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Message from the Prioressé 

 

Dear Friends,  
 

One of my favorite wall hangings is the portrait of òThe Listening 

Benedictó by Boszzetto-P. Annigoni portraying the Benedictine vow of 

obedience.  I first became familiar with this portrait when I had the 

privilege of participating in a Rome renewal program in 1999.  Since 

then, the portrait was in my classroom at Benet Academy, then in my 

office as Mission person at Villa St. Benedict, and now in my office in our 

monastery.  It is a constant reminder of the challenge and responsibility 

with which St. Benedict opens the prologue to His Rule where he asks us 

to òListen with the ear of our heart.ó 
 

What I particularly like about Benedictõs request is that we are to listen 

òwith the ear of our heartó.  This is a compassionate, non-judgmental 

listening.  It means not having an answer or 

response until I have listened.  Sometimes this listening takes place as God 

speaks to me in Scripture, in the news, in nature or listening to another.  

When I cooperate with this kind of listening I find myself being free to let the 

conversation happen.  I reduce the possibility of being in a position where I fail 

to communicate. 
 

Amidst the conversations I do need quiet time to reflect, to be a 

contemplative, to process what I am learning about God, myself and the other. 
 

We have entered into ordinary time in the Liturgical Year, Pentecost has 

happened, the Holy Spirit is present among and within us.  The gifts of the 

Spirit have been poured forth. 
 

My prayer for all of us is that, enlightened by the Holy Spirit, we make listening with the ear of our 

heart our goal.  I would like you to know that we do have opportunities for you to get away for some 

quiet òlisteningó time in our guest houses.  Contact us about their availability.  Additionally, you are 

always welcome to join us for prayer.  Check out our website, www.shmlisle.org for prayer times. 
 

May you experience Godõs tenderness daily, 

Sister Mary Bratrsovsky, OSB 

Prioress 
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Part five of our story recalling the early days of 

the Sistersé 

Mother Nepomucene resigned after serving the 

community for twenty-four years.  The election for 

a new Prioress was held on April 26, 1919.  Sister 

Mary Genevieve Biskup, O.S.B., pictured below, 

then the community school supervisor, was 

elected as our second Prioress. 

Since the Community 

was already firmly 

established, the 

needs of the 

developing or 

growing stage faced 

Mother Genevieve.  

Her first great 

undertaking was the 

introduction of the 

Divine Office and 

Tenebrae in 1920, 

and about four years 

later, the Gregorian 

Chant.  She spared nothing in order that the words 

of St. Benedict be brought to fruition: òOperi Dei 

nihil praeponaturó (Let nothing be preferred to the 

Work of God ð that is, the Divine Office).  On 

February 9, 1920, the Community began chanting 

the Divine Office daily. 

To meet educational requirements, she arranged 

that as many Sisters as possible, would attend 

classes at Loyola and DePaul Universities in 

Chicago.  Several Sisters were also sent to St. 

Scholasticaõs College in Atchison, Kansas, and a 

few to St. Louis University in St. Louis, Missouri. 

During her administration the mission work was 

increased by four parochial schools: namely, Holy 

Mount in Cicero, IL, St Joan of Arc in Lisle, Holy 

Trinity in Haugen, WI, and St. Thomas in Fort 

Worth, TX.  St. Benedictõs Home for the Aged in 

Chicago was taken over in 1938.  One of the 

The story will continue in the December 2012 

issue of Lisle Benedictine Women. 

outstanding projects of the Community was the 

establishment of Sacred Heart Academy, a 

boarding school for girls, opened in 1926, for 

which a new building was erected in 1929-1930. 

Another task that Mother Genevieve undertook 

was the beginning of our cemetery.  The first five 

deaths experienced by the community were buried 

in SS. Peter and Paul Cemetery located in 

Naperville.  Mother Genevieve included the 

formation of St. Scholasticaõs Cemetery as part of 

the Communityõs twenty-fifth Jubilee in 1920.  The 

five Sisters, who had been buried at SS. Peter and 

Paul, were exhumed and re-interred on our 

campus. 

In October of 1920 plans were drawn up for the 

orchard.  Fruit trees were ordered and, with the 

help of a number of the St Procopius College boys, 

the trees were planted.  Most of the trees survived 

and produced fruit until the orchard made way for 

the building of our Villa St. Benedict. 
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Congratulations to Sister Agnes Knapik, OSB 
 

On Saturday, May 5, 2012, Sister Agnes 

celebrated her Golden Jubilee of monastic 

profession.  The Divine Liturgy for the Sunday of 

the Samaritan Woman was celebrated for her 

intention at SS. Peter and Paul Byzantine Catholic 

Church by the pastor, Reverend Andrew J. 

Deskevich.  Concelebrating with him was Abbot 

Leo R. Schlosser of Holy Trinity Monastery in 

Butler, Pennsylvania, who gave the homily after 

Sister Agnes renewed her monastic profession. 
 

Also present were Sister Mary Bratrsovsky, OSB, 

prioress of Sacred Heart Monastery in Lisle, 

Illinois, Sister Helen Jilek, OSB, a classmate of 

Sister Agnes, the Benedictine Sisters of Queen of 

Heaven Monastery, and Sisters from several local 

religious communities.  Attending the Jubilee from 

Ontario, Canada were Sister Agnesõs sister Mary 

Douglas, niece Joanne McGowan, niece Dianne 

Lamb and her husband Gary, grand-nieces 

Melissa McGowan, Lindsay McGowan, Jordan 

Lamb, and grand-nephew Alex Lamb.  Friends, 

members of St. Benedictõs Auxiliary and the 

Benedictine Oblates were also present.  Following 

the Divine Liturgy, all enjoyed a festive dinner at 

Enzoõs Restaurant in Warren. 
 

Sister Agnes was born in Toronto, Ontario to Steve 

and Mary Knapik, both deceased.  Another sister, 

Anna Petkovich, is also deceased.  Sister Agnes 

attended elementary and high schools in Toronto, 

Ontario, and St. Maryõs Nativity Greek Catholic 

Church in Toronto.  She worked for the Ontario 

Department of Education before entering Sacred 

Heart Convent in Lisle, Illinois on September 8, 

1960.  She made first monastic profession on 

August 4, 1962, attended classes at Saint 

Procopius College in Lisle, and taught at St. Mary 

of Celle School in Berwyn, Illinois and St. Maryõs 

Assumption Byzantine Catholic School in Joliet, 

Illinois.  In 1965, she came with the other 

Byzantine sisters to Warren, Ohio and began 

teaching at SS. Peter and Paul Byzantine Catholic 

School where she taught primarily junior high 

classes until the school closed in 2005.  She 

made her final monastic profession on August 20, 

1967, and was a Charter member of Queen of 

Heaven Monastery when it was established in 

1969. 
 

She graduated from Youngstown State University 

and the John XXIII Center in New York where she 

earned a Masters Degree in Eastern Christian 

Studies in 1978. 
 

From 1981 to 1989, Sister Agnes served as 

prioress of Queen of Heaven Monastery and sub-

prioress from 2001 to 2010.  She is presently 

Vocation Director, Oblate Director, and Community 

Secretary. 
 

In 2006, she began volunteering as a patient 

visitor for Hospice of the Valley and Hillside 

Rehabilitation Hospital in Warren.  That year 

Metropolitan Archbishop Basil, now deceased, 

appointed her Safe Environment Coordinator for 

the Archeparchy of Pittsburgh.  She also continues 

to teach Eastern Christian Formation classes at 

SS. Peter and Paul Church in Warren and cantors 

for the Divine Liturgy. 
 

She is grateful to God for every day of her life - her 

family, her religious community, and all the 

students and people who have blessed her life.  

May God grant Sister Agnes many more blessed 

years, in health and happiness! 

Queen of Heaven Monastery - Our Sisters in Ohio 
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As mentioned in the December LBW, the Sisters 

have begun a series of spirituality lectures 

focused on Benedictine themes. 

Sister Judith Sutera, a Benedictine historian and 

scholar in monastic theology, pictured below, from 

Mount St. 

Scholastica 

Monastery in 

Atchison, Kansas 

spoke to the Sisters 

and invited guests 

on March 10, 

2012.  Sister Judith 

brought to light 

much of the 

unknown history of 

Mother Benedicta 

Riepp, the founding 

superior of 

Benedictine Women in the United States. 

Mother Benedicta arrived at St. Maryõs, 

Pennsylvania in 1852 with two other Sisters from 

St. Walburga Abbey in Eichstatt, Bavaria.  Abbot 

Boniface Wimmer invited them for the purpose of 

bringing Benedictine women into the American 

frontier and particularly to teach the children of 

German immigrants in Pennsylvania.  Due to the 

undeveloped conditions in St. Maryõs locale, the 

German immigrants and the Sisters suffered 

untold hardships from insufficient housing, food, 

and clothing especially during the cold winters.  

This also contributed to the lack of information 

preserved about those early years.  In her 

research, Sister Judith has been piecing together 

the historical components of how Benedictine life 

was lived and expanded.  

A few years after the Sisters arrival at St. Maryõs, 

many young women were standing at their door 

ready to enter the monastic way of life.  With little 

space and poor housing accommodations at St. 

Maryõs, the Sisters were sent at a quick pace to 

Spotlight on Mother Benedicta Riepp, OSB 
Sister Christine Kouba, OSB 

other states to start new foundations.  As 

community membership increased so did their 

ministries.  Their active ministry in teaching, caring 

for orphans, and the labor of providing a living for 

themselves made the Benedictine tradition of the 

Liturgy of the Hours of prayer difficult to balance 

into their schedule.  However, with permission 

they were able to shorten their prayer time but 

never lost this precious, monastic tradition of the 

Liturgy of the hours.  

Today, over forty Benedictine Monasteries have 

been established in the States most of which can 

trace their roots to St. Maryõs, Pennsylvania, 

including Sacred Heart Monastery here in Lisle. 
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Jesus said to Mary of Magdala: 

òWoman, who are you looking for? 
                                                John 20:15 

Is Jesus asking the same question of you 

but you cannot recognize His voice? 

Would you like to discern His call with someone? 

 

Learn more about how you can do this at 

www.shmlisle.org 

or contact Sister Christine at  

ckouba@shmlisle.org 

or call 630-725-6080 

Jesus and Mary Magdalene at the tomb 

fresco by Fra Angelico 

Up Date on the Vocation Advisory Council (VAC)  
Sister Christine Kouba, OSB 

The Vocation Advisory Council is a consultative body of lay people and Sisters who generate ideas 

to make the Benedictine life on the four corners of Maple and Yackley/College Avenues better 

known and appreciated by members of the local community.  Members of the Vocation Advisory 

Council are: Sister Mary Bratrsovsky, Jane Doyle, Meghan Doyle, Christine Fletcher, Beth 

Hemzacek, Sister Benita Jasurda, Sister Christine Kouba, Cathy Lentz, Pam Matras, Lynn Mertz, 

and Sister Sharon Marie Stola. The Council meets each month from September to May. 

 

There were three major events that were discussed 

and successfully carried out by the Council during 

March.  The first was a 24 hour experience for three 

young women from Benedictine University who 

followed the òora et laboraó (prayer and work) schedule 

as lived by the Benedictine Sisters (see page 6).  On 

Sunday, the 18th, there was a Sacred Heart Monastery 

Open House Tour for families from local parishes.  And, 

on the feast of St. Benedict, St. Joan of Arcõs sixth 

grade students toured the Monastery and heard a 

presentation of the history of Benedictine life as it 

developed from the time of St. Benedict to the present 

day here in Lisle.  This visit will be an annual event. 

 

The members of the Council were pleased with the March events and will continue to bring the 

Sisters into the minds of our neighbors.  Ideas being discussed for consideration for next year are 

related to updating the Sacred Heart Monastery website by adding something in Spanish plus a 

video addition of interviews with the Sisters, continuing to add content to our FACEBOOK page, 

planning a Lenten Retreat, and developing a Vocation Prayer bookmark for guests. 
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Oblates are lay women and men who strive to deepen their 

relationship with God by following the Benedictine way of life that 

includes a balance of work, study and prayer.  We always welcome 

new members.  Are you interested?  Come and see.  We meet on 

the third Sunday of the month here at Sacred Heart Monastery, 

from 2:30-4:30 p.m.  

Want to know more?  Contact Sister Karen Nykiel at 630-725-6049 

or by email at knykiel@ben.edu 

Monastic for a Day 
Christine Fletcher, Ph.D. 

On March 9th, the feast of St Frances of Rome, three women students from Benedictine University 

participated in the Monastic for a Day program organized by Dr. Christine Fletcher, Assistant 

Professor in Religious Studies at the University. 

 

The girls arrived at 6:45 am, participated in Lauds, breakfast and 

Lectio Divina with the Sisters, then returned to campus to their 

normal work.  They returned to 

the Monastery for Mass and 

lunch, spent the afternoon on 

their own work before again 

returning for Vespers, dinner, 

recreation with the Sisters and Compline.  The women 

maintained silence from Compline until Lauds the next morning. 

 

òIt was a great 

experienceó, 

Taylor Deatherage 

told us.  Jessica Clodi and Stefanie Hughes agreed.  

They said they enjoyed meeting the Sisters and 

learning more about their life.  The silence was very 

special, and really added to the understanding of a 

life lived in a search for God. 
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Holistic Health Agenda: Aging gracefully and healthfully 
Sister Christine Kouba, OSB 

 

The Sisters have as one of their Community Goals and Objectives òDeveloping a long range plan for a 

program of activities and support for our aging communityó.  In support of this Goal, the Sisters have 

welcomed speakers this spring to address healthy aging. 
 

At the Community Meeting on April 14th, Claudia Elizalde, who  pursued 

a Masterõs Degree in Nutrition from Benedictine University, spoke to the 

Sisters about òAging Healthfullyó. The talk included  the importance of 

exercise and diet.  This talk was followed up with weekly meetings for 

those  sisters interested in pursuing the creation of an exercise plan.  

This was held in the PEC. (Performance Enhancement Center at Villa St. 

Benedict).  We offer some of her suggestions. 
 

Physical Exercise does not have to be strenuous, but should be planned, 

structured and repetitive.  Benefits include improvement in heart health, 

blood pressure, balance, stress, mood, cognitive function, normal weight maintenance, and 

independence.  One should plan for 30 minutes per day or at least two and a half hours per week for 

exercise.  Types of exercise can include brisk walking, aerobic exercise, Yoga, stretching, weight lifting, 

stair climbing, swimming, or cycling. 
 

The benefits of good nutrition and exercise include enhancing  the performance of muscles, bones and 

all organs, sharpening the mind, making one feel healthier and improving ones self-esteem. Meals are 

to be regular.  One should eat every four hours to keep body metabolism running.  Snacks should be 

healthy and include fresh fruits and vegetables.  Since all foods are turned into sugar, sweet desserts 

are be limited.  Artificial additives should be  avoided because they contain unhealthy chemicals. 
 

On May 12, Susan Frick, a staff member of the Alzheimerõs Study at Rush Hospital in Chicago gave a 

presentation to the Sisters entitled òCaring For and Understanding Persons 

with Dementia.ó 
 

Ms. Frick thanked the Sisters for being a part of the Alzheimerõs Religious 

Study Program sponsored by Rush Hospital.  This study consists of about one 

thousand Sisters, Brothers and Priests from various parts of the United States 

who are tested every year.  This research program has contributed much in 

providing information as to how this widespread disease can be prevented.  

Lifestyles should foster cognitive and physical activity, regular periods of 

sleep, healthy nutrition and a purpose in life.  
 

In speaking to caregivers and families of dementia patients, Ms. Frick asks 

caregivers to put themselves into the shoes of a dementia patient. For 

instance , one should ask oneself òwhat would it be like for me  to be bathed  

or fed by another?.  She explains that those with memory loss experience a blow to their self-esteem.  

They have difficulty performing familiar tasks, may be disoriented to time and place, have decreased 

judgment, may misplace things, have changes in behavior or have problems with abstract thinking.  

Caregivers must understand how these persons feel by not only being patient with them, but by 

responding to their reality .  A huge part of their care requires communication that is supportive.  

Caregivers need to help patients feel safe and secure.  They should interact in a way to help them feel 

loved, accepted and appreciated for who they are.. 



High Tea with the Sisters  
Each year, the Sisters welcome their volunteers from Villa St. Benedict to a 
High Tea of Thanks and Appreciation.  Here are some of our guests from 
May 12.  More pictures are on our Facebook page.  

8 
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The Tanzania to Lisle Connection  
 

In the summer of 2003, the Sisters welcomed Sister Afra 

Mgwama and Sister Beatrice Kayombo, Benedictines from St. 

Gertrudeõs Monastery in Imiliwaha, Tanzania.  They learned 

English, began their studies at Benedictine University, and 

layered on sweaters and coats as they lived with us in frosty 

Lisle. 

 

Sister Beatrice earned her degree, and has recently finished 

her second year at Poznan University Medical School in Poland.  

She writes: òThank you everyone for your prayers.  My second 

year of medical school in Poznan is almost finished.  I can't 

believe it!  The class that has been the most difficult this year 

has been Pathology, the study of diseases, but I have learned 

so much.  I have also finished Patho-Physiology, Behavior 

Science, CPR course, part one of Internal Medicine, Hygiene, a course on Autopsy, and Pharmacology.  

Our year looks much different than we expected because the school surprised us with a full Kaplan 

review course to help us prepare for the USMLE (US Medical Licensing Exam).  It does mean seven more 

weeks of classes, but it will help me be prepared for one of the most difficult exams of my life.  Thank 

you all for your thoughts and prayers.  God is the One who is giving me the strength for all this studying.ó 

Sincerely, 

Sister Beatrice Kayombo 

 

In December, Sister Afra completed work on her second Masters Degree from Benedictine and returned 

to the school and orphanage in Imiliwaha run by her community.  There are 138 students in her school, 

68 of whom are orphans.  The Sisters offer them home, education and òtumainió (hope).  While Sister 

Afra adjusts to just a couple of hours of electricity each day, her determination to make life better for 

these children grows. 

 

 

Friends of Imiliwaha are working to provide financial 

assistance for the work of Sisters Afra and Beatrice.  

See the children of Imiliwaha via a YouTube video, 

Imiliwaha Mission.  Become a friend on Facebook:  

Friends of Imiliwaha.  But, most importantly, keep the 

Sisters of St. Gertrude and their work in your prayers. 

 

 

 

And, now to welcome our newest guest from Tanzania, Sister Verena Makumbuli.  Sister Verena arrived 

in mid-January to begin her studies at Benedictine University.  Sister Afra stayed in town to help Sister 

Verena get settled (and to go shopping for the winter clothing so important to living in Lisle). 

 

Sister Verena is also from Tanzania, but is a member of the Benedictine Sisters of Our Lady Help of 

Christians.  Her community is located at Ndanda in the Mtwara Diocese.  She has been a member of her 

community for 16 years. 

l-r: Sister Beatrice Kayombo, OSB and                                          

Sister Afra Mgwama, OSB 
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Sister Verena comes from a small village called Kitangali, in Newala district, Tanzania.  She has one 

sister who is a nurse, and five brothers - two are watchmen, one is a teacher, and two are small scale 

farmers. 

 

Sister Verena is enrolled in the School of Health 

Services at Benedictine and she plans to graduate 

with a Degree in Nursing.  Her hope is to graduate in 

three to four years. 

 

Her work in her Community and in Indiana prior to 

coming to Sacred Heart have helped her make her 

educational choice.  In Tanzania, Sister Verena 

worked in a hospital as a nurse/midwife delivering 

babies.  She was also a nurse and caregiver for the 

elderly Sisters in her Community.  In Indiana, she 

worked with a Christian organization serving those 

with developmental disabilities.  Here at the 

Monastery, she cares for our elderly Sisters in the St. 

Walburga Care Center in the evenings. 

 

When asked about her early impressions of the Sacred Heart Community she replied, òI like how the 

Sisters help one another.  Even if there are Sisters who are elderly, they really like to participate in 

Community events such as prayer and eating together.  You can see they follow the Rule of St. Benedict.  

Hospitality is another thing which I really enjoy at Sacred Heartó  (Sister Verena is pictured above, serving 

tea to our Villa St. Benedict volunteer, Rosanne Taube.) 

 

Sister Verena continues, òMy hardest thing to adjust to was classes.  When I went into class for the first 

time, it was quite different from the system I was taught in Tanzania.  It took me all semester to 

understand what the professor was saying and to do homework on the computerò. 

 

Sister Verena has been a most joyful addition to our Community.  We look forward to having her with us 

in the coming years. 

Springtime at the Monastery 


