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‘Precious in the sight 
of the Lord  

is the death of His 
faithful ones.’

Psalm 116:15



Dear Friends,
Greetings of peace from Conception Abbey.
No words can express the gratitude the monks of Conception Abbey feel 
toward you, our loyal and faithful friends, for the outpouring of prayerful 
support, solidarity in sorrow, and heartfelt encouragement following the 
events of June 10, one of the most challenging moments this community has 
ever faced. More than 2,000 e-mails and FAXs, over 1,000 cards, countless 
phone calls, and expressions of concern came our way in those first two 
weeks; and similar demonstrations of solicitude have only continued to 
arrive at our doorstep. 
When a terrible act of violence entered the walls of our monastery, we were 
surrounded by manifestations of mutual sorrow, unspeakable grief, and 
heavy hearts. Law enforcement officials, the media, neighbors, the Benedic-
tine Sisters at Clyde, alumni, seminarians, colleagues, and countless friends 
were there to help us. We, who so often minister to you, were ministered to 
by you in a variety of ways. Those were all signs of your oneness with us; and we were overwhelmed with 
the way that friends, both known and unknown, expressed their disbelief at what had befallen us. 
One is well reminded of St. Paul’s words, “Where sin increased, grace overflowed all the more”  
(Rom. 5:20). Your kindness was that expression of grace, and it continues to bring healing and strength  
to us. We thank you for your many expressions of kindness and goodness.
So often I begin my letters with “Greetings of peace from Conception Abbey.” It is something of a stock 
expression for me, and yet those sentiments have been with me since my own first visit to Conception 
Abbey. Benedictine life is geared toward peace — achieving it and sharing it with others. Despite the sense 
of loss, fear, shock, and sorrow that invaded our life, our doors remain open to guests, pilgrims, and 
retreatants. Christ’s peace is still with us, and we wish to offer it to those who seek it with us in prayer, in 
reflection, and in the beauty of nature that surrounds us.
This issue of Tower Topics will show that out of darkness comes radiant light, and out of death comes new 
life (see page 10). Our wounded confreres, Father Kenneth and Father Norbert, continue to make steady 
progress. And in mid-August we welcomed two fine candidates into the novitiate, and our novice pro-
fessed his monastic vows; his new name is Brother Pachomius (see page 4). As it was before June 10, so 
it continues to be in our life: God’s blessings are abundant, and for that we remain so very thankful.
Sincerely and gratefully in Christ,

Abbot Gregory J. Polan, O.S.B.
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There are many images we could dwell on. Will we ever see a helicopter over 
the abbey again without remembering news cameras and bulletproof vests? 

And the scenes of ultimate violence in a peaceful place can flood the imagination  
without warning. But through the haze of tears and confusion in the months after 
June 10 there are still smiles.
Brother Damian Larson’s was wide and unabashed – childlike. 
When he was happy the world tickled him. Bob Protzman, who 
owns a nearby grocery store and gas station, told of how his 
friend the “Weather Monk” would stop by for a visit each week. 
Damian always threw his hat through the door before entering. 
“A weatherman always has to throw his hat in first,” he would 
say with a grin, “because he never knows if he’s welcome.”

Father Philip Schuster’s smile was barely  
perceptible but equally infectious. His was 
no toothy grin. He would softly shake his 
head and give you a sidelong glance. The corners of his mouth 
would turn up ever so slightly and the eyes would twinkle. If 
it’s possible to smile with only your eyes, Father Philip did it. 
It was a sly, mischievous smile from a holy man. It made you 
wonder if he was up to something. Father Philip was a wise and 
serious monk who could be stern when discussing the impor-
tant questions of faith, obedience and morality. But when he 

disagreed with you, it was the subtle smile that said so – with 
the comforting assurance that he didn’t think less of you for being wrong.
In this issue of Tower Topics you will read about the tragedy of June 10, but, at the 
request of the monks, only through a lens of healing (see page 10). Part of this com-
munity died that day. But as Christ promised, there is resurrection. “I don’t just 
believe this,” Father Philip once said, “I know it to be true.”
Conception Abbey, as Abbot Gregory Polan continually told reporters in the days 
following the shootings, will move on with faith and hope. 
Thus there are smiles.
Father Kenneth Reichert, still weakened from a gunshot wound in his abdomen, 
grinned tiredly and waved to reporters as he left the hospital two weeks after the 
shootings.
The next day, Father Norbert Schappler, the old football player submitting to a 
wheelchair as he too left the hospital, still had the good humor to smile broadly and 
proclaim for the cameras, “I’m feeling much better . . . thanks be to God!”
There were smiles throughout the Conception Abbey community when the news 
spread that Father Norbert had feeling back in his toes. And again on a sunny day 
in July, when Father Kenneth ventured forth from the infirmary for the first time. 
From his wheelchair he joked with friends, “I need Jesus to give me one of those 
quick, pick-up-your-mat-and-go-forth miracles.” 
These days, when the Weather Channel gets it wrong again, someone invariably 
jokes, “We sure need Damian.” And imagine Father Philip’s joy if he were here to 
welcome the guests who are still pouring into the Basilica where he spent so many 
quiet dawns. 
Peace can be found in the smiles.
 

Dan Madden 
Director of Communications 3

Abbot Gregory Polan

Novice Ronald Valenzuela (left)  
and Brother Joseph Cecchetti  

plant a flowering crab tree  
in front of the monastery.

The tree was a gift from  
St. Meinrad Archabbey in memory  

of Father Philip Schuster  
and Brother Damian Larson. Ph
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Father Hugh Tasch directed a retreat 
from June 27 to July 4 on monastic 
meditation for the juniors of the  
Congregation of the Missionary  
Sisters of St. Benedict in Huntington, 
N.Y. He also conducted daily confer-
ences for the entire congregation.

* * *
Abbot Marcel Rooney was the main 
celebrant on June 2 at the opening 
Mass of the General Chapter of the 
Benedictine Sisters of Perpetual Ado-
ration at the Clyde, Mo., monastery. 
He also presented a conference on 
“The Holy Trinity and a Vision of 
Monastic Spirituality” later that day.
He conducted the annual retreat for 
the priests of the Diocese of Chey-
enne June 3-7, and June 8-14 he 
conducted the annual retreat for the 
Visitation Sisters of St. Paul, Minn. 
He delivered two talks for Benedic-
tine Days at Conception Abbey and 
Clyde Monastery June 24-25. The 
talks were entitled “The Word of 
God: Source of Lectio Divina” and 
“Lectio Divina as Expression of 
Monastic Prayer.” 

* * *
Father Quentin Kathol assisted Bro. 
Cyril Drnjevic as a special German-
to-English translator in the Centennial 
History Project June 1-21 at Mount 

Angel Abbey and Seminary in Ore-
gon. Most of the key documents 
relating to the founding (1882) and 
early years of Mount Angel that 
weren’t destroyed in two fires were 
written in old German script. They 
existed previously only in the Con-
ception Abbey Archives.

* * *
Abbot Gregory Polan and Brother 
Thomas Sullivan attended the 41st 
General Chapter of the Swiss-Ameri-
can Benedictine Congregation held at 
Benet Lake, Wis. July 19-22. Brother 
Thomas was elected to a second six-
year term as councilor to the 
abbot-president. Items discussed at 
the general chapter included response 
to the sexual abuse of young people, 
visitation procedures, and incorpora-
tion of monasteries into the 
congregation.

* * *
Father Patrick Caveglia directed the 
community retreat for the Olivetan 
Benedictine Sisters in Jonesboro, 
Ark., from June 19 to 25.

* * *
Father Peter Ullrich, seminary 
alumni director, and Father Albert 
Bruecken, abbey vocation director, 
attended Marian Days, hosted by the 
Congregation of Mary Coredemptrix 
in Carthage, Mo. Aug. 8-11.  

* * *
Father Adam Ryan on June 10 
began a retreat for the priests of the 
Diocese of Sioux City, which was 
interrupted by the tragedy at the abbey.
June 16-22 he directed a retreat at 
American Martyrs Retreat House in 
Cedar Falls, Iowa, for 40 women  
religious from throughout the Mid-
west. He then directed a July 16-19 
retreat for Archdiocese of Omaha 
seminarians at the Benedictine Retreat 
Center in Schuyler, Neb. Aug. 16-23 
Father Adam directed a retreat at 
Adoration Convent of Christ the King 
in Lincoln, Neb.
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Abbey NotesBrother Pachomius Meade makes simple  
profession; two postulants enter novitiate
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The religious name given to Con-
ception Abbey’s newest monk 

may be a mouthful for most, but it’s 
well known in monastic circles.
Brother Pachomius Meade, formerly 
Novice Matthew, made his simple 
profession to Conception Abbey 
August 15, the Feast of the Assump-
tion of Mary, in the Basilica of the 
Immaculate Conception. In taking 
the name of St. Pachomius, the 
21-year-old monk hearkened to the 
earliest days of community monasti-
cism. In the fourth century it was 
Pachomius who grouped desert ascet-
ics into monastic communities.
Brother Pachomius’ profession 
capped a week in which Conception 
Abbey also welcomed two new nov-
ices, Timothy Letter, of Black Creek, 
Wis., and Ronald Valenzuela, of Big 
Pine, Calif. 
The rite of simple profession follows 
postulancy and a novitiate of a year 
and a day. Simple vows are made for 
three years, after which the monk 
makes his solemn profession, a per-
manent commitment to the 
community. 
In his admonition to Novice Matt-
hew, Abbot Gregory Polan compared 
profession to the Virgin Mary’s 
response to the Annunciation. 
“Mary’s Magnificat is an expression 

of humble wonder 
at what God had 
done in the past, and 
what he now was 
accomplishing in 
her,” he said. “Your 
profession, like-
wise, is an 
expression of hum-
ble wonder at all 
that God has done to 
bring you to this 
moment, in your 
family, in the semi-
nary, and during the 
year of novitiate.”
The abbot warned 
Novice Matthew 
that vowing obedi-
ence, stability and 
conversion of life is 
no small wonder.
“Christ calls you to 
new humanity,” he 
said. “That means a 
surrender of your 
own will, a readi-
ness for obedience, 
a self-emptying of 
your own desires, and an unending 
search for God.” 
It won’t be easy, he said. 
“Yet,” the abbot noted, “what I can 
also promise you is that, in the midst 

of the struggles and in the 
unforeseen moments, God 
gives you the power to 
detect shafts of glory, shin-
ing through the darkness, 
pointing you to light, 
directing you to Christ.”
Matthew Meade, a self-
described “goofy class 
clown,” in 1999 followed 
an older brother to Con-
ception Seminary College 
after graduation from St. 
Thomas Aquinas High 
School Seminary in Hanni-
bal, Mo. But he was torn 
by a desire to pursue art. “I 

wanted to go to art school, have the 
Asian girlfriend, smoke clove ciga-
rettes and wear a black beret,” he 
joked dryly.
A somewhat reluctant seminarian, 
Meade over the next two years found 
himself drawn to the monastic com-
munity. After his sophomore year he 
entered the monastery as a postulant.
“I was drawn by the life of commu-
nity, the family atmosphere, and the 
structure,” he said. “I’m by nature 
undisciplined and it keeps me in 
check.”
Despite some upheavals over the past 
year, including a seriously ill family 
member, the sexual abuse scandal in 
the Church, and the June 10 shooting 
in the monastery, Brother Pachomius 
insisted he never once wanted to 
leave Conception Abbey.
“That,” he said, “is enough of a sign 
that the Holy Spirit is talking to me.”

Brother Bernard Montgomery, junior-novice 
master, presents postulants Ronald Valen-
zuela (left) and Timothy Letter for the 
novitiate.

Kneeling before Abbot Gregory, Novice Matthew 
Meade professes his simple vows.

Appointments
Monastery
Father Anthony Shidler  
Porter (part-time)
Father Roland Carbone Pastor,  
St. Michael the Archangel parish,  
Kahoka, Mo., and the Shrine of St. Pat-
rick, St. Patrick, Mo.
Father Richard Cleary Chaplain, St. 
Bernard Medical Center, Jonesboro, Ark.
Father Hugh Tasch  
Porter (part-time)
Father Francis Stuart Pastor,  
St. John the Baptist parish, Mead, Kan.
Brother Mark Kosiba  
Porter (part-time)
Father Roger Schmit Sabbatical, 
Vatican II Institute for Clergy Formation, 
Menlo Park, Calif., Sept. 11-Dec. 9
Father Allan Stetz  
Director of Major and Planned Gifts
Brother Blaise Bonderer  
Director of Grounds and Maintenance
Father Aidan McSorley  
Pastor, St. Joseph parish, Parnell, Mo.
Brother Cyprian Langlois  
Guestmaster
Brother Jude Person  
Socius to the Novice-Junior Master
Father Jerome Werth  
Printery House,  
Assistant to Master of Ceremonies
Brother Frowin Reed  
Assistant Abbey Vocation Director
Brother Elias Zaczkiewicz 
Refectorian
Brother Pachomius Meade
Student, Conception Seminary College, 
Assistant in the Infirmary and Abbey 
Center

Seminary
Brother Jude Person  
Professor of English/Literature
Father Jerome Werth  
Spiritual Director
Brother Frowin Reed  
Professor of Theology
Brother Elias Zaczkiewicz  
Professor of Theology
Lee Coats Professor of Applied Art
Carol Madden  
Assistant Director of Health Services
Father Gustav Adolfo (Fito)  
Barrientos  
Adjunct Spiritual Director
Father William Whelan  
Spiritual Director

For more information on  
monastic vocations, contact: 

Fr. Albert Bruecken 
Vocation Director  
Conception Abbey 

660-944-2857 phone 
660-944-2800 fax  

monks@conception.edu

Fr. Albert Bruecken
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Enrollment increases to 95 students
Ninety-five students 

have enrolled in 
Conception Seminary 
College for the fall 
semester, a six percent 
increase over last year.
Father Benedict Nee-
nan, president-rector, 
called this year’s enroll-
ment increase a sign of 
hope in the wake of the 
Church’s sexual abuse 
scandals.
“I am heartened,” he 
said, “that even now, in 
spite of all the bad pub-
licity, these young men 
still feel God calling 
them to the priesthood.”
Father Benedict said he 
doesn’t believe there is 
a relationship between 
the scandals and this year’s increase 
in enrollment, “but I do think this is a 
clear sign that the scandals of the few 
have not impaired the calling of the 
many. 
“The Holy Spirit is not taking a  
vacation,” he said.
This year’s student population con-
tinues a recent trend toward younger 
students. All but two of the 22 incom-

ing freshmen are recent high school 
graduates, and the average age of the 
student body is 23. Last year’s aver-
age age was 24.
“I see this as a positive trend,” Father 
Benedict noted. “I’ve always thought 
the bias of the ’60s and ’70s that life 
decisions should be delayed until one 
has considerable life experience is 
faulty. Vocations truly are from God. 
The key to success is one’s fidelity  
to God’s call and acceptance of his 
grace, not experience and human  
wisdom.”
Dr. Elizabeth McGrath, academic 
dean, said, “The numbers are great, 
but even better, we have a quality 
group of students who are coming in 
with excellent academic back-
grounds.”
She added that the incoming students 
are generous and focused on serving.
“It makes me optimistic to work with 
young people who are so giving,” she 
said. “These guys are good men who 
will carry on the traditions of the 
Church.”
Father Benedict said he sees in them 

a growing sense of “the action of 
God’s grace in their lives.”
“That sense if nurtured by prayer and 
the sacraments will strengthen them.”
 

Alumnitems
Pastoral Assignments
Cheyenne
Rev. Thomas Cronkleton Jr. (C80-82), 
pastor, Holy Trinity parish, Cheyenne.

Dodge City
Rev. Charles Mazouch (C65-69; 
T69-71), pastor, St. Michael parish, 
LaCrosse; St. Joseph parish, Liebenthal; 
St. Ann, Olmitz; Holy Trinity, Timken.

Joliet
Rev. Vernon Arseneau (T68-70),  
pastor, St Patrick parish, Momence; and 
Sacred Heart mission, Hopkins Park.
Rev. James Burnett (C60-64;T67-68), 
rector, Cathedral of St. Raymond  
Nonnatus, Joliet.
Rev. Anthony Taschetta (C62-66),  
pastor, St. Isidore parish, Bloomingdale.

Kansas City / St. Joseph
Rev. Stephen M. Cook (C87-89;91-93), 
pastor, St. Patrick parish, Holden; with 
mission of Holy Trinity, Urich.
Rev. Charles F. Jones (C57-59;T59-63) 
to retire.
Rev. Paw Lwin (C97-98), newly 
ordained, associate pastor, Presentation 
of Our Lady parish, Lee’s Summit. 

Kansas City in Kansas
Rev. Albert Hauser, OSB (SI61, 62), 
administrator, St. Malachy parish,  
Beattie; remains pastor of St. Michael 
parish, Axtell.
Rev. John Pilcher (C92-95), pastor,  
St. Bernard parish, Wamego, St. Joseph 
parish, Flush, and Holy Family parish, 
Alma. 
Rev. Gerald Volz (C86-88), pastor,  
St. John Vianney parish, Eskridge. 

Knoxville
Rev. Michael E. Cummins (C89-91), 
pastor, St. Mary parish, Athens.
Rev. Christian Mathis (C94-96),  
associate pastor, St. Mary parish,  
Johnson City.
Rev. John O’Neill (PT93-95), associate 
pastor, Holy Ghost parish, Knoxville.
Rev. John Orr (PT96-97), spiritual 
director, Knoxville Catholic High 
School.
Rev. Brent Shelton (C94-96), associate 
pastor, All Saints parish, Knoxville.

Oklahoma City
Rev. Mr. Paolo Dulcamara (C96-98), 
hospital and parish ministry, Cathedral 
of Our Lady, Oklahoma City.

Rev. Francis T. Nguyen (C95-98), 
newly ordained, associate pastor,  
St. John the Baptist parish, Edmond.

Omaha
Rev. Thomas J. Adams (H54-56; 
C56-60;T60-64), senior associate pastor, 
St. Wenceslaus parish, Omaha.
Rev. James R. Cain (H45-48;C48-52) 
to retire.
Rev. William J. Dendinger (H53-56; 
C57-61), pastor, St. Stephen the Martyr 
parish, Omaha.
Rev. Ralph A. Lammers (C55-59), 
senior associate pastor, St. Gerald par-
ish, Omaha.
Rev. Melvin J. Merwald (C65-67), on 
sabbatical through December 2002.
Rev. Robert A. Schmitz (C48-51) to 
retire.
Rev. John C. Starostka (C47-51; 
T51-52) to retire.
Rev. Richard L. Swolek (H51-55; 
C55-59), pastor, St. Joseph parish, 
Springfield.
Rev. Bill Whelan (C48-52; T54-56), 
will be a spiritual director at Conception 
Seminary College, Conception, Mo.
Rev. Daniel L. Wittrock (C86-90), 
 pastor, St. Michael parish, South  
Sioux City, Neb., with mission of  
St. Cornelius, Homer.

Peoria
Rev. Ronald E. Enderlin (T65-69), 
administrator, St. Theresa parish, Alexis; 
remains pastor at Immaculate Concep-
tion, Monmouth; St Andrew Mission, 
Oquawka; and St Patrick parish, Raritan.
Rev. Donald R. Henderson (C64-66; 
T66-70), associate pastor, St. Matthew 
parish, Champaign.
Rev. Duane C. Jack (C61-63;T63-67), 
pastor, St. Patrick parish, Colona.

Rapid City
Rev. Arnold Kari (C71-73), pastor,  
St. Francis of Assisi parish, Sturgis, and 
St. Mary Star of the Sea, Newell.
Rev. Dennis Riss (C72-73), pastor,  
St. Mary parish, Lemmon; Sacred Heart, 
Morristown; Blessed Sacrament, Bison.  

Sioux City
Rev. Leo L. Riesberg (C49-53) to 
retire.

Tulsa
Rev. Stuart Crevcoure (PT95-96), 
administrator, Sacred Heart parish, 
Sapulpa; continues as chaplain of the 
Newman Center at University of Tulsa. 

Wichita
Rev. Phillip J. Allen (T56-58), pastor, 
St. John parish, Clonmel.
Rev. Msgr. Robert E. Hemberger 
(C62-66) appointed Moderator of the 
Curia and Vicar General.
Rev. Thomas M Hoisington (C87-90), 
pastor, St Joseph parish, Conway 
Springs. 
Rev. John F. Jirak (C97-98), newly 
ordained, associate pastor, Blessed Sac-
rament parish, Wichita.
Rev. Leroy Linnebur (C56-58) to 
retire.
Rev. Hien P. Nguyen (C93), serving as 
associate pastor at the Church of the 
Magdalen, is appointed associate  
vocation director.
Rev. Stuart M. Smeltzer (C89-92), 
associate pastor, All Saints parish, Wich-
ita. He recently completed a  
licentiate in Canon Law at Catholic  
University and is assigned as Defender 
of the Bond in the diocesan tribunal.
Rev. Nicholas A. Voelker (C95-98), 
newly ordained, associate pastor,  
St. Elizabeth Ann Seton parish, Wichita.

Weddings
William P. Gleeson (C95-96) married 
Sarah Green June 1 in Mexico, Mo.
Darl A. Young II (C98-99) married 
Laura Armstrong July 27 in Springfield, 
Ill. They live in Carbondale, Ill.

Deaths
Robert I. Blanchard (C83) died May 
14 in South Carolina.
Eileen Dunphy, wife of James Dunphy 
(C50-53;T53-57), died in a car accident 
in December 2001.
Severin David Foley (T57-58), former 
monk of the abbey, died June 23 in a 
nursing home in Loveland, Colo., of 
complications from a stroke.
Arthur “Art” Greisen, father of Rev. 
Thomas Greisen (C76-78), died July 7 
in Rochester, Minn., and was buried in 
Columbus, Neb.
Robert Holvey (H34-38) died July 4 in 
Portland, Ore.
James Richard Lilly (C69-70) died  
in a car accident July 19, 2001, near  
Mt. Vernon, Mo.

Michael “Mac” McNamara (C68-72) 

For more information on  
vocations, contact: 

Keith Jiron 
Director of  

Admissions & Recruitment  
Conception Seminary College 

660-944-2886 phone • 660-944-2829 fax 
vocations@conception.edu

Keith Jiron

Seminary, MAC  
sponsor October 
piano concert
Conception Seminary College and 
the Missouri Arts Council will spon-
sor a free concert by pianist Rosario 
Andino at 8 p.m. Tuesday, Oct. 29 in 
the Basilica of the Immaculate  
Conception. 
A native of Cuba who 
now lives with her hus-
band in Springfield, Mo., 
Andino is the winner of 
the Pittsburgh Society of Musical Arts 
Prize in the USA and the Music Crit-
ics Circle Prize. She tours Europe, 
Mexico and the U.S. annually and has 
recorded for radio and television 
worldwide.
For more information, contact Dan 
Madden at (660) 944-2823 or by  
e-mail to:
communications@conception.edu 

See Alumnitems, page 22
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‘They are truly monks when they live by the labor of their 
hands...’Rule of St. Benedict 48:8  
Thousands of plants, almost every genus of flower that will grow in Northwest Missouri, peppers and tomatoes, landscaping 
rocks. All of it was headed to the Wal-Mart trash dumpster before a trio of Conception Abbey monks got their hands on it.  
In an agreement with Wal-Mart (which included the abbey making a donation to Children’s Mercy Hospital in Kansas City), 
Brother Blaise Bonderer, Brother Joseph Cecchetti and Novice Ronald Valenzuela took truckloads of dying plants, discarded 
bulbs and damaged landscaping supplies and with a little tender loving care and a lot of sweat transformed the castoffs into 
a little slice of Eden. The new gardens have become a tourist attraction, even drawing a garden club from Columbia, Mo. 

Photos by brother JosePh CeCChetti



On June 10, like many mornings 
before, Brother Michael Mar-

cotte left the monastery after breakfast 
and headed for his office at the Print-
ery House. On the way, the monk 
gave a friendly wave to an elderly 
man behind the wheel of a green 
Chevy Cavalier stirring up dust as it 
entered the gravel parking lot.
Brother Michael had barely settled 
into his desk and turned on his com-
puter when the devastating news 
reached him.

***  
Like thousands of visitors before 
him, the man climbed the front steps 
of the Basilica of the Immaculate 
Conception and entered through the 
heavy wooden doors. After setting a 
pair of boxes on a nearby table, he 
withdrew a .22 caliber rifle from one 
and slung it over his shoulder, then 
pulled an assault rifle from the other 
and slowly headed toward the front of 
the church. The weapons weighed 
heavy on the 71-year-old man, who 
suffered from a bad heart and the 

beginnings of prostate cancer. With a 
limp from a childhood bout with 
polio he hobbled forward past some 
of Conception Abbey’s priceless trea-
sures, treading on sacred ground.
No one will ever know if he noticed 
the shining tabernacle in the Blessed 
Sacrament Chapel or if he looked up 
at the sanctuary lamp, a flickering 
sign of Christ’s perpetual presence. 
He walked past the choir stalls where 
less than an hour before the monks of 
the abbey had lifted their voices  
in prayer, beneath murals depicting 
the life of the Virgin Mary, and  
past the altar, the heart of Catholic 
worship.
Turning right, he walked through 
another set of doors, marked “Pri-
vate,” into the “Glass Hallway,” a 
brick corridor lined with picture win-
dows looking out on a serene 
courtyard. Through the windows he 
may have seen Brother Damian  
Larson, the abbey’s grounds-keeper, 
finishing up his morning round of 
watering.

When he reached the end of the hall 
at around 8:40 a.m. – about the same 
moment Brother Damian was enter-
ing the monastery from the courtyard 
– Lloyd Jeffress walked through 
another set of doors and changed 
Conception Abbey forever.

***  
Brother Blaise Bond-
erer looks tired as he 
recalls that morning. 
It started like any 
other. He’d gone to 
the Business Office 
to dole out the daily 
assignments of cars 
to various monks for 
errands, doctor 
appointments and vacations.
Standing at the counter with employ-
ee Beverly VanVactor, he heard what 
sounded like a small explosion. 
Brother Blaise opened the office door 
and looked down the shadowy hall-
way. “I saw someone lying on the 
floor and someone standing over 

him,” he said.
He wasn’t sure what was 
happening until he heard 
Brother Damian say, “No, 
don’t!” and saw the other 
figure lift a rifle and fire a 
second, fatal shot. 
“At that moment, instinct 
took over,” Brother Blaise 
remembers. “It was mortal 
terror.” VanVactor retreated 
into the Business Office and 
locked the door (she would 
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Finding light in the shadow of tragedy
Memories of shooting are vivid as a community moves forward

later escape through a window), and 
Brother Blaise sprinted up the nearby 
stairwell to the second floor, where 
he was met by Abbot Gregory Polan 
and another monk. He warned them 
that a man was downstairs shooting 
people. As the abbot rushed back to 
his office to call police, Brother 
Blaise continued his dash ever high-
er, distancing himself from the 
violence below. At the third floor he 
placed a call of warning to the Print-
ery House and kept climbing.
Normally practical and cool-headed, 
Brother Blaise admits rational 
thought had abandoned him. Jumbled 
thoughts fought for control. 
“I was trying to find a phone to reach 
Brother William (Buchholz), because 
it always seems like he can solve  
anything,” he said. Brother Blaise 
frantically hoped Brother William, an 
avid hunter, could use his shotgun to 
stop the shooter, “fight fire with fire,” 
while at the same time he wanted to 
warn his friend to steer clear of the 
monastery. “That’s the way my mind 
was working.” 
Brother Blaise’s dash ended on the 
monastery’s fourth floor, where he 
gathered in terrified silence with two 
other monks. “We felt like we were 
bolted to the floor,” Brother Blaise 
said. “We stood there and heard three 
more shots.”

***  
The “Coffee Room” 
is Conception 
Abbey’s version of 
a family room. Con-
nected by a small 
annex to the com-
munity dining room, 
it is an information 
center for the 
monks, alive with 
c o n v e r s a t i o n s , 
where announce-
ments are posted, 
mail is distributed 
and coffee steams. 
On June 10 Prior 
Kenneth Reichert, 
who had just fin-
ished blessing a 

monk departing for a doc-
tor appointment, was 
posting announcements 
on the community bulletin 
board. Father Norbert 
Schappler was in the 
annex, cleaning up after 
breakfast. 
They both heard two loud 
pops and went to investi-
gate. They opened the 
door to the hallway in time 
to see a small, wiry strang-
er in a ballcap passing. 
“What’s going on out 
here?” Father Norbert 
said, startling the man, 
who turned and revealed a 
rifle. The first bullet 
passed through Father 
Norbert just to the left of 
his groin, knocking him to 
the floor. The next bullet 
struck Father Kenneth in 
the shin. A third shot shat-
tered his finger and opened 
a gaping wound in his 
side. 
“The amazing thing,” 
Father Norbert said, “is 
that he didn’t take six more steps and 
s h o o t  b o t h  
of us again. That’s God’s providence 
for sure.”

***
Father Albert Bruecken’s mind is as 
cluttered as his office. The names of 
constellations, sports scores and the 
titles of good books fill the amiable 
monk’s head. But these days happier 
thoughts are sometimes crowded out 
by echoes of sounds that came 
through the transom of his office that 
fateful morning.
He and abbey carpenter Norbert 
Schieber were installing a shelf when 
they heard gunshots and the whistle 
of ricocheting bullets in the hallway. 
Schieber reached the open door first 
and looked down the hallway to see a 
man standing over Brother Damian. 
Schieber shouted “Hey!” drawing  
the man’s attention, and backed  
into the office. He locked the door 
and told Father Albert to call 911. 

“Norb saved my 
life,” the priest has 
told many people 
since that day.  
“I would’ve run 
out into the hall-
way and I would 
be with Damian 
and Philip now.” 
Three more shots 
echoed in the hall 
and seconds later 
the gunman rattled 
the locked door-
knob, trying to gain entry. Schieber 
crouched by the door, ready to pounce 
if the man forced his way in, and 
Father Albert retreated to the back of 
the office to call police. Minutes later 
they heard Father Kenneth yelling 
for help.
“Should we go help him?” Father 
Albert asked. 
“What can we do?” Schieber 
answered. “We’re staying here.”
The protocol for a 911 call from the 

Members of a Missouri Highway Patrol SWAT 
team pack up after evacuating the monastery.

Abbot Gregory Polan 
addresses the media at 
one of three press  
conferences the day  
of the shooting.  

Sgt. Sheldon Lyon of the  
Missouri State Highway 
Patrol and Nodaway 
County Sheriff Ben 
Espey (right) look on.

Br. Blaise

Fr. Kenneth

Fr. Norbert

Fr. Albert

see Shootings, page 14
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go get help. Heart 
pounding, Father 
Patrick ran toward 
the Business Office 
and came upon 
Father Philip’s body, 
face down in a pool 
of blood. He 
unlocked the office 
and called 911, but all 
circuits were busy.
“I remember for about a half minute I 
walked from room to room saying, 
‘What do I do now? What do I do 
now?” Father Patrick said. Running 
from the office, he crossed a sky-
bridge to the infirmary and banged on 
the doors. “He was white as a sheet,” 
said a nurse who let him in.

***
Nodaway County Sheriff Ben Espey 
was sitting in a dentist’s chair in 
Maryville, 20 miles away, when the 
page came: “shots fired at the abbey, 
possibly people hurt.” In less than  
15 minutes his pickup roared into the 
abbey parking lot. Chief Deputy 
Randy Houston was already there. 
“We were running hot,” said Hous-
ton, who had driven 120 miles an 
hour from Maryville. Within the hour, 
more than 80 law enforcement 
officers would arrive on the 
scene.
“Our initial thought was that 
we had people injured,” Espey 
said. “As soon as I could get a 
team together we were going to 
try to take the injured out and 
still look for the gunman.” 
Throwing on bulletproof vests 
and grabbing automatic  
shotguns, the sheriff, Houston, 
Deputy David Ray and  
Highway Patrolman Travis 
Williams entered the monas-
tery’s main entrance. Leaving 
another patrolman on guard on 
the front steps, the four officers 
walked past the porter’s office 
and entered the first-floor hall-
way. Looking right, they saw 
Father Philip’s body. The offi-
cers advanced down the 

hallway, Sheriff Espey and Houston 
in front, with Williams and Ray at 
their backs.
When Espey saw .30 caliber bullet 
casings next to Father Philip’s body 
he knew the vest he was wearing was 
useless. “I told the guys, if we see the 
shooter everybody fires,” he recalls. 
“We were going to have to shoot him. 
If he’s got an automatic weapon, 
nobody’s getting out of here.”

***
Help finally came to Father Kenneth 
and Father Norbert after what 
“seemed like ages,” but was actually 
17 minutes from the first 911 call.
Responding to Father Kenneth’s 
pleas for help, Sheriff Espey and 
Deputy Houston entered the Coffee 
Room, while Ray and Williams 
watched the door. Espey knelt beside 
Father Kenneth and Houston tended 
to Father Norbert. 
“I had hoped to just pick up the 
injured and carry them out, but they 
were hurt too bad,” Espey said. 
Sheriff Espey and Father Kenneth 
became friends on the floor of the 
Coffee Room that day.
The sheriff held Father Kenneth’s 

hand and said, “My, it looks like 
you’ve been hit in the finger.” Father 
Kenneth lifted his hand, looked at the 
mangled finger and calmly said, “I 
won’t die from that.”
Espey was impressed by the priest’s 
composure.
“He gave me a lot of strength by the 
words he was saying,” the sheriff 
said. “He was not frantic like a lot of 
people would be after being shot. He 
was so strong.”
In the other room, Houston assessed 
Father Norbert’s wounds and was 
startled when he learned that he was 
one of the monks who had called 911. 
“Father Norbert had talked calmly to 
our dispatcher and never even said  
he was wounded,” Houston recalled, 
shaking his head.
“My concern,” Espey said, “was that 
there was so much blood loss. Time 
was crucial.”
Paramedics are not required to put 
themselves at risk by entering a “live 
shoot,” Espey said. “But when we 
asked them, there was no hesitation.” 
Father Norbert remembers what came 
next with a grateful laugh. “When the 

abbey is for the dispatcher to phone 
the Business Office to confirm the 
emergency. “I didn’t want them to do 
that,” Father Albert said. “I wanted 
them to get their rumps over here.  
I was thinking I had 30, maybe 90, 
seconds to live – the time it takes for 
him to come through that door.”
Father Albert continued to answer 
questions from the dispatcher when 
two more shots rang out from the 
hallway. “Did you hear that?” he 
whispered to the dispatcher. “That’s 
somebody outside my door firing a 
rifle. Please get over here!”
Father Albert wouldn’t find out until 
later that another monk, Father Philip 
Schuster, had just lost his life.

***
The bullet struck Father Norbert’s 
sciatic nerve, paralyzing his left foot 
and part of his leg. In the next hour  
he would lose a liter of blood. Father 
Kenneth lay on his back struggling to 

keep his life from literally spilling  
out onto the floor. “Part of my  
insides were falling out,” he said.  
“I never looked, but I kept my hand 
down there.”
Both monks are surprised today by 
how calm they were at the time. 
“I wasn’t frightened,” Father Ken-
neth said. “I don’t think I thought of 
it in those terms. I knew I might very 
well die, but I was pretty calm. I 
guess it was the grace of God.”

Meanwhile, Father Norbert 
was intent on making a phone 
call.
“Both Kenneth and I couldn’t 
get up but I was closest to  
a phone,” Father Norbert 
remembers. “I wanted to tell 
the community that there was a 
madman in the monastery 
shooting monks.”
Leaving a broad swath of blood 
on the floor, the 75-year-old 
monk dragged himself about 
30 feet to the phone, which 
hung on a wall in the annex, 
about five feet off the floor. 
“I could kind of get up on my 
right knee and I held onto the 
wall,” he said. “I had to stretch 
up and punch one or two num-
bers at a time, and then go up 
again to do the same.” Lunging 
time and again, Father Norbert 
first tried to call the Business 
Office and the infirmary, get-
ting busy signals at both 

locations. He then called 911 
and told them a gunman was 
shooting monks and at least two 
were wounded. 
Father Norbert hung up the 
phone and slumped against  
the wall, pressing his hands to 
his wound to slow the bleeding. 
In the other room, Father Ken-
neth was praying aloud. “Lord, 
Jesus Christ, have mercy on 
me, a sinner! Jesus, Mary and 
Joseph, have mercy on me. 
Jesus have mercy…”

Exhausted and lightheaded, Father 
Norbert silently prayed for strength 
and counted the minutes until  
help arrived.

***
Father Patrick Caveglia began the 
morning with a stroll to the library to 
drop off a magazine. While there, he 
noticed the newest issue of the New 
Yorker, and sat down to read the  
cartoons. He’s not sure how many 
minutes he sat there. “But,” he said, 
“it was long enough that I didn’t  
get killed.”
He left the library and took his usual 
shortcut through the Basilica. As he 
walked behind the altar toward the 
Glass Hallway, he didn’t know that 
the body of Lloyd Jeffress was 
slumped in a back pew of the church. 
Father Patrick walked through the 
corridor, following the path Jeffress 
had taken minutes before, and entered 
the monastery. 
“Oh my God! Oh my God!” he cried 
when he found Brother Damian.  
“My first thought was that he was 
hemorrhaging. People don’t get shot 
in a monastery.” 
Father Patrick made the sign of the 
cross over Brother Damian, absolv-
ing him of his sins, and then ran to the 
Coffee Room. There he found Father 
Kenneth on the floor and saw the trail 
of blood left by Father Norbert. 
Father Kenneth told Father Patrick 
what had happened and asked him to 
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Fr.Patrick

Father Norbert Schappler, only four 
days after being shot, attended the 
funeral of his confreres.

In an expression of solidarity more than 100 priests concelebrated the  
funeral Mass.

Sgt. Sheldon Lyon explains the details 
of the shooting to the news media.

See Shootings, page 16
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him.” With these ques-
tions comes “an anxiety” 
that Father Kenneth over-
comes only with great 
effort. His voice falters as 
he describes it: “Some-
thing happened that I 
didn’t expect, that I didn’t 
understand. And some-
times I wonder if it’s 
going to happen again. I 
build up my defenses. I 
have to be ready just in 
case…”
Father Kenneth forgives. 
“It’s a constant forgive-
ness,” he said. “It’s 
something I have to do 
over and over again.” 
But blessedly it’s not something he 
has done alone. “The realization that 
so many people care and love me has 
been a sustaining force,” he said, 
tears springing to his eyes. “My guess 
is that I’ve gotten 500 or 600 cards, 
and my hospital room was absolutely 
filled with flowers. These things in 
themselves don’t make me better, but 
they certainly tell me that somebody 
is praying for me and thinking about 
me. When I see so much goodness in 
people it helps me forgive.” 
Father Norbert has always been a  
disciplined athlete who stays fit, and 
that has no doubt contributed to a 
quick recovery from his physical 
wounds. It’s likely that similar disci-
pline in his prayer life has helped heal 
the emotional wounds.
“I find strength in all the spiritual 
gifts I’ve received over a whole life-
time,” he said. “The faith I’ve lived 
year after year, my relationship with 
God and neighbor, just being a  
Christian and a Catholic, it’s all given 
me strength.”
He emerges from tragedy a focused 
monk.
“I would like to have a little more 
time to prepare for eternity,” he said. 
“I don’t think I’m quite ready. Some-
body told me God spared my life 
because he had something for me to 
do. Perhaps God simply wants me to 
be a better monk, to give him better 

praise by living a deeper monastic 
life and growing in Christian love. 
There will be a little more fervor in 
my prayer life now.”

***
Brother Blaise never calls Lloyd Jef-
fress by his name. “I call him the 
shooter,” he said. “I think that dis-
tances it for me.” The monk, whose 
four-story dash likely saved lives, 
said he doesn’t dwell on the events of 
June 10, but he also can’t avoid them. 
“Every day I walk down the hallway 
and see the divots in the floor where 
the bullets struck.” 
In Brother Damian, Brother Blaise 
lost a friend who shared his enjoy-
ment for outdoor work. In Father 
Philip, he lost a confidant and men-
tor, a man who shared his 
common-sense approach to life. 
“There’s a spiritual hole now,” Broth-
er Blaise noted. But the vacancy has 
given him a new appreciation for his 
fellow monks. “Those empty seats in 
the choir make you appreciate the 
guy sitting next to you.”

***
Father Patrick still sees images of that 
day. “Sometimes,” he said, “when I 
walk out of my office and look to the 
left, there is a shadow of Father 
Philip there. And when I walk down 
the hallway, I walk around where I 
remember Damian being.”
The memories are indelible. 

“I’m just glad everybody 
didn’t have to see this,” 
he said. “Enough of us 
saw things that were hor-
rible…to last all of us 
forever.”

***
The day after the shoot-
ing, the entire monastic 
community gathered on 
the first floor of the mon-
astery. They shared their 
feelings about the trage-
dy, remembered their lost 
brothers and wept. They 
walked to each of the 
spots where a monk had 
been shot, sprinkled holy 

water on the floor and said a prayer 
for peace. The following morning, 
they reconsecrated the Basilica, 
defiled by the suicide of Jeffress. 
“We reclaimed the space,” Father 
Patrick noted. “The memories will 
still be there, but the evil has been 
washed away.”

***
Father Albert eulogized his lost broth-
ers before a crowd of 750 people at 
vespers three days after the shoot-
ings. The next morning, the monks 
watched in awed gratitude as more 
than 1,300 people clogged nearby 
highways, packed the basilica and 
blanketed the abbey’s front lawn for 
the funeral Mass.
“Can you believe this?” a monk was 
overheard asking an abbey employ-
ee. “Yes I can,” the employee 
responded. “You guys mean a lot to 
these people.”

***
The police investigation closed in 
August with no answers. 
“I figure the people who know the 
reason for this are Damian, Philip, 
Lloyd Jeffress and God,” Father Pat-
rick said. “Eventually we’re going to 
know how this fits into God’s plan, 
but right now we are too close. We 
don’t have enough perspective. 
Someday, when we are in the fullness 
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medics arrived they really took over 
in a hurry,” he said. “They asked 
where I was shot, hooked me up to an 
I.V. and then started ripping my 
clothes off. By the time they put me 
on a helicopter to St. Joe, all I had on 
was my socks.”

***
His rampage over, Lloyd Jeffress 
returned to the Basilica, sat in a back 
pew and took his own life. That after-
noon, numbed by the terror of the 
morning, Brother Blaise entered the 
church and identified the body.
“I felt nothing,” he later recalled.

*** 
The monks returned to their monas-
tery at 4 p.m. Father Albert put on his 
habit and with the rest of the monks 
boarded a school bus for the convent 
at nearby Clyde for evening prayer 
and a meal with the Benedictine Sis-
ters of Perpetual Adoration.
“The vespers were glorious,” Father 
Albert recalls. “The sisters were so 
good. They prayed with us and then 
fed us. They brought us into an envi-
ronment that we were familiar with.” 
Later that evening, back in his room, 
“what ifs” and the echoes of the day 
kept Father Albert awake.
“I remember I grabbed a rosary and 
started praying the sorrowful myster-
ies,” he said. “When I came to the 
crucifixion, I saw that Jesus was  
helpless. And I realized that’s what  
I was.”
Only then did Father Albert sleep.

***
The motto of the Benedictine order is 
“peace.” 
Regaining it at Conception Abbey 
has been both a community effort and 
an intensely personal journey.
Father Kenneth still struggles to over-
come his anger at Lloyd Jeffress. 
“Why did he do this?” he asks. “He 
didn’t even know me. I didn’t know see Shootings, pg. 18
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fervently, and savoring every moment 
of his second chance to be a better 
monk.
Conception Seminary College  
enrollment is up. Guests still flood 
the Basilica by the busload and the 
monks still pray together six times  
a day.

***
Brother Damian Larson was a man in 
tune with nature. His days were spent 
kneading life from the soil. On a 
warm, cloudy morning in June he 
died with dirt on his hands.
 

***
Like so many other mornings, Father 
Philip Schuster was at his desk in the 
porter’s office when he heard gun-
shots coming from within the 
monastery. He laid a pen across the 
thank you note he was writing, pushed 
his chair back and ran from his office 
toward the gunfire. Even after the 

first bullet hit him, Father Philip con-
tinued running forward some 20 feet 
until he crumpled at the gunman’s 
feet. He probably didn’t hear the next 
shot.
The 84-year-old monk often talked of 
his inevitable death with a wistful 
smile on his face. He became a monk, 
he said, to patiently wait for that 
day. “The ultimate obedience is 
death,” he once wrote. “We stretch 
out our hands to 
this cross, to our 
dying. It is not 
forced upon us. 
We get to die, to 
prove to God 
that we trust 
him…All the 
obediences of 
life are a practice 
for this final 
obedience, when 
God calls us to 
come to Him 
and we respond 

with a willing, even an eager, ‘Yes, 
Father, into your hands I commend 
my spirit.’”

Editor’s note: to read the funeral 
homily by Abbot Gregory Polan and 
the eulogy by Father Albert Brueck-
en, please see our Web site at www.
conceptionabbey.org. 

of God, we will see how this all knits 
together to work for good.
“All we can say right now,” he said, 
“is that June 10 was not a good day.”

***
Sheriff Espey thinks about June 10 
every day. “I’m human like every-
body else,” he said. “I go home at 

night and it 
bothers me 
that inno-
cent people 
get shot. It 
p r o b a b l y 
bothers me 
more than 
most peo-
ple because 
I’m in law 
e n f o r c e -
ment and 
I’m sup-

posed to be able to help control that. 

But some situations you have no 
control over.” The sheriff and Father 
Kenneth had a brief reunion  
in July. They shook hands and the 
monk thanked Espey for his role in 
saving his life. 
“That just floored me,” the sheriff 
said. “I can’t say enough about him 
and everyone at Conception Abbey. 
I’ve never met a greater group of  
people. All the individual personali-
ties, all the kind words, the way they  
came up to me, a stranger. I’ll never 
forget them.”
On July 10, one month after the 
shooting, the monastic community 
hosted a prayer service. Sheriff Espey, 
two of his deputies and two Highway 
Patrol officers attended. A monk per-
sonally escorted them to the front of 
the church.

***
Today, nearly four months later, 

prayer and work continue at Concep-
tion Abbey. Two novices joined the 
monastery in August and Brother 
Pachomius, the community’s newest 
monk, has made his simple profes-
sion. There is a new porter at the front 
door of the monastery and Brother 
Blaise has shouldered Damian’s 
duties, tending the grounds and  
making regular reports to the Nation-
al Weather Service. 
Father Kenneth is walking again, 
with a brace on his leg. He recently 
returned from an Alaskan cruise with 
friends. And although the memories 
of the shooting will never go away 
entirely, they are haunting him less 
and less. He plans eventually to return 
to his duties as prior. “I will be a little 
crippled, physically and  
psychologically,” he said. “But I 
think I can still serve.”
Father Norbert is also walking again, 
albeit with a cane, praying more  
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“Whatever good work you begin to do, beg of God  
with most earnest prayer to perfect it.” 

Rule of St. Benedict

Twenty-five friends of Conception Abbey came to the campus July 
5-7 for the inaugural Oblate Prayer and Work Weekend. Stopping 

only to pray with the monks, the oblate crew cleaned more than 150 
windows, swept sidewalks, washed walls, and dusted and vacuumed 
guest rooms.
The weekend was the brainchild of Father Kenneth Reichert, who  
was wounded in the June 10 shooting at the abbey and could not  
participate.
“I want to tell you what a good experience it has been for me to be in 
this holy place, with these gentle people,” wrote oblate Leander Hamil-
ton of Wichita in a letter to Father Kenneth. “The silence has been 
restorative to my spirit. The prayer has been essential to my being  
closer to Christ, and the work has given me a great measure of  
needed humility.”
Karen Ceckowski, pastoral associate of the Abbey Center for Prayer 
and Ministry, who organized the weekend, said the oblates got to know 
each other better, and felt a sense of purpose in helping the monks. “It 
was a weekend of sore muscles and much sweat,” she said. “It was a 
weekend where prayer and work blended together in a spiritual way.”

God behaves in the psalms in 
ways he is not allowed to behave 

in systematic theology.” 
That quip comes from Sebastian 
Moore and should be highlighted at a 
time when fewer and fewer people 
want to pray the psalms because they 
feel offended by what 
they find there. More 
and more we see criti-
cism of the psalms as 
prayer (or the desire to 
sanitize them) because 
they speak of murder, 
revenge, anger, violence, 
war-making and patriar-
chy.
The objection to praying 
the psalms takes a num-
ber of forms. Some ask: 
“How can I pray with 
words that are full of hatred, anger 
and violence, and speak of the glories 
of war and of crushing one’s enemies 
in the name of God?” For others the 
objection is to the patriarchal nature 
of the psalms — where the divine is 
masculine and the masculine is too 
much deified. For yet others, the 
offense is aesthetic: “They’re terrible 
poetry!” they say.
Perhaps the psalms aren’t great poet-
ry and they do, undeniably, smack of 
violence, war, hatred of one’s ene-
mies in the name of God, and the 
desire for vengeance. They’re also 
patriarchal in character. But does that 
make them bad language for prayer? 
No — to the contrary.  One of the 
classical definitions of prayer sug-
gests that “prayer is lifting mind and 
heart to God.” Simple, clear, accu-
rate. Our problem is that we too 
seldom actually do this when we 
pray. Rather than lifting up to God 
what is actually on our minds and in 
our hearts, we treat God as someone 
from whom we need to hide the real 
truth of our thoughts and feelings. 
Instead of pouring out mind and 
heart, we tell God what we think God 
wants to hear — not murderous 
thoughts, desire for vengeance, or our 

disappointment with him.
But expressing those feelings is the 
whole point. What makes the psalms 
great for prayer is that they do not 
hide the truth from God and they run 
the whole gamut of our actual feel-
ings. They give honest voice to what 

is actually going on in 
our minds and hearts.
Sometimes we feel good 
and our spontaneous 
impulse is to speak 
words of praise and 
gratitude and the psalms 
give us that voice. They 
speak of God’s good-
ness in all — love, 
friends, faith, health, 
food, wine, enjoyment. 
But we don’t always 
feel that way. Our lives 

also have their cold, lonely seasons 
when disappointment and bitterness 
spontaneously boil under the surface. 
Again the psalms give us honest 
voice and we can open up all those 
angry and vengeful feelings to God.
Other times, we fill with the sense of 
our own inadequacy, with the fact 
that we cannot measure up to the trust 
and love that is given us. The psalms 
again give us voice for this, asking 
God to have mercy, to soften our 
hearts, to wash us clean, and give us 
a new start.
And then there are times, too, when 
we feel bitterly disappointed with 
God himself and need some way to 
express this. The psalms give us this 
voice (“Why are you so silent? Why 
are you so far from me?”) even as 
they make us aware that God is not 
afraid of our anger and bitterness but, 
like a loving parent, wants only for us 
to come and talk about it. The psalms 
are a privileged vehicle for prayer 
because they lift the full range of our 
thoughts and feelings to God.
For a number of reasons, we struggle 
with that. First, because our age tends 
to eschew metaphor and, taken liter-
ally, some of the images within the 

psalms are offensive. Secondly, we 
tend to be in denial about our true 
feelings. It’s hard to admit that we 
feel many of the things we do feel, 
from our private grandiosity, to our 
sexual obsessions, to our jealousies, 
to our occasional murderous thoughts. 
Too often our prayer belies our actual 
thoughts and feelings. It tells God 
what we think God wants to hear. The 
psalms have more honesty.
As Kathleen Norris puts it: If you 
pray regularly “there is no way you 
can do it right. You are not always 
going to sit up straight, let alone think 
holy thoughts. You’re not going to 
wear your best clothes, but whatever 
isn’t in the dirty clothes basket. You 
come to the Bible’s great ‘book of 
praises’ through all the moods and 
conditions of life, and while you feel 
like hell, you sing anyway. To your 
surprise, you find that the psalms do 
not deny your true feelings but allow 
you to reflect them, right in front of 
God and everyone.”
Feel-good aphorisms that express 
how we think we ought to feel are no 
substitute for the earthy realism of the 
psalms which express how we actu-
ally do feel. Anyone who would lift 
mind and heart to God without ever 
mentioning feelings of bitterness, 
jealousy, vengeance, hatred and war 
should write slogans for greeting 
cards and not be anyone’s spiritual 
advisor.

Oblate Father Ron Rolheiser is a 
theologian, teacher, and award-win-
ning author. He currently serves in 
Rome and Toronto as the general 
councilor for Canada for the Oblates 
of Mary Immaculate. A select column 
is published in each issue of Tower 
Topics. All of Father Rolheiser’s 
weekly columns can be found in the 
“Spiritual Reading” link of Concep-
tion Abbey’s Web site: 
www.conceptionabbey.org

Oblate Prayer and Work Weekend 2002
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Fr. Benedict Neenan 
celebrated Mass and 
gave a talk to the 
Downtown Kansas 
City, Mo., Serrans 
Sept. 4. The talk was 
on the role of seminar-
ies at a challenging 
time in the Church.

On Oct. 19, Fr. Benedict will moder-
ate a panel of seminarians and junior 
religious at the Region 9 Serra Con-
vention in Overland Park, Kan. He 
will also be the homilist at the closing 
Eucharist.

* * *
The proceedings of 
Gethsemani Encounter 
II, the second of two 
major dialogs between 
Buddhist and Christian 
monastics in which 
CSC professor Father 
Donald Grabner par-
ticipated, are now 

available on the Internet at monastic-
dialog.net/gethsemani2. The dialogs 
were sponsored by Monastic Reli-
gious Dialog, of which Father Donald 
is currently a board member. Papers 
prepared for the dialog will be pre-
sented in book form in 2003.
Father Donald conducted the annual 
retreat for the Mercy Sisters June 2-7 
in Dallas, Penn. He also in August 
directed a retreat for novices and pos-
tulants at Conception Abbey. 
At the invitation of the Peace and 
Justice Committee of the Diocese of 
Kansas City-St. Joseph, Father Don-
ald Aug. 20-21 presented “Islam for 
Christians 101,” a basic explanation 
of Muslim beliefs and practices for 
groups in Kansas City and St. Joseph.

* * *

June 22-29 Brother 
Michael Marcotte, 
attended The Calligra-
phy Connection, an 
international assembly 
of lettering artists at 
St. John’s Abbey in 
Collegeville, Minn. 
He took courses in 

brush lettering and the refinement of 
Roman capitals.

* * *
Father Dan Merz 
Aug. 9-11 directed the 
alumni retreat at St. 
Thomas Aquinas High 
School Seminary in 
Hannibal, Mo. Over 
the summer he studied 
for a month at the 

Christian Institute for the Study of 
Human Sexuality in Chicago, and 
then for six weeks studied liturgical 
and medieval Latin at the University 
of Notre Dame in South Bend, Ind.

* * *
Brother Cyprian 
Langlois on Aug. 16 
successfully defended 
his thesis, “Explora-
tion of Monastic Life 
as Liminal Cultural 
Performance,” at Cen-
tral Missouri State 
University in Warrens-

burg, Mo. He will receive his master’s 
degree in speech communications in 
December.

* * *
Brother Elias Zacz-
kiewicz received his 
master’s degree in sys-
tematic theology from 
St. John’s University 
in Collegeville, Minn. 
He graduated with 
honors.

Around the time Father Allan Stetz 
was born in central Nebraska, 

someone planted a grove of young 
trees to serve as a windbreak. Today 
those trees are part of a game pre-
serve where Father Allan hunts during 
visits to his boyhood home.
The symbolism of trees comes up 
often as the monk discusses his new-
est assignment, director of major and 
planned gifts for Conception Abbey. 
He succeeds Brother Mark Kosiba, 
who retired from the position after 16 
years.
“Like the person who planted those 
trees, our benefactors provide for 
present needs,” he said, “but they  
also are preparing something for  
the future.”
Father Allan, a Conception monk of 
42 years, returns to the abbey after 15 
years of pastoral ministry in Missouri 
and Iowa, most recently as pastor of 
St. Brendan parish in Mexico, Mo. 
As a pastor of parishes with schools, 
Father Allan isn’t new to fund raising. 
But beyond stewardship campaigns, 
fall festivals, and parish picnics, he 
said the daily interaction with fami-
lies perhaps best prepared him for his 
current work. 
“In parish life you deal with families 

beginning with the births of children. 
You deal with deaths and all the 
struggles of going through the stages 
of life,” he said. “And you deal with 

people who have retired, reached the 
third stage. They’ve spent their entire 
lives raising families and making 
money. Now they realize a time is 
coming when they want to leave a 
legacy for future generations. I know 
from my experience as a pastor that 
they think about this a lot.”
Before his parish work, Father Allan 
for 13 years served as associate  

director in charge of advertising for 
the Printery House, and later for eight 
years as Abbey business manager.  
He will attend workshops and read 
books on planned giving and study 
tax laws. But he says he’s most eager 
to meet as many of Conception’s 
friends and benefactors as he can.
“They are very much like monks,” he 
said. “For more than 40 years I’ve 
given my time and energy to the 
Church and the monastery. But that’s 
what our donors also do. They give of 
themselves.”
At a time when many of his contem-
poraries are preparing for retirement, 
the 63-year-old Father Allan has gone 
through a summer of great change. A 
new career, a return to monastery life, 
and in June he had surgery to remove 
a malignant tumor from his lung. 
Now, with a clean bill of health, he 
sees the future as a mystery.
But on evening walks on the Abbey 
grounds, he sees an old familiar sym-
bol.
“I think about all those trees that 
Brother Damian planted,” he said. 
“He’s left a legacy for future genera-
tions. I hope I can do the same.”

Send your blessings
The “Blessings” program is an opportunity to honor a friend or family member, or memorialize a deceased loved one, while  
furthering the work of the monks of Conception Abbey and Seminary College. The donor decides the amount of the gift  
(which will be kept confidential), and the person to be honored – or, in the case of a memorial, the person’s immediate family – 
will receive a card conveying the donor’s intentions, and the donor as well will receive a thank-you card. For more information 
on “Blessings” please call the Development Department at (660) 944-2821. 

Blessings: An Honor/Memorial Program to support the good works of the monks of Conception Abbey and Seminary College
Enclosed is my Memorial/Honor Gift of $ _______________

My Name          (Please Print)
Address
City                                                                   State  Zip
In Memory of
or In Honor of
Commemorating
  (Anniversary, Birthday, Special Occasion)

Send special card to
Address
City        State   Zip
Mail to: Conception Abbey  P.O. Box 501, Conception, MO 64433      r Please send additional forms.

died August 15 in Overland Park, Kan.
Herbert Matt, father of Rev. Joseph 
Matt (C66-70), died Aug. 16 in  
Belton, Mo.
Louise Owen, mother of C. Joseph 
Farris (C59-60), died Aug. 19 in  
St. Joseph, Mo.
John Ready (C27-29) of Savannah, 
Mo., died in August. His wife Mary  
died in May.
Rev. August Leonard Reemer  
(T55-56) died July 24 in LaVonia,  
Mich. He served as a priest of the  
Diocese of Lafayette.
Henry Spenner, father of Rev. Jerome 
Spenner (H54-56;C56-60), died in July.

Varia
Rev. Edwin Cole (H53-56;C56-61; 
T61-65), pastor of Sacred Heart Parish, 
Columbia, Mo., sang with his parish’s 
choir when it performed at New York’s 
Carnegie Hall as part of a choral  
ensemble. 
Judge Stephen C. Clark (C63-67; 
T68-69) was elected president of the 
Iowa Judges Association. The group 
works to unite judges and work for the 
improvement of court functions and 
justice for the citizens of the state. 
William Dunphy (H49-51; C51-55; 
T55-59), of Concordia, Kan., has  
published a book, In the Mean Time: 
Celebrating Everyday Wisdom. The pub-
lisher says Dunphy’s “down-to-earth yet 
wise reflections open us to this  
creative meantime, in which we can  
celebrate the joy and wisdom contained 
in each life moment.” His book can be 
ordered by calling 1-800-659-3227.
Brother Stephen Keusenkothen, CMF 
(C90-94), made his final profession as a 
Claretian, June 5 in Chicago. He will be 
ordained deacon in September. Brother 
Stephen is a former member of  
Conception Abbey.
Rev. Malcolm Neyland (C69-70;  
T70-72), pastor of Holy Cross Parish, 
Post, Tex., and Blessed Sacrament Par-
ish in Wilson, Tex., (Diocese of  
Lubbock) was instrumental in bringing 
31 never-before-seen frescoes from the 
Vatican museum to the Texas Tech  
University museum. Father Neyland has 
traveled to Rome some 14 times over 
the years and used his friendship with 
the director of the Vatican museum to 
arrange the exhibit, which will run for 
three months.

Fr. Allan to help donors ‘leave a legacy’Faculty footnotes Alumnitems from page 7t

New Alumni Directory available
The new Conception Seminary College Alumni Directory is now available.  
To order your copy, call the Alumni Office at (660) 944-2875, or e-mail: 

alumni@conception.edu. Suggested donation: $10.
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The staff of the  
Conception Abbey 
Communications 
Office wishes to 
thank the many 
members of the news 
media who covered 
the tragedy of June 
10 and its aftermath. 

Each reporter,  
photographer and  
editor we encoun-
tered demonstrated  
professionalism, 
patience and  
sensitivity in  
completing a difficult 
assignment. 

We especially thank 
the St. Joseph News-
Press, the Associated 
Press, the Daily 
Forum, the Nodaway 
News-Leader and our 
friends in the Catho-
lic media at  
The Catholic Key  
and The Leaven for 
sharing with us their 
photographs and 
other resources that 
add artistry and  
beauty to this issue 
of Tower Topics.
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