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W�tne� THE BENEDICTINE

Who’s in Charge Here?

The question of “Who’s in charge here?”  is often put to us by family, visitors, or especially sale’s persons. 
One of our receptionists likes to answer with one word:  “God.”  Of course, that is true, but there is 
also a long answer to that question.  A Benedictine monastery needs to have a system of authority and 
leadership to ensure order, stability, efficiency, and peace. St. Benedict in his Rule outlines the structure 
of authority for the monastery, which has worked successfully for over 1500 years. 

MONASTIC CHAPTER

The community as a whole is the governing 
body and ultimate authority of the monastery. 
The monastic term for the official gathering of 
the community members is “chapter,” which 
includes all the Sisters who have made their 
perpetual commitment. The prioress presides 
at chapter meetings and brings to the Sisters 
the major concerns facing the community to 
ask for their advice and vote. The chapter also 
functions as the legal corporation, empowered 
to make any necessary legal decisions.  The 
chapter gathers at specified times to elect 
the prioress. We currently have 25 chapter 
members.  

PRIORESS

The visible head of the community is the prioress, who is chosen by the chapter members for the responsibility 
of leadership. Benedict is very clear that the prioress is not to serve herself or her personal interests. She 
is to “hold the place of Christ in the monastery,” and to lead as Christ in the midst of her Sisters, by 
loving, caring, correcting, and guiding as Christ would.  She looks to the spiritual and temporal welfare 
of the community, and assigns Sisters to their various ministries. The prioress is also the president of the 
monastery corporation, and, as such, is responsible for fulfilling the legal requirements for a corporation. Sr. 
Ruth Fox is in her fifth year as prioress after an earlier eight year service in the 1970s.  

Who’s in Charge Here continues on page 2

The “deans” of the monastery gather to plan the 
community calendar: Sr. Laura Hecker, health care 
coordinator, Sr. Paula Larson, administrative assistant, 
and Sr. Jill West, subprioress. 
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SUBPRIORESS AND OTHER ASSISTANTS

The prioress does not carry the responsibility of leadership alone, but appoints a subprioress as her 
assistant. Sr. Jill West, as subprioress, takes the place of the prioress when she is absent or unable to fulfill 
her duties. Each community determines other duties for the subprioress, which in our monastery includes 
assisting with oblates/associates, spirituality center, vocations, and liturgy. She also holds the office of the 
vice-president of the corporation. The prioress may appoint other assistants, which Benedict calls “deans.”  
Sr. Paula Larson is appointed as administrative assistant, and oversees the finances, physical plant, and the 
current renovation project. Sr. Laura Hecker, as health care coordinator, responds to the health needs of the 
Sisters, drives them to medical appointments, and ministers to our three Sisters in nursing homes.  

COUNCIL

To assist and advise the prioress, Benedict stipulated that there be a council of Sisters composed of 
elected and appointed members. They bring not only their own personal wisdom to council meetings, 
but also the wisdom gleaned from their daily life, ministry experience, and their interactions with the other 
Sisters. The monastic council is a great support to the prioress; however, for major issues, she is to call 
the whole community together to seek their advice and consent. The council also functions as the board 
of directors for the monastery corporation. Council members in our community are Sisters Jill West, 
Kathleen Kuntz, Paula Larson, Renée Branigan, and Laura Hecker.

FEDERATION

Most Benedictine communities belong to a federation, an association of monasteries organized under 
the authority of the Vatican.  Representatives of each monastery gather every three or four years share 
their common concerns and to elect one of their members to be the Federation President. She is the 
representative to the Vatican for all the monasteries in the federation. Our monastery belongs to the 
Federation of St. Gertrude, which is comprised of 16 monasteries in the United States and Canada. 

Who’s in Charge Here continued from page 1

Sr. Jill West was recently appointed Subprioress of Sacred Heart Monastery.  

In addition to being an assistant to the Prioress, Sr. Jill has several other responsibilities. She coordinates 
our volunteer program, helps plan and provide music for our monastic liturgies; shares responsibilities 
for the vocation office with Sr. Patti Koehler who is the director; assists with planning and hospitality for 
the Spirituality Center and the oblate/associate program. She is one of the five elected members of the 
Council of the Federation of St. Gertrude, an association of 16 monasteries of the United States and 
Canada, and is off to meetings around the country a couple times a year. 

Sr. Jill is originally from Outlook, MT, the daughter of Donna and the late Terry West. She is a graduate 
of the University of Mary and University of Wisconsin at Madison, with a master’s degree in social work.  
Most recently she was employed as social worker at Medcenter One Hospital in Bismarck, where she 
still occasionally responds to calls for work when needed. She is also social work consultant for the 
Richardton Health Center and Underwood Nursing Home. 

What does Sr.Jill do in her spare time?  Good question. She walks, runs, uses the treadmill, does strength 
training, and then relaxes with a book, movie, or football game on television.     

Sr. Jill West Appointed Subprioress



Centennial Cross Comes to Monastery

On November 14 our community welcomed the Centennial 
Cross of the Bismarck Diocese with ritual prepared by Sr. 
Renée Branigan and Sr. Phoebe Schwartze. The cross, 
which commemorates the 100th anniversary of the founding 
of the Diocese, is being taken in procession to every parish 
and Catholic institution of the Diocese, where it remains for a 
week. 

The centennial will culminate in a diocesan wide celebration 
June 11-13, at the Bismarck Civic Center.  

Actually our monastery is just as old as the diocese, but our 
anniversary date is complicated by two birthdays.  When the 
Bismarck Diocese was established in 1910, the first bishop, 
Vincent Wehrle, OSB, immediately set about to obtain 
Benedictine Sisters for ministry at Elbowoods on the Fort 
Berthold Reservation. He persuaded four Benedictine Sisters 
from St. Mary’s, Pennsylvania, to respond to his request. 
Arriving at Elbowoods on September 27, 1910, they opened a 
school, and almost immediately began receiving new members. 
By 1916 they had twelve members, enough to become an 
independent monastery, and were established as such by 
the Bishop with the consent of the Vatican.  So that’s our two 
birthdays: 1910 and 1916. We will have our monastery’s formal 
centennial celebration in 2016.  

This banner hangs in our entry way showing the logo announcing the Jubilee of the Diocese and the 
date of our establishment as an independent monastery.  

Celebrate the West.... Another successful annual fundraiser for the 
monastery is now history. The theme “It Only Takes a Spark” followed from last year’s 
theme, “Keepers of the Fire.” The sparks came from about 150 participants, which 
included many generous bidders at the auction. There were 63 baskets auctioned, with 
the largest bid being $2,500 for dinner for eight at our monastery! Final proceeds came 
to over $30,000 which will be applied to our renovation project.  The biggest “spark” for 
the evening came from a small source --a little four year old girl named Ella.  She wanted 
to come with her parents to the event, and when she was told she had to stay home, she 
went to her room to get her piggy bank and asked her parents to give this money to the 
Sisters for windows. Yes, it only takes a spark to warm our hearts. 
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Monastic Life through the Eyes
of a Volunteer

Each morning, I am greeted by the sunrise as it 
comes up over the plains. On weekdays, this is my 
signal to get up and join the sisters for breakfast. 
During breakfast, we listen to the reading of the 
journal kept by one of the first Sisters who worked 
on the Fort Berthold 
Indian Reservation.  
After listening to these 
adventures, I go outside 
to feed and take care of 
the llamas, which is an 
adventure of my own. The 
rest of my mornings are 
spent in the Foundation 
Office, to help where I am 
needed. Before lunch, I 
attend noon prayer with 
the sisters in the chapel. 
In the afternoons, I 
answer phones at the 
reception desk. After 
that is finished, I work on 
transcribing the recorded 
histories of some of the Sisters’ lives. The histories 
are from women who were both strong and 
inspiring, and listening to their lives has certainly 
enriched mine. In the evenings, there is dinner and 
then recreation with the Sisters, which might be 
a movie, television or an intense game of Rummy 
Cube. 

Being at the monastery has been an incredible 
experience for me. When I decided to come here, 
I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. What I have 
found, however, is generous and kind women 
who are excited to share their lives with me and 

with others. The pace of life on the monastery is 
different than the pace of my life back home (the 
population of my city, Tulsa, is almost equal to the 
entire population of the state of North Dakota); but 
this has been refreshing for me. I have time to read 

each day and to think 
about what I read - not 
because I need to for 
school or for work or for 
some sort of deadline, 
but simply because
of the enjoyment of 
the activity itself. Life 
here provides time for 
observation and thinking 
that aren’t often found in 
the city. The Sisters here 
have a great appreciation 
for reflection and 
dedication to growth 
within themselves, 
and that attitude is 
contagious. I am grateful 

for the time that I get to spend here, and I know 
that the memories I’ve made here will stay with me 
throughout my life. 

Kelsi Morgan is a 19 year old Oklahoma native who contacted our volunteer coordinator this summer and 
expressed her desire to volunteer with the Sisters for two months.  She is taking a year off before attending 
college, and decided to take a leap of faith by volunteering with the Sisters on the prairies of North Dakota.   
Here are her reflections.

Kelsi proudly displays the product of her first 
doughnut frying experience, with Sr. Barbara 
Ann Schwab supervising.
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Finally, I’ve been asked to write about a passion of 
mine!  Yes, there’s the Rule, spirituality, teaching 
and stuff like that, but I’m talking FOOTBALL here!  
Professional football in which some players are paid 
the salaries that would sustain most of our small towns 
for decades does not do much for me, but Dickinson 
State Blue Hawk football?  Oh, yeah!  I’m talking about 
those who play for sheer love of the game whether or 
not there’s a scholarship involved.  I’m talking about 
the football in which the players give their all and the 
fans give their hearts.  I make no apology for seeing 
the world in Blue and Grey on game day—that’s my 
role and my joy.

No one plays football alone.  No matter how flashy and 
great one thinks one is, if the linemen don’t do their 
jobs, you’d be soup in short order.  It’s a communal 
sport that goes well beyond the 11 men on the field 
and the coaches and supporting personnel on the 
sides.  It’s all those up and coming aspiring players 
who play their hearts out in the scrimmages and stand 
cheering on the sidelines for what seems like years until 
the coach calls their number.  Then there’s the parents 
who’ve hauled those players to practice, watched all 
those games hoping to see their practicer become a 
player, and poured in more food than one could ever 
imagine.  Loyal fans cross generations of players and 
start every year thinking, “This could be the year we go 
all the way!”  Or not.

Team is an inclusive word encompassing both people 
and behavior.  The core, of course, is the football 
players themselves.  They commit to a discipline 
born of dream and desire and learn to rely not only 
on everything they have within themselves but also on 
everyone else.  The players go through all the drills 
and practices in broad preparation for what they may 
specifically encounter on game day.  They go out on 
the field knowing they have each other’s back and 

everyone has theirs.  Coaches, assistants, backups 
and, of course, fans are there, fully engaged in the 
game.  The ripple effect of team expands and everyone 
becomes energized.

Surely by now you have caught on to the similarities 
between monastic community and college football.  
Well, humor me anyway and let me spell it out a bit.

We each join community filled with desire and dreams 
of being spectacular at this: we want to live the Gospel, 
master the Rule, become adept at spiritual practices, 
and love and support one another.  We have tradition 
and mentors who have been long-formed in this way 
of life and give rich, good example.  We discern wise 
leaders, our playbook could not be more sound, and 
we have each other at our back when we engage 
in the stuff of real life. We have others who are not 
intimate members of our monastic community but are 
like extended members, who help, coach, support and 
encourage us in our way of life.  They are with us every 
step of the way and we know they have our backs like 
we have each others’; they’re on our side.  Together 
we work and struggle, but together we also have great 
cause for rejoicing.

In Blue Hawk football I enter the thrill of full throttle 
engagement with life itself.  In these few hours of high 
drama, life is played according to strict rules on a 
clearly marked 100-yard field.  Vicariously I can leap 
and run and cheer as well tackle and trip and groan 
according to the shifts of my team’s roles and fortune.  
Many of the players were my students and I rejoice to 
see them excel.  I’ve a long-term commitment to this 
team (almost 20 years) and the fire I feel in my veins 
on game day is like none other.  I hope our monastic 
community is able to bring such a sense of life to 
those who come into our field.  We are probably not 
as exciting, but quiet has a good vitality too.

By Sr. Reneé Branigan, OSB

FOOTBALL
                            and Monastic Life
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Garden Has Been Generous

Certain garden vegetables are like people in one respect: “Some like 
it hot and some like it cold.”  This summer we discovered that corn, 
cucumbers, and squash did not favor the cool summer.  But potatoes 
and tomatoes came through with an outstanding harvest. They appeared 
to be resting most of the summer under their cool earthy blanket, but 
when August finally warmed up, they flourished like never before.  The 
potato harvest was over 1900 pounds—that should put one potato on 
every Sister’s plate every day for the coming year. The tomatoes were 
in competition for a record crop.  Even with fresh tomatoes at every 
meal (except breakfast) for a month, our pantry shelves now boast of 
203 quarts of stewed tomatoes and 70 quarts of salsa. In addition we 
now have pickled beets and cucumbers. Chokecherry jelly was the most 
recent treat to come from the kitchen. 

The canning crew was headed by Fran Hauck, our 
chief cook, assisted at various times by Sisters 
Brigid McLean, Barbara Ann Schwab, Kathleen 
Kuntz, Janeane Klein, Dolores Heidt, Michael 
Emond, Monica Thome, Patti Kohler.  Speaking, 
or rather writing of tomatoes, brings a connection 
to another article in this paper on the Sacred Heart 
Academy reunion.  Former students of the Academy 
remember all too well the green or red tomato jam, 
which seemed to be served three times a day the 
year round, even when the tomato harvest was poor. 
The students thought the jam multiplied like the 
loaves and fish of the Gospel.     

“...plant gardens and eat what they produce...”  (Jeremiah 29:5)
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Sacred Heart Academy Plans Reunion

Monastery Renovation Continues

Renovation of our monastery progresses at a slow 
(we think) but steady pace. Readers will recall that our 
community had to make a tough decision over a year 
ago.  The inside workings of the monastery (mainly 
plumbing and heating) were deteriorating to the point 
of needing total replacement; after all, they are over 
40 years old.  But because our community is growing 
smaller in number, it seemed impractical to update 
rooms we no longer need. So we decided to update 
a portion of the monastery to fit a smaller population.  
Geothermal heating and cooling will be installed for 
the area that has major changes in configuration. We 
keep watch every day as trucks, tractors, and cranes 
come and go in our back yard. Our dog Molly also 
has a great time trying to discover which workers carry treats in their pockets.     

These are not jail cells, but actually are the steel studs marking the walls for the Sisters’ new bedrooms on 
the upper floor of the renovated chapel. 

An all school reunion for former students and faculty of 
Sacred Heart Academy is scheduled for June 25 to 26, 
2010, at Minot, North Dakota. The Academy in Minot 
was founded by our Sisters in 1949 and continued until 
1965.  This boarding and day school for girls occupied 
one half of the new Sacred Heart Convent and Academy 
building built in 1949.  

The academy had private and double bedrooms plus dormitories for the boarding students. A beautiful 
chapel served both the Sisters and students, who were required to attend daily Mass and Rosary. 
Large storage rooms in the basement and under stairwells conveniently served a secondary function for 
“prohibited” night time parties. The convent half of the building was “off  limits” for the girls. But it was not 
a well kept secret that there were exploratory forays into this area when the Sisters were safely ensconced 
in the chapel for their prayers. 

The planners for the reunion are Bertha Bartsch Wald, Bernie Schmidt Hager, Kay Willenbring Vicha, Judy 
Axtmann Heintz, and Carmen Lenertz  Streeper, assisted by Sr. Carol Axtmann. The invitation states, “We 
are excited to have you come to reminisce with us, your classmates and the Sisters. The good old days 
will take on a new dimension as we share our stories about our lives during those important formative 
years.” 

For more information or registration form for the reunion, contact Bertha Wald, 32 - 22nd St. SW, Minot, 
ND  58701 or Kay Vicha, 704 - 16th Ave. SE, Minot, ND  58701.   
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The Benedictine

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

 
The Benedictine Spirituality Center offers programs and retreats for the public. We are able to host large groups for daytime 
conferences. We welcome individuals and small groups for overnight retreats. Following are the scheduled programs:  
Adoration of Blessed Sacrament – by Fr. Gary Benz, Dec. 5, 9:30 a.m. to noon MST 
Mary Appears Around the World – by Sr. Anna Rose Ruhland, OSB, February 13, 9:30 a.m. to noon MST 
Mini Lenten Retreat: Called to be Holy – by Sr. Ruth Fox, OSB, March 6, 9:30 a.m. to noon, MST 
Advanced Spinning – by Myra Olson, April 17, 9:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. MDT 
Free child care is available with pre-registration for the morning programs. 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
REGISTRATION FORM  
 
Name ____________________________________  Phone __________________ email ______________________________ 
 
Address ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please register me for the above programs or a retreat: 

Benedictine Sisters

The Sisters of Sacred Heart Monastery wish you a holy and blessed Christmas 
and New Year.  In gratitude for your friendship, love, and 
support, we  remember you in prayer each day and in a Novena 
of Masses offered in our Monastery Chapel, December 17 
through Christmas Midnight Mass. May peace and joy be the 
gifts you receive at this holy time. 

Our Christmas Card to You....

_______________________________________       __________________________________________ 

For brochures, information on costs, and to register call 701-974-2121 or send the above form to Sacred Heart Monastery,  
P. O. Box 364, Richardton, ND  58652. 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 


