
Retreat Houses Enter the Third Millennium 

by 

Arlene Kniola, CSC 

A Pastoral Project 

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the 

Requirements for the Degree 

MASTER OF ARTS IN PASTORAL THEOLOGY 

Supervised by Sister Ruth Eileen Dwyer, SP 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

1997 

BART -WI gh  



CONTENTS 

Project Proposal 

A Plan of Action 

Implementation of the Project 

IV. Evaluation 

V. Conclusion 

Bibliography 

Appendices 

 



PROJECT PROPOSAL 

The pastoral need I will identify is that of insuring this place of quiet and prayer, namely, 

Mary’s Solitude, will continue to be available to persons seeking spiritual development. Retreat 

centers go through a life cycle as any other institution and Mary’s Solitude has evolved from a 

house of prayer, to a prayer center, to a retreat house over the past twenty-five years. Its logo, its 

mission statement, and its vision have all changed periodically, and will continue to do so. 

The project has a three-fold goal: 1) to give a view of our Jubilee celebration here at 

Mary’s Solitude; 2) to trace the history of “houses of Prayer” and the why and how of their 

evolution; 3) and finally, and most importantly, to give a forward thrust to the future through a 

well-developed three-year plan. 

To quote from the 1996 Retreats International Report issued in April, 1996: “The Church 

has treasured throughout its history the prayer life of its people. The retreat movement for lay 

people in the United States and Canada is about 100 years old. In our country we value the retreat 

centers that have struggled so nobly to sustain that rich heritage. In the years since Vatican II the 

movement has undergone remarkable growth and diversification.” This is where my story begins. 

Religious orders began a study of Houses of Prayer in the mid-60's, spurred on by the 

thrust to renewal brought about by Vatican II and also by a desire to find a way to integrate the 

contemplative and active lives. This study took three to four years. Sister Margaret Brennan, 

IHM, and Sister Gertrude Anne Otis, CSC, (staff member at Mary’s Solitude at present), were 

among those women who met with Father Bernard Haring, CSSR, and Thomas Merton, to 

discuss the implications of beginning houses of prayer.  



Thirty years ago the average Catholic’s prayer life was more private affair, between God 

and the individual. Spiritual direction was not practiced that much even among religious. 

Although the original intent of a house of prayer according to Bernard Haring “would be 

completely accessible to the neighborhood” (Haring, p. 2), many of them were established for a 

place of retreats for the sisters. A core group of religious formed community and lived a 

contemplative life-style within the house. 

At the General Chapter of the Sisters of the Holy Cross in 1967 it was decided that a 

building on campus be set aside and a directress be appointed to begin St John’s House of Prayer. 

In 1971 sisters could come for a sabbatical time or private retreat time. There was no outreach to 

surrounding parishes, no spiritual directors on staff, and no programs offered. 

Paradigm shifts were taking place within the Church, however, and had their effect on the 

retreat houses. In the area of ecclesiology some of the hierarchial structures changed and 

religious, ordained, and laity began to collaborate more. Laity were responding to the “universal 

call to holiness” that the Vatican II documents and the bishops’ pastoral letters put forth. The 

“people of God” were beginning to see themselves as one. Retreats for laity were on the rise. 

Retreat houses began to open their doors. 

It wasn’t until 1976 that Mary’s Solitude Prayer Center, as it was called then, was opened 

and directed by a sister specifically trained for retreat ministry and spiritual direction. She worked 

with a core group that included two other sisters and a priest. From an early mission statement we 

read: “Mary’s Solitude is a place of peaceful silence, and joyful communion in which quiet prayer, 

reflection and hospitality can be experienced by others, particularly Holy Cross Sisters.” Along 
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with about one hundred other such centers throughout the country, Mary’s Solitude fulfilled the 

purpose of witnessing to a life of prayer and also offered space to those seeking to develop their 

spiritual lives. 

As the Church renewed itself, images of God began to change. The All-Powerful, stern 

Ruler became more one with His People. Our understanding of how God is present in our 

everyday lives began to affect how people prayed. Since prayer is what retreat centers are about, 

this shift also affected the retreat centers programming. 

Programs, rituals, and worship services began to be designed to meet the needs of various 

groups. Contemplation became possible for all persons, including lay persons. Spiritual direction, 

journaling, directed retreats were for lay and religious alike. Lay persons became members of 

retreat staffs. 

Gradually still another paradigm shift began to affect retreat centers. There was a greater 

sense of unity among Christians. Catholics were allowed to worship with other traditions. 

Ecumenism was on the rise. Retreat centers became more and more involved with inter-faith 

groups coming for retreats. The “hosting” of groups became popular. 

As society became more specialized and differentiated so did the Church. Still another 

paradigm shift came in the form of retreat centers looking at themselves not just as centers for 

spiritual development, but as small businesses that needed to learn to collaborate with other 

centers, learn to market themselves, to look for inservice workshops, etc. , and to evaluate 

themselves.  



Retreat centers became interested in attracting “baby-boomers,” a generation of seekers 

and critical thinkers. As the Church approached certain issues, such as women, so retreat centers 

focused their attention on tired mothers, secretaries, widowed, etc. The signs of the times became 

the cutting edge of retreat ministry. 

Retreats International, an organization begun out of a need to help retreat centers learn 

and grow, and originating at the University of Notre Dame, set up Teleconferences in 1988 and 

1995. Also various retreat centers belonging to different geographic areas held periodic meetings 

to keep the staff members updated and informed on current issues. Some centers even entered 

into a self-study process in order to keep themselves revitalized. 

Pastoral theology, by definition, raises questions on how to proceed, what is prudent, 

what needs to be done and in what order it can be accomplished. The goals of this project fit right 

in to pastoral theology. The first goal, to celebrate the twenty-fifth Jubilee of our ministry is 

pastoral because it raises awareness of the importance of retreat ministry. It gives us an 

opportunity to look at the signs of the times and respond. It is a time to praise God for God’s 

fidelity to us and gratitude for God’s guidance. 

The second goal, that of researching the history of Mary’s Solitude and houses of prayer, 

1s a means of returning to our roots. It is important and essential to our understanding of our role 

and purpose. This is practical, hands-on information that can lead to growth. 

Our third goal, that of working out a three-year plan that will take us into the Millennium, 

is an act of good stewardship. It requires insight from the Holy Spirit gained through theological  



reflection. It demands courageous persons, willing to forge ahead and work for the Kingdom. It 

asks for honest, open evaluation. 

I believe that the concern for the continuance of our retreat house is rooted at he heart of 

real spirituality - the need for solitude and silence, and space to commune with one’s God. 

Every person has physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual needs. Retreat houses 

have met the spiritual needs of many by providing a place to get away from the pressures of 

everyday living and reflect on one’s life with God. To provide guidance, to accompany a person in 

the spiritual journey, to provide information in spiritual matters is an apostolic work of the 

Church, a work of mercy and love. 

 



A PLAN OF ACTION 

Goals 

A. 

B. 

C. 

Celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of retreat ministry on the Motherhouse 

campus. 

Research the history of houses of prayer and the evolution of Mary’s Solitude. 

Formulate a three-year plan for Mary’s Solitude ministry. 

Goal A objectives 

® A committee was formed and met on November 6, 1995. This group of fourteen 

people engaged in a theological reflection regarding the past history of the 

ministry, calling on Scripture sources especially in regard to Mary, and looked at 

cultural influences on Mary’s Solitude over the years. Out of this reflection a 

theme was chosen: “Ponder, Praise, and Proclaim” God’s word as Mary did. 

® A memento prayer was written and printed on a card with the theme and design 

for the Jubilee on the reverse side. These were ready by August 1996. 

®In the course of the Jubilee year five articles were written for a community 

publication, “Life-Signs.” These articles summarized the history of Mary’s Solitude 

from 1971 - 1996. 

® A Jubilee Sunday was held on October 6, 1996, with an opening ritual, 

presentation on contemplation , and a social. Another such Sunday was planned 

for October 5, 1997, to close the year.  



® A sixteen page history booklet was planned, printed and distributed to a broader 

audience giving the history of programming, groups, leadership, and a listing of all 

staff through the years. 

® So that the Sisters who return in the summer would not miss out on the 

celebration, a sub-committee planned for a July, 1997 celebration. In the course of 

the year an open house was held for all the employees, and a day of reflection for 

Saint Mary’s College Alumnae. 

Goal B objectives 

® A call was put in to Sister Margaret Brennan, IHM, to find out more about the 

beginnings of the house of prayer movement since she was one of the first people 

involved. 

® Articles written at the time of the movement’s inception were found and read, 

especially the one by Father Bernard Haring. 

© Community archives were consulted in regard to Mary’s Solitude. 

Goal C objectives 

® Before starting this plan all accessible resources were tapped. 

® The first of these were congregational resources. Meetings were held with 

General Councilors to discuss the value and use of Mary’s Solitude. 

® Pertinent congregational documents were reread. The self-study of 1991 and the 

recommendations that followed were studied.  



® Other resources included reports, surveys, workshops, and teleconferences from 

Retreats International. 

® Some information was gathered from the Circle of Consultants and from other 

retreat centers. 

® Two staff members and a sister from the Ministry Committee of the 

Congregation entered into a social analysis process. 

® Evaluation tools were designed. 

® Another Theological Reflection was entered into by all staff members. 

® The final step was to determine specifics about the three-year plan and to draw 

up a time-line. 

 



Spring 1996 

Fall 1996 

Spring 1997 

Fall 1997 

Spring 1998 

Fall 1998 

Spring 1999 

Fall 1999 - 2000 

TIME - LINE FOR IMPLEMENTATION 

1996 - 2000 

Committee meetings, finalization of plans for Jubilee Sunday, 

October 1996 

Memento ready for distribution; articles started, history booklet begun, 

Jubilee Sunday completed 

Circle of Consultants formed and met. 

Meetings with General Councilors 

Social Analysis Group 

Staff Search presented to General Council 

Publicize ministries at Mary’s Solitude in Life-Signs 

Adjunct Staff 

March 1998 budget turned in to General Council 

Discernment weekend 

Parish-based CPE program established 

New director in place 

Adjunct staff in place 

Secretary/receptionist hired 

Additional conference room built 

Parking places secured  



III. IMPLEMENTATION 

A As the director of Mary’s Solitude from December of 1993, I began thinking 

seriously about the up-coming anniversary of retreat ministry on our Motherhouse 

campus. Even though this ministry had taken place in two different houses, I felt 

that we truly would have celebrated twenty-five years by 1996, since the first 

house opened in 1971. This was cause for celebration, but when, how, with 

whom? 

The answers to these questions became clearer in November 1995 when I 

called together fourteen people who had been involved with Mary’s Solitude over 

the years, to serve as a committee to plan our Jubilee year. Besides Sisters of the 

Holy Cross, I included our Congregational Communications person and the 

Employee Communications person. We formed several committees: finance, 

social, liturgy, media, history and speaker, to facilitate getting the work done. We 

spent considerable time reflecting on the history of Mary’s solitude, why it was 

started, its focus over the years, and its future. 

As we reflected on our reasons for celebrating we felt that there was a 

theological foundation for this celebration. This was a time to witness to the 

importance of silence and solitude in our lives. It was also a way to raise 

awareness of our presence as a retreat center and our role in the church. The 

celebration was an opportunity to praise God and express gratitude for guidance  



received. Finally, there was an opportunity to revitalize our ministry of retreat 

work. 

We then chose a theme. After discussing the original goal of Mary’s ministry of retreat 

Solitude and its name, we focused on Mary, her life, her vision. Various words 

were put on a flip chart and it became clear that the entire committee favored the 

words: “Ponder, Praise , and Proclaim,” since these were the actions taken by 

Mary. She pondered the Word of God, praised God with her whole being, and 

went forth to proclaim God’s word. This theme would put the emphasis on 

contemplation (our retreat center has this as a goal) and action (we reach out to 

nearby parishes, groups, etc.) A Jubilee design was created which included these 

words. This design was used on all materials for that year: banners, mementos, 

history booklet, brochure, etc. (Appendix #1) 

The history of Mary’s Solitude became an important issue. It was decided 

that the community of Holy Cross would be reminded of where we had been 

through a series of articles published in Life-Signs, a congregational publication. 

Staff members were asked to write these articles. Still other articles announcing 

the Jubilee and up-coming events were published in the employee Update, 

Boundaries, a publication for the three branches of Holy Cross women, Tribute, a 

publication for friends and supporters of the Sisters of the Holy Cross. A press 

release was written and sent out to several local newspapers. (Appendices #2-13)  



The history committee began researching to obtain information for a history 

booklet. 

The committee wanted to give a gift to the general public that would help 

them see the importance of Pondering, Praising, and Proclaiming God’s Word in 

their lives. Two speakers were chosen, one for the Fall of 1996 to begin the year of 

celebration, and one for the Fall of 1997 to close the year. Father Paul Philibert, 

OP, director of the Institute for Church Life at Notre Dame University, spoke on 

October 6, 1996, and his topic was contemplation. This presentation, begun with a 

ritual, and followed by socializing, was open to the public. Two hundred and fifty 

individual invitations were sent out. The entire program was video-taped and put 

on close-circuit television for the benefit of our retired sisters. 

The second speaker, Sister Dianne Bergant, from Catholic Theological 

Union in Chicago, was scheduled to come on October 5, 1997, to speak on The 

Biblical Notion of Jubilee. Both of these educational pieces could help raise 

awareness of the need for God in our lives. 

Since Mary’s Solitude is on the Motherhouse grounds and the campus of 

Saint Mary’s College, plans were made to minister in a more focused way to 

groups residing on the campus, such as our employees, our sisters, and the college. 

The employees were invited to an Open House March 12, 1997, and over one 

hundred people came. They were given a brief history of the ministry, a prayer 

service, a tour of the building and refreshments. The Saint Mary’s College 
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Alumnae were offered a day of reflection April 20, 1997. (Appendices # 14-15) 

Although few were in attendance the word of the Jubilee year had gone out to 

over one hundred members in their alumnae newsletter. 

Through the help of a summer Jubilee committee plans were made for a 

celebration of Praise to take place in and around the annual summer retreat in July. 

Art work, poetry, and music of the Sisters of the Holy Cross was displayed, 

shared, and listened to by the Sisters gathered for the summer. These creative 

works were looked upon as contributing to the spirit of contemplation within the 

community. 

Preparing for and executing the events of our Jubilee year were only 

beginnings for looking at the future of Mary’s Solitude. The Jubilee gave us reason 

to look into our history, to take another look at our focus, and to plan for the 

future. Although certain aspects of the ministry had been brought to the 

discussions and work of the self-study completed in 1991, and a team of staff 

members had worked together to compile recommendations for the ministry 

following this study, most of these recommendations were not acted upon and so 

there remained much work to be done to keep this ministry vital. 

Questions still remained unanswered. What was our vision/mission for the 

next three to five years? It was wonderfully exciting to celebrate a Jubilee year 

commemorating twenty-five years of service, but would there be another twenty- 

five years? What was significant about the twenty-five years that kept us alive? 
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What needs to be changed to further our growth as a retreat center? What would 

our role be in serving the people in the third millennium? 

The next step of the journey would be to attempt to answer these 

questions. Research in regard to the history of the houses of prayer, their original 

intent, their structure, their staffing, was of great interest to me. The house of 

prayer movement had brought us into existence. It seemed appropriate to include 

this study in this project. 

History of the House of Prayer Movement 

The beginnings of the House of Prayer Movement go back to the late 

1960's. After Vatican II and the decree on religious life, religious communities 

were urged to enter into a spirit of renewal. Religious life had had a monastic 

model of prayer, that of silence and solitude. But, religious women had become 

more involved in active and varied ministries and had made an effort to preserve 

their spirit of prayer in the midst of apostolic activities. “The house would provide 

an opportunity for mature religious, having already had apostolic experience, who 

now feel themselves called to greater contemplation” (Haring, p. 771). 

The theological underpinnings for this movement were that this thrust 

toward radical prayer would establish a balance in a world that was being pulled in 

so many different directions. The religious who would enter into this spirit of 

contemplative prayer would serve as a witness to the value of prayer.  



Some of the first religious priests and sisters to discuss this concept of a 

house of prayer were: Sister Margaret Brennan, IHM, Sister Gertrude Anne Otis, 

CSC, Father Bernard Haring, CSSR, and Father Thomas Merton. (Appendix #16) 

In a telephone conversation with Sister Margaret Brennan, I learned that the intent 

of having a core group live in the house of prayer was to insure that there would 

be on-going reflection concerning the cutting edge of this ministry. She also shared 

that the structure of the core group has changed over the years and so has the 

ministry of such a center. The house that Sister Margaret’s community began is 

called the Visitation and is located in Monroe, Michigan. There have been changes 

in the make-up of the advisory board. The core group has become involved in 

feminist theology. The building itself has changed. There are two hermitages, five 

rooms for overnight guests, library, and worship space. It is small but has 

continued to flourish. At least one hundred such houses of prayer were established 

throughout the country in the last thirty years. 

The study concerning houses of prayer took place over a three to four year 

period. Sister Gertrude Anne was engaged in this study for the Congregation of 

the Sisters of the Holy Cross. Sister presented the results of her research to the 

General Chapter of 1967. The outcome was that Holy Cross also wanted to begin 

a house of prayer on their Motherhouse grounds. “In this same vein the 

Congregation of the Sisters of the Holy Cross responded to the needs of some 

Sisters for time and space for prolonged reflection and prayer. In 1970 Mother 
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Olivette (Whalen), CSC, then Superior General, assigned Sister Rose Viterbo, 

CSC, as superior of the new Saint John’s House of Prayer” (Otis, Life-Signs, May, 

1996). (Appendix #3) 

Five years later a decision was made to move this ministry from Saint 

John’s to a larger, more adequate building nearby, which would eventually be 

called “Mary’s Solitude.” This building would have a chapel, dining room, sixteen 

overnight guest rooms, a kitchen, and office space. The lower level was a large 

conference room with a library. The name Mary’s Solitude was given because the 

Congregation’s founder called the Motherhouse in France, the “Solitude.” “The 

philosophy of Mary’s Solitude states that its primary purpose is to witness to the 

priority of prayer in the Congregation. We find ample witness for this in the life of 

our founder, Father Moreau” (Zerega, statement of policy). 

Over the twenty-five years of its existence this ministry was given the titles: 

Saint John’s House of Prayer, Mary’s Solitude Prayer Center, and Mary’s 

Solitude. (Appendix #17) Logos have changed from incense burners, to images of 

Mary, to an image of trees. Mission statements have expanded to include 

ministering not just to sisters, but to many inter-faith groups of lay women and 

men, clergy, and women religious. (Appendix #18) In addition to on-going 

spiritual direction, private and directed retreats, retreat in daily life (similar to the 

thirty-day retreat), which have existed from the beginning, there are many hosted  



groups that rent space, and programs for evenings and weekends planned by the 

staff. 

Retreat centers go through a “life-cycle” much in the same way as other 

institutions. (Appendix #19) There is always a need to revitalize the foundational 

myth, integrating new needs and resources, and empowering the center to move 

into a period of transformed ministry (Wiedower, p.2). I believe that Mary’s 

Solitude, having evolved through these years in its focus and its leadership, is at 

the threshold of a transformation. 

Resources 

Since Mary’s Solitude is a ministry of the Congregation the first place to 

seek advice to formulate a plan of action was the Congregation. Over the years as 

director I had had many discussions and consultations with Sister Veronique, our 

liaison council member. She had been instrumental, as interim director at Mary’s 

Solitude, 1991-1992, in devising recommendations in a three-year plan that 

covered the years, 1992-1995. We discussed the need for another such plan to be 

put in place. 

I then initiated further meetings with two council members, Sisters 

Veronique and Genevra (Rolf), Ministry Director. My first intent was to express 

my concern in regard to the lack of future planning for Mary’s Solitude. I wanted 

to be assured of the support of the community in regard to my plans for our future.  



Some of the issues that were raised were staffing, budgeting, marketing, 

and the focus of Mary’s Solitude. All of these were issues that I had been 

grappling with for some time. We talked about the fact that a good pastoral plan 

needs to have two components: social analysis and theological reflection. We also 

discussed how the Mission Statement of the Congregation and the signs of the 

times that have always guided our community, were essential to the planning 

process. We reviewed the Congregational Ministry Committee’s priorities issued in 

1996: community building for justice and love, eradicating material poverty, 

ending gender discrimination against women. (Appendix #20) 

The establishment of a clearer focus and a clearer identity would be a step 

upon which all other aspects of the pastoral plan would rest. I felt great support 

through these sharings and felt that I had a starting point from which to begin. 

A pastoral letter was issued to the community after the 20th General 

Chapter in 1989 in which we saw “our focus as one of fostering, supporting, and 

working with the Holy Spirit in the spiritual development of persons on behalf of 

building a world which is more aware of the ‘overwhelming love of God who is 

Father and Mother of all people’ ” (Pastoral Letter, p. 6). At the Chapter of 1994, 

a congregational mission statement read as follows: “We, sisters of the Holy Cross 

throughout the world, are called to participate in the prophetic mission of Jesus to 

witness God’s love for all creation. Compassion moves us to reflect on the signs of 

the times, discern needs, and respond. We stand in solidarity with the poor and the 
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powerless. Our life together enriches and strengthens us to foster community 

wherever we are.” (Appendix #21) 

Our retreat center is certainly about the ministry of spiritual development of 

persons. It is the very reason that our doors are open. But this is not a clear 

enough focus. What persons, in what way, when and how are still parts of the 

puzzle. 

As our Mission Statement says, we must continually discern needs, read 

the signs of the times, and respond to the best of our ability. Through social 

analysis and needs assessment perhaps we can focus more clearly on our role for 

the future. 

Our self-study done in 1991 and assisted by two consultants from the 

spiritual Life Center, Guelph, Ontario, Canada, defined some areas for us to focus 

upon, cutting edges, one might call them. The facility, its specific focus, its 

rationale, its vision/mission, were all primary areas to study and reflect. These 

questions were raised: was Mary’s Solitude still fulfilling the needs of the 

Congregation, such as the spiritual needs of our own sisters, particularly those in 

retirement? Were sisters making retreats there? Was it a center of spirituality for 

the community? 

The conclusion drawn from this study was that Mary’s Solitude was a 

viable ministry of the Congregation and should remain open. The sixteen-page 

report of the activities of Mary’s Solitude over the year 1989-1990, prepared by 
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Sister Mary Brooks, was studied and discussed. The number of groups that were 

served and the amount of contributed services (Holy Cross sisters making retreat 

without paying) was considerable. The committee and the consultants could see 

clearly that Mary’s Solitude was fulfilling the needs of the Congregation and the 

community at large. 

Two five-year goals were developed, nine areas were targeted for policy 

development, twenty-five objectives were written and a vision statement prepared. 

(Appendix #22) The two goals were presented in a single statement: “that by 1996 

Mary’s Solitude would have a facility which would provide adequate space to 

carry out the ministry and that there would be a clear articulation, focus and 

implementation of ministry for staff and those served which fosters personal 

wholeness and apostolic spirituality.” (Follow-up Appendix #23) 

Shortly after this study was made and these goals set there was a change in 

leadership of Mary’s Solitude. Sister Veronique, interim director, with a team of 

spiritual directors at Mary’s Solitude, drew up some recommendations. These 

recommendations were concerned with a ministry focus, the use of the facility, and 

staffing. The recommendations regarding the expansion of the facility were never 

carried out. 

The rationale proposed by this team is a worthwhile starting point for 

another three -year plan. This rationale is stated in three belief statements, the last 

one being expressed in this fashion: “We believe that the mission of Mary’s 
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Solitude remains valid for the Church and for the Congregation today. It flows 

from our Constitution, Pastoral Letter and Pastoral Plan. It provides a resource in 

the Michiana area that is needed” (Wiedower, p. 2). 

A second source of information and help for formulating a three-year plan 

is our Circle of Consultants. These consultants, ten in all, were chosen November 

1996 and their first gathering was January 1997. They were given considerable 

background regarding Mary’s Solitude, its staffing procedures, how it is financed, 

its history and development, and statistics regarding the clientele coming to Mary’s 

Solitude. They were basically given the task of reflecting objectively how we came 

across, who we appeared to be in their eyes. The pastoral concern of this paper 

was expressed and the need to plan for our future. The suggestions from our 

consultants would be significant information to help formulate a three-year plan. 

A third resource for information and help for our retreat center planning 

was Retreats International. Retreats International is a service organization for 

those engaged in retreat and renewal ministry, a merger of the National Catholic 

Laymen’s Retreat Conference, and the National Laywomen’s Retreat Movement, 

that took place in 1977. This organization, to which approximately five hundred 

and eighty retreat centers belong, including Mary’s Solitude, has held two 

teleconferences and many worthwhile workshops over the past ten years. These 

teleconferences and workshops have helped give the staff at Mary’s Solitude a 

clearer idea of what our role is in today’s culture. 
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The first teleconference in April, 1988, entitled “Influencing Spirituality in 

Our Culture” covered aspects of contemporary culture and spirituality, feminine 

issues, contemplation, brokenness and the human condition, and radical love. 

Questions were raised such as: How can retreat ministries better address the need 

of people in our changing culture? How does our God-image condition our self- 

image? How can retreat ministries link spirituality to issues of justice, peace, and 

food for the poor? 

Personally, this conference sharpened my awareness of the needs of people 

in our own local area. It was stressed that retreat centers ought to minister to some 

major concern in their own area. In response to this idea our staff spent time 

researching the needs of our own employees on the campus, the students, and the 

sisters. 

There was also an emphasis made in regard to retreat personnel to model a 

balance of contemplation and action and even to witness to non-action, that is, 

time to be. Again, we looked seriously at our own pace and need for stillness. 

Each staff member began taking a day a month as a personal day of prayer. 

The paradigm shifts that were brought out in the second teleconference had 

a profound effect on our thinking and planning. This teleconference, held October 

1995, was entitled “Culture in Search of Spirituality.” The participants were 

challenged with the question, “Are the images of God we inherited from past  



generations adequate for our culture’s transition? The major paradigm shift being 

the transition from modernism to post-modernism. 

Another significant point brought out is that individualism pervades our 

culture. The inherited set of spiritual values and practices may be inadequate to 

current needs. Another paradigm shift is from the original intent of our retreat 

center to an intent that will serve the future. 

Considerable time was given to the issue of baby-boomers. These people 

are members of the contemporary generation of seekers looking for a more 

relevant spirituality. Are we meeting their needs? Questions were raised 

concerning what social classes are invited to our centers and is there space made 

for the poor? 

In the area of marketing, it was stressed that our brochures need to be 

inviting and in a language that appeals and is understood. We need to listen to our 

customers and find out what they want. 

A third paradigm shift was a shift in the understanding of God. Who is 

God? There was a loss of the familiar images of God. All of these learnings were 

gold for staff of retreat centers. 

Further surveys and questionnaires have given an overview of issues and 

how they were handled by hundreds of retreat centers across the nation. All of this 

information has contributed in formulating a three-year plan for Mary’s Solitude.  



A report on retreat ministries put out in 1996 from Retreats International is 

a compilation of information gathered over a three-year period. “What is needed 

by the retreat movement in this “in-between” time of transition is to discover ways 

to transport this ministry from the paradigm which sustained its operations in past 

years, into a new paradigm to meet the need of upcoming generations” (Cover 

letter from Fr. Tom Gedeon, SJ). 

In studying and reviewing the information gathered from these various resources, it 

becomes more and more clear that the three-year plan for Mary’s Solitude has to take into 

consideration the major paradigm shifts that have occurred in society: the transition from 

modernism to post-modernism, the transition from the original intent of retreat centers to a new 

paradigm, or new intent that will serve the future, and the shift in our understanding of God due 

to Biblical studies and revelation. The impact of individualism, Vatican II, the rise of the laity, 

ecumenism, are also important facts to remember. 

The ministry priorities of the Congregation as well as its Mission Statement serve as 

parameters in regard to the focus of our ministry. The already existing self-study of Mary’s 

Solitude and the implementations that followed that study need consideration also. Using these as 

guidelines it will be easier to establish a clearer focus and identity for Mary’s Solitude. 

 



SPECIFICS 

We will focus on providing a contemplative space for spiritual direction 

and retreats. In keeping with the three ministry priorities of the Congregation, 

~ Mary’s Solitude director and staff will seek opportunities to minister to women 

and to the poor. (Appendix #20) They will create educational settings where an 

awareness of these priorities can take place. Invitations will continue to be 

extended to Saint Margaret’s Drop-In Center for Women, the Homeless Shelter, 

and Holy Family Catholic Worker House, all located in the South Bend Area. 

Programs and outreach will be of secondary importance. 

Staffing 

In regard to seeking future staff members, there will be a concerted effort 

to meet with the Councilors in the Fall of 1997 and raise names of sisters who 

might be invited to serve at Mary’s Solitude. 

Also, through the community publication, Life-Signs, the current positions 

at Mary’s Solitude: Hospitality director, Director, Administrative Assistant, 

Accountant, Spiritual Director and Librarian will be publicized. 

A new position, secretary/receptionist, will be publicized also and a process 

created whereby interested parties can inquire further about these positions. A 

deadline will be set to hire a secretary/receptionist.  



Adjunct staff members will be contacted and invited to serve at Mary’s 

Solitude in a limited fashion throughout the year. For example, someone qualified 

to give twelve-step retreats or qualified to give Enneagram retreats could be 

considered adjunct staff members. 

A discernment weekend will be held in the Spring of 1998 to assist those 

who might be looking at a ministry at Mary’s Solitude. This discernment will 

involve persons discerning this ministry as well as supporters. It will be modeled 

on the Ghanian discernment weekend of February 1997. 

By the Fall of 1998 the search for a new director will be completed. She 

will begin her leadership with the assistance of a secretary/receptionist and adjunct 

staff, as well as an Administrative Assistant and a Hospitality Director. 

Advisory Groups 

Some of the specifics that I feel must take place at Mary’s Solitude over 

the next three years in order to assure its continual development and vitality are as 

follows: 

®Mary’s Solitude must continue to have an advisory group of persons who 

can provide objective and critical thinking in regard to the ministry of 

Mary’s Solitude. This group of people serving either a two or three year 

term, meeting four times a year, will share their creative suggestions with 

the staff.  



® The director of Mary’s Solitude will continue to be in dialogue with the 

liaison councilor for Mary’s Solitude as well as the councilor for ministry. 

These two councilors, serving as resource persons, will help assure that the 

ministry of Mary’s Solitude will remain true to the vision of the 

Congregation. 

® Concerning the four-pronged ministry of Mary’s Solitude: hosting, 

spiritual direction (in or out of retreat time), outreach, and programming, 

the director and a committee chosen by her will enter into a process of 

social analysis to help determine which groups to sponsor and how to 

achieve a balance of solitude with activity. This group will also analyze the 

types of individuals who come for retreat: age, background (ethnic, 

economic, religious). 

Budget 

The budget to be prepared for Spring 1998 will need to include the hiring 

of personnel as well as the expansion of the building. It may also include the hiring 

or a CPE (Clinical Pastoral Education) Supervisor for the parish-based CPE 

program to take place at Mary’s Solitude 

Building will take place by Spring 1999 in order to provide for additional 

conference rooms. A permanent parking lot for Mary’s Solitude will be secured. 
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IV. EVALUATION 

When I first conceived of the idea of doing my pastoral project on our ministry at Mary’s 

Solitude, I thought only in terms of sharing how we had celebrated our Jubilee year. Even though 

the content seemed exciting to me, the real purpose in writing seemed to limp. What would I 

accomplish in sharing our year except to say that it was worthwhile and you ought to try it 

sometime. 

When I shared the idea with Sister Ruth Eileen she also wanted to know what would 

happen after the celebration. There had been so much work and time that went into preparing for 

the Jubilee year that I didn’t have time to think beyond it. But think beyond it I must if I was to 

serve Mary’s Solitude well. 

We as a staff had often collaborated with neighboring retreat centers, namely, Fatima 

Retreat Center on Notre Dame Campus, Angela House, Michigan City, Indiana, and Still Waters 

in Buchanan, Michigan. Our retreat center differs from those in the area because it is small, homey 

and feminine. Even though we considered it a vital place that needed to stay open, we were aware 

that there were many places in the area that people could make retreat depending on their needs. 

We could not accommodate large groups, especially overnight or for meals. We sent larger 

groups to the centers mentioned. They sent us individuals looking for quiet space. 

We came to grips with our strengths and weaknesses, fully realizing that we did have a 

treasure that differed from other treasures. Those coming to us left us messages of hope. The 

silence had been healing for them, they wanted to come again.  



Reflecting on the words of our Mission Statement, I asked myself the question: Does 

Mary’s Solitude provide an environment conducive to seeking God? Indeed, the elements of quiet 

space, community prayer, rest and relaxation in a nature setting were all here. 

Spiritual directors are also available to talk with retreatants about their journey in the 

Lord. These directors instruct persons in the ways of prayer, often introducing a new form of 

prayer to them and therefore expanding their ways of praying. Other spiritual resources exist in 

our library as well as the resource room with audio and video tapes. 

Once again I turned to the Gospel and reread the story of the Annunciation in Luke. Our 

community devotion to Mary comes through in the programs offered and in our prayer. In a 

culture where people do not want to be committed to anyone or anything, Mary stands out as a 

committed person, eager to say yes to God. She also is a woman of discernment and of 

contemplation. 

We say that our retreat house has a contemplative atmosphere. Is that our identity, our 

focus? Does not our identity and focus flow directly from the name, Mary’s Solitude? We spend 

time in contemplating the Word of God as Mary did. What is most central and traditional in our 

lives is the Word and sacrament. Daily liturgy is made available to all and the Blessed Sacrament 

is kept in the chapel. 

One of the most important things that we do as a staff is to provide an atmosphere where 

people can pray. This prayerful atmosphere (clean, beautiful, simple, quiet) is essential to any 

retreat place. It is true that you can pray just about anywhere, but it certainly enhances prayer to 

be in a place that is uncluttered and not noisy.  



To quote from the consultation inventory that was put out by Retreats International in 

1991: “Retreat/renewal centers are places of Christian community, centers for reflection and 

hospitality. Their intent is to provide a place and to give witness to the contemporary need for 

stillness and for spirituality. These centers have been established to awaken and deepen our 

awareness of the reverence we owe to all creation, to one another, and to God. Any program that 

is consistent with these ideals has a place in these centers.” 

In preparing this paper I did much reading about retreats, kinds of retreats, and places of 

retreat. I am convinced that one of the great levelers of all time, that is, something that puts us all 

on an even plane, is spiritual neediness. When people come to retreat centers they are no longer 

rich or poor, exalted or lowly, sinners or righteous. They are simply God’s people seeking union 

with God. The contemporary need for stillness and for spirituality is the basic reason for our 

existence. The underlying theology is that in quiet and prayer we can hear God’s voice. 

The gift of hospitality is a tradition of the Sisters of the Holy Cross. As Jesus welcomed 

the woman at the well and engaged her in conversation, he also offered a listening ear to help her 

open up and be receptive to his gift. We offer a welcoming presence. In a world where people are 

looking for a feeling of connectedness hospitality is a much-needed value. 

Mary’s Solitude is a space away from one’s daily routine. It is a place of prayerful quiet 

where many physical needs are met without any effort on the part of the retreatant. The retreatant 

can relax and let go of cares and concerns and be present to his/her spiritual life. There is a kind of 

“table ministry” that takes place. This was a ministry that Jesus engaged in during his life. He took  



time to be with people. The staff members of Mary’s Solitude are present to serve the needs of 

the retreatants and to be present to them. 

We live in a world that is filled with violence and mistrust, broken relationships, and 

abuse. Our retreat house is a place where people can find peace, security, a deepening relationship 

with God, and respect for themselves and others. In this respect we are counter-cultural. So was 

Jesus. 

Individual testimonials are a positive way to see where God has led a retreatant. When 

leaving Mary’s Solitude many people leave a note saying what peace, healing, sense of freedom, 

direction, and wholeness they have been given by God. Some even experience a conversion. 

Others are able to come to a difficult decision. 

In my lengthy history of serving at Mary’s Solitude, almost ten years now, I have seen a 

change of interest in programs offered, a surge of hosted groups wanting space and time on their 

own, and a steady stream of persons seeking solitude and needing to talk to someone about their 

spiritual journey. 

As I come to a conclusion of this paper I realize that Mary’s Solitude is indeed holy 

ground for many people. Our identity, truly, is that of a small, homey, contemplative place of 

prayer and quiet. Our focus, that is, our primary goal, has always been to attend to persons 

seeking spiritual direction and retreat. We have also hosted many groups whose purpose is 

spiritual development in a prayerful atmosphere. We need to continue ministering to both of these 

groups of people, always keeping a balance between the two so that each group has its space and 

quiet.  



The need for staff to minister to these people is crucial. At the present time many of our 

staff members are well over seventy years of age and not in the best of health. A search for future 

staff and adjunct staff is a great need. 

A second area for conferences would be a tremendous help when we have two groups that 

want space at the same time. Presently, the lounge is the only area that we have for groups. 

Hence, the need to look at renovating or expanding our present facility. 

Advisory groups are essential to keep us growing and learning about cultural changes and 

needs of people seeking our center for retreat. 

 



V. CONCLUSION 

There are certain tools needed in order to keep us alert and aware of how we are doing in 

our ministry. Many of these have been in use already, such as, keeping specific data and statistics 

by the month and year, updating policies, renewing present ministry descriptions, and making out 

an annual report. These are all helpful to our social analysis process. They help us to see patterns 

and trends that will help with future planning. 

Continued evaluations from directees, retreatants and groups is essential to keep us on 

track. These evaluations can contain suggestions as well as complaints or corrections needed. 

Staff meetings are a good time to review our understanding of policies, our focus, and 

our professional status. Some of this has been done in the past and must continue. 

In regard to the specifics spelled out in this paper, there will need to be a periodic 

evaluation with the General Council, the staff, and the Circle of Consultants. These three groups 

working together as closely as possible will help to assure that these goals and objectives are 

carried out. If the goals or objectives have been unrealistic these groups will have to attend to 

that. 

It will be important that the staff enter into periodic theological reflections to reflect on 

issues pertinent to the ministry. At present the staff has monthly enrichment sessions. Perhaps 

some of these sessions can be used for the theological reflections. 

If we are true to our goals and objectives, Mary’s Solitude might very well be in existence 

for another twenty-five years or more. If we are a discerning staff ready to be honest and open, 

aware of the signs of the times, and faithful to our Mission Statement, we will be doing the 
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Church a tremendous service. This is all that is important, that we are servants. We are not in a 

numbers game to see how many people we have served, but rather, examining the quality of our 

service. After all, the work of Mary’s Solitude is not our work, but God’s work. 
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