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Dear Friends of St Anselm’s,

As we come to the end of this year, our entire monastic community wishes you a very 
blessed Christmas and New Year. Through this newsletter, we hope to strengthen the ties 
that we already have and welcome some newcomers to a still wider circle of friends. As 
you read the Chronicler’s Column and the various articles in this issue, you will surely 
come away appreciating all the more the diverse talents and interests of our monks.

Just like all of you reading this, we monks are well aware that our country and many 
other parts of the world have been going through difficult times. We need think only of 
the millions of refugees, especially in the Middle East, who are facing a harsh winter in 
primitive conditions, or of the various signs of dysfunction in our national government.  
It is tempting to feel that there is little any of us can do in the face of such problems, 
and we know that some persons, as we read in a recent email, think that monks are 
rather selfishly engaged in “an overzealous attempt to seek God at the cost of sacrificing 
the Christian calling to go out and spread the Gospel to the world.” We trust that the 
many activities in which we are engaged—whether in our school, in local chaplaincies, 
or for our lay oblates and those coming for short retreats, spiritual direction, or other 
programs—show that we want and expect our communal and personal prayer to be 
complemented by many different ways of serving others. We are most grateful for your 
support in our various endeavors.

The Monks of St Anselm’s Abbey



3

The Chronicler’s Column
Those members of our community who teach in 

our abbey school regularly find that however much 
energy bolstered them at the beginning of the school 
year, that supply is rather depleted by the time the 
year ends in late May, so many of them take some 
well-deserved time visiting family or friends for 
a few weeks in the first part of the summer. What 
draws all of us back together by mid-August is 
our annual community retreat, led this year by Fr 
Terrence Kardong, a monk of Assumption Abbey 
in Richardton, North Dakota. Those of our readers 
who keep up with things Benedictine will already 
know that Fr Terrence is one of the world’s lead-
ing scholars on monastic life, for he has authored 
a lengthy commentary on the Rule of St Benedict, 
a shorter volume titled The Benedictines as part of 
a series on religious orders, and numerous articles 
in both scholarly and popular journals. Fr Terrence 
has also served as editor of The American Benedictine 
Review for several decades and has rightly given 
that journal a properly monastic character. His 
retreat conferences focused on one of the shortest 
but most important chapters of the Rule, that on 
“The Good Zeal of Monks,” with its challenging 
teachings on supporting one another’s weaknesses 
with the greatest patience and preferring nothing to 
the love of Christ. We are grateful that he was able 
to share his reflections with us and also stay at our 
monastery for a few extra days before returning to 
the northern plains.

Our Prior, Father Michael Hall, continues to 
be very busy in all sorts of school-related activi-
ties. In addition to serving as school chaplain and 
as a teacher in both the religion and social studies 
departments, he supervises the Tuesday-morning 
service program for our fifth and sixth formers 

and leads the discussions on Benedictine spiritual-
ity for parents of our students on the first Friday of 
every month. He also provides pastoral assistance 
at Holy Redeemer parish in College Park, Maryland 
and is the author of two articles in this issue of our 
newsletter.

Our former superior, Abbot Aidan Shea, regu-
larly sees many persons who come to him for spir-
itual direction. Despite the health problems that 
come with advancing age, he was able to spend sev-
eral weeks in Bermuda with his longtime friends 
Rob and Mary Truland in May. After several decades 
as director of oblates, he retired from that position in 
January of this year and so was honored on June 2 in 
a ceremony on our south lawn, where a handsome 
tree, “Aidan’s Oak,” was planted and blessed. Mary 
Grace Oates has contributed an article about Abbot 
Aidan’s years as oblate director in this issue. 

Other monks experiencing difficulties with health 
are Father Edmund Henkels, who continues to  
reside at the nearby Carroll Manor nursing home 

"Aidan's Oak" catches a beam of sunlight at its dedication.



and is always keen to hear news about the abbey 
and abbey school, and Father Hilary Hayden, who 
suffered a broken hip in early June and, after two 
months of rehabilitation at Carroll Manor, is now 
again residing in our renovated Monmonier wing.

Like Father Edmund, Father Joseph Jensen cel-
ebrated his ninetieth birthday this fall. Still very 
active, he visited his sister Loretta in southern 
California for a week in July, followed that with a 
trip to Providence College in Rhode Island for the 
annual meeting of the Catholic Biblical Association, 
and more recently enjoyed two weeks in Poland 
with a tour group of which his longtime administra-
tive assistant Maria Nazarczuk was also a member.

As vocation director, Father Christopher Wyvill 
arranges several programs for men who are inter-
ested in monastic life, including a Come and See week-
end once each semester and Saturday Evening with 
the Monks approximately once a month during the 
school year. He has also begun offering a Latin mass 
using the Novus Ordo once a month at St Matthew’s 
Cathedral and regularly hears confessions at the 
National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception. In 
addition to tending our vegetable garden during 
the growing season, he also serves as housemaster, 
tending to needed repairs and, when necessary, hir-
ing plasterers or other outside workers to keep the 
various rooms of the monastery in good condition.

The task of being the main public face of the abbey 
school continues to be one of the major responsibil-
ities of Father Peter Weigand, who annually vis-
its alumni in many parts of the country. Somewhat 
less well known is his decades-long association with 
the National Capital Cactus and Succulent Society, 
which meets in our school’s earth-science lab on the 
third Sunday of every month (except for July and 
August, when the 76 members host a plant sale 
at Brookside Gardens or visit off-campus green-
houses). The group celebrated its fortieth birthday 
at its September meeting this year. Father Peter 

served as president of the society for several years 
and has been in charge of hospitality since 1992.

Father Philip Simo is now in his fourth year as a 
chaplain at nearby Providence Hospital. He recently 
hosted some friends from Slovakia who stayed at 
the abbey for some days and also had the rather 
novel experience of hearing read in our refectory 
the narrative part of the dissertation he once wrote 
for Sant’Anselmo on the way Benedictines in the 
United States have met the socio-cultural changes 
in American life over the past half-century.

Our Christmas cards now regularly feature an icon 
produced by Father Boniface von Nell, who made 
two trips this year to work with an expert iconog-
rapher in western Pennsylvania. He took over the 
position of director of oblates this past spring and 
was a key member of a committee planning for a 
large regional meeting of oblates that was held here 
at St Anselm’s on October 18. Father Boniface like-
wise serves as the abbey’s sacristan and librarian.

Our very conscientious bursar for some years 
now has been Father Gabriel Myers, who is also 
our music director and our community’s elected 
delegate to general chapter meetings of the English 
Benedictine Congregation. He has spent countless 

Oblates gather in the abbey church for midday prayer.
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open to school parents and their sons.
Three of the newer members of our community 

made their simple vows for three years within the 
past year or so. Since that time, Brother Isaiah Lord 
has assumed the position of guestmaster and also 
serves as a security guard for the school each week-
day morning. Brother Samuel Springuel has begun 
a full course of studies in philosophy and theology 
at The Catholic University of America, and Brother 
Bernard Marra has begun working as a special 
assistant to Father Peter on major gifts and special 
initiatives for the school’s permanent scholarship 
endowment fund. Prior to entering our community, 
he worked for thirty-three years in international 
investment banking and venture capital finance, a 
background that makes him well-suited for work in 
our school’s development office.

The author of this column, Abbot James 
Wiseman, can generally be found right at the abbey, 
but there are some trips inevitably associated with 
his position. This past February he helped orga-
nize the annual meeting of the North American 
Benedictine abbots, held at St Bernard Abbey in 
Cullman, Alabama, while early September found 
him at Ampleforth Abbey in Yorkshire with other 
abbots and abbesses of the English Benedictine 
Congregation to help prepare for a special forum 
and general chapter meeting in July of next year. 
Like all of us, he places a very high priority on pro-
moting vocations. As of this writing, two men have 
been approved for postulancy and at least two oth-
ers are very seriously considering joining our com-
munity. We ask you not only to keep them in your 
prayers but also to encourage other men to visit us 
if you sense that they, too, might flourish as mem-
bers of this particular “school of the Lord’s service.”

hours using a new software program to produce 
revised sheets for our vespers music on both ferias 
and feast days as well as a new booklet for morn-
ing prayer on Sundays. Like Father Christopher, he 
offers a Latin mass once a month at the cathedral 
downtown.

Elsewhere in this issue you will find an infor-
mative and indeed inspiring article about the 
English educationist Phyllis Wallbank from Brother 
Dunstan Robidoux, who visited her this summer in 
connection with a meeting of the board of an edu-
cational trust whose purpose is to ensure that the 
school she founded and her educational philosophy 
will continue in perpetuity. Brother Dunstan also 
leads several weekly or biweekly seminars for the 
Lonergan Institute, whose headquarters are located 
here at the abbey.

A key member of the editorial board of this news-
letter is Brother Matthew Nylund, who also teaches 
Spanish in our school and carefully selects the read-
ings that we regularly use at vespers. This summer 
he made a private retreat at Holy Cross Abbey in 
Berryville, Virginia, a Trappist community where he 
had once been a novice; he also brushed up on his 
spoken French with the help of a tutor.

Many of you will have attended the solemn pro-
fession ceremony of Brother Ignacio González 
on May 24. Shortly after that service, which was 
attended by several hundred persons, Brother 
spent a month at a language school in Cuernavaca, 
Mexico in order to become better prepared to teach 
two Spanish courses in our school this year, in addi-
tion to a course in the New Testament for our second 
formers. He is currently collaborating with an alum-
nus, James Lucier, to arrange a pilgrimage along the 
Camino de Santiago de Compostela next summer, 

James Wiseman, osb



In Memoriam: Father Patrick Granfield, osb 
1930-2014

Our confrere, Father Patrick Granfield, died sud-
denly on April 22, 2014 of cardiac arrhythmia at his 
residence in Chevy Chase, Maryland. His funeral 
mass was celebrated in the abbey church on April 
30, 2014. Abbot James was principal celebrant and 
homilist for the mass, concelebrated by his monastic 
brothers. After the mass, Dr Peter Phan, a longtime 
friend and colleague of Father Patrick at Catholic 
University, gave an eloquent and heart-felt eulogy 
of Father Patrick, as brilliant theologian and good 
friend and colleague, on behalf of the many faculty 
present for the mass. Father Patrick was laid to rest 
in the monastic cemetery next to his brother, Father 
David Granfield, who died in 2009.

Father Patrick was born on March 8, 1930 in 
Springfield, Massachusetts, the third child of Patrick 
and Mabel Granfield. He was baptized Richard. His 
early education was in Springfield under the Sisters 
of St Joseph at Our Lady of Hope Grammar School 
and Cathedral High School.

Feeling the call to religious life, he entered St 
Anselm’s Priory in September 1948, following 
his brother, Father David Granfield, eight years 
his senior, who had entered monastic life at St 
Anselm’s in 1946. He received the religious name 
Patrick. Following his novitiate and college stud-
ies at Catholic University, Patrick was sent in 1951 
by Prior Alban Boultwood to the International 
Benedictine College of Sant’Anselmo in Rome to 
pursue philosophical studies. He remained there 
for three years, eventually earning a Ph.D. in phi-
losophy. Returning to Washington, Patrick did his 
theological studies at Catholic University and was 

ordained to the priesthood in 1957. He completed 
the doctorate in theology from Catholic University 
in 1962.

Meanwhile Father 
Patrick worked with-
in the ministry of St 
Anselm’s. He served 
as “socius” or assis-
tant novice master 
for several years. He 
taught French and 
religion in the prio-
ry school. When the 
monks of St Anselm’s 
opened their summer 
school, Saint Grego-
ry’s, in York Harbor, 

Maine in 1956, Father Patrick was part of the orig-
inal faculty for the program and continued there 
every summer of the school’s existence until closure 
in 1964. While in Maine in the summers, Father Pat-
rick assisted in the local parishes and made many 
good friends.

In 1962 Father Patrick began his long and suc-
cessful teaching career at Catholic University in the 
School of Sacred Theology, becoming a full profes-
sor in 1980. He remained on the faculty of theol-
ogy until retirement in 2007. Father Patrick’s area 
of professional concentration was in the field of 
ecclesiology, the theology of the Church, an area 
of prime importance and considerable debate and 
controversy in the years following Vatican II. From 
his first book, Theologians at Work, in 1972 through 

Father Patrick Granfield
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perhaps his best known work in 1987, The Limits of 
the Papacy: Authority and Autonomy in the Church, 
his scholarly output of books and articles was pro-
lific. He was an editor of The American Ecclesiastical 
Review and in 1984-85 served as president of the 
Catholic Theological Society of America. In 1989 
Father Patrick was the winner of that Society’s 
John Courtney Murray Award for Distinguished 
Achievement.

Father Patrick taught at various summer schools 
around the country over the years and worked 
closely with the National Conference of Catholic 
Bishops in developing continuing education pro-
grams for clergy. He was a popular speaker, much 
in demand, for conferences of priests and deacons 
in many dioceses including Baltimore, Providence, 
Portland (Maine), and Wheeling. He was active 
in ecumenical dialogue between Catholics and 
Lutherans.

Father Patrick was neither a radical nor a reaction-
ary. He adhered faithfully to the magisterium, while 
always ready to push beyond the past to explore 
new ways of understanding the faith and communi-
cating it to the contemporary world. He expressed 

the perennial truths of the Church in the language 
of the present.

In 1969 Father Patrick and his brother Father 
David were granted permission by ecclesiastical 
superiors to live apart from their monastic commu-
nity, while remaining priests in good standing. They 
lived together in the Washington area while both 
continued their scholarly work and teaching careers 
at Catholic University. Frequent visitors to the abbey, 
both remained close to members of the community 
and always maintained an active interest in it and 
support of all that happened at St Anselm’s. Father 
Patrick was a man of great good humor and with a 
gift for friendship. He remained close and support-
ive to friends made in different contexts over many 
years. He was a man of prayer and of deep spiritu-
ality, genuinely committed to the Church and to his 
priesthood. Though for much of his life he lived out-
side the cloister, he always remained a Benedictine 
monk at heart with a real affection for the commu-
nity he had joined as a young man of eighteen. He 
will be greatly missed by his many friends, monas-
tic and professional.

michael hall, osb



Listening to Abbot Aidan Shea, Director of 
Oblates, 1981 - 2013

In the prayer journal that the young Flannery 
O’Connor kept while a student at the Iowa Writers’ 
Workshop, she began by considering the four types 
of prayer: prayers of adoration, contrition, thanks-
giving, and supplication. The last, she claimed, “is 
the only one of the four I am competent in.” Flannery 
was twenty-one at the time and as determined to 
grow in prayer as to grow in her writing. When my 
husband and I first came to the abbey in 1991, I was 
well over twice Flannery’s age and more than com-
petent in prayers of supplication. I excelled! I was 
not unaware of the inadequacy of my infantile peti-
tions, punctuated by an occasional, perfunctory 
word of thanks. I was sorry; I just didn’t do much 
about it. I can’t remember when we attended our 
first oblate meeting, but it did not take me long to 
realize that I had entered a different world, a world 
filled with blessed possibilities, where we would be 
taught by a very holy man indeed.

On the first Sunday of each month Abbot Aidan 
would stand behind the lectern as people drifted 
in after morning coffee and took their places in the 
pews of the abbey church, rather like students filing 
in at the beginning of class. Many of us even car-
ried notebooks. Occasionally, as the meeting wore 
on, the abbot would check his watch, laid out on the 
lectern, as if he expected the bell to ring and send 
us rushing out to other classes. But this was never 
a class in the strict sense. Perhaps it was more of an 
invitation. Although the Rule of St Benedict was at 
the center of all our meetings, in none of them did 
Father Abbot simply explicate or gloss the Rule. 
Instead, he posed questions: not problems to solve 

or matters to discuss as one might in an ordinary 
class but complex, mysterious questions to take 
away with us and ponder, questions that, rightly 
considered, could lead to self-knowledge and an 
openness to God. He presented us with mysterious 
phrases that demanded examination: the “danger of 
grace,” the “virtue of hiddenness.” He suggested we 
make lists or diagrams (“These are helpful to me,” 
he would say); he read us poems (Rilke, Cavafy, and 
Eliot were favorites); he recommended reading that 
had touched him deeply; and he told us about his 
own life–about his mother, his childhood in Boston, 
the army, his coming to the monastery (“I did not 
want to be a monk,” I remember him saying, “but I 
knew that I had to be”). He spoke to us of the need 
for self-discovery and of conversatio morum, impossi-
ble without that honest evaluation of self. He talked 
of eucharist and community, balance and obedience 
and patience, and of the blessed necessity of friend-
ship (“a school teaching charity”), once suggesting 
as a Lenten exercise the reclaiming of old friends 
lost through carelessness or neglect. And always, 
always he reminded us that solitude and silence 
are the pathway to God: “God speaks to us in the 
silence.” This is a hard lesson in our noisy world, so 
filled with distractions and busyness. His was a plea 
to stop and to listen. If we were tempted to respond 
with the all too ready excuse of lives filled with 
responsibilities, demanding schedules, and nary a 
moment to spare, we needed only look at the man 
standing before us: the abbot of a monastery who 
had also taught Latin, Greek, French, and English 
in the abbey school, traveled all over the country 
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giving retreats, was the spiritual adviser to count-
less people as well as director of oblates. Yet in him 
we could not fail to see the fruits of a contemplative 
life. He had made the time. He had sat under his 
beloved trees or in the dimness of the abbey church 
and waited for God to speak to him in the silence. 
Here was our lesson.

The life of the spirit, the life of prayer, of real 
prayer, so much defines Abbot Aidan that he 
appears to exist on a different plane from the rest of 
us. He is blessedly innocent of the mindless distrac-
tions of the world around us: the internet, email, tex-
ting, cell phones, even television. He does not drive 
and may not be quite sure how to get from point A 
to point B on the map. Because of these deficiencies, 
he is sometimes the object of affectionate teasing by 
the more comfortable citizens of the digital world 
among us. But we all know that if his view is more 
circumscribed, it is because it is more focused on the 
essential things. His senses seem always attuned to 
the plight of others. To them he offers an ear that 
hears and a heart that is open and ready to under-
stand. He is generous not merely with his time but 
with himself. That generosity includes an extraor-
dinary honesty about himself, a laying open of his 
own weaknesses and vulnerabilities. Those stories 
that we concoct for ourselves, those personae that 
most of us  present to the world either for our pro-
tection or our glorification, are simply absent in 
him. It is quite astonishing.

“The only wisdom we can hope to acquire/ Is the 
wisdom of humility: humility is endless.” These 
are the words of T.S. Eliot in the second of the Four 
Quartets, “East Coker,” as he speaks disparagingly 
of the reputed “wisdom of old men.” It is a hard 
saying in our day, as it was in Eliot’s: humility does 
not count for much in our world. In the Rule St 
Benedict makes clear that humility must be the cen-
ter of life in the monastery. For those of us outside 

the monastery as well, Abbot Aidan insisted, humil-
ity leads us on the path to wisdom. Remember, he 
told us repeatedly, that only God is God. Yes, yes, 
we think. We know that. But what are the implica-
tions? Only that we subsume our own wills in God’s 
will. That’s it. The matter suddenly becomes more 
prickly; the two-year-old in most of us resists might-
ily. More than once Abbot Aidan observed that in 
everything that happens there is something God 
wants us to see, so we must thank God for the bad 
things that come into our lives as well as the good. 
This prayer of thanksgiving for suffering, in itself an 
act of humility, is our recognition that in adversity 
we can, with grace, come to know ourselves and so 
put our feet on the path to wisdom and even con-
version. We have come a long way from those infan-
tile prayers of petition and thanksgiving.

Abbot Aidan’s own humility is always apparent; 
it is, with love, perhaps his defining characteristic. It 
showed itself in his constant concern for those of us 
in the pews. Did what he was saying make sense? 
He wanted to know. Was he, month after month, 
repeating himself? Wouldn’t we like to hear from 
someone else once in a while? One Sunday in the last 
year of his tenure as oblate director he asked with a 
worried look, “Would you prefer a different format? 
A discussion in which everyone could participate?” 
One man rose to his feet immediately. “I come here 
only to hear what you have to tell us,” he said. He 
certainly spoke for me and I believe without doubt 
for everyone else sitting there that morning. That 
was because those Sundays were all strung together 
in a blessed continuum, a necklace in which each 
pearl became more beautiful, acquired more mean-
ing, as another was added to the string. Though 
there was no discussion while the abbot spoke, sit-
ting in the pews, watching and listening, was any-
thing but a passive exercise. One needed always to 
grapple, to puzzle, to question because one of Abbot 



Abbot Aidan reviews the inscription to be installed at the base of the oak planted in his honor.

Grace mary oates

Aidan’s gifts to us was never to present us with sim-
plified answers but to teach us to encounter com-
plexity and mystery–and then to live with them. 
When he spoke to us on those mornings, we did not 
hear a formal presentation but something more per-
sonal, more intimate: a friend sharing with us what 
he had been thinking. These were the fruits of con-
templation being heaped into our laps. Listening 
to him, we could almost imbibe a way of thinking 
that we might hope to imitate. And so, as import-
ant as words are, we were being given something 

more important and even more powerful. We were 
witnessing a life lived in the School of the Lord’s 
Service, the cumulative effect of those many years 
of silence in God’s presence, of listening. We may 
call that wisdom. We may certainly call it holiness.

Recently Abbot Aidan mentioned to me how 
much he missed oblate Sundays even though he 
insisted that the time had been right for him to step 
down. “Being oblate director for all those years was 
a great blessing to me,” he said. No, Father Abbot. 
The blessing was all ours. Thank you.
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Reckless?
“Reckless.” “Theologically misleading.” “Bor-

derline heretical.” “A pawn of the liberal elite.”  
These are just a few of many pejorative descrip-
tions from a vocal minority within the Church who 
are quite concerned about Pope Francis. The Holy 
Father, they feel, must provide a hard line on core 
doctrines, leaving less room for his public, off-the-
cuff statements to be misinterpreted, misquoted or, 
worse yet, exploited. One such critic of the Holy 
Father has even written to the Vatican for clarifica-
tion on the pope’s positions, since his theological 
“uncertainty” causes “tremendous harm because 
not everyone understands church teaching.”1 One 
might wonder, though, if such voices really under-
stand church teaching themselves. After all, did not 
the Founder of our Church receive the same sort of 
opposition in his day?

Consider what Matthew writes when recount-
ing his own call to follow Jesus: Pharisees saw this 
and said to his disciples, “Why does your teacher 
eat with tax collectors and sinners?” He heard this 
and said, “Those who are well do not need a physi-
cian, but the sick do. Go and learn the meaning of 
the words, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ I did not 
come to call the righteous but sinners” (Matthew 
9:11-13). Luke picks up on this theme when Jesus 
says to the Pharisees and scholars of the Law who 
did not receive baptism from John: “The Son of Man 
came eating and drinking and you said, ‘Look, he is 
a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors 
and sinners’” (Luke 7:34). Who are these “sinners?” 
Among them are the Samaritan woman at the well 
in John 4, the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with 
her tears and dried them with her hair in Luke 7, 
and Zacchaeus in Luke 19. Pope Francis includes 
himself in their company as well when he was asked 

early in his pontificate, “Who is Jorge Mario Brogo-
lio?” His answer: “I am a sinner. This is the most 
accurate definition. It is not a figure of speech, a lit-
erary genre. I am a sinner.”2

For many in the Church who are critical of Pope 
Francis, their unsung hero is his predecessor who 
broke with centuries of tradition by abdicating the 
papacy in February 2013. Known for his holiness, 
humility and erudition, they might be surprised, 
then, to read that Pope Benedict admitted in his 
introduction to the new catechism for the youth 
that evil and sin has penetrated “into the interior, 
yes, into the very heart of the church.”3 And twenty 
years ago, Saint Pope John Paul II wrote in Crossing 
the Threshold of Hope: 

We must not fear the truth about ourselves. One 
day Peter became aware of this and with partic-
ular energy he said to Jesus: “Depart from me, 
Lord, for I am a sinful man” [Luke 5:8]. Peter 
was not the only one who was aware of this 
truth. Every man has learned it. Every succes-
sor to Peter has learned it. I learned it very well. 
Every one of us is indebted to Peter for what he 
said on that day: “Depart from me, Lord, for I 
am a sinful man.”4

If the last three popes admit to being sinners them-
selves, why might people have problems with Pope 
Francis’ popular style? Perhaps they are unsettled 
by his more personal approach to being Pope. One 
such person’s criticism of the Holy Father’s recent 
dining with Vatican cafeteria workers reveals the 
disquiet:

But if such now-routine departures from 
papal protocol cause some Catholic hearts to 



grow heavy with sadness…mine included…
are we not entitled to cry out to our own father: 
Petre, quo vadis?

The awesome papacy of history, with its 
2000-year-old legacy of loyal service to Christ 
our Royal King, is apparently fading away 
before our very eyes. Gone are the papal 
crowns, the royal robes, the sedia gestatoria, 
the kingly trappings we remember so fondly 
from our youth — and in their place stands the 
increasingly democratized, egalitarian “pope of 
the people”. It’s as if Pope is being transformed 
into President, and I wonder: Does any serious, 
practicing Catholic really want to see that happen? 
Do you?

Honestly, I find it disconcerting beyond 
words to see our Holy Father behaving like 
this, always with cameras clicking and whirring 
away. It’s not funny. To us it’s disturbing and 
out of place.5

However, are such judgments helpful in wit-
nessing to the Gospel of Jesus Christ? Jesus is our 
Royal King, and trappings of royalty might help 
the faithful engender such an idea, but perhaps 
focus on temporal externals masks the reality of an 
“unchurched” Church and a world that does not 
realize it has been redeemed by Christ. Might it be 
the case that such critical attitudes toward the Vicar 
of Christ are what Our Lord cautions against when 
he said: “Well did Isaiah prophesy about you hypo-
crites, as it is written: ‘This people honors me with 
their lips, but their hearts are far from me’” (Mark 
7:6)? How does judgment invite one who has not yet 
received the gift of faith to believe that Jesus Christ 
is the Son of God? After all, if one judges the pope in 
such a way, then it is not hard to imagine that such 
judgments will spill over to others outside the faith. 
They will hear us saying, “You equal bad behav-
iors. You are the sum total of the things you’ve done 

that you’re not proud of. You are ugly and dirty and 
unworthy of love. You will never amount to any-
thing of value.”6

At this point it is beneficial to ask oneself this 
question: Am I motivated by mercy and committed 
to restoring value?7 That is, am I more like a Pharisee 
or like Jesus in my encounters with everyone I see? 
“Value” in this context is the value and worth of the 
individual human person created in the image and 
likeness of God (Genesis 1:27). The eleventh-century 
Benedictine abbot William of St Thierry writes of 
this inherent value by penning the words of Jesus as 
follows: “Know then yourself, O my image! In this 
way you will be able to know me of whom you are 
the image. You will find me at the bottom of your-
self.”8 He later writes, “This is the perfection of man, 
likeness to God.”9 This “likeness to God” is exactly 
what Pope Francis is doing by leaving behind the 
trappings of a royal papacy to be at the level of the 
faithful. Such abasement is incarnational and pro-
vides an authentic Christian witness that the world 
desperately needs.

Thus, we have Pope Francis leading the way by 
boldly reminding us what St Paul writes in his letter 

Pope Francis makes his confession.
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to the Philippians: 

Have this mind among yourselves, which 
was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with God 
a thing to be grasped but emptied himself, tak-
ing the form of a servant, being born in the like-
ness of men. And being found in human form 
he humbled himself and became obedient unto 
death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:5-8)

God calls us all to empty ourselves as well, to die 
to ourselves by taking the lowest place; humility is 
the antidote to the original sin of pride. Once we 
begin to orient ourselves accordingly, Truth judges 
us and reveals our own propensity to judge others. 
Pope Francis helps with this as well, not only in his 
example, but because he himself has forty-five years 
of orienting the faithful to Our Lord’s mercy:

How many times in my pastoral ministry 
have I heard it said, “Father, I have many sins”? 
And I have always pleaded, “Don’t be afraid, go 
to him, he is waiting for you, he will take care 
of everything.” We hear many offers from the 
world around us; but let us take up God’s offer 
instead: his is a caress of love. For God, we are 
not numbers, we are important; indeed we are 
the most important thing to him. Even if we are 
sinners, we are what is closest to his heart.10

It is easy to remain comfortable and closed in on 
our own understanding of “the way things should 
be.” After all, are we not most comfortable and at 
ease when we do “the right thing, at the right time, 
in the right way, for the right reason?”11 Obsessively 

focusing on “the right thing” though, might cause 
us to become myopic and closed in on ourselves. 
Consider Pope Francis’s caution and preference in 
this regard:

Whenever we Christians are enclosed in our 
groups, our movements, our parishes, in our 
little worlds, we remain closed, and the same 
thing happens to us that happens to anything 
closed: when a room is closed, it begins to get 
dank. If a person is closed up in that room, he 
or she becomes ill! Whenever Christians are 
enclosed in their groups, parishes and move-
ments, they take ill. If a Christian goes to the 
streets, or to the outskirts, he or she may risk the 
same thing that can happen to anyone out there: 
an accident. How often have we seen accidents 
on the road! But I am telling you: I would pre-
fer a thousand times over a bruised Church to 
an ill Church!12

So, here is a question to ponder: how does the 
world perceive me? Am I reckless, theologically 
misleading and borderline heretical, as some within 
the Church perceive Pope Francis to be? The follow-
ing list of adjectives from John Burke’s Mud and the 
Masterpiece may also help: Do people perceive me as 
“judgmental, narrow-minded, arrogant, hypocriti-
cal, bigoted?” Or am I “loving, kind, compassionate, 
wise, merciful, hopeful, healing, helping, caring, 
life-giving?”13 Most of us, if we are honest, might 
say that we are a composite of both, and until Jesus 
comes back, the world will be filled with humans 
who are composites of both. Nevertheless, with Our 
Lord’s help and by his grace, we might have less of 
the former and more of the latter.

iGnacio González, osb
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We ask the friends of St Anselm’s to join us in prayer 
for vocations to our community. We also ask you 
to recommend St Anselm’s to young men who may 
be open to considering a religious life such as ours,  
and/or to pass on to us the names of such young men.

Christopher Wyvill, Director of Vocations
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Benedictines, Love and Destiny
Throughout the Old and New Testaments there is 

a continuous call by God and his prophets to cast 
away burnt offerings as sacrifices and to bring to 
God’s altar a clean, pure heart. Deuteronomy, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Hosea, Amos, and Micah, among others, 
command this in no uncertain terms.

A clean, pure heart — a life lived in true charity 
— is the essence of a life well-lived in the spirit of 
the Gospels. It is the “blazing light” of Benedict’s 
Rule, brought to Europe when darkness seemed to 
be spreading over the continent after the fall of the 
Roman Empire. Even St Augustine, in his view of 
monasticism, underscores the supreme importance 
of love in all one’s involvement with others. But 
what is the meaning of a clean, pure heart?

The longest chapter in Benedict’s Rule is devoted 
to the subject of humility. Drawing from spiritual lit-
erature over hundreds of centuries, personal experi-
ence, and our recent conferences for junior monks at 

St Vincent Archabbey, a Benedictine community in 
Latrobe, Pennsylvania, the best way I can describe 
humility is personal honesty, or absolute honesty 
with oneself. Personal honesty is the only way to 
self-understanding, to mature loving, to true happi-
ness, to freedom, peace, and wholeness, and to eter-
nal life.

The most formidable barrier to personal honesty 
is self-centeredness or selfishness. A selfish person is 
one whose inner life is built around whatever one 
can get out of whatever one does, and how one can 
use others. A selfish person sees nothing but him-
self or herself: Whatever a selfish person does shows 
little or no regard for the circumstances, history, or 
uniqueness of other persons. Selfish people are not 
only unable to love others, but they typically hate 
themselves. They are always trying unsuccessfully 
to cover up and to care for their true inner self. They 
are not honest with themselves or with others. All 



their actions are done to receive love, not to be con-
tent with the joy of just giving love without any 
expectation of return, which is the natural expres-
sion of human love.

The religious person who wraps himself or herself 
in a cloak of holiness and pious gestures on the one 
hand, and who later exhibits behaviors and actions 
that reflect inner hatred toward another, is selfish. 
The person who feigns humility and reaches out to 
people everywhere under the pretext of love, namely 
in words, seeking only to be loved, is selfish. The 
couple who claim to love one another — but mean-
ing you and me against the world — are selfish.

Jesus commanded us to love our neighbor as our-
selves, as did his Father, who communicated this 
to Moses during his forty-day stay on Mount Sinai. 
Love is a faculty, an attitude, a power of the soul that 
relates one person to the entire world around him or 
her, not just to a single person. It is not constituted 
by love for one object and finding and loving that 
one “right” object, but by loving every other human 
being, which is loving life, loving the world. There 
are differences in the various types of love, such as 
brotherly love, motherly love, erotic love, self-love, 
and love of God, but the fundamental orientation 
remains the same: to love one’s neighbor as oneself.

For centuries some Western philosophers and 
many Christian writers and thinkers have equated 
self-love with selfishness, but the two concepts are 
far from identical. Typically we insist on confusing 
selfishness and self-love. The powerful assumption 
of the biblical command to love one’s neighbor as 
oneself is that the love of one’s self cannot be sepa-
rated from love of every other human being.

The true meaning of self-love is to be fully aware 
of one’s strengths, one’s gifts and one’s weaknesses 
and human failings — all that makes a person alive. 
This is what we share with others when we give 

truly and freely of ourselves. Self-love is an aware-
ness of one’s productive capacities and where they 
come from — something higher and better than the 
human self, which is God. These capacities are both 
God-given and God-graced, and we must be willing 
to cooperate with God’s grace. Without this aware-
ness, man takes his capacities and with them builds 
idols, things that come solely from the productive 
use of his gifts and capabilities, and worships them. 
Forgetting God, all his energy is thrown into the 
things he worships. The things become something 
apart from him, separate from him. They alienate 
him. He or she becomes a thing. His or her neighbor 
becomes a thing, and fittingly his gods are things. 

True self-love means to experience oneself from the 
essence of one’s existence. Only in this way can one 
truly experience human reality. It is the only way by 
which one becomes one with another — being one 
with oneself, rather than fleeing from one’s self. This 
is the critical path to loving maturely. It is the root, 
the substance of being honest with oneself, which 
is humility: the humility Jesus repeatedly asks each 
one of us to choose through our own free will; the 
humility Benedict masterfully describes in his Rule, 
taking us to the heart of the spirit of the gospels and 
ever-so-gently reminding us to never forget it, nor to 
forget God.

Only when one loves oneself in this way can one 
love others. If one can only love others, one cannot 
love at all. And without love for every other human 
being there can be no love of God. Our constant chal-
lenge is to grow and work individually and together 
within this framework, whether there is harmony 
or conflict, joy or sadness. As the Benedictine life so 
well reminds us and moves us along, only in this 
way will we successfully meet our destiny, which is 
love.

bernard marra, osb
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bitches,” and some convents were even burned 
down. Because their distinctive dress made them 
stand out, for their own protection the sisters would 
at times wear civilian garb in public. 

McNamara points out that once the Civil War 
began and as it dragged on, even the most hostile 
anti-Catholics came to realize how badly the ser-
vices of these sisters were needed in caring for the 
wounded on the battlefields and in the hospitals. At 
the beginning of the war in 1861, Catholic sisters of 
the various orders were operating twenty-eight hos-
pitals throughout the country. In addition to serving 
as nurses in the wards and operating rooms, sisters 
also served as cooks, laundresses, and nurses’ assis-
tants. Their duties included cleaning and bandag-
ing wounds and assisting doctors in surgery. The 
demands on hospital personnel were taxing, and 
the harsh and dreadful work led to a high turnover 
rate, but McNamara indicates that the rate was less 
for the sisters than for civilian personnel.

These women could also be found on the bloodi-
est battlefields, such as at the battle of Shiloh, where 
some 25,000 lives were lost. One religious who 
served at such sites was Sr Anthony O’Connell, 

Angels of Mercy
It is not hard to imagine what members of the 

clergy do, but less easy to picture the activities of 
others in the religious life. So, you might say to 
yourself, What do religious do? Well, they pray a 
lot, they offer hospitality, some are educators or stu-
dents, still others care for the aged and infirm, but 
first and foremost, like all Christians, they strive to 
live out their lives according to the gospel teachings 
of Jesus Christ. But what else do some do? The pur-
pose of this article is to answer at least part of that 
question.

Religious are not usually recognized as taking on 
dangerous roles in active ministry, but when they 
do, most do it voluntarily, courageously, and with-
out reservation. I learned about one such ministry 
through some reading I did in connection with an 
online course in American history that I took this 
summer. The final topic in the course was the Civil 
War, and as an amateur buff of that war, I later 
decided to do some further reading in order to find 
out if members of religious orders had contributed 
to the war effort in any way. To my surprise, I found 
many articles written on this subject. One of the best 
was by Dr Pat McNamara, published online three 
years ago.1 Much of what follows is based on that 
article.

In the decades leading up to the Civil War, reli-
gious sisters often experienced in harsher form the 
prejudice directed toward many Catholics. They 
would sometimes have rocks thrown at them, 
nativists would at times call them “damned papist 

1 Pat McNamara, “Catholic Sisters and the American Civil 
War,” http://www.patheos.com/Resources/Additional-
Resources/Catholic-Sisters-and-the-American-Civil-War-Pat-
McNamara-05-31-2011.



a Sister of Chari-
ty from Cincinnati, 
who admitted that 
it was very difficult 
to endure the stench 
from the corpses on 
the battlefield. “That 
was bad enough,” 
she said, “but what 
we endured on the 
field of battle while 
gathering up the 
wounded is beyond 

description…. Day often dawned on us only to renew 
the work of the preceding day without a moment’s 
rest.”

Of another nurse, also a Sr Anthony, one soldier 
said: “Amid this sea of blood, she performed the 
most revolting duties for these poor soldiers. She 
seemed like a ministering angel, and many a young 
soldier owes his life to her care and charity.” When 
surgeons were ready to amputate a soldier’s limb, 
she would often interject, “Wait. Let me see what I 
can do for him,” and at times she was indeed able to 
save the limb. Sr Anthony was so revered by troops 
on both sides of the battle line that she came to be 
called “the Florence Nightingale of America,” her 
name a household word recognized in many parts 
of both North and South. At her death in 1897, she 
was buried with a full military honor guard.

The sisters described by McNamara in his arti-
cle clearly evangelized more by their example than 
by anything they said. In many places, they were 
the first nuns, let alone the first Catholics, that some 

soldiers had ever seen. A Confederate chaplain 
recalled one incident when such a woman unwit-
tingly won over an anti-Catholic. A soldier being 
treated by her asked, “Sister, is it true that you 
belong to the Catholic Church?” “Yes, sir, that’s 
true. And that’s the source of the greatest happiness 
I have in this life.” “Well, I declare. I’d never have 
suspected it. I’ve heard so many things. I thought 
Catholics were the worst people on earth.” “I hope 
you don’t think so now,” she said simply in reply.

Here in Washington, dc, across from St Matthew’s 
Cathedral and so not all that far from the abbey, 
stands a monument dedicated to the women reli-
gious who ministered to the wounded and dying of 
both sides. It was unveiled on September 20, 1924 
and bears the following inscription: “They com-
forted the dying, nursed the wounded, carried hope 
to the imprisoned, and gave in His name a drink of 
water to the thirsty — To the memory and in honor 
of the various orders of Sisters who gave their ser-
vices as nurses on battlefields and in hospitals 
during the Civil War.”

Through their healing ministry, the Catholic sis-
ters helped dissolve prejudice, preached by quiet 
example, and helped make nursing a respectable 
profession for women in all walks of life. Theirs 
is an inspiring story that deserves to be remem-
bered and cherished by all Americans. I hope that 
this account will in some measure inspire all of us, 
Catholic and non-Catholic alike, to be aware of and 
grateful for any sign of genuine human compassion 
and care that is taking place around us.

isaiah lord, osb
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Working with Phyllis Wallbank, mbe

One of the most remarkable persons in the world 
of education over the past century is someone I have 
had the privilege of knowing for some years:  Mrs 
Phyllis Wallbank, mbe, who at the time of this writ-
ing is 96 years old. After providing some biograph-
ical information about her long and eventful life 
(drawn from an account written by her daughter 
Judith),1 I will conclude this article with some rec-
ollections about how I came to know her and how 
I have worked for and with her as a trustee of the 
Phyllis Wallbank Educational Trust.

Phyllis was born in London on September 1, 
1918. Her father was an engineer with the London 
Telephone Company, while her mother looked 
after the household. Her paternal grandfather was 
a headmaster in London who took the lead in pro-
viding hot meals to poorer children and who also 
set up London’s first technical college, where young 
people could come after work to learn trades in eve-
ning classes. Phyllis had two older siblings, a sister 
with whom she shared a room while they both lived 
at home, and a brother. As children, the two sisters 
would frequently play “school” with a collection of 
buttons, the remote beginning of careers that saw 
both of them running their own schools as adults—
Phyllis in England and Beatrice in the United States.

Phyllis was fortunate to win the one annual schol-
arship for the fee-paying Lady Margaret’s School in 
London, “fortunate” because the exam papers were 
destroyed in a fire, so the teachers and headmistress 
had to select the winner through a series of inter-
views. Phyllis always insisted that she would never 

have gotten in but for the fire, for her penmanship 
was very poor, whereas she excelled at communi-
cating her ideas in conversation. This school, under 
its exceptional headmistress Moberly Bell, was in 
some respects well ahead of its time, with each class 
run by its own elected student council that made the 
rules and created and imposed necessary penalties 
on their peers. Phyllis flourished at Lady Margaret’s 
and in particular benefited from discussions with 
the headmistress, whose office door was open to all 
at any time, an opportunity that Phyllis frequently 
availed herself of.

At age 18, while working in the kindergarten of 
that school, Phyllis began a three-year part-time 
training course in the system of childhood educa-
tion inspired by the theories of Friedrich Wilhelm 
Froebel, the eighteenth-century founder of kinder-
gartens. Not being able to afford a full university 
education, she took a job as a children’s probation 
officer to help pay for some evening classes in child 

1 Judith’s account is itself taken from the website of her 
mother’s educational trust:  http://www.pwet.org.uk/
biography.shtml.



psychology at the University of London, where she 
became close friends with her teacher, the eminent 
child psychiatrist Kate Friedlander. When Phyllis 
expressed her frustration at seeing how the dis-
turbed children she met while working in the juve-
nile courts failed to flourish in the normal school 
system, Kate suggested that she go hear Maria 
Montessori speak about individualized studies 
during her forthcoming visit to Britain.

Hearing Montessori lecture turned out to be a 
pivotal moment in Phyllis’s life. Being convinced 
that far fewer children would become delinquent 
if they could be educated to assume their own 
personal responsibilities and so take their right-
ful place in society, she went on to complete the 
Montessori course, became a close friend of Maria 
Montessori herself, started her own initially small 
Montessori school, and, at Maria’s request, served 
as a lecturer and examiner with her and her son 
Mario. As an examiner for both the ordinary and 
advanced Montessori courses, Phyllis travelled to 
France, Italy, Holland, and Austria while also lec-
turing extensively for the International Montessori 
Association (ami) in London and other sites in the 
uk. For many years, Phyllis served as chair of the 
ami in England and as vice-president of the inter-
national association, organizing its last international 
congress, which met shortly before Maria’s death in 
1952.

With her beloved husband, Newell, Phyllis had 
three children: Judith, Mark, and Benedict. Newell 
had doctorates in both music and philosophy and 
served for many years as rector of the Anglican 
church of St Bartholomew the Great in Smithfield, 
London. In later years, she described her hus-
band as being deeply religious, with a sparkling 
wit: “There was a lot of laughter that always saw 
us through difficulties. He was one of the best-read 
people in literature as well as philosophy and had a 
wonderful library of poetry. He was so brilliant and 

yet so humble.” She also said that his love “allowed 
my potential to flower,” even though their external 
interests could hardly have been more diverse. In 
Phyllis’s words, “A dating agency would never have 
put us together! I loved riding and dancing, and he 
was miserable the one time I got him on a horse, 
and he couldn’t dance. He was so very knowledge-
able about music, whereas I only knew what music 
I liked. He was so disciplined in his approach to life, 
and I just lived. Yet our love for each other was our 
rock.”

In 1948, when their first child Judith was two and 
a half years old, Phyllis started what she named The 
Gatehouse School because it began in the setting of 
the St Bart’s rectory, The Gatehouse, said by some to 
be the oldest house in London. Although the cou-
ple was very poor, subsisting on the miniscule sal-
ary that Newell received at that time as a curate, 
Phyllis managed to pick up some second-hand 
Montessori materials, bought some cheap stools 
that she painted, and attracted a few students for 
the first year of classes.

As the school gradually enlarged, it next occupied 
the cloister of the church and subsequently moved 
to Darlington Street in the City of London, where 
there were about eighty pupils. In 1964 the Phyllis 
Wallbank Educational Trust was formed to ensure 
that the school and Phyllis’s educational philosophy 
would continue in perpetuity. She later managed to 
find premises at Bethnal Green that were purchased 
by the trust; there the Gatehouse School continues 
to this day. The school also acquired a small house 
in a remote area of Scotland where she would take 
groups of children for two weeks at a time in order 
to give these inner-city pupils an experience of coun-
try life. There was once even a school trip to India, 
where the group visited Delhi, Bombay, and Agra, 
traveling all the while with third-class train tickets.

Ever the pioneer, Phyllis followed Newell into 
retirement at their home near Windsor and there 



21

embarked on various new activities. She became 
an expert on dyslexia, testing many young people 
for this problem and teaching the parents how to 
help their children. For many years she went twice 
weekly to nearby Eton College to give individual 
help to selected students who required one-on-one 
assistance with their courses. As she grew older, 
these students were brought to her own home, 
three miles away, where she had built an upstairs 
study, while also running a homework club for local 
children.

Not content with such work in education, Phyllis 
began to work with and for the homeless. In 1985, 
while walking along the Thames Embankment 
with her sister after attending a play, she encoun-
tered an elderly homeless woman whom she helped 
later that same night with food and clothing. This 
encounter led her to return to the area every Monday 
night with such items for the homeless. These small 
beginnings led to the formal establishment of “the 
London and Slough Run” in 1990, a charity operated 
by an ecumenical group of churches that provides 
non-sectarian friendship, food, drink, blankets, and 
the like to many homeless persons once a week. 
For such work, Phyllis was named a Member of the 
British Empire by Queen Elizabeth in 1996. She was 
also awarded the Benemerenti Medal by Pope John 
Paul II and was once named “Catholic Woman of 
the Year” in the uk, an honor that led to her appoint-
ment as a member of the Parliamentary Issues 
Committee of the Catholic Union of Great Britain, 
which addresses matters to be discussed at upcom-
ing sessions of Parliament.

Phyllis embarked on a "world tour" in her late 
eighties, ten years after Newell's death, in the course 
of which she visited and lectured on Montessori in 
many countries around the world, including China, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Australia, New Zealand, 
and the usa. She asked that any fees she might have 
been paid be given to poor children in each area. 

She traveled alone with her wheelchair and orga-
nized the whole tour herself. Oxford, Cambridge, 
Harvard, and Yale are among the prestigious uni-
versities where she has lectured on childhood edu-
cation and other topics. Today, with declining 
health, Phyllis remains at her home near Windsor 
and, to the extent possible, is happy to engage in 
any educational discussion with interested parties 
or to get in touch with any past pupils or teachers 
at her schools.

With regard to matters of faith and religious 
practice, through the educational philosophy of 
Dr Montessori Phyllis was drawn to the Catholic 
Church and was received into full communion in 
the early 1950s, although, until the time of her hus-
band's death, she lived as an ‘underground’ Catholic 
so as not to unduly embarrass her husband. She had 
come to believe that Montessori's method of educa-
tion naturally demanded the Catholic understand-
ing of the eucharist. More generally, there seems to 
be a connatural relation between the sacramentality 
of Catholic religious practice and the sacramental-
ity found in the theory and practice of Montessori 
education, according to which apt images fashioned 
through the arts and the creativity of the human 
imagination elicit acts of understanding. As taught 
centuries ago by Aristotle and Aquinas, configura-
tions or forms that are sensed or imagined point to 
immaterial configurations or forms that can be cor-
related with these images.

A much more recent philosopher-theologian also 
became a major influence on the later develop-
ment of Phyllis’s intellectual life: Bernard Lonergan, 
sJ. She was introduced to his writings in the early 
1960s and found in them a philosophy deeply con-
sonant with Montessori’s educational practice and 
convictions. She was subsequently invited to lec-
ture at annual meetings of the Lonergan Workshop 
at Boston College, some of her lectures later being 
published in the workshop’s proceedings. 



It was at the 1999 Lonergan Workshop that I 
myself first met Phyllis Wallbank, so I turn now in 
this final part of the article to recount some high-
lights from our fifteen years of friendship. At that 
time I was looking for persons who could serve on 
the honorary board of governors for the Lonergan 
Institute that had recently been launched at St 
Anselm’s Abbey. When Phyllis lectured that year 
on “Reflections on the Future of Education in Light 
of Montessori and Lonergan,” I could not help 
but notice the love and dedication with which she 
spoke, so I decided on the spot to ask her to be one 
of our honorary trustees. She agreed, and a few 
months later Dr David Fleischacker, director of the 
institute, and I, as vice-director, were invited along 
with David’s wife and eldest son to visit Phyllis in 
England and so come to know some of her family 
and friends. We found, as we had expected, that 
here was a woman blessed with the friendships of 
all manner and kinds of persons, from members of 
the British royal family to persons who lived home-
lessly on the streets of London. Phyllis’s home was 
always open.

To speak of further memories of her, I shall do 
so within two related contexts: the work we did 
together in connection with her own work and the 
mission of our Lonergan Institute, and my service 
as a trustee of the Phyllis Wallbank Educational 
Trust. With regard to the first context, our collab-
orative work, we have created a special section on 
our institute’s website (www.lonergan.org) dedi-
cated to the publication of some of her papers. In 
addition, Phyllis, David, and I would regularly host 
an afternoon mini-workshop at the Boston College 
Lonergan Workshops at which persons could 
become acquainted with Phyllis’s understanding of 
education. During such trips I would also take her 
by car around the campus and to any part of Boston 
that she wished to visit. At these workshops I also 
got to know some more of her friends, such as Dom 

Sebastian Moore, osb, of Downside Abbey (who 
died earlier this year) and Dr David Levy. 

Phyllis would always come to Boston with a some-
what large bottle of whiskey, so it was entirely nat-
ural that her suite of rooms would become a major 
center of social life at these annual workshops. 
Because of her age and moral standing, at such gath-
erings she could make comments and express opin-
ions that no one would dare question. A number of 
distinguished persons were, at times, corrected by 
her as the need and occasion arose!

On two occasions, she also came to Washington, 
staying at the abbey in order to give talks about 
her understanding of education and also meet with 
teachers and parents who recognized the value of a 
Montessori education and who were trying to bring 
Montessori into the computer age, applying it also 
to the practice of catechetical instruction. Phyllis 
came across as someone whom you could easily 
approach to seek advice and counsel.

Phyllis with some of her young friends
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dunstan robidoux, osb

In a second context, as a trustee of the Phyllis 
Wallbank Educational Trust, I was able to visit 
Phyllis on a regular basis, staying with her at her 
home in Dorney, near Eton and Windsor. She and 
her husband had bought the house in 1956 and it 
later became the couple’s retirement home when 
Newell retired as the rector of St Bart's. A high-
light of these stays was Monday nights, when we 
would drive into Slough for the weekly run of tak-
ing food, drink, and clothing to homeless persons 
living in that town about twenty miles west of cen-
tral London. The object was not so much to provide 
food and drink as simply to spend time with the 
persons we found there, talking with them and in 
a way seeking to establish friendships with them. 
On these occasions, Phyllis observed and enforced 
a number of rules: (1) Never have more than five 
pounds on your person, for in this way one best 
resists giving out more money than one could 
really afford. (2) Never wear gloves since, in shak-
ing hands, no distinctions should be observed; one 
human being directly relates to another. (3) Relate 
to each other on a first name basis. (4) At Christmas, 
serve a Christmas meal which discriminates against 
no one: beer and wine are to be made available to 
everyone, whether sober or already drunk. 

Every time I visited, we would also drive into 
London and visit Lillian Carpenter, who had been 
friends with Phyllis ever since their time together 
in Girl Guides. I remember one year when Roland 
Krismer was with me. The three of us drove into 
London to meet Lillian. The two women then got 
into separate wheel chairs and we pushed them par-
allel down the road. To celebrate, they would begin 
to recite memorized English verses and rhymes, one 
beginning one verse and the other completing it. I 
would like to conclude with my fondest memory of 
Phyllis Wallbank. It was the last time we visited St 

Bartholomew's in the East End, just across the street 
from St Bart's Hospital. We were in the old cloister 
which dates from the twelfth century, and I noticed 
that Phyllis was dissolving into tears. All the mem-
ories of her years there with Newell were coming 
back. To give her privacy, I quickly absented myself 
and went to sit by the tomb of Rahere, the canon 
who had founded St Bart’s in the twelfth century. 
Phyllis later found me there and, as she sat with me, 
began to tell me about Newell's last moments. There 
had always been an agreement between them that, 
whenever he was engaged in services, they would 
never communicate with each other in any way. On 
that particular morning, they had gone to St Bart's 
to participate in a memorial service. Phyllis sat near 
Rahere's tomb up at the front. The clergy began 
to process in and, for the first time ever, Newell 
greeted Phyllis, waving to her as he came in, and 
she waved in response. The clergy processed on in 
to take their chapter seats, and as the choir intoned 
“I long, O Lord, to go and live in the house of the 
Lord,” Newell’s head simply dropped down and 
rested on his chest as he passed into eternal life. 
The canons brought Phyllis to where they had laid 
him, on the top of a large chest outside in the clois-
ter walk. Newell’s eyes were still open, and Phyllis 
looked into his blue eyes and simply said to him: 
“Thank you for all the wonderful years that we had 
together.” Later on, she showed me his grave, which 
is near her home in Dorney. She had to fight a bit, 
but she finally obtained permission for the tomb-
stone to be carved into the form of a large cross.

I respectfully end, then, my recounting of these 
memories. Let us pray that, for each of us, we may 
come to the end of our lives with a similar spirit 
of thanks and gratitude for so much that has been 
given to us in the love and the forgiveness of friends 
and family.



The Beginning of Monastic Life at St Anselm’s, 
1924-1926

September 2014 marks the ninetieth anniversary 
of the beginning of monastic life at St Anselm’s. 
The year 1924 was the inaugural year, but in the last 
number of the Newsletter I gave an account of the 
years which preceded the foundation of the commu-
nity from 1922 to 1924. In this article I want to carry 
forward the story through the first two formative 
years of our history to 1926. In both articles I have 
relied almost exclusively on the Monastic Chronicle 
of the community, a kind of collective daily diary 
which most monasteries keep which records signif-
icant events in community life. A monk is assigned 
to be the monastic chronicler and generally remains 
anonymous. But it is usually possible to make a 
good guess about who the chronicler was at any 
period from the general style and choice of events 
recorded. Clearly the chronicler for the early years of 
St Anselm’s was Father Augustine Walsh, one of the 
four original “founding fathers”, who began keeping 
historical accounts as early as 1922. What we know 
of these early years we owe to him and to his his-
torical sense. The chronicle under Father Augustine 
was both a diary and a scrapbook of clippings and 
important letters relating to those early years.

As related in the last issue, our founders, Fathers 
Thomas Verner Moore, Hugh Diman, Augustine 
Walsh, and Albert Haldi, all already ordained 
priests, made their novitiate at Fort Augustus Abbey 
in Scotland, a monastery of the English Benedictine 
Congregation, beginning in September 1923. Abbot 
Joseph McDonald of Fort Augustus had welcomed 
these American candidates and agreed to spon-
sor their foundation in Washington. On September 

8th, 1924 the four American priests completed their 
novitiate and made their monastic profession of 
vows. Soon after, they left Scotland for the United 
States, accompanied by Abbot McDonald, and to 
be followed soon by a group of young monks of the 
abbey who would assist the small community in 
Washington, while pursuing their own clerical stud-
ies at the Catholic University of America.

The first group arrived in Washington and moved 
into the converted farm house on Sargent Road 
which had been purchased in 1923 and was to be 
the original St Anselm’s Priory. During the found-
ers' novitiate year in Scotland, here in Washington 
Father Benedict Brosnahan, an American monk of 
Downside Abbey, had been working hard on arrang-
ing alterations in the building to adapt it to monas-
tic use. Father Benedict had been  associated with 
the Downside foundation at Portsmouth, Rhode 
Island, but had been allowed by his abbot to come 
to Washington to assist the new foundation here. He 

The converted farm house
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also used this time to make contacts in the area to 
develop interest and financial support for the new 
Benedictine project.

Choral recitation of the divine office in the 
chapel of the house on Sargent Road was begun on 
September 22, 1924, and on that day the first con-
ventual mass was celebrated by Father Augustine 
Walsh. Thus September 22, 1924 should be regarded 
as “Foundation Day” for St Anselm’s. In October the 
six junior monks from Fort Augustus arrived at the 
priory. With the increased strength in choir the first 
sung mass took place on All Saints Day,  November 
1, 1924, beginning the custom of a sung daily con-
ventual mass followed ever since. This was “litur-
gically advanced” for American monasteries in the 
1920’s!

During the first months of the new monastery 
Abbot Joseph McDonald remained on site and was 
very much a hands-on superior, overseeing further 
alterations in the building, establishing the monas-
tic horarium, providing direction for the choral 
office, laying down the “Fort Augustus customs” 
for daily life and generally “shaping up” the still 

inexperienced new monks for life on their own as a 
community. He also travelled extensively to estab-
lish good relations and useful contacts with Catholic 
leaders, clergy and lay, around the country. Abbot 
Joseph met and had good rapport with Archbishop 
Michael J. Curley of Baltimore (never an easy task for 
anyone!). He also managed to have interviews with 
Cardinals O’Connell of Boston, Hayes of New York, 
and Mundelein of Chicago. He addressed groups 
of the Catholic “great and good” in Baltimore, New 
York, Boston, Cincinnati, and Cleveland. The abbot 
made contacts with academic circles at Harvard, 
Yale, and Columbia Universities. He made a special 
point of visiting the Abbot President of the American 
Cassinese Congregation at St Vincent’s in Latrobe, 
Pennsylvania and also the Priory at Portsmouth, 
Rhode Island, where Father Leonard Sargent was 
now the only monk resident. That last contact how-
ever would have important implications for the 
development of St Anselm’s as will become clear 
later in this article.

On December 1, 1924 Father Wulstan Knowles 
arrived from Fort Augustus. Abbot McDonald had 
appointed this experienced Fort Augustus monk to 
be the first prior of the new Washington house. With 
the new superior in place, Abbot McDonald himself 
departed on December 3rd for his return to Scotland. 
He travelled to New York and sailed for Liverpool 
on the liner “Coronia” on December 6th. Before his 
departure he had established the official monastic 
horarium or daily monastic schedule to be followed 
at St Anselm’s, adapted from that followed by the 
monks at Fort Augustus. It is worth noting it here.

Monastic Horarium for St. Anselm’s Priory, 1924:
Rising at 4:30 am.
5:00 am – recitation of the hour of Prime, followed 
by celebration of private Masses by the priests at 
various side altars.Abbot Joseph McDonald with the monks of St Anselm's

FPO



6:15 am – recitation of the hour of Terce, followed 
by celebration of the sung Conventual Mass, fol-
lowed by the recitation of the hours of Sext and 
None.
7:15 am – breakfast
8:00 am to 1:00 pm – work. For most this meant 
university classes, as students or teachers, at 
Catholic University.
1:00 pm – dinner. This soon necessitated the pur-
chase of the first priory automobile in order to get 
the monks at the University home in time for this 
community meal.
4:30 – 5:00 pm – tea in the library, at which talking 
was allowed, because the schedule did not really 
have space for official recreation periods!
6:00 pm – vespers was sung, followed immedi-
ately by the recitation of compline.
6:50 pm – supper
7:45 pm – recitation of matins and lauds for the 
next day by anticipation. This was common prac-
tice in Benedictine houses until the liturgical 
reforms later in the century.
9:30 – the Greater Silence begun, lights out!
It should be clear from what has been said that, 

whereas Father Thomas Verner Moore was the cata-
lyst and inspiration for the founding of St Anselm’s 
and deserves the title of “founder”, it was Abbot 
Joseph McDonald of Fort Augustus, whose imagina-
tion, energy, vision, and organizational and admin-
istrative skills which made the new monastery a 
reality and provided practical direction for its future. 
He is surely the “Abbot Founder” and deserves that 
recognition. His abilities and personal talents were 
clearly recognized in Rome. He was appointed by 
Pope Pius XI in 1928 to be Archbishop of St Andrews 
and Edinburgh, a position he held until 1950.

The normal flow of life continued at the new priory 

during 1924. The first Thanksgiving Day of the com-
munity proved to be more festive than expected, 
because a full traditional Thanksgiving turkey din-
ner with all the trimmings was provided for the 
monks by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur from 
Trinity College. These Sisters were great friends of 
the priory. Fathers Thomas, Augustine, and Albert 
all at one time or another lectured at Trinity, and in 
1927 the Solemn Profession of the founders was cel-
ebrated in the beautiful chapel at Trinity College. 
December 8, 1924, the Feast of the Immaculate 
Conception of Our Lady, was celebrated with con-
siderable solemnity. It was the patronal feast of the 
United States and of the Catholic University. In 
addition to the sung conventual mass at the priory 
on Sargent Road some of the monks participated 
in the patronal mass at the university, celebrated in 
the “new gymnasium” on the campus by the rec-
tor, Bishop Thomas Shahan in the presence of the 
University Chancellor, Archbishop Curley. Fathers 
Thomas and Prior Wulstan also attended the lun-
cheon in Caldwell Hall which followed.

The community’s first Christmas was celebrated 
with as much liturgical splendor as the community 
of ten could manage in the cramped quarters of the 
little chapel. The resident monks were joined for the 
holidays by one Theodore Wolf, a lay brother pos-
tulant (the future Brother Maurus), who was soon 
to leave for his novitiate at Fort Augustus. Another 
guest was Mr Eugene Strittmatter of New York (the 
future Father Anselm), who was considering monas-
tic life, but who (as the Chronicle records) was 
“much attracted to his present work” teaching clas-
sics at Columbia University.

The years 1925 and 1926 contained themes and 
developments that would shape the future of St 
Anselm’s for decades to come, among these being 
the question of finding a stable community work 
to assure financial self-sufficiency, and the pasto-
ral and educational ministry of individual monks. 
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The on-going matter of the possibility of opening a 
school surfaced. The expansion of needed facilities 
and the question of future vocations and recruitment 
for the community were already on the minds of the 
monks.

The original goal of the founders to develop a center 
of scholarship and research, a Catholic “think tank”, 
was not easily brought into being. Nevertheless the 
scholarly goals of the monastery were collectively 
fostered in these early years by the publication of 
two journals, “Benedictine Historical Monographs” 
and “The Placidian”, to which the monks con-
tributed along with articles by their academic col-
leagues at the Catholic University and elsewhere. 
Such scholarly activities, however, did not put food 
on the table! The monk priests took up the many 
requests for pastoral assistance in parishes and for 
convents and schools in the area and beyond. These 
activities supported the monastery to a degree and 
made it known in the area but did not provide the 
unifying bond of a common monastic work. Priests 
assisted in parishes in Baltimore (St Ann’s, Holy 
Martyrs) and in Washington (Blessed Sacrament, St 
Thomas Apostle, Our Lady of Perpetual Help, and St 
Anthony’s). Communities of sisters served included 
The Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur at Trinity 
College, the Sisters of Providence at their novitiate 
and provincial house, Maryhurst, in Hyattsville, and 
the Benedictine sisters at St Anthony’s in Brookland, 
and at Bristow, Virginia, and Ridgely, Maryland. 
Chaplaincies were undertaken at the Newman 
School in New Jersey and at the National Training 
School for Boys in Bladensburg, Maryland. Retreats 
and talks were given as far afield as New York City, 
Chicago, Cincinnati, and San Antonio, Texas.

Abbot Joseph McDonald and the monks at Fort 
Augustus, while always positive and supportive 
about the plan of the founders for a monastery of 
scholarly research, had always made it clear to them 
that the normal work of the English Benedictine 

Congregation was secondary education. Abbot 
McDonald from the beginning urged the found-
ers to keep an eye out for a property where a tradi-
tional monastic boarding school could be developed. 
He envisioned a monastery with a school which 
would be a “mother house”, supplying financial 
stability and vocations for the “scholarly priory” in 
Washington as a dependency. Father Thomas and 
the others were not enthusiastic about this idea but 
were obediently cooperative and willing to go this 
route if it proved to be best.

Abbot McDonald at the General Chapter of the 
English Benedictines in 1925 reported on develop-
ments in Washington to the other abbots and asked 
for help with personnel in developing a future school 
in the United States. The abbots expressed pleasure 
at the expansion of the work of the ebc in the usa 
but were unable to offer any help. Undeterred, the 
abbot of Fort Augustus assured the community 
in Washington that Fort Augustus would back the 
school project alone and try to provide four or five 
monks for the possible new work there.

Properties for a school were proposed and visited 
near Annapolis and in the Greenspring Valley area 
west of Baltimore. One or two looked very promis-
ing, but always legal problems seemed to develop 
as well as the issue of undertaking long term pay-
ments on a debt. At one point the Washington 
monks were close to settlement on an estate of 88 
acres west of Baltimore, but Abbot McDonald con-
sidered the needed loan as unmanageable and 
declined to give his approval for the purchase. 
However, at this point a new and unexpected devel-
opment arose as a solution. At the General Chapter 
in 1925 mentioned above Abbot McDonald dis-
cussed his hopes for Washington and the search for 
a school site. Abbot Leander Ramsay of Downside 
Abbey informed Abbot McDonald that Downside 
had decided to terminate its efforts at a foundation 
at Portsmouth, Rhode Island, where only one monk, 



Father Leonard Sargent, remained. He offered to 
transfer the property to Fort Augustus with no 
financial payment involved. Abbot McDonald had 
already visited the property at Portsmouth during 
his stay in the us. He was greatly impressed with its 
location on Narragansett Sound and considered it 
ideal for a future school. The Council and Chapter at 
Fort Augustus approved the acceptance of the prop-
erty. The abbot informed the monks at Washington 
that a school (and monastery) would be developed 
at Portsmouth and the appropriate planning should 
begin!

The Washington monks were assured by their 
abbot that he would somehow find monks in his 
community in Scotland to assist in the new school. 
However, he decided that Father Hugh Diman, 
one of the original four founders of St Anselm’s, 
should be the founding headmaster of the future 
school at Portsmouth. Washington therefore would 
be deprived of his presence and work for the fore-
seeable future. Of course, in the larger view Father 
Hugh Diman was the obvious person for the job. A 
New Englander himself, in his days as an Anglican 
clergyman he had already founded two schools — 
St George’s School in Newport, Rhode Island, just 
a few miles from the future school at Portsmouth, 
and the Diman Vocational School in Fall River, 
Massachusetts. He was an experienced educator and 
well-known in educational circles in New England. 
He would inspire confidence and gain support for 
the new venture.

The decision to open a school at Portsmouth, 
Rhode Island, having been made, plans proceeded 
rapidly. Father Prior Wulstan Knowles traveled to 
Providence to meet with Bishop Hickey, a potential 
obstacle to the plan. At an earlier time the Bishop 
had made very clear to the Benedictines that he was 
vehemently opposed to the opening of any Catholic 
school in his diocese which was not under his direct 
control as bishop. A man of changing moods, the 

bishop was apparently charmed by Prior Wulstan! 
He gave his full permission for the monks to open a 
Benedictine school at Portsmouth, possible encour-
aged by Prior Wulstan’s assurance that the new 
school would include a representative of the dioc-
esan clergy on its governing board. In January 1926 
the newspapers in Providence and Newport carried 
stories announcing that the Benedictines were to 
open a boarding school for boys at Portsmouth in the 
fall of 1926, stating (quite incorrectly) that it would 
be the first Benedictine school in the United States!

In June 1926 a decree was issued by the authori-
ties in Rome transferring jurisdiction over the foun-
dation in Rhode Island from Downside Abbey to 
Fort Augustus Abbey and establishing it officially as 
a “domus formata” or established religious house. 
In the previous month the future headmaster, Father 
Hugh Diman, had set out to begin preparations for 
the new school. He visited New York and Boston, 
contacting Catholic organizations and families of 
prospective students with encouraging success. He 
then set out to visit English Benedictine schools at 
Downside and Ampleforth to obtain ideas and mod-
els for curricular structure. He also visited Abbot 
McDonald and the community at Fort Augustus. 
The Council there, encouraged by the news of a pos-
sible good enrollment for the new school, gave its 
approval for the borrowing of $50,000 for improve-
ments at Portsmouth, including the addition of some 
classrooms outside of the original manor house 
which would be the nucleus of the monastery and 
school.

However, Father Hugh, as a loyal member of the 
Washington priory and an obedient but ambiva-
lent future headmaster, felt it was his duty to let the 
abbot and monks of Fort Augustus know, gently but 
firmly, that the Washington monks questioned the 
whole idea of the new development at Portsmouth. 
They were concerned about the weakening of St 
Anselm’s, which was to lose Father Hugh and 
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possibly also Father Benedict to Portsmouth. Abbot 
McDonald understood and appreciated the concerns 
of Washington but reiterated his position, also gently 
but firmly, that while he was definitely committed to 
the development at Washington, he felt strongly that 
its future was bound up with the development of a 
school, now to be located at Portsmouth. American 
candidates in the future could be evaluated in terms 
of suitability for the scholarly work of Washington 
or the traditional school work of Portsmouth. The 
two priories would develop in tandem overseen by 
Fort Augustus. The abbot assured Father Hugh that 
he would do his best to find monks at the mother 
house in Scotland to send to Portsmouth and spare 
Washington any further loss of men.

In the summer of 1926 the community at St 
Anselm’s was “transferred for the summer” to 
Portsmouth both to escape the Washington heat and 
also to begin the monastic life at the Portsmouth 
priory in rudimentary form. But another blow was 
about to fall!  Abbot McDonald transferred Prior 
Wulstan Knowles from Prior at St Anselm’s to be 
Prior at the new monastery at Portsmouth. He 
appointed an experienced Fort Augustus monk, 
Father Adrian Weld-Blundell, of a distinguished 
English Catholic recusant family, to succeed as Prior 
in Washington. On September 22, 1926 (the second 
anniversary of the beginning of monastic life at St 
Anselm’s), the new Prior was met at Union Station 
on his arrival from New York by Father Augustine 
Walsh who drove him to St Anselm’s where the com-
munity were assembled at the door of the priory on 
Sargent Road to greet their new superior. Father 
Adrian would remain as prior of St Anselm’s until 
1936, a period of great growth and development 
which included the building of the church and new 
monastery above South Dakota Avenue in 1930.

While plans for opening a school for boys at 
Portsmouth proceeded under Father High Diman’s 
direction, plans for a very different type of school 

were developing at St Anselm’s in Washington. 
Father Thomas Verner Moore had resumed his work 
in the department of psychology and psychiatry at 
Catholic University. He also continued to be associ-
ated with the work of the Child Clinic at Providence 
Hospital, working especially in the new field of 
pediatric psychiatry. Of special interest to him was 
work with the group called in those days “retarded” 
or even more commonly the “mentally deficient”. 
Father Thomas was convinced that the young peo-
ple on the higher end of ability in that category could 
be educated to a degree to make them semi-inde-
pendent and employable rather than have them con-
fined to institutions or “hidden” with families for all 
of their lives.

Father Thomas conceived the idea of starting a 
boarding school for “educable” girls with intellec-
tual or emotional challenges. Ever the “founder”, 
he also planned to try to gather a lay community 
of Benedictine oblates who would administer the 
school under his professional and spiritual direc-
tion. He gathered a small group of young women, 
mostly students of his at Trinity College, who were 
interested in being part of this new undertaking, 
both religious and educational. There was a farm 
house on the St Anselm’s property formerly occu-
pied by tenant farmers, the Digiulian family, which 
was now unoccupied and in a run-down condition. 
Father Thomas planned to have the house repaired 
and refurbished for the oblate community and the 
students they would care for.

Archbishop Curley was approached about the 
project. He was initially opposed, not to the idea of 
the school as such, but to the idea of the oblate com-
munity. To him the term “oblate” suggested a reli-
gious order, and he was vehemently opposed to 
starting any new religious orders in his Archdiocese!  
When he was assured that this would be a group of 
laywomen without vows or canonical status he gave 
verbal, if unenthusiastic, approval to the project. Soon 



however, Father Thomas saw the practical difficul-
ties of making the project a success without a stable 
community of religious behind it. He began to con-
tact congregations of sisters to try to solicit interest. 
While giving a retreat to the Benedictine sisters of St 
Scholastica Priory in Duluth, Minnesota, he was able 
to interest Mother Agnes, the prioress, in his dream. 
His enthusiasm was infectious. Mother Agnes was 
interested in such a new educational ministry for her 
community and obtained the approval of her council 
to undertake it. It was agreed that four sisters would 
be sent from Duluth to Washington to begin the new 
work. Father Thomas, with much practical foresight, 
was able to assemble a group of Catholic business-
men and their wives to form a board of directors, 
and a legal corporation under dc law was formed for 
the school to be named “St Gertrude’s School of Arts 
and Crafts”. St Anselm’s transferred the Digiulian 
house and some acres of land to the corporation.

A group of ladies, the nucleus of the future St 
Gertrude’s Guild, worked hard to ready the house 
for occupancy and to receive the group from Duluth 
and the students. On August 27, 1926 four professed 

Benedictine sisters from Duluth and a postulant 
arrived. Sister Olivia Gowan osb was the superior. 
On October 1, 1926 the school officially opened. The 
sisters and the girls who were the first students were 
all housed in the farm house with the second floor 
“sleeping porch” enclosed and remodeled as a dor-
mitory for the girls. The curriculum was planned by 
Father Thomas and Sister Olivia with advice from 
colleagues at Catholic University and Providence 
Hospital. Within two years the need for larger and 
better facilities was clear. Sufficient funding was 
found to allow the cornerstone of a new building to 
be laid in 1928 by Bishop Shahan, rector of Catholic 
University, which on completion in 1929 housed the 
students and sister-prefects with classrooms and 
dining and recreation facilities. The old farm house 
remained the convent for the Benedictine sisters and 
housed their chapel until the 1970’s when a new con-
vent was finally built.

The story of this pioneer work in special educa-
tion, sponsored in its beginnings by St Anselm’s, 
is beyond the scope of this article. Father Thomas 
remained director of the school until he left St 

Fr Thomas Verner Moore breaks ground 
for St Gertrude's School.

St Gertrude's School
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Anselm’s in 1946 to become a Carthusian. Father 
Jerome Hayden, another monk psychiatrist of St 
Anselm’s, succeeded as director and continued until 
the early 1970’s to be succeeded by long-time staff 
member, Sister Maureen Harney osb. St Gertrude’s 
School flourished under the Benedictine Sisters and 
did great work, serving generations of girls with spe-
cial needs. Declining enrollment, rising costs, and 
fewer available sisters necessitated the closure of the 
school in 1994 and the sale of the property to Boys 
and Girls Town, which currently occupies the site.

During the years of the focus of this article, 1924 to 
1926, St Anselm’s remained a dependent priory sub-
ject to Fort Augustus Abbey in Scotland. This meant 
that all candidates for the monastery had to be sent 
to Fort Augustus for their novitiate training and usu-
ally a minimum of two years residence. This was a 
necessary hardship on several levels. The journey to 
Scotland by ship and then by rail to the highlands 
of Scotland was expensive and a financial risk for 
the community. Turn-over of candidates was high. 
Life in the Scottish Highlands, the climate and rug-
ged conditions of life at Fort Augustus were a spe-
cial trial to Americans! But happily some persevered 
and returned to take their places in the slowly grow-
ing St Anselm’s community. Names of monks who 
would play an important role for the next half cen-
tury in the community began to appear — Father 
Anselm Strittmatter, Father Raymond Eibeck, Father 
Michael Ducey, Brother Maurus Wolf, and Brother 
Placid Kerkhoff. All came to monastic life in those 
pioneer years.

Efforts to create better accommodations at the 
monastery on Sargent Road were made. Some of the 
outbuildings dating from the years of the “sausage 

michael hall, osb

factory” which predated St Anselm’s were renovated 
to create workshops and were connected to the main 
house to allow for a larger refectory and chapel and 
more rooms for monks. But, lack of steady income 
and a reliable work for the community hampered 
plans for any new construction on more than a mod-
est scale.

In 1928 Abbot Joseph McDonald, “abbot founder” 
of St Anselm’s, was appointed Archbishop of St. 
Andrew’s and Edinburgh. To succeed him as abbot 
the chapter at Fort Augustus elected Father Wulstan 
Knowles. As the first prior of St Anselm’s, Abbot 
Wulstan had a keen interest in the progress of the 
Washington monastery. Together with his succes-
sor as Prior in Washington, Father Adrian Weld-
Blundell, they began a push for a new monastery 
and proper monastic church, convinced of their 
necessity for real development both in numbers and 
in spirit. More land had been acquired to create a for-
ty-five acre tract. Superiors both in Washington and 
Scotland pushed hard for developing contacts which 
would provide a solid financial basis for future 
building. A site on the property east of the priory 
on Sargent Road on the top of a hill overlooking the 
recently developed South Dakota Avenue at Webster 
Street was determined as the future location of the 
monastery. Work was begun in 1929 and completed 
in 1930.

All that is another story for another time. But as 
we mark our ninetieth anniversary as a monastic 
community as it says in scripture “Let us praise our 
ancestors” and remember with prayerful gratitude 
those men who dedicated their lives to God and to 
the pursuit of a dream of a Benedictine monastery in 
the capital city of the United States.
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