tower and call people to prayer. The ceilings of the 
Oratory and Meditation Chapel are bamboo, a rapidly renewable 
resource. The Library, sisters’ community spaces, offices, and 
conference rooms 
use direct/indirect 
light fixtures that 
provide an even, 
high quality light 
with fewer fixtures.

The ceiling tile has 
a high recycled 
content and good sound absorbency. The low volatile organic 
compound (VOC) carpet is 100% recyclable and has recycled 
content. 

Indoor air quality is 
supported by using 
paints, stains, 
adhesives and 
sealants containing 
no or low VOCs. 

Oratory & Library
The mechanical systems were designed to be highly efficient 
using a geothermal system. Energy use is monitored on a monthly 
basis and is at an Energy Star Rating of at least 85. The mechani-
cal room in the Maintenance Building houses the heat pumps and 
the circulating pumps which are connected to 39 wells, each 300’ 
deep located beneath the parking area. The mechanical venti-
lation system incorporates 
energy recovery. 

Instantaneous natural gas 
hot water heaters provide 
hot water for faucets and 
dishwashing. Potable water 
usage is greatly reduced with 
low flow fixtures.

Mechanical & Plumbing

High performance Andersen® windows provide views and comfort 
by managing glare, minimizing unwanted heat gains and losses, 
and providing natural ventilation. Glare on the east, west, and 
south facing windows is controlled with a new glass that provides 
views and daylight 
while reducing 
excessive amounts 
of light entering the 
monastery. On days 
with comfortable 
outdoor tempera-
tures, heating and 
cooling can be shut off and the system switched to ventilation-only 
mode. Occupants are encouraged to open the windows and enjoy 
the breeze. All clerestory windows are operable to release heated 
air and enhance air flow. 

A solar tube fills the servery with natural light. For especially fine 
weather, dining can be done on outdoor decks made from a com-
posite of reclaimed wood fibers and recycled plastic.

Daylight, Views &  
Natural Ventilation Solar light fixtures are a distinctive 

feature of the parking area. A white mem-
brane roof, highly reflective pavers, and 
vegetated (“green”) roofs help to keep 
the surroundings cool. The rain nourishes 
the drought-resistant plants in the two 
vegetated roofs and is collected in rain 
barrels for watering flowers.

Pervious concrete in low spots in the 
parking areas captures runoff. Rainwater not soaked up by the 
restored prairie makes its way to one of the two rain gardens. 
The boulders used for retaining walls came from the trench 

excavation for 
the geothermal 
system. 

A Sustainable Site

A 19.7 kW photovoltaic (PV) solar system providing 8% of 
total energy cost was installed on the southwest slope of the 
Assembly Room roof as part of the 2009 construction. The 
Benedictine Sisters’ long-term vision is to provide 100% of 
the monastery’s needs from on-site renewable sources. A 
large step towards that vision was made in 2014 when 125.6 
kW of solar PV was added. The total solar energy is now 
equal to about 60% of the monastery’s energy use. The solar 
energy is fed into both the monastery and the retreat and 
guest house buildings.

Renewable Energy

u    There is an estimated 44% reduction in indoor water usage due to low flow 
fixtures in the building.

u    10% of the total materials costs were made up of rapidly renewable materials, 
mostly bamboo and agrifiber board in the casework.*

u    60% of all new wood in the building is Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
certified.

u  21% of the total material costs were made up of recycled materials.*

u  28% of the total material costs were made up of local/regional materials.*

u  13% of the total material costs were made up of reused materials.*

*excluding mechanical and electrical equipment

u    85% of regularly occupied spaces are daylit with a minimum of 25 foot-candles 
in intensity.

u    99% of regularly occupied spaces have a view to the outside.

u   Five acres of the construction site were restored using native plants.

u   53 acres newly acquired in 2013 are being restored to native prairie.


