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Preface
NO FIGURE HAS etched a more indelible impression on the nation’s psyche  than the nun. A vivid picture of the sister wrapped in a mysterious bundle  of wool, with only a cameo of her face showing through, remains deeply  embedded in the mind’s eye of Catholics and non-Catholics alike. Sisters  are the stuff of legend, fixtures in a cascade of plays, movies, television  shows, Xerox commercials, and endless kitsch. Businesses crank out dolls,  hand puppets, jewelry, T-shirts, and other products in their image. Some of  these items evoke fond memories; others invite ridicule. Meanwhile, most  nuns these days have moved so far from that portrayal that connections between the past and the present are often difficult to trace. Nearly everything from the old days—housing, work, prayer, dress—has been drastically  altered.
But the specter of most sisters in street clothes these days does not  easily displace the old larger-than-life picture of Sister Benedict swathed in  a graceful uniform—itself modeled on the street clothes of eighteenth-century widows of eastern Europe. The fact that most Catholic sisters now  work largely outside Church institutions has done little to curb the old-fashioned, in-house depictions such as are found in the films Sister Act and  Agnes of God, in which nuns remain in fanciful, antiquated convents of  yesteryear. An updated version occasionally does get through, notably the  movie based on Sister Helen Prejean’s book Dead Man Walking, the story of   her ministry to a death-row inmate. It was by far the best profile yet of the  contemporary sister.
Image, of course, is crucial in the sisters’ struggle to stay alive. Only half  a century ago, nuns were clearly set apart from the world behind walls, committed to a monastic schedule from sunup to sundown, combining prayer  with a rigorous day of teaching or ministering to the sick. That image has  been swept away by immense changes seemingly approved by the Church  and enthusiastically embraced by the sisters. Communities cannot live off the  nostalgia, nor do they want to. A new image has yet to replace the old one  and time is running out.
Though the terms “nun” and “sister” are now used interchangeably  (along with the more outdated and confusing word “religious”), until the last  few decades these terms held sharply distinct meanings. Nuns were the insiders, those who lived in canonical cloisters practicing contemplation and  rarely if ever venturing outside. Their lives were carefully orchestrated and  always under the authority of a superior. Pope Boniface VIII way back in  1298 had issued a bull insisting that true nuns be confined to cloisters,  though the same restriction was never imposed on male orders.
“Sisters” were defined as those who weren’t bound by strict cloister,  who left their convents to work in Church institutions such as schools and  hospitals. Without the sisters, the American Catholic Church would never  have been built and the world’s largest private school system would never  have taken root. Until early in the twentieth century, the existence of these  “noncanonical” women was tolerated but they were not equal to the orders  of nuns.
Over time, nuns have been revered, feared, and sometimes loathed by  Catholics with long and sometimes hyperbolic memories. Nearly every  Catholic school graduate taught by “the sisters” loved and admired some and  steered clear of others. The “mean nun” story has become a genre, featuring  the ruler-wielding, ear-yanking sisters in whom the mercy of God was undetectable. As a variety of urban legends, these tales are sometimes gross exaggerations and often told secondhand, or further down the line, as if they had  been suffered by the tellers themselves. While inexcusable meanness certainly  existed, it existed in a context in which parents expected nuns to both infuse  and enforce a Catholic culture that nuns had not, for the most part, designed.   It was a tall order. Classes were often bursting at the seams and resources  were thin. Most of the sisters appear to have managed well, even admirably,  but there were misfits, some of them emotionally unstable, who were harsh  and punishing. Given the otherworldly cast of their role, when violence  erupted it was all the more memorable.
A shocking picture of another kind emerged in 1985 when the  Wall  Street Journal reported that legions of retired nuns were suffering because  their communities (also known as congregations) were too short of funds to  provide adequate support. Some nuns, the Wall Street Journal said, were actually living in poverty, on food stamps. The newspaper set the amount needed  to meet the deficit in retirement needs at $2 billion. That total has since  swollen to $6 billion. For centuries, communities had been financially independent of dioceses and other Church structures, scraping by because there  were enough sisters contributing the token wages they earned mainly as  teachers and nurses. But something had changed since Vatican II: there were  fewer women entering convents, and of those who remained fewer were  bringing in income; at the same time, more and more nuns were retired.
The system had worked only so long as the active workers could carry  the retirees. But now the system had collapsed. Some relief arrived in 1971  when the U.S. Congress allowed nuns to apply for Social Security for the  first time. Communities were required to make initial copayments in order  to trigger the flow of government checks. For some, that demand became a  severe financial hardship. Even then, Social Security didn’t solve the problem. A nun retired after a lifetime of service to the Church needed more  than a Social Security check to live on. National drives to aid the retirees receive overwhelming support, most notably the bishops’ appeal, which nets  more than twice as much as any other collection in the U.S. Church, but  even with this generosity the funds put only a tiny dent in the deficit.
Though I have written about American religion for decades, I have paid  too little attention to the Catholic sisterhood, an omission that reflects a  larger and longer tradition of bypassing women’s history. While the nuns  were central to the story of American Catholicism and were key in showing  the nation’s women the possibilities of assuming leadership positions in society, they have been largely overlooked or ignored by historians and journalists. In part, this neglect has been the result of the nuns’ exclusion from   positions of power within the Church. Their subjugation to a male clerical  order, I believe, not only kept them out of the public eye but also ultimately  crushed their efforts to refashion themselves boldly and creatively. Much of  the demise of religious orders at the dawn of the twenty-first century can be  traced to the hierarchy’s refusal to make good on the promise of renewal  made by the Vatican forty years before. My purpose in this book is to examine those four decades to see what happened. To say that the period has been  topsy-turvy—the most turbulent since nuns reached these shores—would be  an understatement. During this span of time religious life has been turned on  its head. In these pages I try to explain what has happened.
A word about terminology. Though, as will be noted, “sister” and  “nun” have precise and distinct meanings in Catholic history, they are used  interchangeably here, in accord with common practice in recent times. The  same applies to the terms “congregation,” “community,” and “order,” which  have discrete origins but will refer uniformly in this book to groups of sisters  living within a certain tradition inspired by a particular founder or founders.

Introduction
Forty-five years ago, nuns covered the U.S. Catholic landscape like  black-eyed Susans in a summer meadow. They taught the three R’s  under the canopy of a fourth—Religion—nursed the sick, guided the  troubled, housed the disabled, ran hospitals and colleges, and performed  countless other services for the burgeoning Church. They were garbed in  wool serge habits bearing the style and color of the various orders, from  somber blacks, grays, and browns to arresting purples and whites. Their  heads were encased in wrappings and veils, their bodies draped in long, flowing capes. From their cloisters they alighted into the daylight and vanished  again behind those walls by nightfall.
Today this remarkable cohort of American women has become nearly  invisible day or night, and not just because most nuns no longer wear the  habit. The species as a whole is fast disappearing, on the verge of extinction.  In 1965, at the peak of membership, sisters numbered 185,000 in more than  five hundred orders. By 2005, the total had dropped by more than half, to  69,963. Nearly 60 percent of those were over seventy years old; fewer than  6,000 were under fifty.
Only a handful of women have entered religious communities in recent  years. From a high-water mark in 1962, when 32,000 candidates passed  through the convent gates, the applicant pool has nearly dried up. A few  hundred still come knocking each year—most of them at least twice as old as   the teenage girls who once joined—but many of them leave before taking final vows. A visitor to a convent these days is more likely to meet a nun in her  nineties than one in her twenties. Clearly, a culture rich in prayer, learning,  wisdom, and service is rapidly passing out of existence with no obvious  means of survival. With demise on the horizon, the sisters themselves differ  in what they believe the downward trend means. Some see it as a natural  death, the final stage in a ministry of service that is no longer tenable. Others  see it as a fallow time that will usher in new forms of religious life; they believe that death will precede a rebirth.
Two attributes have set U.S. nuns apart from their sisters in other parts  of the world. One is that America has had far more nuns than has any other  country. In 1850, at the outset of the huge migration of Irish and other European Catholics to U.S. shores, a tiny contingent of 1,344 nuns belonged to  nineteen orders in all of America. By 1900, that total had risen to 40,340  nuns in forty-five orders. Six decades later, that number had multiplied by  more than four. The other distinct feature of the U.S. sisters stems from the  unusual conditions in which they have existed. American democracy and the  spirit of freedom it engendered, especially in terms of personal choice and  mobility, have placed pressures on the American convent that are unsurpassed anywhere in the world. Maintaining stability in religious life presents  daunting challenges in a robust culture that offers so many alternatives and  practices and displays such disrupting social and technological change. The  story of American sisters on the frontier of modernity is, then, a lesson or a  cautionary tale for sisters in other advancing societies in Africa and Latin  America, where the numbers of nuns are increasing.
Because sisters were separated from the American mainstream—indeed  from the world—until the 1960s, they were often seen as peripheral at best  to the lives of Catholic women in general. But, in fact, nuns quietly set a  striking example for young girls by assuming leadership in fields that were at  the time monopolized by men. For decades, sisters attained what was otherwise restricted to a few upper-class women: a college education, professional  work, and a role in running major institutions. While they had enlisted in  the greater cause of God’s church mostly for religious reasons and did not set  out to become crusaders for women’s rights, they nonetheless became models of competence and intelligence for those women who would later press   for women’s rights. Thus emerged the paradox of sisters in habits, living a  medieval lifestyle, staunchly upholding a premodern (even antimodern) institution, while pursuing careers that in secular culture would have marked  them as liberated. Their pursuits rubbed off. Little wonder, then, that a survey of women members of Congress not long ago showed that a majority of  them had graduated from small Catholic women’s colleges run by nuns. For a  long stretch of U.S. history, nuns were, as a group, the best educated women  in the nation and even the best educated among all its Catholics.
The story of the glories and agonies of the sisters, then, belongs squarely  within the history of American women. Catholic nuns pioneered areas of  learning and doing, usually by default because there was no one else to carry  out the work, and they influenced, often implicitly, generations of Catholic  girls to aspire to doing more with their lives than most women had ever  dreamed of doing.
Yet, as noted earlier, the sisters’ contribution has been largely written off  or trivialized. As communities have teetered on the verge of disappearing in  recent decades, little attention has been paid in the Church or the nation to  the magnitude of the loss. One reason, it seems, is that history’s neglect of the  sisters falls within the larger neglect of women’s history. Another cause is the  sisters’ refusal to promote themselves, since most of them were trained as  novices to subordinate themselves to their superiors and their mission. Over  the years, many sisters have increasingly found themselves torn between their  sense of dignity as women and their abiding allegiance to a male-governed  church.
Simultaneously, a growing voice among the sisters protested that they  had long been second-class citizens in their own church. When sisters in the  late 1960s and early 1970s became more assertive, inspired in part by a new  wave of feminism, their discontent over their treatment by the Church resulted in clashes with bishops and the seat of supreme male power in Rome.  Some priests and bishops supported the nuns; many others, however, were irritated and perplexed as the vast army of women, always perceived as being  obedient and “selfless” servants, were challenging clerical authority. In the  eyes of many clerics, these agitators was overstepping their “feminine”  boundaries of passivity and self-abnegation. Vatican II had helped spark this  awakening, though many bishops were appalled at its reformist consequences. A backlash against it from the hierarchy damaged many sisterhoods  beyond repair.
Another reason to look at the recent history of sisters is that women are,  in a larger sense, the Church’s biggest problem. Nothing pointed to the seriousness of that problem more than the futile effort by the U.S. bishops starting in the late 1980s to draft a basic pastoral letter, or position paper, on  women. Many bishops, following the Vatican’s lead, sought to affirm the  equality of the sexes while making clear why certain Church functions, such  as the priesthood, are forbidden to women. After nearly a decade of hearings,  negotiations, drafts, and Vatican vetoes of those drafts, the bishops finally  gave up. The pastoral letter is for the moment a dead letter. Meanwhile,  there are various signs of disaffection among Catholic women who complain  that teachings aimed at them are formulated exclusively by a male hierarchy.  The Vatican’s absolute ban on artificial birth control, abortion, artificial insemination, in vitro fertilization, divorce, and ordination are only the most  prominent points of conflict that are keeping increasing numbers of women  away from the Church. A Gallup poll conducted for the National Catholic Reporter in 1999 indicated the scope of the loss. In 1987, 68 percent of Catholic  women said they would never leave the Church; in 1999 the portion had  dropped to 56 percent. Over the same period, those who said they attended  Mass weekly declined from 52 to 43 percent. Among women age twentyfive to fifty-four, the figure for weekly attendance was lower, 35 percent,  suggesting to many analysts an increasing level of dissatisfaction.
Such disaffection, of course, underscores the wide gap between men and  women in an institution in which there exists no forum in which men and  women can make major decisions as equals. The stories of nuns provide,  therefore, a look at how men and women working for the Church have related to one another. The fact that priests, bishops, and nuns compose an unusual subculture (ordained male clergy versus lay, consecrated nuns) with  particular patterns of thinking and acting tends to invest their interactions  with a specific Catholic content and dynamic, but their encounters also indicate how Catholic men and women have generally viewed one another.
This book recounts what has happened to nuns since the Second Vatican Council set off the wholesale revamping of religious communities. To  help make clear the tremendous shift that took place, some attention is given   to the period just before the Council (also known as Vatican II) when nuns  were strictly regulated in a climate suffused with stability. The Council,  called by Pope John XXIII, was the most monumental event of the Roman  Catholic century. Its grandest effect was to end more than 150 years of official Church hostility to the modern age, including its aversion to democracy  and religious freedom. The 2,500 bishops of the Catholic world met from  1962 to 1965 and basically rewrote the Church’s constitution in such a way  as to redefine it as a fellowship of equals that accepted the wider world rather  than rejecting it in isolation. One of the Council’s sixteen major quasi-legislative documents was addressed to nuns. Although it was widely considered tame and uninspired at the time, there were elements in it that many  nuns came to interpret as a mandate to make choices that had never before  been allowed to them, choices that would shake up their personal and collective lives irrevocably.
The term most often used by sisters to describe the Council-inspired  transformation that reshaped their religious communities is “renewal.” In this  context, the term means rediscovering the vitality that originally gave birth  to those communities. Making them “as new” again meant, among other  things, freeing them from layers of rules and regulations that Church bureaucracy had imposed on them for many years. The rules—covering everything  from eating a banana to dressing for bed—had increasingly regimented their  lives and insulated them from the outside world. Renewal was intended as a  means of reviving congregations by giving them the opportunity to reach  back to their founding sources of inspiration. This exercise was regarded as a  means of establishing continuity with a living past that may have become obscured in one way or another. In theory, renewal was the hope of making  something better, not something wholly new.
In subsequent years, some critics of the sisters’ efforts to implement this  idea believed that renewal often went too far, turning instead into an attempt  to reform Catholic tradition by breaking with the past instead of distilling the  best from it. It was often difficult to distinguish between renewal and reformation. Sisters generally embraced a remaking of their daily routines and a  greater infusion of democracy because these changes were consistent with  the best in their own traditions; they did not commit themselves to renewal  in the spirit of rebellion. But some among them also resisted, even rejected,   certain ways of thinking and behaving which they believed to be unacceptable (particularly with regard to the Church’s views of women) and detrimental to the fulfillment of their congregation’s calling. This stance seemed  to classify them as reformers. Many Church authorities, meanwhile, saw the  effects of renewal as dangerously reformist.
Was the outcome mainly renewal or reform? Much of the debate over  the challenges sisters have encountered over the past forty years has been  fueled in one way or another, directly or indirectly, by that question. It signifies an extraordinary moment in the Church’s life, one marked by both uncertainty and promise. With the number of sisters falling like a rock, the question  acquires further poignancy. What precipitated the plunge? Is it an accident of  history that the forces of secular culture simply dried up the applicant pool?  Did sisters bring the decline on themselves by doffing habits and moving into  apartments, thereby scuttling their divine vocation? Or does Providence require that congregations as they have existed must pass away, having finished  their good works, before rebirth in yet unforeseen forms can take place?  These questions shadow this account at every point because they are the backdrop of the discussion. Answers are hard to come by.
The corollary conundrum is whether the loss of so many sisters was  inevitable. Did the stunning shifts brought about by renewal to bring the  Church into the contemporary world create the unintended effect of placing  congregations even further out of touch with parish Catholics from whom they had drawn recruits in the past? Did the sisters rush toward change too  quickly, creating too much conflict and disillusion? Did they succumb to  tenets of feminism that placed them so much at odds with the institutional  Church that they unwittingly lost enthusiasm and support for building up  their own communities? Some sisters would say yes to one or more of these  questions. There was turmoil and jarring change, confusion and anger, grief  and defiance during a period of enormous dislocation. Some would say too  much happened too soon. But many of the nuns would make a distinction between sorrow for the conflicts of renewal versus regret. Most do not regret  the outcome of the greatest upheaval of their lives as nuns. Nor do they apologize for it. They are much more likely, with some exceptions, to see renewal  as a saving grace than as an agent of decline, while they acknowledge that mistakes were made along the way. Perhaps the most telling criticism is that renewal took place before adequate thinking had been done.
Though sisters largely decided on their own how to revamp their communities under the new mandate from Rome, they were doing so, as noted,  within the framework of the hierarchical Church. Though the Vatican Council had, inadvertently perhaps, left the sisters lots of room to determine these  matters for themselves, many bishops and parish priests were accustomed to  exerting considerable control over congregations and they saw no reason why  their authority should be curtailed. This made for trouble on several fronts—  sisters with their newfound burst of freedom ran headlong into clerics facing  the unwelcome prospect of losing power. Not long into the renewal, the Vatican got into the act by raising objections to some actions taken by American nuns, and blocking others. Eventually it seemed that Rome had changed its  mind and wanted to turn back the whole process, leaving only a few outward  changes. To put the matter indelicately, the sisters had been double-crossed.
Harassment and pressure from the hierarchy, much of it coming directly  from Rome, became such an obstacle and a distraction for the American sisters that, in my opinion, it seriously hampered the congregations from following their instincts in fulfillment of their visions and goals. Had they, who had been the soul of Catholic loyalty and dedication, been permitted to cultivate the promise of Vatican II as they understood it, the decline in their  numbers might not have been so steep or so fast. Of all the factors that figure  into the disappearance of sisters, none would seem to loom as large as the effort of the Church establishment to renege on a project given the sisters,  ironically, by the men of Vatican II. If the hierarchy in particular had stayed  out of it (admittedly not something hierarchies are wont to do), had trusted  and encouraged these women to follow their own lights, perhaps sisters  would have been better able to emerge with sufficient creativity, direction,  and morale to survive on their own terms. For Church authorities, such independent thinking was foreign. If the powers that be stood in the way, it  was because most believed they were doing what was right to preserve tradition, even though their resistance undermined their pledge to allow the nuns  greater autonomy.
Before Vatican II, at the first stirrings of the nuns’ quest for regeneration   in the form of the Sister Formation Movement in the 1950s, a carrot-and-stick approach emerged. The pattern was set. A carrot from the hierarchy  raised hopes; the stick was then applied when Church officials decided on  their own authority—arbitrarily, some said—that things had gone too far.
Outside forces also intruded, drawing young Catholics into campaigns  for human rights, thereby siphoning off many idealistic young women who once might have “gone into the Church.” The civil rights crusade and the  anti–Vietnam War protest, in particular, drew many of these young Catholics  away from traditional, institutional religion into a movement that rejected the  old constraints. They joined forces with some of the traditional sisters at places  like Selma, Alabama, and the Mall in Washington, D.C., to support the rights  of African Americans and an end to the war, but afterward the two groups  went their separate ways. Legions of other Catholic students distanced themselves from the Church as they responded to the freedom drumbeat of the  1960s and 1970s without taking part in the campaigns for social justice.
Within this panoply of cultural forces, none was more important yet  more ambiguous to sisters than the new wave of feminism that was cresting  in the 1970s. Though sisters by example had modeled certain professional  roles that feminists could respect, nuns had never, collectively, espoused a  self-conscious movement for women’s rights. Before the Second Vatican Council, a campaign for women’s equality would have been unthinkable in  the vast majority of sister congregations; it would have been seen as a revolt  against the ethos of submission to authority that had long suffused the convent. After the Council, the hierarchy generally eyed the women’s movement warily. As its influence permeated the sisterhoods, some prelates openly  blamed what they called “radical feminism” for causing sisters to place their  own desires ahead of the needs of the Church, steering them toward selfishness and wanton individualism. For many young Catholic women, the fruits  of feminism were greater career choices, lessening the likelihood that they  would enter religious congregations.
In the decade after the Vatican Council, as the banners of feminism coincidentally unfurled, the exodus from the convent gushed; tens of thousands  of sisters went out into the world (more than 4,300 left in 1970 alone) to begin anew without the security or support of religious communities. The many reasons for this exodus will be explored. Some attribute it to the inability of many convents to pursue renewal rigorously enough, because they  lacked the stamina and drive to complete what they had started so well. The  motives propelling so many sisters to leave their orders included this element  and many more.
Inadvertently, perhaps, when the Vatican Council declared that all  Catholics were expected, equally, to “pursue holiness”—to seek a life of total  conformity to Jesus Christ—it knocked the slats out from under the pedestal  onto which nuns had been elevated above everyday Catholics in the pew. Until that time, sisters had been, religiously speaking, a cut above, officially occupying a “state of perfection” beyond the reach of ordinary laypeople. Rightly  or wrongly, this elite status had been one of the convent’s chief attractions for  young women, not unlike the way the Marine Corps targeted young men.  Now holiness was a calling no longer reserved for those who had, as nuns,  taken the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. When the convent, often  with the blessing of the nuns, ceased to have a corner on that special status,  some sisters, sensing that the playing field had been leveled and that the “difference” had been erased, decided they could seek their special relationship to  God as wives, mothers, or single professionals.
Over the past quarter century, as the preponderance of sisters moved  into retirement halls and nursing homes, American religious communities seem destined to remain only as a remnant at best. Having done what they felt called to do, these sisterhoods are leaving the stage. Many do so with  grace and thankfulness for having kept the faith. Some communities have already died with dignity.
But two survival strategies have emerged in theory if not widely in  practice. They represent dissimilar approaches and interpretations of God’s  will for the sisterhood, yet they share an urgent concern for the recovery of  galvanizing purpose that many sisters believe has been lost. Each approach  might be seen as reflecting aspects of the order founded by Mother Teresa,  the Missionaries of Charity, although perhaps unwittingly. That order has  shown rapid growth and high morale, centered in the Third World, where  conditions seem more favorable to religious orders.
One survival strategy mirrors Mother Teresa’s focus on a common ministry, in this case to the dying. Sisters and resources are concentrated in a  single effort, the way American orders once gave all their energies to their   hospitals, schools, and orphanages. Most U.S. congregations have long ago  given up such ministries for a variety of reasons. Most sisters choose their  own work these days. But some would like to revive the concentrated ministry with a very special agenda, the cause of the poor. This alternative,  which appeals mainly to progressives, advocates that communities adopt a  common call to social justice.
The other strategy, favored by conservatives, is based on Mother Teresa’s  love of the traditional convent life that most American nuns abandoned in the  process of renewal: habits, living together, community prayer, cooperative  ministries, deference to Church authority, and so forth. The appeal is to turn  back, in large measure, to the uniformity of the convent before Vatican II. It  is an appeal made every day by Mother Angelica, in full brown habit, on her  national cable outlet, the Eternal Word Television Network. Someone’s paying attention, it seems. Congregations that did the least “renewal,” such as the  Carmelites, are showing modest signs of vitality and several tiny communities  with a traditional outlook have sprung up in various parts of the country.
The aim of this book is to explore why matters have come to such a  pass; why the exuberance of a revival turned into hard times; why the promise of the first days of a new springtime became such a struggle; why sisters  stay the course in seemingly hopeless circumstances with surprising hope,  even joy. To set the stage for the great causative event, the Vatican Council,  and the upheavals that ensued, Chapter 2 looks at the culture of the convent  before the Council. Chapter 3 is given to that primary force for change in the United States before the Council, the Sister Formation Movement.  Chapter 4 looks at what the Council said about the customs and routines of  sisters.
We begin with an account of a storied community of Ursuline nuns in  the flatlands of Kansas who are grappling, like so many other American sisters, with the specter of endgame: how to remain faithful to their mission in  the throes of loss.

Chapter One
Making Waves in Kansas
Toting a small hoe and pruning sheers, Sister Agatha Grosdidier crept her way along the flower beds straddling the massive stone Ursuline  convent in Paola, Kansas, bending to paw the earth and clip a useless  twig. She was lean and large boned with a broad, handsome face. A plain black  head covering that fell back to the nape of her neck—a veil—was the only outward sign that she was a nun. The profusion of roses, irises, tulips, jonquils, wild  sweet Williams, poppies, bluebells, and tiger lilies, among others, was her doing. Her love of tending flowers dated back to her childhood spent on a Kansas  farm. It was a passion that she later saw as helping her to nurture children in the  classroom.
When she wasn’t digging in the dirt, Sister Grosdidier answered the convent phone or sewed aprons. In 1995, she was ninety-five years old, the eldest  of the sisters. For nearly seventy-five of those years, she had been an Ursuline  sister in Paola, a farming town forty miles south of Kansas City. Her chronology coincided remarkably with the history of the sisters’ community. She was  born five years after the Paola community’s founding by thirteen nuns and three  postulants, or trainees, and had lived to celebrate its hundredth anniversary in  1995.
Sister Grosdidier was the kind of sturdy survivor who attracts accolades  such as “remarkable” or “awesome.” She was astonishingly robust, with a  sparkle still dancing in her eyes. Her health had been so resilient that an insurance man, noting that no claims had been filed under her name, called the  convent to ask if Sister Agatha was still alive. She loved tacos, spicy foods,  and chocolate milk shakes. Lighthearted and quiet, she adored her flowers  and her sisters, and her sisters adored her. She was special, but she did not see  herself that way; rather she was a sister among sisters doing the ordinary  things. It had been for her the best life she could imagine.
Longevity and constancy had been hallmarks of Ursulines for nearly five  hundred years. St. Angela Merici (1474–1540) began the community in  sixteenth-century Italy, forsaking riches to feed the poor. She took the name of  the order from the ancient German saint Ursula. Two centuries later, in 1727,  the Ursulines became the first order to reach North America when French nuns  from Rouen planted a convent in New Orleans seventy-five years before the  city became absorbed into the United States. The Ursuline migration to Kansas  had been by way of Louisville and St. Louis. Over that inclusive span of history,  the sisters had endured waves of plenty and scarcity in both numbers and resources. Various branches had waxed and waned. By the dawn of the twentyfirst century, the Ursulines still carried a distinct heritage but generally fit the  profile of most other orders. Their story has become the familiar story of scores  of communities from Sinsinawa Dominicans to Sisters of Mercy to Blessed  Sacrament nuns. The circumstances differ, as do the particulars of their community arrangements, but they are much more alike than dissimilar. Sister Grosdidier and her fellow Paola Ursulines, therefore, reflected a much wider picture of  the recent struggles and triumphs of American nuns in the mid-1990s.
Sister Grosdidier joined the Paola sisters in 1924 when they numbered  more than fifty. She had shopped around before making a decision. The Ursulines won her allegiance because, unlike the nearby Benedictines, they had  somewhat less stringent rules. They allowed sisters to go home if a parent died,  for example; the Benedictines did not.
The majestic stone 1920s convent where she had moved as an excited  young postulant had evolved into a three-story hub-and-spoke structure. At  the ground-floor center stood a hand-carved solid walnut statue of Angela  Merici bringing a basket of bread to peasants in a field.
Over the decades, the Ursulines had become a fixture in the Archdiocese  of Kansas City and, like so many orders, an absolute necessity. Sister Grosdidier  stepped into line to do her duty: she taught the children, instilling in them as   best she could the Catholic faith. The Archdiocese of Kansas City had relied  upon the Ursulines to do this work with special competence; the sisters were  renowned for their energetic and spirited teaching. Even now with the order  in steady decline, half a dozen sisters served as principals of archdiocesan schools  and several others were teaching in them.
From the beginning, the community had been, in practice, under the authority of the archdiocese rather than under the direct rule of the Vatican  (whether an order was “diocesan” or “pontifical” has many complex implications in terms of Church politics. Most orders prefer to be overseen by the Vatican so as to avoid meddling from local bishops closer to the scene). The  Ursulines had therefore always allied themselves closely to the archdiocese.
Twenty years after taking final vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience—  in the aftermath of World War II—Sister Grosdidier was happily teaching typing and other commercial skills to high school students. The community had  swollen to nearly one hundred. Like those in every order, the Ursulines were  women living on their own, having to raise their own funds to pay their own  bills. The diocese paid sisters a token amount to teach (far below prevailing  teacher salaries) but otherwise bore no responsibility for the sisters’ financial  welfare. The combined stipends from many nuns working as teachers made  subsistence possible, although when the number of teachers declined there was  a serious shortfall. In addition, in the early decades of the twentieth century the  sisters owned two hundred acres on which they planted corn and vegetables and  herded cattle to supply the convent kitchen. On another section of the spread,  oil wells pumped a shallow pool of low-grade petroleum. Since then, the unprofitable wells have been capped and large chunks of the property sold off to  a Wal-Mart and to the developers of a strip mall to pay the bills for retired sisters such as Sister Grosdidier. Thirty-four acres were donated for a special education center for mentally disabled children.
The nerve center for the Paola Ursulines’ industry and creativity, the  mother-house convent, is medieval and monastic, hollow and ghostly. The  halls, prongs radiating from the center, are mysteriously dark, spare, and tomb-like. A cozy chapel, where the sisters gather each day for Mass celebrated by a  priest who serves as their official chaplain, features a marble altar, Austrian  stained-glass windows, and a 1974 modernist mural titled St. Ursula and the Ursulines of Paola, which had stirred some debate.
By contrast, the public rooms, where family and guests are received and  social events staged, are filled with light and creature comforts. Two parlors  serve as elegant galleries for outsized paintings of bishops who were counted  among the founders of the community. Two busts symbolize the sisters’ commitments: one of Pope Benedict XV, representing the Church; the other,  William Shakespeare, who stands for their dedication to learning.
The most stunning contrast to the convent’s darkness is the mellow pastel  “wicker room.” It is chockablock with the kind of furniture that gives the room  its name, high-back chairs, sofas, footrests, and rockers, some bearing a blue  embroidered U on the seat pad, not unlike the sitting room of a Titanic-like  ocean liner from the early decades of the century. It is a space where girls from  the adjoining Ursuline Academy, which closed a quarter century ago, had  danced with and romanced their male guests at receptions and proms. Scattered  throughout the social rooms, glass cases display collectors’ items. One shows  bells of porcelain, glass, brass, and silver; another features crosses from all over  the world, many of them encrusted with gems. The most unusual case contains  five hundred toy mice.
Such displays were, of course, for the benefit of the stream of outsiders who  gained limited access to the convent during the years when the community  flourished. Paola was a healthy branch of the Ursuline tree for many decades,  though it never grew to the size of some branches in more populated areas.
In its centennial year, 1995, a total of forty-five nuns belonged to the community. Nobody, young or otherwise, was preparing to join. Three years later,  the number had dropped to thirty-six, all but two of the departures through  death. The average age was in the sixties. The last to enter, in 1980, was Sister  Karen Klaffenbach, at age thirty-six, but she died tragically in her forties five  years after my visit. A young woman who entered at the same time soon left.
In the dining room, Sister Grosdidier and the remaining nuns took their  simple meals cafeteria-style. Some wore pantsuits, others dresses with or without a veil, still others tops and pants; two very old nuns appeared in full, modified habit. Their numbers included an authority on American ballet who had  recently retired from the faculty of Loyola University of New Orleans, a massage therapist who still practiced in Paola, and a former high school principal.  Meals were among the remaining rituals. The noontime meal, for example, began promptly at twelve o’clock and food was collected and consumed with   hushed dispatch. Dirty dishes were unloaded from the trays to the stainless-steel  counters to bring matters to a close.
The customs of the dining room conveyed the values of mutual respect,  simplicity, routine, and devotion to community that continue to characterize  Ursuline tradition. The sisters remained powerfully drawn to the example of St.  Angela. More than a wooden statue of one who has receded into the mists of  history, the saint is a constant reference point, a continuing source of inspiration, very much among them still.
The order to which St. Angela had given rise was anchored in the mainstream of American sister communities, neither as liberal as some nor as conservative as others. While there was little talk of women’s ordination or reading of  feminist literature, there was, at the same time, much personal autonomy and  little expected conformity. Mass was conducted by traditional standards, though  somewhat unusually, the prayers were rendered in inclusive language. The sisters’ work was still located mostly in Church institutions, but those who were  still able to work had more choices.
But the order had already weathered big changes. The Ursuline community that Sister Grosdidier entered in 1924 was a far cry from what the founder  had intended. St. Angela’s aim was to serve the poor by avoiding the Church’s  insistence that nuns be shut away in cloisters. She therefore sought a new way  of religious life that spurned the wearing of habits, the taking of vows, and living in cloistered community. She created a distinct kind of sisterhood that was  free to move about to do its work. It became a model for hundreds of communities that straddled the line between strict adherence to a cloistered regimen  and an ad hoc arrangement that combined service to the world with enclosed  religious discipline. This type of serving community came to dominate religious life in the United States during the great nineteenth-century Catholic  immigration. But gaining acceptance for it from the Church hierarchy was difficult, as the early Ursuline experience showed.
So long as St. Angela remained alive, her concept of the Ursuline difference held together and the community was free to follow its own lights. When  she died, however, Church officials stepped in, forcing the sisters to take vows,  to put on habits, and to be cloistered. Her experiment had ended; her example  lived on. Ursulines had become a fixture in Catholicism, among the most  prominent of religious orders.
The decrees of Vatican II spurred the order to yet another turning point,  requiring the sisters to revise their constitution to reform both their living patterns and the way community decisions were made. By the late sixties and early  seventies, the Ursulines were faithfully fulfilling their assignments and they, like  hundreds of other orders, had taken sharp turns.
Confusion and conflict accompanied these shifts. Sisters dropped out,  some to marry, others disenchanted or drawn to other vocations opening to  women. The year 1968 marked the greatest exodus. Strange twists of fate illustrated the volatility. A sister living at a diocesan high school, for example, said  she fell in love with a police officer when he rushed to her high school convent  to investigate a break-in. The couple soon married. The nun who had done the  most to pioneer the new habit in 1964 suddenly left. In a stiff blow to the community’s identity, Ursuline Academy, which had taught girls since 1898, closed  in 1971 because of a shortage of teaching sisters and money. The order’s two-year junior college had folded long before.
In writing a new constitution with the prompting of Vatican II, the sisters  had, collectively, completely revamped the way the order was run. The kind  of single-handed authority wielded by Paola’s legendary superior, Mother  M. Charles McGrath, came to an end. In its place, a system of power sharing  gave an executive committee and the community as a whole decisive control  over most matters. The obligatory prayer and worship schedule was dropped.  Sisters no longer simply took work assignments defined by the superior; they  could negotiate or propose their own work situations. Greater flexibility was  granted in where a sister lived.
While the movement toward democracy found much favor among the sisters, the job of translating the theory into practice, in the midst of so much other  tension and confusion, proved difficult. That task fell to Raymond Dieckman,  a slight, soft-spoken nun who, when I visited in 1995, still preferred a simple  black veil with a vest and skirt and, in the absence of an obligation, rose at 4 a.m.  to pray. Raised in Kansas City, she entered the convent with seven others  in 1952 (two of whom remained in the community) and was educated at  Creighton University. In an unusual twist, her father (whose letters to her had  been read by sisters in authority as part of the normal practice of the old days)  spent the last years of his life at the convent, driving sisters to and fro and doing  odd jobs.
In 1974, at age thirty-six, Sister Dieckman became the youngest superior  ever elected by the Paola Ursulines. After two four-year terms, she returned to  the ministry she holds dearest, chaplain to a hospice. Her experience as superior was difficult, she said, because there were no guidelines for how to lead in  the new era. Nuns had always been dependent on the superior for nearly everything. Permission was required to do anything of significance and full obedience was expected. When the rules changed the lines of authority became  murky. There was insecurity on both sides.
“I spent a lot of time trying to decide what my role of superior was,” Sister Dieckman said. “Even the sisters didn’t know where to go to get a final  word. What was I supposed to be as a superior when all these other matters of  decision were being parceled out to others? Should they get approval or not?  What were they supposed to be talking to me about? Sisters were coming to me  full of struggle.” Out of the view of other sisters, she met with the archbishop  for advice. Amid all the tension and perplexity, she said, some sisters felt their  religious world had caved in on them and wondered if the community might  fall apart.
The congregation didn’t collapse, she noted, but neither could it return to  the past or write a script for the future. Though she was no outspoken feminist,  she believed the women’s movement had prevented the sisters from looking  backward by inoculating them against the “positions of servitude” to which  they had been relegated. “We were always cheap labor,” Sister Dieckman said.  “The Church has to realize it has to meet our needs.”
The Church had shown little intention of serving their needs. To the contrary, Rome had for nearly three decades fought to keep convent change within  strict boundaries it believed appropriate, far short of the aspirations and expectations held by many sisters.
Without any sisters, of course, the point about subservience would be  moot. If the clock ran out on Paola, any alternative would meet a dead end. Little wonder that destiny haunted the mind of the community at the time of my  visit. How long could they keep the magnificent fortress of a convent, this  monument to the glory days? How would the big medical bills get paid? Who  would care for the old ones?
In the early 1990s, Sister Klaffenbach was the only thirty-something in the  group. A handful of sisters in their forties and fifties made up most of the remaining preretirement-age nuns, though many continued to work well beyond  age sixty-five. About half of the Paola Ursulines worked full-time in one profession or another. Most were educators and parish assistants.
For Sister Klaffenbach, a cheerful, outgoing woman who ministered to college students at the Newman Center of the University of Kansas, the destiny of  the community was nothing like an abstract exercise. Chronologically speaking,  at least, she was the end of the line. Her love for the sisters overflowed. As a  teenager, she had visited the convent to do chores and provide rides. To her, the  sisters were “fabulous people, even the kookiest of them, who laughed a lot.” She  had joined their company at age twenty-one, after graduating from college with  a degree in biology and chemistry. The day of her first vows, she remembered  happily, “was perfect, just the way everyone says weddings should be.”
As a nun she taught in a diocesan high school and a junior high school, obtained a master’s degree in theology, and served as a member of a parish staff,  specializing in adult education. The experience was good, she recalled, except  that women on the parish staff with more experience and more education were  likely to be outranked by less qualified priests. She had qualms about a hierarchical church in which, she said, men rose faster and further in responsibility  than did women and women religious. Women’s ordination should be looked  at more, she thought, but “you have to set it aside or it will drive you nuts.”
At Kansas University, where she was interviewed five years before her untimely death, she organized a small community of students who lived together.  Some had visited Paola, perhaps with some interest in becoming sisters, but it  was still too soon to tell. It was obvious that Sister Klaffenbach, who preferred  blue jumpsuits and white blouses, would spearhead whatever efforts were made  to attract candidates. But she had a fallback position in case none of it worked  out. It was based in a theology of community purpose and God’s will. “If it’s in  the plan for us to peter out, then we will,” Sister Klaffenbach said pensively. “If  we do so knowing who we’re supposed to be, then it doesn’t matter to me.”
She continued: “Do I get lonely? Oh yes. Older sisters sometimes say, ‘We  had companionship, you don’t.’ I treasure these old people. They have the key  to the future. I’d like to have somebody to share the dream with. Many of those  I do share it with won’t be here.”
Already many more nuns were resting in the beautiful grassy cemetery behind the convent than lived in the existing community.
In the hundredth-anniversary brochure, Sister Klaffenbach and Sister  Grosdidier were featured on the opposing last two pages, community bookends, separated by six decades, bound by a hope for the future of the Ursulines  of Paola that seemed, on its face, nonsensical. But both were confident that the  way ahead would be more challenging than anything the community had confronted during its first hundred years.
Neither would go far down that road. Sister Grosdidier lived just two more  years and died painfully as the result of a scalding accident in bathwater. Three  years later, Sister Klaffenbach succumbed to illness. Much of the shock of the  deaths was derived from the loss of the community’s “bookends.” Symbolically  the deaths were crushing.
The election of Sister Pat Lynch as superior in 1994 was a vote of confidence in some kind of future. Sister Lynch was able to absorb all the worries,  fears, and anxieties about the community without losing her faith in a new day.  From her own life, she had learned to face tragedy. A brother had died when  she was three; her mother when she was five. Her childhood had been spent  largely with relatives in Philadelphia. Her sister, Peggy, had left the Ursulines in  1968 to become a nurse; she had married a doctor.
Sister Lynch’s strength and demonstrated versatility would be tested again.  In her years as an Ursuline, she had been a teacher, speech therapist, and a member of a special education team. She was a personable, good-humored, candid  woman of about fifty at
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