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A dramatic and beautiful progression occurs on the land through the prairie burn season. The buff litter of last years'
stems, the flash of fire leaving the ground black with soot, and the miraculous greening of the prairie in just a few days
after the fire. Fire has always been an important element in prairies. Without it, as the early settlers found, the
prairie turns into a woods. Pictured above, top to bottom: April 15—Prairie maintenance burn in progress (photo by Mary
Kay Baum); April 25—Prairie regrowth begins (staff photo); May 7—Prairie regrowth continues (staff photo)

Land restoration spanning more than 60 years
by Carolyn McGinley, director of communications

The majestic evergreens at the end of
the Holy Wisdom Monastery driveway,
ranging in size from 50-80 feet tall,
started as seedlings growing in
strawberry boxes, recalls Sister
Joanne Kollasch. “Soon after the
sisters came here (in 1953) we
planted seedlings from the DNR in the
garden. Several years later we
transplanted them to several places
on the property.” About 20 years ago,

these trees were replanted again to the end of the driveway. The monastery garden, also planted
that first year, has grown in size and continues to provide fresh produce for sisters and
guests. From these early beginnings, the Benedictine Sisters at Holy Wisdom Monastery have
been caring for the earth here for over 60 years.
When I asked Sister Joanne why, she explained that
Benedictines follow the Rule of Benedict (RB).
The Rule instructs the community to “use the goods of
the monastery as sacred vessels of the altar” (RB
31:10). To Sister Joanne this means that everything at
Holy Wisdom Monastery is treated as sacred, including
the land the monastery sits on.
“When we had a large number of fallen oak trees on
the land as a result of a storm, the trees were sent to
a mill and processed into lumber. Then we made
furniture from the lumber,” explains Sister Joanne.
Sister Mary David Walgenbach remembers “chair
weekends” when the sisters and friends assembled the
chairs. Much of this furniture from the early 1970s is
still being used at Holy Wisdom Monastery today.
"The sisters’ commitment to caring for the earth has
deep roots in our Benedictine spirituality," notes Sister
Lynne Smith. "Having made a promise of stability, we
seek to work for the good of the place where we live—
for both the people and the land which is our home."

Restoration timeline at Holy Wisdom
Monastery:
► 1953: Sisters arrive in Madison and
climb to the top of what they now call
“God’s Hill” located at Holy Wisdom
Monastery
► 1950s: Trees planted on grounds
► 1960s: Ended some of the farming on
land and started the return to a presettlement condition
► 1970s: Conservation practices
include contouring and planting of grass
waterways in the areas still farmed
► 1980s: Conversion of highly erodible
hillsides to woodland and savanna areas
using the government Conservation
Reserve Programs; started holding
volunteer workdays

From St Benedict and Creation, by Anselm Grün, OSB:

► 1990s: First master plan for the
monastery grounds completed; restored
Lost Lake to original size; built detention
basin, started planting prairie

"Benedict is preoccupied with careful handling of
creation and praise of the Creator, who has given us
this marvelous world for us to take care of it."

► 2000s: Restored over 100 acres of
prairie; built one of the ‘greenest’
buildings in the country
► 2010s: Became MG&E’s largest solar
customer; created a Friends of Wisdom
Prairie to include bimonthly workdays;
outings, dinner lectures and grounds
tours offered to educate Friends;
removed hedgerows as a first step to
creating an oak savanna

Starting in 1996, the sisters at Holy Wisdom
Monastery, with the help of hundreds of volunteers,
began restoring a major portion of their land to presettlement prairie. In 1998 work began to dredge and
restore Lost Lake, a 10,000 year old glacial lake on
the monastery grounds, and its surrounding
wetlands. Today the sisters continue to work diligently with coworkers and volunteers to restore
the land to the wetlands, open prairies and oak savannas the first settlers saw when they arrived
in this area over 185 years ago.
In 2014 the Friends of Wisdom Prairie group was created and is dedicated to caring for the earth
at Holy Wisdom Monastery. Greg Armstrong, director of land management and environmental
education, oversees the restoration efforts and provides opportunities for the Friends to learn
how to care for the earth here and wherever they may be. In addition to planting prairie, the
latest work includes removing invasive trees and readying the land for the creation of an oak
savanna.
“Volunteers at Holy Wisdom Monastery will be cutting down lots of trees in the next couple
years. The weedy, invasive trees need to be removed to make way for native prairie and savanna
plantings. These changes in the landscape are in accord with a new comprehensive land
management plan that calls for the restoration of several different kinds of ecological
communities that belong to this place. These include all of the communities that evolved with
fire as an important ecological element—open prairie, savanna grasslands with a few widely
spaced oak trees and oak woodlands,” explains Greg.
Caring for the earth at Holy Wisdom preserves valuable open space along the north side of Lake
Mendota and protects the health of the Madison area lakes by reducing runoff from agricultural

land and urban development. “Our Benedictine values call us to do what we can to conserve
precious natural resources on this earth,” summarizes Sister Mary David.
To learn more about land stewardship at Holy Wisdom Monastery, contact Greg Armstrong at
garmstrong@benedictinewomen.org, 608-836-1631, x123 or join the Friends of Wisdom Prairie!

Sisters & Sojourners

Exploring Benedictine Sojourners
by Ann Moyer, director of membership

What happens when five women−unknown to each other and to the monastery−spend less than
48 hours together with the community during an Exploring Benedictine Sojourners Retreat? New
doors open…new insights are gained…new friendships develop…new paths unfold.
We are grateful to Denise, Jill, Linda, Liz and Paz who took the risk to come for a weekend to
learn more about our Benedictine Sojourner program. These women were open, sincere, faithful
and filled with a variety of gifts, interests and backgrounds. We shared our story and they shared
their stories. As one woman put it, “Telling my story was a way of feeling known and connected;
hearing others’ stories allowed us to feel connected in our common struggles.”

Scenes from an Exploring Benedictine Sojourners Retreat weekend: exploring the monastery grounds, new discoveries,
sharing together, contributing to the work of hospitality

During breaks in a rainy weekend they explored the monastery grounds, experiencing the recent
regrowth on the prairie, ducks, geese and cranes by Lost Lake and even a family of owls in the
woods.
These women left knowing more about us and about themselves, with a small taste of the rhythm
of monastic life and, for some, an interest in experiencing that rhythm over a longer period of
time. One retreatant reflects, “I have learned the centrality of community in the Benedictine
journey, and it is clear to me that the Sojourner program is grounded in the experience of the
ordinary.”
Would they recommend this weekend to others?
“I would highly recommend this retreat for anyone interested in better understanding
personal spirituality through experiencing a welcoming ecumenical Benedictine
community.”

“If you are seeking God, and at a crossroads in your life, give yourself the gift of a
Benedictine Sojourners Retreat.”
Thank you, Denise, Jill, Linda, Liz and Paz, for sharing your gifts with us.
Future Exploring Benedictine Sojourners Retreats are scheduled for June 12-14 and November 68, 2015. More information is available on our website or contact Ann at
amoyer@benedictinewomen.org, 608-836-1631, x197.
Sunday Assembly

Celebrating the blessings of new life in our midst
by Lynn Lemberger, director of worship & music

On April 25, 2015, we welcomed and offered a blessing for 19 new members of our Sunday
Assembly. The new members include one single adult, one retired person, one mom with two
daughters (one in middle school, one in high school), one family with four children, ages 4, 7, 8,
12, and three young couples or families with babies. One of these babies was baptized during our
Easter Vigil celebration, while the other two are in the process of planning baptisms. What joy
and new energy these new members bring to our Sunday Assembly.
All are welcome to join us for worship each Sunday at 9:00 am. For more information contact
Lynn Lemberger at llemberger@benedictinewomen.org, 608-836-1631, x138.

Sister Lynne Smith baptizes Ilona Sofia Potter, daughter of Rachel Penczykowski and Jackson Potter,
Rachel and Jackson, who live in Helsinki Finland, were married at Holy Wisdom Monastery. In Madison to
celebrate Easter with family, they chose to celebrate their daughter’s baptism in the Sunday Assembly
where Rachel grew up. (photo by Sandy Wojtal-Weber)

Supported and challenged in community
by Pat Hobbins Kemps, Sunday Assembly member

Holy Wisdom is a spiritual community; I gain so much from being part
of it. But, it can never be an end itself. Jesus calls us to go out
among the people—the larger community. Once nourished, as we are
each week in the Sunday Assembly, we are asked by God to share
God’s peace, love and non-judgmental acceptance.
Often in our busy day some folks drift right by us unnoticed:
Why is he so sad—this man who walks past my house each
day with his companion, a black lab …
Donny’s gone, no longer works here. Great mechanic, you
could always count on him to get it right and never
overcharge. The owner sold the shop—Donny didn’t fit in
with the new owner, so he had to go—it’s just business…

Pat Hobbins Kemps,
Sunday Assembly member

A black man, imprisoned for 20 years, finds freedom through the Innocents’ Project. Yet
he finds himself sequestered far from home—no job; no love, no place to call his own,
imprisoned still…
There is good and bad. God calls us to work toward the good, and my spiritual community
reminds me to never be frustrated that something is useless or too big—I can make a
difference. We’re part of the process, moving toward the solution. Even though we may never
fully attain it, we all remain on the journey toward the good. In Sunday Assembly we are
nourished and strengthened each week so we can go out and make a difference, with God’s help.
My granddaughter swirls round and round in her First Communion dress, so happy to be
alive. “My grandma made my dress and my veil and she can cook, too!” I remind her
that receiving Jesus is what’s most important—she smiles and spins on…

Oblates

Coming home to my roots
by Judith M. Davis, oblate class of 2003

Every few months, certainly at least twice a year, I make a 275-mile
pilgrimage from Goshen, Indiana to Holy Wisdom. It’s always a trip
home, back to my roots as a Benedictine oblate, a privilege that
becomes more precious as the years go by. Why do I love being an
oblate? Let me count the ways.
The love of learning and the desire for God are aspects of
Benedictine life that characterized medieval monasteries and that
call to me most strongly; Holy Wisdom has nurtured that love and
desire in many, many ways. The Rule of Benedict resonates through
my life and my work, challenging and enriching both.

Judith M.Davis,
oblate class of 2003

The monastery has given me new perspectives on community and
spiritual companionship in the profound peace of singing and
praying with the sisters and friends; the amazing connections of
integration groups; regional oblate meetings with accountability to
self and others.

In the hospitality of Holy Wisdom, I have been renewed and gained strength for the journey;
resources for growth abound in the retreats, books, ideas, liturgies, and discussions here in the
heart of the prairie. Through this community I have developed a new appreciation for stability:
staying still, rooted in the Ground of Being, spiritually and psychologically as well as physically.
Because of wisdom gained through Holy Wisdom, I am learning to listen with the ear of the heart
and to realize that, in the words of Joan Chittister, “the spiritual life is a process, not an event.”
Learn more online about oblates at Holy Wisdom Monastery.

Guests & Retreatants

A good laugh and a long sleep
by Jill Carlson, director of guest services

Amanda Conway lives by the Irish proverb, “A good laugh and a long sleep are the two best cures
for anything.” The proverb fits well with her role as our new hospitality and event coordinator.
We want overnight guests to get a long sleep and enjoy a good laugh with other guests and the
sisters at meals.
Amanda, a native of Monroe, Wisconsin, knew about Holy Wisdom from her work as a funeral
director at Cress Funeral Home in Madison. “I knew the ecumenical Benedictine tradition was

one of inclusion rather than exclusion and I am truly blessed to be a part of this community,”
Amanda explained, reflecting on her new role in extending that hospitality to all.
A life-long learner, she recently
returned to college at the UWMadison to study Russian language
and history. She finds reading about
cultures and history fascinating and
is often reading two or three books
at a time. At least one of those
books would be about the history
and culture of Ireland and how it
impacted the lives of her ancestors,
as she enjoys researching her Irish
genealogy.
“I’m amazed by the kindness of my
coworkers and how it has affected
my attitude outside of work as well.
I cannot express my gratitude toward everyone who has helped me transition into this position.
My acceptance into this wonderful community has been incredible and the support and guidance
is wonderful.”
Amanda Conway (left) and Jill Carlson, ready to offer
Benedictine hospitality at our Retreat and Guest House

To schedule a meeting, group retreat, wedding, memorial service, contact Amanda at
aconway@benendictinewomen.org.
To schedule a personal retreat, use the online availability form at
www.benedictinewomen.org/retreats/personal-retreats.

Friends & Supporters

Explore native Wisconsin plants with the Friends of Wisdom Prairie
by Greg Armstrong, director of land management and environmental education

As the prairie enters a time of
rapid growth at Holy Wisdom,
consider joining the Friends of
Wisdom Prairie for an
interesting and visually
satisfying visit to the Native
Wisconsin Garden at the UW
Arboretum, Saturday, June 13,
2015, 10:00 am-noon. Susan
Carpenter, who cares for and
manages this specialized,
condensed display of the
vegetation of Wisconsin, will
tell us about the garden’s
purpose and history.
Prairie wildflowers provide a colorful welcome in the monastery
parking lot. Meet in the parking lot at 9:30 am on June 13, 2015 to
The UW Arboretum is in many
carpool to the UW Arboretum for the next Friends of Wisdom
ways the beginning point for
Prairie outing.
the type of ecological
restoration the sisters are
committed to at Holy Wisdom. The world’s first restored prairie is the Arboretum’s Curtis Prairie,
begun in 1933. Most of the ecological communities of Wisconsin exist on its two square miles of
land. It is, however, difficult for an individual to see this diverse collection of ecological
communities on one visit to the Arboretum. Therefore a smaller piece of land was developed
with a condensed display of native Wisconsin prairies, savannas and forests. Here the native
vegetation of Wisconsin and ecological restoration can be experienced, with interpretation, by a
visitor in a single visit.

Award winning landscape architect, Darrel Morrison, who specializes in the use of native plants
and ecological communities in his landscapes, was engaged to design a Native Wisconsin Garden
at the UW Arboretum. Susan Carpenter, who has overseen the planting and implementation of
these plans since the late 1990’s, will be our tour guide.
Meet at Holy Wisdom Monastery at 9:30 am to carpool to the UW Arboretum, or meet at UW
Arboretum 1207 Seminole Highway, Madison, WI at 10:00 am. Register online by June 9 to take
part in this opportunity: www.benedictinewomen.org/outings-tours/#June-outing.

Volunteers & Coworkers

Susan Pearson, Reception Desk Volunteer
by Jill Carlson, director of guest services

Madison native Susan Pearson says it’s great to be back home
after living in Florida and Massachusetts for 20 years. After
getting settled from her move last fall, Susan began looking for a
job and a volunteer opportunity. Holy Wisdom Monastery
immediately came to her mind because of a visit she made here
years ago. “An article in the Capital Times on the completion of
the new building prompted a friend and me to explore the
monastery and hike the trails. The serenity and beauty stayed
with me and that’s why I applied for the volunteer monastery
receptionist opportunity on the monastery website,” said Susan.
Shortly after beginning her volunteer shift on Fridays, Susan was
hired as a page designer for Capital Newspapers, working with
editors at newspapers throughout the state and across the
country. She requested a schedule, however, that allows her to
continue to volunteer on Fridays.
During Susan’s second week of volunteering, preparations for a
memorial service were occurring. Susan learned that the service
was for the wife of her favorite high school English teacher who
inspired her to attend college.

Susan Pearson staffs the
monastery reception desk on
Fridays. Her duties include
answering guest questions,
updating mailing lists, helping
with Sunday Assembly
bulletins and other tasks.

Susan enjoys witnessing the looks of joy and wonder when guests
come for their first visit. She says the warm conversations with the sisters and guests during
lunch provide an opportunity to reflect on gratitude and attitude.
Interested in volunteering at Holy Wisdom? Visit www.benedictinewomen.org/volunteer to
complete a volunteer interest form.

New on our website
Follow the links to see what's new on our website.
Solar energy at the monastery
View the energy usage and solar production from the solar panels at Holy Wisdom Monastery.

Upcoming events just posted on the website:
Prairie Rhapsody benefit concert
June 18, 2015; 5:30 pm
We are pleased to welcome a dynamic set of musicians from Bach Dancing & Dynamite Society
for this year’s concert which will benefit the Friends of Wisdom Prairie at Holy Wisdom
Monastery.
Friends of Wisdom Prairie Dinner Lecture

Ecology of the Driftless Area
July 21, 2015
The southwestern quarter of Wisconsin was not covered with a glacier 10,000 years ago, and as a
result its topography and associated flora and fauna are different from the other three-fourths of
the state. Darcy Kind, conservation biologist for the Department of Natural Resources (DNR), is
an expert in the ecology of the driftless area and will share her knowledge and with us.
Wild Rowing Into God
August 28-29, 2015
Teilhard de Chardin predicted that a new kind of human would emerge on Earth, one attracted
to the future and in touch with the impulse to reach out. Is this you? Is there a flame of urgency
in your heart? Are you yearning to join in the great collective work of unleashing our
hidden potential as a species?

Homilies:
Libby Caes’ Homily, May 10, 2015
Leora Weitzman’s Homily, April 19, 2015
Paul Knitter’s Reflection from Good Friday, April 3, 2015
Leora Weitzman’s Homily, February 1, 2015

Library:
New books in the library, May 2015

Calendar
Sunday Worship, 9:00 am
Monastery Assembly Room
Daily Prayer
Monastery Oratory
Morning Prayer, Sunday-Saturday, 8:00 am
Midday Prayer, Monday-Friday, 11:45 am
Evening Prayer, Sunday-Saturday, 4:30 pm

Follow the links below to register for upcoming events at Holy Wisdom Monastery
May 20
Wisdom Prairie Workday, 9:00 am-12:00 pm
Volunteer with the Friends of Wisdom Prairie and help improve the ecological health of
the land. Snacks provided. Registration closed.
May 24
Pentecost
May 31
Trinity Sunday
May 31
Hospitality Sunday and Carpool Sunday
Bring a food item to share, greet and meet others. Share a ride to worship.
June 5-7
Oblate Candidate Retreat
June 6

Wisdom Prairie Workday, 9:00 am-12:00 pm
Volunteer with the Friends of Wisdom Prairie and help improve the ecological health of
the land. Snacks provided. Register by June 3, 2015.
June 7
Feast of the Body & Blood of Christ
June 12-14
Exploring Benedictine Sojourners Retreat
For single, Christian women ages 20-50
The retreat provides a taste of our Benedictine community life, with time to work, pray, eat and
talk together, and to learn more about our Benedictine Sojourner program. Ask questions, meet
the sisters and interact with other single Christian women who are exploring their spiritual
journey. Register by June 1, 2015.
June 13
Friends of Wisdom Prairie Outing, 10:00 am-12:00 pm
Join us for an interesting and visually satisfying visit to the Native Wisconsin Garden at the UW
Arboretum. Susan Carpenter, who cares for and manages this specialized, condensed display of
the vegetation of Wisconsin, will tell us about the garden’s purpose and history. Register by June
9, 2015.
June 14
Anointing of the Sick, 10:20-11:00 am, oratory
June 17
Wisdom Prairie Workday, 9:00 am-12:00 pm
Volunteer with the Friends of Wisdom Prairie and help improve the ecological health of the land.
Snacks provided. Register by June 14, 2015.
June 18
Prairie Rhapsody benefit concert, 5:30 pm
We are pleased to welcome a dynamic set of musicians from Bach Dancing & Dynamite Society
for this year’s concert which will benefit the Friends of Wisdom Prairie at Holy Wisdom
Monastery. Register by June 12, 2015.
June 24-27
Placing Our Mind in Our Heart: Wisdom School Part A with Beth O’Brien
Silence, small group teachings, instruction in spiritual practices and group meditation will
provide the framework to introduce retreatants to the Christian contemplative
tradition. Register by June 10, 2015.
June 28
Hospitality Sunday and Carpool Sunday
Bring a food item to share, greet and meet others. Share a ride to worship.
Visit our calendar for upcoming events
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