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Development of a Comprehensive Land Plan for the Belmead Property in Powhatan, Virginia 

ABSTRACT 

The Virginia Property Committee, as commissioned by the General Assembly of the Sisters of the 

Blessed Sacrament, began in the summer of 2001 to research appropriate and sustainable uses of a 2,265 

acre parcel of land owned by the Congregation and located in Powhatan, Virginia. 

The mission, vision, and values of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament and the Statement of 

Values written by the property committee became the foundational concepts upon which all work and plans 

were based. 

After many meetings with the people who are interested in or connected to St. Francis de Sales 

and St. Emma, [the committee] developed plans and phases of action. Entities the Virginia 

Committee met with include[d]: alumni of St. Francis and St. Emma; Bishop Walter Sullivan 

(Catholic Diocese of Richmond); Powhatan Government, Business, Religious, and Historical 

Society members; former employees of both schools and their family members; neighbors and 
those currently associated with the property; staff members of the Virginia Outdoors Foundation, 

James River Foundation, The Nature Conservancy, and National Science Foundation; local and 
regional developers; representatives of the Episcopal Diocese of VA; University faculty: Xavier 
[of New Orleans], Howard, and the University of Richmond as well as other individuals and 

groups who evidenced interest by submitting proposals.” (Recommendation Booklet p 1) 

From these meetings, and from many other discussions, the Virginia Property Committee came to 

realize that the sisters were called not only to be advocates for the land but, also, that the sisters themselves, 

their mission and future generations were all beneficiaries of this land. Given these realities, the committee 

proposed that the sisters partner with those who shared their mission and vision in order to preserve this 

unique site. Plans on how this could be carried out were summed up in a recommendation booklet. 

The recommendation booklet was submitted to the Leadership Team of the Sisters of the Blessed 

Sacrament in December 2002. In this booklet, the committee proposed a three-phase program of action by 

which they hoped to accomplish five goals. 

1) Plan for the sustainable use and renewed vitality of the VA Property. 
2) Solicit input and plans from interested parties. 
3) Determine which plans demonstrate a sustainable land ethic and are aligned with the vision, 

mission, and values of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament and the VA property committee. 
4) Advance a revitalized mission of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament through appropriate 

eco/human ministries. 
5) Eliminate the SBS financial support of the Virginia property and develop income-producing 

ventures to provide money for SBS mission.  



By February 2003, the Leadership Team accepted the entire recommendation booklet. Thus, a 

new committee, the Virginia Steering Committee, was formed and continued to develop plans based on the 

work of the original committee. The new committee, with the help of consultants, developed a 

comprehensive land-plan that was finished in December of 2003. In February 2004, with minor 

adjustments, the Comprehensive Land Plan was accepted by the Leadership Team of the Sisters of the 

Blessed Sacrament. 

 



Introduction 

The property owned by the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament in Powhatan, Virginia is well worth 

preserving. This land is blessed with many natural, historic, and scenic resources and supports an 

abundance of wildlife. The historic buildings located on this property include the Belmead mansion, St. 

Francis School, and several agricultural structures that are located on the Belmead side of the property. All 

of “these buildings are aesthetically impressive and convey a vivid sense of the continuity of human 

endeavor through historical time.” (Wildlife Values p.1) But to truly appreciate how the natural, cultural 

and historical aspects of the land have been interwoven over the last one-hundred plus years, it is necessary 

to review the story of the land especially as it intersects with the lives of Philip St.George Cocke and the 

Drexel family. 

Philip St. George Cocke 

Philip St. George Cocke was born in Bremo, Virginia in 1809. His father was a major general in 

the War of 1812 and made a significant contribution to this war and thus returned home as a hero. This 

impressed his young son, Philip St. George, who spent most of his life trying to emulate his father. 

After graduating from the University of Virginia in 1828, Philip applied and was accepted to the 

West Point Military Academy where he graduated four years later with honors. Following graduation, 

Cocke remained in the army for several years but eventually retired from the service, married, and bought 

property in several different states throughout the southern part of the country.  



In 1838 he purchased a piece of property in Powhatan, Virginia called Mount Pleasant. Shortly 

after, he also acquired the neighboring piece of land called Bell Mead. In spite of his land holdings in 

several different states, it was Virginia that he loved and it was on the property of Bell Meade, after 

consultation with the famous architect, A. J. Davis, that Cocke designed and built his home. This gothic- 

style mansion, strategically located so as to overlook the James River, was completed in 1850 and was 

designed to resemble his old Alma Mater of West Point. Eventually Cocke, in Virginia alone, owned 4,600 

acres of land and 650 slaves. 

Bell Mead Mansion 

In 1859, after John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry, Cocke, concerned that the “Yankees” may 

attack his local area, formed a military unit composed of the young men from Powhatan. He not only 

organized the troop but he also used his own finances to equip each volunteer with horses, uniforms, and 

rifles. When Virginia finally seceded from the Union, Cocke along with his “Powhatan Troop” volunteered 

their services. In April of 1861, Cocke’s former training was recognized when he was made a Brigadier 

General. However, he held this distinguished title for only one month, for in May he was returned to a rank 

of a Colonel. This was not due to any omission on Cocke’s part, but rather to the fact that the Confederate 

Army required at least one year of active service prior to the beginning of the war in order to received the 

accolade of a Brigadier General.  



Thus, in the first conflict at Manassas, where Cocke and his Powhatan Troop were assigned to 

battle, Cocke was superseded in rank by General Bonham and then again by General Beauregard. 

However, Cocke still made several major contributions to this important battle. First, he had experience 

and knowledge of the terrain in Virginia and helped to align the troops. But more importantly, it was 

Cocke who suggested to General Johnston that Johnstons troops could be moved from Harpers Ferry to 

Northern Virginia via the railroad. Thus, Johnston’s entire unit was assembled and ready for battle within 

thirty-six hours and, given the conditions for traveling in the mid-1800s, this was considered a remarkable 

achievement. 

Nevertheless, in the final report of the battle, General Beauregard did not recognize Cocke’s 

contributions. Thus, any hopes that Cocke may have had of following in the footsteps of his father’s 

military greatness were dashed. To complicate the issue, General Beauregard took total command of the 

Powhatan Troop and used them as his own personal honor guard. These combined disappointments were 

overwhelming for “this proud, accomplished man of immense wealth.” (Powhatan and the Civil War p. 1) 

In December of 1861, depressed and weary of battle, he returned home to Bell Meade. On December 26™, 

while standing outside the parlor window of the Bell Mead mansion overlooking the James River, Cocke 

shot and killed himself. 

As a result of the Civil War and the tragic death of Philip St. George, his descendents had 

financial difficulty and eventually the land in Virginia was sold. 

Drexel Family 

At approximately the same time in history, but in Philadelphia, there was another wealthy family 

by the name of Drexel. Francis Anthony Drexel, along with his brother Anthony, inherited the Philadelphia 

banking business from their father, Francis Martin Drexel. 

Francis A. married Hanna Langstroth in 1854 and she gave birth to two daughters, Elizabeth, in 

1855, and Katharine, in 1858. However, Hanna died shortly after Katharine’s birth and Francis remarried 

Emma Bouvier, the great aunt of Jacquelyn Bouvier Kennedy. Through this second union, a third 

daughter, Louise was born in 1863. 

Both Francis and Emma were very philanthropic, and the three young girls were taught at a very 

early age to be aware of those who were less fortunate. As they grew older, they often accompanied their  



father on business trips throughout the United States and Europe. As a result, they became very aware of 

the social inequalities here in the United States, especially of the conditions of the recently released slaves 

and the Native American people who had been placed on Indian reservations. When Francis died in 1885 

he bequeathed most of his estate to his daughters. With this inheritance, all three girls continued the 

philanthropic work that was begun by their parents by building and establishing schools throughout the 

United States, mostly for African and Native American people. Katharine eventually founded a 

congregation of religious women whose work was solely with the African and Native American peoples. 

In 1893, Louise, now married to Colonel Edward Morrell, convinced her husband to purchase a 

piece of property in Powhatan, Virginia which was called Belmead. After acquiring the property, they 

used the old “Belmead Mansion” to establish a school for young African-American men. The facility was 

called St. Emma, for Louise’s mother, Emma Bouvier. This educational institute was primarily a military 

school and the young students were trained in industrial and agricultural trades. 

Shortly after procuring Belmead, Louise persuaded her sister Katharine to purchase the 

neighboring property called Mount Pleasant for the establishment of a school for young African-American 

women. Thus, Katharine, in 1899, founded St. Francis de Sales which was named for her father Francis 

Drexel. 

St. Francis de Sales 

The original intent of this institution was to train the young women in domestic sciences for 

employment. However, as the social conditions for the African American changed within the country, so  



too did the curriculum at both schools. Eventually both St. Francis and St. Emma became four-year 

college-preparatory schools fully accredited by the Commonwealth of Virginia. 

The two schools stood on adjacent hilltops overlooking the James River. Thus, having these two 

schools located in such close proximity gives this site a unique place in history. “There is no other 

development as extensive or influential in the lives of so many African American men and women as is the 

history of these two schools. [The vast] alumni witness to this history.” (Comprehensive Land Plan p. 35) 

Other Points of Natural or Historic Interests 

The history of the property is reflected not only in the school buildings, but also through other 

important historical structures located on the estate. 

eThere are several agricultural structures on the Belmead side of the property of which the most noted is an 

old granary that predates all of the other buildings on the property. There is also an old barn and horse 

stable that are both in very good condition. These buildings date back to the early 1900s and were both part 

of the sprawling “mini-city” of St. Emma Military School. 

Historic Barn 

e Spanning the Lick Creek on the Mount Pleasant side of the property, is a humpback bridge. Historically, 

the architecture used to construct this bridge places the structure prior to the Civil War. Along the road 

leading down to the bridge is a stone wall that was probably part of a road built at the same time as the 

bridge. 

¢ On each side of the property, there are two cemeteries. 

On the Belmead side is a historic (slave) cemetery dating back to the Cocke plantation. The second 

cemetery is a more recent development and is connected with a local parish. 

Both cemeteries located at Mount Pleasant date back to the early days of the two schools. One  



was established for the students who died while attending St. Francis and the other cemetery 

was established for the sisters who died while teaching at St. Francis. 

Historic (Slave) Cemetery: Headstone dating 1854 

e In the early 1900s, due primarily to the racial tension in Virginia, both schools had to be self-sufficient. 

Thus, a dam was constructed on Deep Creek to provide the schools with hydro-power. The dam area was 

often the site of many picnics for the students from St. Emma and St. Francis, and to this day, the area 

surrounding the dam attracts abundant wildlife as well as many human visitors. 

THE PROPERTY 

and cities] op 

2, 1 tne a Cotte Lan 

The Study Area 
(The two properties are divided by Deep Creek featured in blue) 

The Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament property lies on the south side of the James River, 31 miles 

west of Richmond. It is situated north of Route 60 and just west of Route 522 in Powhatan 

County. This property contains approximately 2,265 acres of rolling woodland and pasture in the  



Piedmont physiographic region of Powhatan County, an upland plateau characterized by gently 

undulating topography deeply dissected by numerous streams and wet weather tributaries that 

drain into the James River. (Comprehensive Land Plan p. 16) 

The land is comprised of a variety of ecosystems and thus provides for a diversity of wildlife 

communities. One-fourth of the land contains riparian habitats along the streams, riverfront or the 

intermittent streams. Approximately one-fifth of the property is covered with upland pines: primarily 

loblolly, eastern white or the Virginia Pines. However, one-third of the property is still covered with 

secondary mature hardwood forests. There are also agricultural lands that are currently under cultivation 

and mown habitats located predominately around the buildings that are located in the north-central section 

of the property. 

River, Streams, and Riparian Habitats 

The property has two perennial streams, Deep Creek and Lick Creek that both flow northward into 

the James River. Intermittent streams can also be found on this land. Several of the intermittent streams 

are associated with Lick Creek and two are found on the southern border and empty into Deep Creek. The 

property is also blessed with 2.5 miles of frontage along the James River. Various wetlands occur along 

these waterways of which the largest is about 90 acres in size located in the James River flood plain in the 

northwest corner of the property. 

These riparian zones, waterways, and flood plain comprise about twenty-five percent of the land 

and are a vital source of food for the wildlife on the property. Allen Rutberg and Susan Hagood in their 

report “Wildlife Values,” describe the remarkable interconnectedness of these riparian zones with the 

natural wildlife community. “As the current drops its load of sediment through the wide, relatively slow- 

moving and shaded Deep and Lick Creeks, it enriches the muddy stream-bottom ooze inhabited by 

burrowing worms, mussels, and crustaceans. Algae growth is encouraged in slow-moving waters, 

providing a rich source of food for aquatic invertebrates, tadpoles, and small fish. These in turn lure red- 

bellied and painted turtles, green and great blue herons, kingfishers, eastern phoebes, wood ducks, 

swallows, raccoons, and others in a complex interconnected food web.” (Wildlife Values p.2) 

The same report also states that the large wetland area is unique since it contains species that are 

not generally found in any of the other ecosystems. These include “marsh wrens, common yellowthroat,  



red-winged blackbirds, orchard orioles, muskrats, cricket frogs, black willow, arrowhead, and cattail. 

(Wildlife Values p. 2) 

Pond 

A three-acre pond is located west of the main access road to the Belmead side of the property. 

Seventy percent of the perimeter of the pond is hardwood forest while the remainder is an open grass area 

that makes the pond easily accessible to watch for wildlife. “The pond is used by green and great blue 

herons, double-crested cormorants, waterfowl, and several species of swallows; it probably also supports a 

modest community of fish, amphibians, and aquatic invertebrates.” (Wildlife Values p.4) 

Three-acre pond 

Upland Pine 

Following the recommendation of the local forester, the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, in the 

late 1980s, began a process of clear-cutting the hardwood forest and replanting these areas with loblolly 

pine. Approximately five-hundred acres of the property, mostly on the Belmead side, are covered with 

these pines. This area, though beneficial financially, is of lower priority ecologically. However, because of 

the dense understory that has developed over the years, these pine plantations do provide protection for a 

few smaller species of animals. 

Hardwood Forest 

Mature secondary hardwood forests still cover about one-third of the property. The Lick Creek 

flood plain that is located within the Mt. Pleasant section (St Francis de Sales) is dominated by hardwoods.  



Overview of the north-east corner of the property 

featuring St. Francis de Sales and the 
surrounding hardwood forests. 

However, it is the area surrounding Deep Creek Dam that provides one of the most striking sites 

on the property. The large reservoir pool is both splendid and intriguing as the overhanging trees “purify 

and cool the waters” while the kingfishers and blue-gray heron fish from the stream banks. (Wildlife 

Values p. 5) 

Rutburg and Hagood consider “these forests, combined with the water courses they protect... among 

the most important wildlife habitats on the property—a rich mosaic of microhabitats that substantially 

increase the abundance and diversity of wildlife on the property. Mature oak, hickory, beech, and 

black walnut trees provide food, cover, and frequently nesting sites for a wide variety of wildlife 

including deer, raccoons, skunks, fox, flying squirrels, turkeys, red-bellied, pilieated, and other 

woodpeckers, red-eyed vireos, owls, broad-winged hawks, chipmunks, bats, eastern box turtles, and  



red-backed salamanders. Soft mast producers also occur in this habitat, including blackberries, 

greenbrier, persimmon, black cherry, and dogwood, and markedly increase its value to wildlife. The 

lichens, ferns, mushrooms and rotting wood of the forest floor provide food and shelter for the little 

things that run the world.” ” (Wildlife Values p.5-6) 

Agricultural Lands 

The soil on the property is rich and fertile and the land has had a long history of being farmed. 

Throughout recorded history, farming on this land has always been done according to the best 

known methods of the day. Cocke was renowned for his knowledge of agricultural methods and 

was elected president of the Virginia Agricultural Society. For his own fields, he developed a 

manual that contained the regulations for the management of his plantation and farm. The manual 

included schedules and diagrams for 3-4-& 5-field crop rotations and shows that Cocke, unlike 

many of the farmers of his time, did not depend solely on tobacco but rather had a variety of crops 

including “ peas, turnips, wheat, oats, corn, tobacco, clover, and cotton.” (Comprehensive Plan 

p. 32) 

Overview of the north-west corner of the property 
Belmead Mansion and the 

agricultural Lands  



Later, when the schools were established, agriculture became an important piece of the history of 

the land. “Agriculture was the mainstay of the self-sufficiency achieved by the Sisters of the Blessed 

Sacrament, the Christian Brothers, the lay administration, the Benedictines and the Holy Ghost priests and 

brothers throughout the 70 year history of the two schools. The same fields cropped by Cocke continued to 

support the students, staff, employees and much of the surrounding community.” (Comprehensive Plan 

p.32) 

The present farmer, who has been working on the land for over twenty years, rotates corn, wheat, 

and soybean and besides using the organic fertilizers and a minimal amount of pesticides, prepares the 

fields with a low-till method. As a result, even in the present time the land, as in years past, continues to 

produce generously. 

1970-2000 

St. Francis de Sales 

Both St. Francis de Sales and St. Emma had a history that spanned over seventy years. However, 

as the social conditions in the country changed and the young black students had more opportunities 

opened for education and employment, enrollment for both schools began to decline. St. Francis de Sales’ 

last graduating class was in 1970. The building remained open for retreats but the sisters became absentee 

landlords. Eventually the building was leased to a group called Youth with a Mission that built several 

apartment-like structures for one-parent families within the building. Inevitably the septic system proved 

inadequate and since 1989 the building has been vacant. As a result of minimum maintenance over so 

many years, sections within the building began to show considerable deterioration. 

St. Emma 

St. Emma, after experiencing a major flood, closed in 1972. As a result of water damage from the 

floods, many of the buildings connected to the school were demolished. However, currently on the 

Belmead side of the property, there are still two houses, several agricultural buildings including an old 

granary and barn, stables, and the historic Belmead mansion. All of these buildings, except the granary, are 

in fairly good condition although the mansion needs immediate attention. For about ten years the Belmead 

mansion was rented out and used for a school that relocated in 1998.  



Leadership Evaluation of Property 

In 1995 the congregation elected a new Leadership Team that began a process of evaluating 

properties that the congregation owned in several different states. The Team realized that the Virginia land 

and buildings were a drain on the congregational resources and, therefore, had several assessments of the 

property completed by professional groups. The general consensus was that, as absentee landlords, the 

sisters had neglected the buildings, and it would be best to sell the land and thus eliminate for the 

congregation this financial burden. However, there were two reports that did not agree with this appraisal. 

The Humane Society’s report entitled “Wildlife Values” and a development plan by Lalita Arun 

Chaudharie. The Humane Society’s report stated that “the property, its resources, and the wildlife it 

supports are well worth protecting.” Ms. Chaudhari completed the development plan as a part of her 

requirements for a Masters Degree from Virginia Commonwealth University’s Department of Urban and 

Regional Planning. In the plan, she outlined methods for the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament to generate 

funds and maintain the property. 

In 2000 the sisters held a General Assembly (official ruling body of the congregation). Several 

sisters within the congregation were able, through written proposals to the Steering Committee for the 

Assembly, to include the Virginia property on the agenda. After hours of debate the Assembly mandated 

that: 

By January 2003, leadership will determine the best feasible use and or disposition of congregational 

property in Virginia. This will be done through continued consultation with membership and other 

persons knowledgeable about land issues. (General Assembly of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament 

2000) 

2000-2002: PROCESS USED FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

Virginia Property Committee 

Leadership established a committee to attentively study the situation in Virginia and to make 

recommendations to the Leadership Team on the future of the land and buildings. Between the 

committee’s first meeting in July of 2001 and their final meetings in December 2002, the committee met 

for hundreds of hours. However, due to the fact that committee members came from several different  
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states, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Arizona, Illinois, and Louisiana, it was impossible for every member to attend 

every meeting. Communication, a high priority, often had to occur through emails. 

The Committee 

Since it would be beyond the scope of this paper to list all the meetings that were initiated by the 

Virginia Property Committee, we will highlight only those meetings in which all members were present. 

Hopefully, in stressing the main topics of these meetings, one will still be able to follow how the idea or 

dream of a few individuals took seed within the Committee and eventually began to flourish within the 

whole congregation resulting in the comprehensive plan. 

First Meeting 

The first meeting, held July 9-11, 2001 in Virginia, was an extremely important meeting. Though 

all committee members had an interest in the property, several members had not visited the land in over ten 

years and one member had never been to Virginia. To complicate the situation, Leadership’s main concern 

was financial. The Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, similar to most religious congregations, were facing 

serious financial difficulties and the property had become a liability. Leadership communicated their 

concerns to the congregation and stressed that the maintenance and upkeep of the buildings in Virginia was 

a financial burden that the congregation seemingly could not afford. Therefore, at the first meeting, it 

became imperative that the committee members discover the other values inherent within the property so 

that the financial liability would not be the driving factor in their recommendations to the Leadership Team. 

If this goal was accomplished, the committee would be willing to work at finding solutions to the 

congregations financial problems and, at the same time, maintain the land. Thus, the first meeting was  



14 

planned so all committee members could spend time walking the land and experiencing its natural, cultural, 

and historic assets. 

A three-day meeting was scheduled in Virginia. A balance was found between the formal 

meetings and free time so committee members could encounter the land’s natural beauty and abundant 

resources. Each day began with a morning ritual on the front porch of the Belmead mansion so committee 

members had a strategic view of the rolling hills and valleys. This early morning observance helped the 

group to see the land as a spiritual gift. 

Most of the committee members were unfamiliar with biological concepts and terms and thus 

creative ways were found to include all members in the discussions about the property. For example: all 

received a list of vocabulary words such as perennial stream, intermittent stream, riparian buffers, 

hardwood forests, etc. Eventually it became somewhat of “a game” to see who would be the first to 

understand or define all terms. 

On the first morning, time was given for the committee members to reflect on the Humane Society’s 

report and to research the concepts related to spirituality of land. Later, the group gathered to share on the 

following questions. 

1) What do we know about VA land? 
2) How have I experienced the land? 
3) What assumptions do I bring to the table? 

4) What knowledge do I bring to the table? 

5) What non-negotiable do I have? (In regard to the future plans of the property) 

The second day was spent studying the history of the land and the buildings. For a second time, the 

committee members took time to read and research the ideas of spirituality of land and the SBS mission 

and tried to envision ways that these two concepts interconnected. Once more, committee members took 

walks through different parts of the land or buildings. They studied the financial picture of the property, 

talked about ways to preserve the natural resources on the site, and also discussed some of the local laws 

and real estate issues as they related to the property. 

Finally, on the last day, members once more reviewed the financial history of the land. They shared on 

topics such as the congregation’s strengths, weaknesses, and new ministry opportunities as these issues 

interfaced with the property. Each committee member took time to reflect and pray and then drew-out a 

projected scenario- a “free visioning”, that is, how they envisioned the property in the future if there were  



no limitations restricting the possible uses of the land. A second time, the committee shared on the same 

list of questions that they had shared on the first day. This time the responses were written on wall charts 

and it was evident that the group had changed. It was apparent that most of the members could see the land 

as spiritual gift and could appreciate its diversity and rich history. Thus, the goal for this meeting was 

accomplished and the financial picture was no longer the solitary driving force in determining the future of 

the property. 

Aware of the changes that had occurred within these few days, the committee realized that the 

same type of exposure needed to take place on a congregational level. However, this could only happen if 

all members were willing to work on communication and education. From this meeting on, the committee 

began to communicate, in a brief format, updates of their major meetings and themes. Unaware at the time, 

this decision to make a consistent effort to educate and communicate with the entire congregation proved to 

be an extremely important factor. Eighteen months later, the committee needed the congregation’s input to 

finalize the recommendations for the property, and the background knowledge proved to be beneficial in 

the final steps in the recommendation process. 

For the next several months, different committee members met with potential partners or other 

entities that the committee felt needed to be included in the development of our plans. These meetings 

involved individuals such as the local bishop, politicians, and business people, the alumnae, Community 

Housing Partners, and several different conservation groups. Members also attended seminars on various 

topics such as easements, property tax issues, etc. 

Statement of Values of the Virginia Property Committee 

In November, 2001, during the Thanksgiving holidays, the committee once again gathered for a 

meeting held at the Motherhouse in Philadelphia. Reverend Thomas Berry spent several days with the 

committee and gave an evening presentation to all the sisters. For the committee, most of their meeting 

time was spent writing up a statement of values for the property. This statement became part of the 

foundational principles on which the committee based all future endeavors and plans. 

The Virginia Property Committee firmly believes in respecting the rights inherent in all life 

Systems through the preservation, enhancement and sustainability of the beauty and diversity of 

their land in Powhatan County, Virginia.  



In an era in which the natural world is being consistently destroyed, The Sisters of the Blessed 

Sacrament find entrusted to them a unique tract of land on the James River that still carries much 

of its primordial endowment in its forests and wildlife. This requires a special advocacy of the 

land’s destiny as well as our own. In view of this reality, we are called to: 

» Acknowledge the rights of all life forms by mutually supporting sacred communities. 

e Create an atmosphere that reverences natural, cultural, and historic heritages. 

e Partner with those who share our Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament mission and vision. 

e Provide opportunities for youth to experience the wonder of the Divine in the natural world. 

* Balance the financial needs of our missions while maintaining the sustainability of the land. 

(Comprehensive Land Plan p. 8) 

Statement of Intent (Partners) 

The next committee meeting could not be held until spring. By this time, the committee sensed 

that they had at least 8 individuals/groups that had the potential to be partners and still others who had 

expressed interest but had not yet clearly defined their ideas. The committee needed to establish criteria by 

which they could evaluate the different possible plans. Hence, at the spring meeting, a “Statement of 

Intent” was drawn up and mailed to each person/group. All interested parties in a brief format answered 

the following: 1) a statement of purpose; 2) statement of planned action; 3) description of the plan; and 4) 

the ministry outreach of the plan. 

The interested party also had to include a brief financial plan and an idea of how their particular 

project would partner with the SBS mission in Virginia. The idea of partnering had to be three-fold: 1) 

Benefit to SBS; 2) Benefit to the surrounding community; 3) Benefit to ecological and conservation ideals. 

All “Statements” were returned and copies were then forwarded to all members. In return, all 

members filled in a response form that gave an indication of how she viewed the different proposals. This 

response form listed each person/group, and the committee member had to indicate whether she was 

leaning toward accepting or not accepting the proposal. The form also asked the member to prioritize the 

proposals. 

Again these responses were copied and sent to the members. In this manner, members were able 

to indicate their reactions to the proposals and hear the comments from other members without a formal  



meeting. This format served the committee well. Again, all questions or concerns were handled through 

email. 

Assumptions and Expectations: 

Leadership Team and Virginia Property Committee 

By the end of June, 2002, the committee had been in existence for one year and had achieved 

several major goals, but still felt pressure from the work that needed to be completed. One of the primary 

issues was the Leadership Team’s hopes and expectations for the committee. Though Leadership, like all 

members within the congregation, received the committee’s newsletters, it was evident that they still had 

strong reservations about the congregation’s ability to financially keep the property. Thus, a June meeting 

was scheduled and a facilitator was hired so both groups were free to concentrate on sharing their hopes 

and concerns. 

Both the Leadership Team and the Property Committee realized that this was an opportunity for 

the two groups to brainstorm, clarify points, find common ground and come to some agreement on issues 

related to the property. The meeting was a very positive experience and an agreed upon list of assumptions 

was formulated. Though the Leadership still did not have the same connections to the land as the Property 

Committee, they were beginning to accept the view of the land as a “sacred trust.” This in itself showed 

movement from a prior stance. But, more importantly, it also showed that Leadership had an open mind to 

the committee’s ideas and was willing to trust the committee’s work even though they themselves were 

struggling with some of the issues. 

At the meeting, Leadership also showed support when they agreed to be present with the 

committee when the time came to share with the entire congregation the committee’s “new possibilities” 

for the property. Gathering Circles, for input from the congregation on the committee’s proposed partners, 

were being planned for early fall. Though there certainly were differences between the two groups, this 

show of unity was an important step. 

Second Meeting in Virginia 

At the same time that the committee was preparing for the meeting with the Leadership Team, 

they were also making preparations for major meetings in Virginia for July 7-14, 2002. An entire week 

was necessary to re-connect with the land, reflect and talk about the results of the past meeting, integrate 

new information, and to meet with potential partners. However, this sharing with the possible partners was  
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to be different from past meetings. In prior meetings, only the committee had heard the plans from various 

groups/individuals. But now, it was time for all potential partners with similar interests to meet at the same 

time. For instance, one meeting included one or two from the following agencies or entities: The Nature 

Conservancy, Virginia Outdoors Foundation (the state’s conservation agency), James River Association, 

the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities, United Indians of Virginia, Powhatan Financial 

Planning Officer, and Powhatan County Historical Society, as well as several other individuals who were 

interested in the conservation or preservation of the land or buildings. 

Another major difference, was that these meeting also included input from the committee. Over 

the past year (2001), the committee had spent time listening to the various proposals without sharing their 

vision(s). Thus, each meeting began with a short presentation from the committee. Each committee 

covered a specific topic. Thus, within ten to fifteen minutes of each meeting, the committee gave the 

introduction and welcome. But more importantly, they also conveyed their beliefs about the spirituality of 

land along with their plans and vision for the property. They also stated how the congregation of the 

Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament would be involved, what the sisters would contribute, and the committee’s 

view of the earth-human connections. The statement of values was shared verbally and each attendee was 

also given a written copy. After this opening presentation, the potential partners were invited to share 

their ideas with the gathered group. 

This was the second summer that the committee met in Virginia. The previous year, the 

committee held a social with alumni, neighbors, friends, conservation representatives, consultants, 

politicians, local church leaders, and the sisters. This “party” was an important affair as it gave the 

committee time to hear from the local community. Thus, a similar “gathering” was scheduled midway 

through the week. To the delight and surprise of the committee, word had spread after the first year’s 

social affair. Thus, the local community knew that the sisters had returned for another meeting and the 

local people were looking forward to the second gathering. As a result, sixty to seventy people arrived to 

hear the committee’s short presentation and to share with one another. These mini-gatherings proved to be 

important milestones for educating and communicating earth-human connections with the local 

community.  



Gathering Circles for the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament 

Since the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament work throughout the United States, twice a year they 

hold “gathering circles” in different parts of the country so major congregational concerns can be shared. 

In the fall of 2002, the major topic for the congregation was the Virginia Land. Committee members 

attended the closest held gathering circles and thus all six circles were covered by at least two different 

representatives from the committee. 

A Power Point script was used at all presentations. This gave the presenters a casual appearance 

and yet a uniform message was heard throughout the country. The presentation covered the ideas of 

finances, conservation easements, small businesses, potential partners, and spirituality of the land. Besides 

the presentation, each attendee received a folder containing: a reflection paper on eco-human justice, a copy 

of the committee’s Statement of Values, the assumptions derived from the meeting between the Leadership 

Team and the VA Committee, a copy of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament Land Guidelines, Studies 

done on the land in the last five years, time table and a thumbnail sketch of all meetings and events since 

the formation of the Virginia Property committee, a partial list of projects the committee was considering 

and finally, a response form. 

For the committee, the response form was important, but it was not considered an official vote. The 

form contained only those questions that would aid the committee as they continued to formulate the 

recommendations for the land. 

1) Do you feel that the committee has made efforts to adhere to the congregation’s land guidelines? 
2) Which direction(s) presented by the committee seem viable to you? 

3) Which direction(s) seems least viable? 

4) Comments/Questions 

Recommendations for the Virginia Property 

Finally, by December 12, 2002, the committee submitted to the Leadership a booklet entitled: 

“Recommendations for St. Francis/ St. Emma Lands in Powhatan, VA.” The booklet was eighteen pages 

long and, besides the recommendations, it also included an Executive Summary, the Property Committee’s 

foundational concepts and an additional eighteen pages of attachments. However, for the Committee, it 

was the goals and the steps to obtain these goals that were the major issues. 

GOALS (taken from recommendation booklet) 

1) Plan for the sustainable use and renewed vitality of the VA. Property.  



Solicit input and plans from interested parties. 

Determine which plans demonstrate a sustainable land ethic and are aligned with the vision, mission, 

and values of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament and the VA Property committee. 

Advance a revitalized mission of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament through appropriate eco/human 
ministries. 
Eliminate the SBS financial support of the Virginia property and develop income-producing ventures 
to provide money for SBS mission. 
(The committee also listed numerous objectives and strategies for each goal.) 

In order to accomplish these goals, the committee envisioned a process that would involve three 

different phases. (taken from recommendation booklet) 

Phase 1: 

A. Conservation Easement(s) 

A conservation easement seemed like an appropriate mechanism for the sisters to receive financial gains for 

the property and, at the same time, maintain ownership of the land. The committee had had numerous 

meetings with the following organizations for this endeavor. 

James River Association: This organization preserves the national and historical 

resources of the James River Watershed. They are advocates for the legislation, regulations, and 

policies that protect and enhance the natural resources of the James River. 

Virginia Outdoors Foundation: The Virginia General Assembly created the Virginia Outdoors 

Foundation (VOF) in 1966. This agency was founded to preserve open-space lands and to 

encourage gifts of money, securities, land, and other property to preserve the natural, scenic, 

historic, scientific, open-space and recreational areas of the Commonwealth of Virginia. 

The Nature Conservancy: The Nature Conservancy of Virginia is particularly interested in 

preserving the forests within the Piedmont region of Virginia. Our land of 2,268 acres is 

strategically located in the center of this area that The Nature Conservancy feels is so important. 

B. Adaptive re-use of existing buildings 

Specifically this adaptive re-use refers to the two school buildings, St. Francis de Sales and St. 

Emma, but the committee also realizes that the old granary, barn, and horse stables also needed to 

be considered. 

1) The Book and Candle and Associates: This is an organization that consists primarily of 

Alumnae from the two schools. They are interested in the historic restoration of Belmead and  



the history of the Virginia property. They also plan to partner with Howard University’s 

School of Architecture and Planning. They have produced a historical documentary video 

about the two schools and the value of the land in Virginia. 

Episcopal Church: They have shown interest in the historical value of the St. Francis de 

Sales building. They envision using the building as a retreat center or housing for senior 

citizens, disabled persons, or a retirement house for religious men or women. 

C. Sustainable Development 

1) Community Housing Partners: This group envisions a housing unit for mixed 

income seniors and/or disabled. They will obtain the funding for a market study, land use 

studies, etc. They have a history of “green building” and sustainable design standards. 

2) Other entities 

D. Creating an Over-Sight Committee 

The Virginia Property Committee envisioned a movement through several committees before 

establishing a Management and Planning Board. 

1) Formation of a Steering Committee of SBS 

a) Role: 

1.) Initiate and oversee the development of the ongoing process of the phases from 

February 2003 until a Board is established. 

Develop and monitor a manageable budget for development and care of the Virginia 

Land. The budget would be approved by the SBS Leadership Team. 

3.) Establish an Interim Advisor Committee. 

4.) Report quarterly to the SBS Leadership Team on the progress and challenges 

involved in the implementation of the Master Plan. 

Membership: 

1.) Six to eight SBS for service on this Steering Committee. 

2.) The treasurer of the Congregation and one member of the Leadership Team are seen 

as necessary. 

3.) Members of the original VA Property Committee if willing to serve.  



4. 

4.) Other SBS. 

¢) Accountability: 

1.) The members of the Steering Committee would be accountable to the SBS 

Leadership Team. 

2.) The congregation reserves certain powers of jurisdiction over all directional 

decisions that might alter in any way the mission of the SBS. 

Virginia Interim Advisory Committee (VIAC) 

a.) Role: 

1.) To develop and monitor directional decisions for the Virginia property. 

2.) To establish a management and planning board. 

b.) Membership: 

1.) The interim Advisory Committee will be composed of the SBS Steering Committee 

and no more than twenty additional persons. 

c.) Accountability: 

1.) The Interim Advisory Committee is accountable to the Steering Committee. 

Consultant Services 

a. Role: 

1.) To guide the strategic planning process 

b. Consultant Selection: 

1.) The Steering Committee will select a consultant firm in February 2003. 

Management and Planning Board by 2006. 

2. Phase Two: Small income producing ventures 

a. 

b. 

Equestrian venture(s) 

Organic gardening 

Agriculture continued 

Select cut of forest area 

Loblolly harvesting 

Other compatible income-producing activities.  



3. Phase Three: Longer range projects 

a. Eco-Human Justice Center: An eco-human justice center is being considered at this time. 

Thomas Berry is an advocate for us with Lavinia Courier who has an interest in this project. 

National Science Foundation: The NSF will enable a connection to be forged with HBCUs 

(Historically Black Colleges and Universities) 

Other compatible ventures. 

Leadership Team supports Recommendations 

By February 4, 2003, the Leadership Team of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament made a 

decision to support the recommendations made by the Virginia Property Committee. The following are 

statements from the letter sent out to the entire congregation. 

In specific response to our Assembly Mandate concerning the Virginia property, the Leadership 

Team offers the following Directional Decision and implementation steps: 

1. At the present time, it is not in the best interest of the congregation to dispose of this property 

by outright sale. 

As recommended by the Committee, a master land use plan will be developed in order to 

project the most beneficial support for the mission of the congregation and to protect and 

preserve the uniqueness of this land. We have indicated to the Hoffman Corporation 

[consultant firm] that this is a high priority for us and we hope to work on timelines and 

benchmarks for the plan within the next two months. 

We have asked members of the Virginia Property Committee to be core members of the 

initial advisory group of SBS and other stakeholders to work with the Hoffman Corporation in 

the development of the Master Plan. 

The committee will recommend plans for sale, lease, procurement of easements, improvement and 

maintenance of the property. At the same time, they will explore the feasibility of developing 

various income producing ventures and make recommendation concurrent with the master 

planning process.  
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2002 — 2004 PROCESS USED FOR DEVELOPING A COMPREHENSIVE LAND PLAN 

Virginia Steering Committee 

After the Recommendation Booklet was formulated, the Virginia Property Committee was 

dissolved and a new committee was formulated to continue with the process. As was recommended, this 

new committee became known as the Virginia Steering Committee. This committee was composed mostly 

of members from the old Property Committee but a new deadline of less than one year forced a change in 

their style of meetings. The new committee met monthly, but alternated these meetings between a two- 

hour conference call one-month with a face-to-face meeting the following month. 

This Committee did not have the luxury of working on different issues on a point by point basis. 

Pushed with a new deadline of January 2004, many issues had to be dealt with simultaneously. However, 

early on, it became apparent that their first major decision was to hire a legal firm. Though the Sisters of 

the Blessed Sacrament retain a congregational attorney, the committee was pressed with many issues 

simultaneously and needed a firm that had expertise in different areas. Questions dealing with: Canon 

Law, eco-law, leases, taxes, real-estate, and easements, just to name a few, forced the committee into areas 

that were beyond their expertise. Thus, after searching and reading through the resumes of six different law 

firms, the McGuire Woods firm from Richmond, Virginia was agreed upon. 

The primary reason for this selection was, the head of the firm, Mr. Daniel Slone had several 

discussions with a committee member earlier and therefore had some knowledge of the situation. 

However, Mr. Slone’s past experience of working with William McDonough and also his view of 

sustainability were dictating principles. All parties understood that the firm would be used only for specific 

tasks that were beyond the capabilities of the Virginia Steering Committee, the land manager and or the 

Hoffman consultant group. 

Though the Steering Committee did not work on a point by point basis, for clarity, it is important 

to show the work completed by the committee on the three recommended phases. 

Phase One 

A. Conservation Easement(s) 

The land in Virginia consists of 2,265 acres of rolling woodland and pastures that are located within 

the Piedmont region of Powhatan County in Virginia. The plan focuses on retaining the ownership of the  



land and partnering with others with compatible interests and values for such purposes as leasing land, 

restoring buildings, and initiating income-generating projects. The plan also designated that approximately 

two-thousand acres would be placed in a conservation easement. Two hundred sixty eight acres would be 

held out of the easement to give the sisters flexibility in meeting their need for ministry, and for ecological 

and financial goals. 

Conservation Easement in Green 

“In order to negotiate the terms of a conservation easement, a formal appraisal of the value of the 

property has been authorized. The professional appraiser will provide a value for the property 

with the easement on it and also the value of the property in a highest and best use form, that is, a 

value of the property if it were developed intensely. The difference between these two figures is 

what constitutes the value of the easement.” (Virginia Land-Comprehensive Plan) 

Thus, talks continued with the James River Association, Virginia Outdoors Foundation, and The 

Nature Conservancy. Early in these discussions it was evident, that the local agencies, that is the James 

River and the Virginia Outdoors Foundation, had some difficulty with the international group as a co- 

holder of the easement. For the sisters, this created some tension since The Nature Conservancy had 

already made commitments of money for various small projects. Hoffman, the consultant group, worked 

out a compromise that was agreeable to all. Since The Nature Conservancy’s main interest was the forests 

within the Piedmont Region, it was agreed that the local agencies would be the co-holders of the  
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Conservation Easement and the Nature Conservancy would retain an overlay forest easement. For business 

purposes, this overlay easement was called a Timber Management Easement. 

Since the Virginia land was so large, it was easier for discussion to have the land divided into 

parcels that were based on the ecological or physiological characteristics of the property. 

a. The Lowlands 

  

  

The Lowlands in Green 

The Lowlands are located along the James River and are considered floodplain areas. This 

includes a 2.15-mile stretch of James River frontage. At this time, it is believed that this frontage will be 

designated by the State of Virginia as a State Scenic River area to help preserve the aesthetic, recreational 

and economic value it provides. The committee honored the ecological values of the lowlands and placed 

it in the conservation easement. 

However, they also envisioned the following uses: 

- Wildlife sanctuary 

» Water resource stewardship (wetland preservation-presently over 90 acres of wetlands) 

+ Stream and river buffers (minimum riparian buffers of 300 feet shall be established) 

+ River access area for canoeing  



- Forest stewardship (select cut for quality enhancement and possibly the site for an Old Growth forest) 

+ Maintaining the present agricultural endeavors 

b. The Gateway 

THE GATEWAY @ 

B= Hoffman 
T he Gateway in oa 

The main entrance to the property on the St. Francis de Sales side was labeled “The Gateway.” 

This area of two hundred and sixty eight acres would be held out of the easement package. However, it is 

the hope of the committee that eventually this area would be placed in an easement. Several financial 

experts led the committee to believe that this area would increase in land value and therefore would provide 

several options for the congregation within the next five years. These options include a conservation 

easement at a much higher value than could be offered at the present time, low-impact development, or sale 

of this smaller piece of land to meet some of the financial needs. 

At the present, the committee envisions the land being used for community-supported agriculture 

and/or organic farming. Though the area is not included in the present conservation easement plan, the 

committee has included the following restriction for the use of this land within the larger plan. Industrial 

and some commercial development shall be restricted. Also, any structure that is placed in this area would 

have to incorporate the principles of sustainability and would have limitations on its height and location.  
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This area could be leased/sold to a third party and, thus, proposals for use of this area would eventually be 

mailed to interested parties. However, the sale of this piece is considered a “last resort,” and the RFP for 

this section would not be mailed until all other options have not proven financially beneficial. (See section 

entitled Request for Proposals-RFP) 

c. St. Francis de Sales 

ST FRANCIS DE SALES @ 
BZW Hoffman 
    

    

St. Francis De Sales in Green 

This includes the St. Francis de Sales school building and the surrounding area and will be 

included in the conservation easement. However, the building itself will be renovated by another party. 

(See section entitled RFP) This individual/group could apply for a historic easement for renovation of the 

school building. Some of the possible uses include: housing for senior citizens, handicapped housing, 

education, retreat, etc. Other uses for the surrounding land include: camping, agriculture, and a private 

retreat house for the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament.  



Uplands 

of 
EEE COREL     

BAA RAR 

BzE Hoffman — 
THE UPLANDS @ 

  

The Uplands in Green 

This particular section consists primarily of a forested region with some pasture land on the 

western portion of the property (brown area). Because this land is primarily forested, it would fall under 

the responsibility of the Nature Conservancy’s Timber Management Easement. The land could also be 

used for horse trails, walking trails, and agriculture. The Committee, with the help of a forester, is looking 

at the best possible area that could be preserved for an old growth forest. 

 



e. Belmead 

    

: BELMEAD @ 

=# Hoffman 

  

Belmead in Color 

This land includes the antebellum historic mansion and some of the surrounding land. Other 

buildings are found in this area including the horse stalls, barns, houses, and other structures. All of these 

entities and surrounding land would be under the conservation easement. However, the historic building of 

St. Emma, similar to the St. Francis de Sales building, will have to be renovated by a second party. Thus, 

proposals will be accepted for the use of this building. (RFP) To renovate the historic mansion, the group 

could apply for an historic easement. Possible uses for the building are: museum, gift shop, offices, park 

office, retreats, etc. 

Alternative Income 

As stated earlier, the appraisal is the key to determining the value of the easement and the local 

agencies of the James River Association and the Virginia Outdoors Foundation would need multiple 

sources of funding which they are pursuing. As a result, the sisters, as an alternative funding source to the 

easement grants, may use the emerging market of selling the Virginia tax credits. “Virginia provides a tax  
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credit to Virginia taxpayers who place their land under conservation easement. The credit is equal to fifty 

percent of the value of the easement. Under recently passed legislation, those credits can be transferred if 

the landowner cannot make use of them. The ability to transfer included the ability to sell the credits.” 

(Virginia Land-Comprehensive Plan) 

In working with The Nature Conservancy’s Timber Management Easement, the committee has 

approved a “Forest Stewardship Management Plan.” The plan covers five years and was written by a 

professional forester hired by the sisters. His services in carrying out the plan will be paid for by the state 

of Virginia and The Nature Conservancy. Since the sisters over a ten-year span clear-cut six different 

stands of hardwood forest and replanted with loblolly pine, it was decided for economic reasons that the 

pines will be left to mature. Loblollies need to be thinned periodically in order to produce a healthy stand 

of lumber. The first thinning of pines growing in the Piedmont Region usually occurs within sixteen to 

eighteen years. Thus, the plan is to begin the thinning process when appropriate and then continue thinning 

until the loblolly are entirely removed from the land. The area would then be reestablished as a Piedmont 

hardwood forest. However, the sisters will benefit financially for each of the three thinnings required for 

each stand. This income has already been included in the budget. 

B. Adaptive re-use of existing buildings 
Request for Proposals RFP 

The Hoffman Corporation, with the help of the VSC, has drawn up a “Request for Proposal” (RFP) for 

groups/individuals interested in leasing one or more buildings located on the land. This is a thirteen-page 

document that describes the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament values and objectives. It also includes a 

description of the buildings and how they are zoned, where they are located, the conservation easement 

requirements and the development opportunities. 

A list was developed of parties who potentially could receive the RFP. 

C. Sustainable Development 

The committee continued to hold to the principles of sustainable development in every aspect of the 

plan. This applies not only to the renovation of the historic buildings or construction of new buildings, but 

also in the careful planning of other types of development such as trails, roads, and parking areas. Even the 

forests will be managed sustainably.  



D. Creating Over-Sight Committees 

If the comprehensive land plan was accepted by the Leadership Team of the Sisters of the Blessed 

Sacrament, the next committee according to the December 12, 2002 Recommendation Booklet was the 

formation of the Virginia Interim Advisory Committee. (VIAC) This committee would be the final group 

leading to the transition of a management board by 2006. VIAC, according to the recommendation, would 

consist of the Steering Committee plus twenty non-SBS. 

The Steering Committee with the help of the consultants formulated a possible “chart” of this advisory 

group. It was decided that VIAC would be composed of four sub-committees: Natural Resources, 

Historical/Cultural Resources, Mission/Programs, and Operations. The entire committee would meet 

annually “in a town meeting format” (Comprehensive Land Plan p. 34) and the subcommittees would meet 

several times each year. “Two to three Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, members of the Virginia Steering 

Committee, would participate on each subcommittee. Their role on the Committee shall include extending 

the vision, values, and dreams to the membership of the Interim Advisory Committee.” (Comprehensive 

Land Plan p. 34) 

Phase Two 

Several parts of phase two have already been explained under the “forest management plan.” 

However, other income-producing ventures are also ready to begin. Talks have progressed to the point 

where a horse-boarding venture would begin in the fall of 2004. There are also, strong possibilities that an 

herbal/ organic flower venture could begin around the same time. 

Presently, land is leased to a farmer who holds land values similar to those held by the sisters. The 

local extension office considers him one of the best farmers in the region. “Tyson Chicken’ is considering 

the possibility of having ten percent of their chickens raised on organic foods and have approached “our 

farmer” for the possibility of producing the organic feed for these animals. Thus, the committee would like 

to keep agriculture, especially with the present farmer, as a high priority. 

Phase Three 

At this time, very little has been done in regard to phase three. However, several sisters have 

expressed interest in living in Virginia and working in an eco-justice center. This endeavor must meet the 

approval of the Leadership Team and, for now, is out of the hands of the Steering Committee.  
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Other important pieces of work that have been accomplished by the Steering Committee with the 

help of the consultants and other financial advisors are business plans (two) that are now in third draft. 

The first plan is very brief and is for the congregation to view. If individuals in the congregation are 

interested, the detailed plan is also available for their perusing. However, for the most part, the second plan 

will be used by the VSC, VIAC, Leadership and the Treasurer of the Congregation. 

The committee also completed at least four drafts of the comprehensive plan. The booklet (11.5 x 

17.5) is 53 pages long. Each draft took hours to write and rewrite. When this fourth draft was completed, 

it was mailed to each house within the congregation and each sister was asked to complete a response form. 

The section entitled “Ongoing Operations” did receive fewer positive comments due to the fact that the 

conservation groups could not determine a source for funding until the congregation agreed on what 

sections of the land would be included in the conservation easement. Thus, the financial plan and the 

ongoing operations were nebulous. However, the other sections of the plan were highly praised and a 

majority of the sisters agreed with the content. The section entitled “Ministry and Programs” received the 

lowest approval with an eighty-four percent acceptance. Sixteen percent of the sisters struggled with the 

idea of expanding the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament ministries since there are a limited number of sisters 

available even for our present ministries. 

LEADERSHIP AND THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 

Leadership’s Response 

The committee met the January deadline for the plan and received a positive response from the 

Leadership Team on February 23, 2004. The following statements were taken from Leadership’s response. 

We are grateful to all who helped bring these plans to fruition. Though it is impossible to honor 

all those SBS and non-SBS who have contributed to this endeavor since the 1970s, we assure you 

that we have prayed in gratitude for all their hard work and planning over the years. We are most 

grateful to the members of the “Virginia Committee” that has had a variety of names and an 

unbelievable amount of work since Assembly 2000. Their dedication to this task as well as their 

emphasis on inclusivity and co-responsibility have provided new models for decision-making that 

are very significant for SBS. ...  



Last, but not least, we especially appreciate the time, study and prayer contributed by each SBS. 

A great deal of energy, passion and intensity surround the many facets of this decision that was 

mandated by Assembly 2000. Though the dialogue has sometimes been challenging and even 

painful, it is also a sign of our SBS vitality, the strength of our commitment, and our fidelity to 

God’s call. The strength of our convictions and the passion with which we have shared them are 

reasons to give thanks. Now, no matter where we stand on the issues, we need to stand in 

solidarity, knowing it is all God’s work and that we can rely on the provident God who has 

brought us this far by faith. 

Changes to the Original Plan 

Though the Leadership Team did accept the Comprehensive Land Plan, changes were made to the 

original understanding of the plans. The Steering Committee had hopes that the conservation groups would 

agree to a conservation easement as soon as possible on the two thousand acres of land. Leadership made 

the decision that only one thousand acres would be placed in the conservation easement within the first five 

years. If this arrangement works to the satisfaction of both the conservation groups and the Sisters of the 

Blessed Sacrament, then a second easement for the additional one-thousand acres would be agreed upon in 

2009. Hopefully, with Richmond moving westward toward the property, the land value will be higher and 

the congregation would benefit from this delay. Leadership, following the recommendation of another 

congregational committee called the Planning Task Force, asked that the riparian buffers and the wetlands 

be placed in the first easement. Though this section is considered a very highly valued area ecologically, 

the opportunities for development are lower and therefore the easement on the first one-thousand acres will 

not be as beneficial financially to the congregation as the Steering Committee had originally planned. 

The second small discrepancy between the original plan and the final version involved the two 

large school buildings. The Committee envisioned that these buildings would be leased and the SBS would 

maintain ownership. However, though the Leadership agrees with the principle behind this view, they are 

also holding on to the possibility that the buildings could be sold. As the Virginia Interime Advisory 

Committee (VIAC) continues the discussions with potential partners, Leadership would like the names of 

any party that may have an interest in purchasing these buildings. Thus, after five years, if a financial  
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package that would be beneficial to all has not been agreed upon, Leadership may have the opportunity to 

sell the buildings thus eliminating that financial burden from the congregation. 

Fulfillment of a Vision Statement 

Over the last four years the Virginia Property Committee and the Virginia Steering Committee 

have worked in a collaborative manner to develop a Comprehensive Plan for their Congregation’s property 

in Virginia. The plan focuses on retaining ownership of the land and partnering with others who have 

compatible values. Both committees firmly believe that the land advances the mission and ministry of the 

Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament for, in today’s society, the poor and voiceless include the poverty of the 

earth itself. Also, the committees believe that “by taking advantage of the opportunity to preserve large 

tracts of land, we make available green space for all, especially the poor.” (Comprehenhsive Land Plan p. 

6) 

Thus, the two committees, through a collaborative process with partners and with the entire 

congregation of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, brought to fruition a vision statement written in 2000 

by the Congregation’s Leadership Team. 

Inspired by the founding charism and vision of St. Katharine Drexel and empowered by 

our solidarity with the poor and the voiceless throughout the world, the Sisters of the 

Blessed Sacrament will work tirelessly—in partnership with others—to eradicate deeply 

rooted injustice, to build bridges among and between diverse peoples, and to foster an 

interconnectedness among all creation. 

 



CONCEPTS IN ELM PROGRAM EMBODIED IN THIS PROJECT 

EL-501 EARTH LITERACY...FROM HANOVER PRINCIPLES 

a) TO RECOGNIZE INTERDEPENDENCE 

b) TO RESPECT RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SPIRIT AND MATTER 

c¢) TO SEEK CONSTANT IMPROVEMENT BY THE SHARING OF KNOWLEDGE 

d) TO INSIST ON RIGHTS OF HUMANITY AND NATURE TO CO-EXIST 

EL-510 EVOLUTION AND CHANGE 

a) TO REALIZE THAT ALL FORMS OF LIFE DEPEND ON MATERIAL RESOURCES 
FOR SURVIVAL AND GOOD HEALTH 

b) TO INVESTIGATE APPROACHES TO RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABLE USE. 

¢) TO STRESS THE IMPORTANCE OF BIODIVERSITY AS A POTENTIALLY RENEWABLE 
RESOURCE FOR ALL SPECIES. 

EL520 NATURE AND CULTURE 

a) TO DEVELOP A WORKING UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURAL CHANGE 

b) TO UNDERSTAND THE INTERSECTION OF HUMAN SOCIOCULTURAL SYSTEMS AND 
ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS. 

EL-530 JUSTICE AND THE EARTH 

a) TO DEVELOP WAYS OF THINKING ABOUT ETHICS AND JUSTICE 

b) TO GAIN EXPERIENCE IN RELATING ECONOMICS, ETHICS, AND JUSTICE TO 
ECOLOGICAL ISSUES. 

¢) TO BEGIN TO APPRECIATE PROCESSES OF PERSONAL CHANGE THEORY 
d) TO GAIN EXPERIENCE IN APPLYING EMPATHY, PERSONAL CHANGE THEORY AND 

KNOWLEDGE OF AN ISSUE TO THE FACILITATION OF INDIVIDUAL OR GROUP 
MOVEMENT TOWARD SUSTAINABILITY. 

EL-540 HEALING THE EARTH 

a) TO APPRECIATE THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN NATURAL AND CULTURAL SYSTEMS AS 
THEY RELATE TO HUMAN AND PLANETARY HEALTH 

b) EXPLORE EXAMPLES OF JUST AND HOLISTIC APPROACHES FOR CHANGE 

c¢) TO GROW IN THE REALIZATION THAT PRACTICES IN DEEPENING A BIOSPIRITUAL 

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE NATURAL WORLD IS BOTH SOURCE AND STRATEGY FOR 
HEALING EARTH. 

EL-575 INTEGRATIVE SEMINAR 

TO INTEGRATE THE OBJECTIVES OF THE ELM PROGRAM IN A PERSONAL PROJECT  



Appendix A 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS AND MAPS 

General Philip St. George Cocke: Archives of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament [p. 1] 

Belmead Mansion: Personal Photo [p. 2] 

St. Francis de Sales: Personal Photo [p. 4] 

Historic Barn: Personal Photo [p. 5] 

Historic (Slave) Cemetery: Personal Photo [p. 6] 

Study Area: Archives at Belmead [p. 6] 

Three Acre Pond: Personal Photo [p. 8] 

Overview of the North-east Corner of the Property: Personal Photo [p. 9] 

Overview of the North-west Corner of the Property: Personal Photo [p. 10] 

. Virginia Property Committee: Personal Photo [p. 13] 

. Conservation Easement: Comprehensive Land Plan (p. 27) [p. 25] 

. Lowlands: Comprehensive Land Plan (p.11) [p. 26] 

. Gateway: Comprehensive Land Plan ( p.12) [p. 27] 

. St. Francis de Sales: Comprehensive Land Plan ( p. 13) [p. 28] 

. Uplands: Comprehensive Land Plan (p. 14) [p. 29] 

. St. Emma: Comprehensive Land Plan (p.15) [p. 30] 
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