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Editor’s note: Below is Abbot Gregory Polan’s homily from the June 10 
Mass of Remembrance and Thanksgiving. Readings: Jeremiah 29:11-14a; 
Romans 8:31b-35, 37-39; John 12:23-28

At this time last year, we were all in shock; we could not believe what 
had come upon us. We were uncertain of what it all meant. Yet we 

knew it would unfold before us in a way that the eyes of faith would be 
able to perceive. Now today, we gather in faith and prayer, still feeling 
some shock in remembering the events of this day last year. And yet we 
are stronger in faith; we have come to see blessings flow from suffering 
and tragedy. The Paschal Mystery of Jesus has broken into our lives and 
led us from uncertainty to hope, from suffering to healing, from anger to 
forgiveness, and from struggle to peace. And like the risen Christ who 
showed the wounds of his suffering to his unbelieving disciples, we still 
bear the wounds of that tragic day in the loss of our confreres Father 
Philip and Brother Damian, in the suffering of our confreres Father Ken-
neth and Father Norbert, as do their family members and friends. Grief 
and pain still remain in our hearts and minds, yet in the darkness of this 
experience we have come to see light, and from death new life has come forth.
It is not death and darkness that we wish to remember this day, but life and light: the power of God. 
The power of God’s grace can never be quenched when faith waits for divine wisdom to reveal itself, 

for mercy and compassion to show their strength. This last Sunday we cele-
brated the feast of Pentecost, the gift of Jesus’ own Spirit promised to his 
disciples. It is through that Spirit, working within us, that the world is renewed, 
hope is restored, and faith is enlivened. The final words of Jesus in Matthew’s 
gospel remind us, “Behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Mt 
28:20b). Despite the stunning tragedy and the powerful emotions of those 
days, there was no question that God was with us, that we were being led by 
his Spirit, and that we were speaking, acting, and living out of a strength that 
was not our own. That was a blessing which still holds many of us in awe of 
the divine strength that lies within us. That was a first light that shone bright-

ly through the very dark cloud of the week of June 10, 2002.
The words of the prophet Jeremiah ring as a prophetic fulfillment among us: “I know well the plans I 
have in mind for you, plans for welfare, not for woe! Plans to give you a future full of hope [...] When you 
seek me with all your heart, you will find me with you, and I will change your lot” (Jer 29:11, 14a). God’s 
notion of blessing and welfare is not always our own. Yet in the midst of our suffering, God chose to 
use us, a fragile and then-broken vessel, to carry the message of his mercy, forgiveness, and hope to 
others. God so often takes what is weak and frail to accomplish a divine plan filled with life-altering 
events, haunting mystery, subtle irony, and unexpected happenings. It is indeed humbling to think of 
ourselves as that chosen vessel, and even more humbling to look back and see God’s own Spirit work-
ing, speaking, and acting through us. What an unbelievable blessing!
We now know better what St. Paul means when 
he speaks of Christ’s love. In his letter to the 
Romans Paul writes, “What will separate us from 
the love of Christ? Will anguish, or distress, or 
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or 
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The war is over? ‘There was no question that God was with us’

abbey

The war in Iraq is over. That’s the official word from  
Washington. Just don’t say that around Fiona Hummer. She 

still doesn’t know when her husband Mark will return, and she 
turns on the television to see that casualties are still mounting. 
The Hummers, like thousands of other military families, are still 
making quiet yet profound sacrifices each day they are  
separated.
I met Mark Hummer 15 years ago on a retreat. I went to Seattle, 
became a journalist, married and had kids. Mark stayed in his 
hometown of Savannah, Mo., joined the Air Force and served in Panama and two 
years later in Desert Storm. He married Fiona, who fell in love with him the first 
time she saw him in a uniform, and had two little boys. When I returned to Mis-
souri four years ago, I immediately called him to resume our friendship.
In March I received a phone message from Fiona. There would be a going-away 
party for Mark the next day. His Air Force National Guard unit had been called up. 
He was going to the Middle East.
I was nervous as I entered the party, felt like I was intruding on a family reunion.  
I took special note of the smiling faces of Mark’s sons, 3-year-old Liam and 2-year-
old Will. Mark’s mom and dad, his sister and three brothers were all joshing Mark 
and going out of their way to pat him on the arm aching from a recent smallpox 
vaccine. He grimaced and welcomed me like one of the family. Fiona thanked me 
for coming, and Mark’s mom guided me to a 
table heaped with food.
Later, as everyone settled in the living room, 
Mark opened handmade cards from nieces 
and nephews. There were crayon pictures of Mark and “his” airplane.  
One niece drew a picture of the garage where Mark likes to tinker. Another drew 
a picture of Osama bin Laden with an X through it.
While somewhere back east the United Nations and the U.S. government were  
sparring over the politics of war, I watched as this close-knit family, for a few brief 
hours, savored one another and pushed from their minds the pending good-
byes.
As I got up to leave, Fiona hugged me. I saw in her eyes that despite all the  
frivolity around her she was barely holding on, keeping a stiff upper lip for the 
sake of her husband. 
Mark walked me to the front porch. We stood in the glow of the setting sun and 
I asked him if he was scared. He said he was more worried about Fiona and the 
boys than himself. He told me that his C-130 crew would be flying supplies to 
combat units in Iraq and that he could be gone six months or two years, he 
wasn’t sure. 
Mark laughed and thumped the picture window as his son Will on the other side 
pressed his nose to the glass. I felt sad as I realized this smiling little boy had no 
idea his daddy would be going away in a few days.
Mark’s smile faded. He recalled being 23 and single when he left for Desert Storm 
in 1991. “It was adventure then,” he said. “We made it fun.”
“This time,” he said, looking back at his son making faces in the window, “This 
time it’s hard.”

Dan Madden 
Director of Communications
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There is  
nothing that  
can separate  
us from the  
love of Christ.

‘This time it’s hard.’
Mark Hummer

Abbot Primate Notker Wolf gives a  
flute recital for the monks.  
The Abbot Primate visited  

Conception Feb. 25.
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Cover photo: Partial solar eclipse over the 
Basilica of the Immaculate Conception on 
the evening of June 10, 2002. Photo by 

Charlie Riedel, courtesy Associated Press.
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ter, who remembered that before 
his death making rosaries had 
been a comfort to Brother Dami-
an Larson in his lifelong battle 
with depression. Maybe it could 
lighten Brother George’s mood 
too.
Within a month, Brother George’s 
laugh returned and 300 rosaries 
had been shipped to a mission  
hospital in India. Then one day, 
Ceckowski returned with a prop-
osition. A group of high school 
students on a confirmation 
retreat saw some of Brother 
George’s rosaries on a table and 
had asked if they could take 
them.
“Those kids loved your rosaries,” she 
told Brother George. “Can you make 
them for all the kids who come 
here?”
“But what about the missions?” he 
responded.
“The mission is here!” she said. “The 

children are coming to us!”
Brother George pondered the idea, 
giggled and said, “Maybe this is why 
God sent me to Conception.”
There is now a fully stocked display 
of Brother George’s rosaries in the 
abbey gift shop. And every child 
who visits the abbey receives a free 
one. He was a hit in May demon-

strating his craft to a group of 
students from Visitation School 
in Kansas City.
“Kids will take two or three rosa-
ries to give to their friends,” 
Ceckowski says. “And when we 
tell them that one of our elder 
monks made them, it’s like get-
ting something from their 
grandfather.”
Brother George insists work is 
the path to holiness. Every monk 
should contribute to his commu-
nity, even in old age. The 
proceeds from his rosaries go to 
the abbey’s retreat center, the 
complimentary rosaries given to 
children help spread the abbey’s 

devotion to the Blessed Mother, and 
his jovial spirit delights confreres 
and employees. Does that make him 
a holier monk?
“I hope so,” he says. “I guess if I 
prayed a Hail Mary for every rosary I 
make, I’d be a saint.”

by Dan Madden

A good rosary 
shouldn’t be strung 

too tight. 
“There should be a 
quarter of an inch 
between the beads, so 
you can work your fin-
gers through them,” 
says Brother George 
Strohmeyer. “Some 
people make rosaries 
with no idea how 
you’re going to pray 
them.”
Conception Abbey’s 
newest member, voted 
into the chapter this 
spring after moving 

from a closing Corpus 
Christi Abbey in Texas, prays the rosary every day on a 
well-worn string of beads of his own making. “It does 
something for me,” he says. “It makes me feel good.”
In a Herculean effort to share that good feeling with oth-
ers (not to mention a succinct expression of the 
Benedictine motto, “Pray and Work”), Brother George 
has turned his cluttered room in St. Stephen Infirmary 
into a one-man rosary factory. 
He grasps a pair of rosary pliers (made in Fatima) in his 
firm hands, which have defied the arthritis that put him 
in a wheelchair, and demonstrates his technique to any-
one interested.
“I tried to show some of the brothers how to do this,” he 
says, “but they said I went way too fast.” His laugh, Con-
ception Abbey’s most infectious, fills the room and 
threatens to knock beads off his small rosary bench. 
Catching his breath, Brother George says he makes up to 

15 rosaries a day, as many as 400 a month. “The Blessed 
Mother likes what I’m doing,” he says. Except for occa-
sional drives through the abbey grounds in his motorized 
wheelchair, Brother George strings beads like his salva-
tion depends upon it. 
A quick study with a German farmer’s work ethic, Broth-
er George has mastered welding, tailoring and 
accounting. Also a resourceful inventor, he recently 
turned a baby crib mattress pad into an insulated sock to 
keep his leg warm at 
night, and he probably 
could’ve gotten a patent 
for a pair of long-handle 
pincers he uses to pull 
up his socks without the 
risk of a fall from his 
wheelchair. Twenty 
years ago he watched 
his sister make a rosary. 
Once. That was all it 
took. “I’ve been improv-
ing ever since,” he says. Are his rosaries superior to those 
made by his sister? “Oh, yeah, I think so,” he says absently.
Brother George has quickly endeared himself to his new 
community. Infirmary nurse Carol Madden calls him “a 
delight.” But she admits he got off to a sluggish start.
When he first arrived last year, Madden and other nurses 
thought Brother George seemed bored and restless. “I 
think he didn’t feel he had a purpose,” she says.
That all changed when a staff member discovered a box 
of rosary supplies under his bed. Word reached Karen 
Ceckowski, pastoral associate of the abbey’s retreat cen-

Brother George Strohmeyer, front and center, poses 
with the sixth-grade class from Visitation School in 
Kansas City. During their recent visit, the monk dem-
onstrated rosary-making and gave each student a 
rosary.

see Brother George, page 5

Homily from page 3t

the sword” (Rom 8:35)? We now give 
a first-hand response to that ques-
tion: there is nothing that can 
separate us from the love of Christ. 
Rather, the anguish, suffering, and 
pain draw us deeper into the heart 
of Christ, for there, in Jesus, we find 
the One who “offered prayers and 
supplications with loud cries and 
tears to the One who was able to 
save him from death” (Heb 5:7), and 
through that suffering, has given 
meaning, purpose, and hope to our 
own struggles. And in our own suf-
fering, we have come to a new sense 
of solidarity with brothers and sis-
ters around the world who suffer 
random acts of violence, unjust 
hatred, and unwarranted prejudice. 
That is a blessing, for it brings our life 
of charity and prayer to a new and 
heightened level of awareness. As 
monks and as Christians all, our soli-
darity in prayer and concern for 
others lies at the heart of making 
the kingdom of God alive in our 

midst. The scenes of the ravages of 
war, the heartbreak of those who 
have lost family members to vio-
lence, and the blank faces of shock 
we see on television and in the news 
are no longer “just out there.” Some-
how, we stand there with those 
people in their suffering; our prayer 
is touched with understanding.
Genuine gratitude fills our hearts, 
we monks of Conception Abbey, as 
we recall the support, encourage-
ment, and strength that you, our 
employees, our neighbors, and 
friends gave us. As the peace of our 
life was shattered, you shared in our 
pain. As our life was turned upside 
down, you opened your hearts to 
us. As we faced the reality of evil, 
you strengthened us to respond to 
it with decency, respect, and cour-
age for the future. We remain ever 
grateful to you for the sincere good-
ness that was shown us in countless 
ways. This commemoration today is 

a response to you. Your gift of self to 
us will remain a lasting reminder of 
our connection to the people of this 
area. As all good things come from 
God, God acted toward us through 
you, including people unknown to 
us and whom we will never meet. 
Indeed, a great blessing.
All these reasons for gratitude are 
why we gather this day around the 
table of the word and the table of 
the Eucharist. The word “Eucharist” 
means “thanksgiving.” That is what 
we offer to God today – our heartfelt 
thanks, a gratitude that lingers in 
our hearts with a special warmth 
and appreciation. For each of us 
today, we lift up a unique offering of 
thanksgiving to God – for all that 
has been, for what is now, and what 
is yet to come. To our loving and gra-
cious God be all glory and praise, 
wisdom and strength, honor, bless-
ing, and thanksgiving, for endless 
ages. Amen.

Brother George  from page 4t

From his cluttered room in St. Stephen  
Infirmary, Brother George makes 300 to 400 
rosaries a month.

One-man rosary factory laughs his way to holiness
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seminary abbey

Faith is a daily gift, archbishop tells graduates
by Dan Madden

Christian faith should be practiced in 
deed and in truth, not merely in 

word and speech, Archbishop Eusebius 
Beltran of Oklahoma City told Concep-
tion Seminary College graduates May 
18.
“We are called to a life of holiness,” he 
said in his homily during the Mass of 
Thanksgiving and Graduation. “Holiness 
is the realization of God’s presence and 
actions in our lives. It is the grateful 
acceptance of his daily guidance and 
inspiration, resulting in the enthusiastic 
fulfillment of our responsibilities.”
Seventeen graduates received bachelor 
degrees, four received certificates for 
completion of pre-theology studies, 
and three earned a certificate of com-
pletion of the Language, Culture and 
Church program. Of the 21 senior and 
pre-theology graduates, 16 will contin-
ue with advanced theology studies or 
religious life. Included among the grad-
uates was the first woman to earn a 
degree from Conception Seminary Col-
lege. Karen Ceckowski completed the 
course work during her nine years of 
employment at the abbey.
Archbishop Beltran told the story of a 
man he met in the days after destructive 
tornadoes struck the Oklahoma City 
area. 
“He approached me and said, ‘God is 
good!’” the archbishop said. “I immedi-
ately wanted to agree with him and 
elaborate, but he held me back. I could 
tell he wanted to speak and me to lis-
ten.”
The man said he had worked at the 
General Motors plant that had been 
destroyed by the storms. He had hud-
dled in fear with co-workers and had 
heard the roar of the approaching tor-
nado.
“In that moment, the plant was 
destroyed,” the Archbishop said. The 
man left the plant only to find his car 
destroyed. He caught a ride home to 
find his house had suffered the same 
fate – for the second time in four years.

“In five minutes I lost my job, I lost my 
car and I lost my house,” the man told 
the archbishop. “But I’m still here. I 
haven’t been hurt.
“God is good.”
“And he really meant it,” the archbishop 
told the graduates. “What a profound 
profession of faith.”
He challenged the graduates to follow 
the man’s example and assimilate the 
life of God into their own.
“With Jesus as your companion in life, 
you can face every challenge, you can 
overcome every obstacle, and you can 
reach true fulfillment,” he said. 
The graduating seniors included: Rob-
ert Barzyk and Mark Rosenbaum of the 
Diocese of Joliet; John Brunke and Marc 
Lim of the Archdiocese of Omaha; Vin-
cent Casper and 
Nicholas Reid of 
Jefferson City; Mick 
Combs of Kansas 
City-St. Joseph; 
Daniel Ekberg of 
Cheyenne; Daniel 
Fister of Lexington; 
John Hay of Wichi-
ta; Gary Kastl of 
Tulsa; Christopher 
Rossman of Kansas 
City in Kansas; 
Trevor Wedman of 
Oklahoma City; 
Jeremy Wind of 
Sioux City; Thanh 
Do and Le Tien Hoa, of the Congrega-
tion of Mary Coredemptrix, and Karen 
Ceckowski, abbey employee.
Those receiving pre-theology certifi-
cates were: Francis Doyle and Shawn 
Kell of the Diocese of Jefferson City; 
Juan Martinez-Arjona of Dodge City; 
and Joseph Schwarz of the Archdiocese 
of Oklahoma.
Marco DeLoera, Ruben 
Ortiz and Jesús Roa of the 
Diocese of Wichita, received 
a Language, Culture and 
Church certificate.

From top to bottom, Abbot Gregory presents 
a diploma to Thanh Do, CMC; John Hay 
and his family smile for the camera; The 

graduating class of 2003 with (left to right) 
Father Samuel Russell, Abbot Gregory 

Polan, Archbishop Beltran and Father Bene-
dict Neenan; Mick Combs receives 

congratulations from his brother and father.

Gift helps abbey answer $1 million Mabee challenge
by Dan Madden

In an act of timely generosity, a 
longtime benefactor has propelled 

Conception Abbey’s “A Living Tradi-
tion” campaign to lofty heights.
Prompted by a call from his close 
friend Brother Mark Kosiba, the 
abbey’s former director of major 
and planned gifts, Ed Ochylski and 
his wife Eleanor, of Vero Beach, Fla., 
pledged $480,000 to push the cam-
paign past the $5.5 million goal 
required for a challenge grant from 
the Mabee Foundation of Tulsa, 
Okla. In reaching the benchmark by 
July 1, Conception receives $1 mil-
lion from Mabee toward 
construction of a Welcome Center 
and renovation of St. Maur Hall, 
Conception Seminary College’s 
101-year-old main building.
“Words fail to express our gratitude 
to Ed and Eleanor,” Abbot Gregory 
Polan said. “We have worked very 
hard for the past year to reach this 
important goal. The Ochylskis have 
stepped forward at a key time to 
build upon the foundation estab-

lished by the nearly 
5,000 friends and 
benefactors who are 
helping to fulfill 
Conception Abbey’s 
vision for the future.”
The Abbot also 
expressed his com-
munity’s gratitude 
to the Mabee Foun-
dation for its 
continued support. 
The foundation in 
1999 paid for the 
installation of an ele-
vator in St. Joseph 
Hall and also gave 
past challenge 
grants to the renovation of the 
abbey kitchen and the seminary’s 
St. Michael Hall. “This isn’t the first 
time the Mabee Foundation has 
blessed us,” Abbot Gregory said. “We 
have come to know the people who 
each day carry out the foundation’s 
work and we treasure their friend-
ship. They are truly a force for good 
in the Midwest.”

Meanwhile, construction is under 
way on the Welcome Center. J.E. 
Dunn Construction of Kansas City, 
broke ground in June. Completion is 
scheduled for March 2004, after 
which the renovation of St. Maur 
Hall will begin.
With completion of the Mabee chal-
lenge, $1.76 million is needed to 
reach the campaign’s ultimate goal 
of $10.25 million. In addition to con-
struction and renovation, the 
campaign is funding seminary 
scholarships, building endowments, 
technology and special projects.
“Many people have made this cam-
paign successful to date. I express 
profound respect and gratitude for 
all of our friends and benefactors,” 
Abbot Gregory said. “It can’t be 
stressed enough that without the 
kindness of many people, nothing 
Conception Abbey does would be 
possible. Each day at the conventual 
Mass and at the Liturgy of the Hours 
the monks of Conception Abbey  
pray for our benefactors and their 
families.”
For more information on the  
campaign, contact the Develop-
ment Office at (660) 944-2821, or 
by e-mail: development@concep-
tion.edu. Campaign information 
and printable pledge forms are 
available on the abbey Web site: 
www.conceptionabbey.org.

Ph
ot

os
 b

y 
B

ro
th

er
 B

la
is

e 
B

on
de

re
r

Abbot Gregory Polan (with stole) and Father Benedict Neenan hoist the first 
shovels full of dirt at a May groundbreaking ceremony.
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alumni alumni

Marriages
Daniel Graham (C2000-2001) married 
Jadzia Michalak Sept. 26, 2002. They 
live in the St. Louis area.
Keith Jiron (PT1991-1993) and Kathryn 
Tirrell were married March 1, in Lenexa, 
Kan. They now live in Shawnee, Kan.
Rocky Kuhlman (C1994-1998) and 
Dawn Nicole Maruskin were married 
March 1 in Lee’s Summit, Mo.
Patrick Morgan (C1989-1993) and Kim-
berly Rae Hofmann were married June 
7, in Casper, Wyo. They will live in Illi-
nois while Pat finishes degree  
studies. 

Births

Stephen Arnold (C1992-1994) and his 
wife Christy announce the birth of their 
daughter Isabel Ruth March 5. They are 
currently living in Melrose, Minn.

Ordinations: Priesthood
Scott Boeckman (PT1998-1999),  
Archdiocese of Oklahoma City, May 23.
John Cordes (C1997-1999), Archdio-
cese of Kansas City in Kansas, May 31.
John Hornicak (PT1998-1999),  
Diocese of Joliet, June 7.
Michael Klag (C1993-1995,1996-1997), 
Diocese of Wichita, May 24.
Br. Simon Le, CMC (C1992-1996) & Br. 
Philip Tran, CMC (C1992-1996), CMC 
community, June 3.
Michael Penn (C1996-1999), Diocese of 
Jefferson City, May 31.

Samuel Perez (LCC1998-1999),  
Diocese of Tulsa, June 13.

Ordinations: Diaconate
Kirk Larkin (C1998-2000), Archdiocese 
of Oklahoma City, May 19.
Bro. Thomas Nguyen, CMC (C1993-
1997), CMC community, Oct. 10.
Jeremy Secrist (C1996-2000), Diocese 
of Jefferson City, July 5.
Richard Storey (C1997-1998),  
Archdiocese of Kansas City in Kansas, 
June 14.

Ordination Anniversaries

Alumnitems

see Alumnitems, page 9

60 Years 
Rev. Leo Kreikemeier  
Rev. Thomas McCarthy 

50 Years
Rev. J. Paul Alvey 
Rev. John Carpender
Rev. Robert Crider 
Rev. Carl Dekat 
Rev. Benedict Kenkel
Rev. William Kilian
Rev. Richard Kuhn 
Rev. Alexander Luetkemeyer, OSB
Rev. Msgr. Louis McCorkle
Rev. James McEnery
Rev. Aloysius McMahon
Rev. August Moeder

40 Years
Rev. Jerome Beat  
Rev. J. Kenneth Criqui 
Rev. Joel Derks, OSB
Rev. William Duff   
Most Rev. Roger Gries, OSB 
Rev. Msgr. Leo Gomez
Rev. Robert Hasenkamp   

Rev. Charles Jones
Rev. Quentin Kathol, OSB  
Rev. Donald Kocher
Rev. Richard Keolker   

Rev. Ralph Lammers   

Rev. Eldon McKamy
Rev. LeRoy Metro 
Rev. Xavier Nacke, OSB
Rev. Robert Nienaber
Rev. Paul Oborny
Rev. Lawrence Phelps, OSB 
Rev. Robert Preisinger   

Rev. Henry Reichert
Abbot Marcel Rooney, OSB
Rev. Reginald Sander, OSB
Rev. Thomas Scaletty
Rev. Joseph Starmann
Rev. Richard Swolek
Rev. Thomas Wiederholt

10 Years
Rev. James Baird  
Rev. Bryan Brooks   

Rev. David Coon 
Rev. Andrew Duncan
Rev. Timothy Evans 
Rev. Timothy Fuller
Rev. John Harmon  
Rev. Gregory Haskamp
Rev. Raymond Higgins
Rev. Jose Machado   

Rev. Vincent Rogers
Rev. Daniel Siepker
Rev. Mai Michael Tran, CMC
Deaths

Joseph E. Bixenman, Sr., father of Msgr. 
Joe E. Bixenman, Jr. (C1964-1968; 
T1968-1972), died March 21 in Texas.
John L. Drefs (C1957-1960) died  
Feb. 17 in Omaha, Neb.
Margaret Fahlstom, mother of Jerome 
Fahlstrom (T1964-1965), died April 29 
in Kansas City.
Victor Farris (H1943-1944) died April 5, 
in St. Robert, Mo.
William M. Forthman (H1941-1943) 
died April 28 in St. Louis.
Jary Fuller, father of Rev. Timothy Fuller 
(C1985-1988), died April 16 in Broken 
Arrow, Okla.
Nellie Gilg, mother of Rev. James Gilg 
(C1958-1962), died Feb. 14.
Becky Griswold, wife of Stephen  
Griswold (C1968-1971), died March 22, 
in Louisville, KY.
Marjorie Hemberger, mother of Msgr. 
Robert Hemberger (C1962-1966), died 
Feb. 22 in Wichita.
Rev. Edward B. Hemkens (C1946-1950) 
died March 18 in St. Louis.
Msgr. Vincent Kearney (C1938-1940) 
died April 15, in Kansas City, from inju-
ries suffered in an automobile  
accident.
Joseph C. Leonard (C1949-1951) died 
March 18 in Fremont, Calif.
William J. Morrow (C1959-1961) died 
May 1, in Naples, Fla. 
Rev. Albert Pecinovsky (SI1957) died 
Jan. 24, in Lansing, Kan.
Erick R. “Sonny” Person, father of Bro. 
Jude Person, OSB (C1982-1984), died 
March 23 in Cheyenne, Wyo.
Lt. Gen (Ret.) M. Collier Ross (H1943 
-1944) died Feb. 8 in Dunwoody, Ga.
Valeria Mary Schuele died April 6, in St. 

Joseph, Mo. She was the mother of Rev. 
Francis Schuele (C1961-1965), Fred 
Schuele (C1963-1967), James Schuele 
(C1965-1967), and Rev. John Schuele 
(C1968-1972).
Mark Setright (C2000-2002) died June 
17 in Rawlins, Wyo.
Rev. Bernard Sheehan, O.S.B, (C1955-
1956;T1957-1960), monk of Mt. Michael 
Abbey, Elkhorn, Neb, and former monk 
of Conception Abbey, died Jan. 29.
Dr. Howard B. Shreves (C1931-1932) 
died April 1, in South Dakota.
Thomas Shuey, Sr. (C1942-1947; T1947-
1948) died Jan. 7, in Redwood City, 
Calif.
Marian Stetz, mother of Fr. Allan Stetz, 
O.S.B. (H1953-1956;C1957-1962; T1962-
1966), died March 28 in St. Edward, 
Neb. Her husband died in November 
2002.
Thomas F. Sullivan (C1962-1963) died 
Nov. 12, 2002, in Overland Park, Kan.
Rev. Leonard Van Ackeran, O.S.B., 
(C1929-1933;T1934-1938), monk of 
Benet Lake Abbey and former monk of 
Conception Abbey, died Feb. 26.
Varia 
Jeffrey R. Allen, S.J. (C1997-1998) has 
published a fictional novel, The Killing 
of Jeremy Taylor. Currently he is pursu-
ing studies in New York.
Rev. Mark Binder (C1963-1967; T1967-
1971), recently attended a meeting of 
the Region IX Liturgical Commission 
Directors at the abbey.
We remember in prayer Bishop James 
E. Fitzgerald (C1957-1960;T1960-1964), 
ordained auxiliary bishop of the Dio-
cese of Joliet in 2002. He resigned after 
being diagnosed with Parkinson’s Plus 

Alumni reunion set for September 25-26
by Dan Madden

George Rigazzi, of Oklahoma City, 
and Father John Weiss, of Kansas 

City, Mo., will receive the Alumni 
Award for Distinguished  
Service at the 2003 Conception  
Seminary College Alumni Reunion, 
Sept. 25-26.
Reunion registration will be from 10 
a.m. to 3 p.m., Thursday, Sept. 25, fol-
lowed by a 3 p.m. presentation, 
“Priest as Doctor of Souls,” by Father 
Robert Barron, award-winning 
author, lecturer, retreat master and 
professor of systematic theology at 
Mundelein Seminary. Father Bar-
ron’s articles on theology have 
appeared in a variety of journals. His 
1996 book, Thomas Aquinas: Spiri-
tual Master, received first prize from 
the Catholic Press Association in the 
category of “Spirituality.” He has 
since written And Now I See: A The-
ology of Transformation, Heaven in 
Stone and Glass and The Strangest 
Way: Walking the Christian Path.
The Eucharist, with Bishop Ronald 
Gilmore of Dodge City presiding, 
and presentation of the awards will 
follow Father Barron’s address. There 
will be an evening social hour, ban-

quet and 
reception.
Rigazzi, a mem-
ber of the Class 
of 1981, is mar-
ried and has two 
children. He is 
the director of 
the Office of 
Family Life for 
the Archdio-
cese of 

Oklahoma City. A former teacher 
and high school principal, he holds 
a licentiate in canon law and has 
served on the Archdiocesan Tribu-
nal. He currently volunteers as a 
member of the Board of Directors 
for Catholic Charities of Oklahoma 
City and on the Advisory Commit-
tee of St. Joseph’s Counseling 
Center. He also serves on the Arch-
diocese’s Review Board for Clergy 
Misconduct and Abuse of Minors.
Father Weiss, who attended Con-
ception Seminary’s College and 
Theology School from 1963 to 1967, 
is pastor of Christ the King parish in 
Kansas City, Mo. He has drawn much 
publicity of late for leading the 
Church Community Organization’s 
successful fight in the Missouri State 

Legislature to 
regulate the pay-
day loan industry. 
Father Weiss says 
payday loan 
companies prey 
on the working 
poor. If a person 
needs cash 
immediately, 
he writes a 
p o s t - d a t e d 
check to the 
loan company, which charges an 
exorbitant fee to hold the check 
until the client’s next payday. If the 
person is unable to pay off the loan 
at that time, the company rolls it 
over, charging another exorbitant 
fee. A loan that is rolled over numer-
ous times can result in 3,000 to 
4,000 percent interest. The new leg-
islation places a cap on the annual 
interest and limits the number of 
times a loan can roll over.
For more information on the 
reunion, contact Father Peter Ullrich 
in the Alumni Office: (660) 944-
2875; alumni@conception.edu.  
Or see the alumni page of the Con-
ception Seminary College Web site: 
www.conception.edu.

George Rigazzi Father John Weiss

see Alumnitems, page 11

Father Polycarp M. Thai Son, of the Congregation of  
Mother Coredemptrix, died of a malignant brain tumor 
June 20 in Carthage, Mo. For more than two decades 
Father Polycarp served as director of the CMC brothers at 
Conception Seminary College. He came to Conception 
with the first group of brothers in 1976 and has been an 
institution since. In 2001 he received the Alumni Award 
for Distinguished Service on behalf of his community.
“Father Polycarp was always polite and solicitous to each 
person he met,” Father Samuel Russell, dean of students, 
said. “His sense of humor and an infectious joy won the 
hearts of monks and students alike.” 
Father Benedict Neenan, president-rector, said Father  
Polycarp’s “gentle presence grew from a personal holiness 

and dedication to his community and the Lord he served. We will miss his smile 
and warm greetings.”
Memorials can be sent to the Congregation of Mother Coredemptrix, P.O. Box 
836, Carthage, MO  64836
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abbey abbey

by Dan Madden

The first thing you notice entering 
John and Nancy McMillan’s 

house is laughter. It seems to come 
from everywhere and you find your-
self smiling for no apparent reason. 
Then the aroma of a home-cooked 
meal sets your stomach rumbling.
Tonight’s lesson on the Book of  
Genesis will have to wait.
It doesn’t take long to discover why 
the Bible study group of St. Patrick 
Parish in Ford City has thrived for 
more than 20 years.
“We all truly like each other,” says 
Ann Tobin, “and we like to eat.”
“And you don’t usually eat with peo-
ple you don’t care about,” Nancy 
Willis says.
Brother Thomas Sullivan, a monk of 
Conception Abbey who has led the 
group for the past two decades, 
agrees.
“I don’t want to say the Bible is an 
excuse to get together,” he says. “It’s 
a nice thing to gather around and it 
is the focus. But what keeps people 
coming back is people – people of 
the same faith, interested in the 
same things, curious about the 
Church and Scripture.”
The late Father Alphonse Sitzman, 
also a monk of Conception Abbey 
and then-pastor of St. Patrick’s, 

founded the group in 1981 at the 
request of parishioner Lili Parsons.
“I had selfish reasons,” Parsons says. 
“My husband David wasn’t Catholic, 
and he said Catholics don’t read the 
Bible.” She thought a Bible study 
would show Dave that, yes, Catho-
lics do read the Bible, and at the 
same time enrich her faith. Soon 
several other young couples in the 
parish joined, most of whom are still 
active today.
Two years later, after Father Alphonse 
left the parish for health reasons, 
Brother Thomas took the reins, cre-
ating an unlikely union – a liberal 
scholar who specializes in medieval 
Church history and a group of con-
servative but curious young farmers.
He admits it was difficult early on, 
adapting his teaching style to the 
din of crying infants. “I was used to 
teaching with a blackboard and a 
lectern,” Brother Thomas says, only 
to be interrupted by McMillan: 
“Yeah, instead of women sittin’ 
around breast feeding their kids.”
The group has thrived under the 
guidance of the good-natured 
monk and the full support of their 
pastor, Father Daniel Petsche, also a 
Conception monk, who attends the 
classes and gives Brother Thomas’ 
historical viewpoint a theological 
grounding. The friends rotate from 
home to home, meeting on the 

third Sunday of 
every month. 
The schedule – 
and that term 
is used loosely 
– includes din-
ner, an hour of 
Bible study, 
and dessert. 
While the 
group often 
delves into 
serious discus-
sions about Scripture, Church 
history and even current events, 
there is nothing somber about the 
meetings.
Teasing quips bounce back and 
forth across the room, and laughter 
is never more than a couple of 
breaths away.
It’s always open season on Brother 
Thomas’ liberal opinions.
“We get one chance a month to 
straighten him out,” Ron Willis says. 
“He’s coming around.”
“One of the keys to our success is 
that it’s very low key, no pressure,” 
Brother Thomas explains. 
Nancy Willis credits their teacher for 
the pleasant atmosphere. “Brother 
Thomas doesn’t have an agenda 
that we have to get certain things 
done,” she says. “And it doesn’t hurt 
his feelings if we don’t even get to 
what he’s planned.”
“If we don’t get clear through a les-
son,” McMillan says, “or if we don’t 
even get started, so what. We don’t 
have a schedule.”
Due to Brother Thomas’ expertise, 
the lessons often focus on the more 
historical books of the Bible, shying 
away from such heavily theological 
books as the letters of St. Paul. For 
the past two years the group has 
meandered through Genesis. And it 
took nearly two years to get through 
the relatively small First Letter to 
Timothy, which prompted endless 

Friendship, food, fun sustain Bible study for 20 years
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Brother Thomas

see Bible Study, page 11

discussions on social issues and rela-
tions between men, women and 
the Church.
All but two of the women in the 
group are converts to Catholicism, 
while all but one of the men is a 
cradle Catholic. The women, who 
admit they were raised with miscon-
ceptions about their adopted 
religion, ask most of the questions, 
while the men, as Ron Willis says, 
“just sit there and nod.”
“A lot of us grew up with, ‘This is the 
way we do things and you don’t 
question it,’” McMillan notes. “But it 
sure is interesting when the women 
ask, Why?” 
He admits he often finds himself 
musing, “So…that’s why we do that.”
One of the charms of the group is its 
knack for straying off the subject. 
When Ann Tobin’s husband Ben was 
deployed to Iraq, war replaced 
Scripture as the topic of discussion. 
The Catholic Church’s sex-abuse 
scandal dominated one session. An 
interview with a reporter took up 
another. They dabble in Church his-
tory, liturgy, architecture and the 
Eucharist. 
In one unusually tense exchange, 
Nancy Willis took exception to 
Brother Thomas’s response to que-
ries about who does and doesn’t go 
to heaven.
“What difference does it make?” he 
asked. 

Willis thought it made all the differ-
ence in the world.
“His point, when I finally listened to 
him, was that you should live your 
life to please God,” Willis recalls. “Try 
to think past what’s in it for me to 
what’s in it for God, and quit worry-
ing about all the rules.
“Once I digested what he was say-
ing, it made sense,” she admits. “It’s a 
pretty mature thing to think about.”

Leavening the serious discussions 
are flights of fancy, both conversa-
tional and experiential.
The group took in a dinner theatre 
production of the comedy musical 
“Nunsense.” They attended Mass at a 
predominantly African-American 
parish in Kansas City (“The Sign of 
Peace took 20 minutes,” says John 
Derks). And – again getting off the 
subject – they once road-tripped to 
Kansas for the dog races.

The newlywed couples of 20 years 
ago, and their young, idealistic 
monk have comfortably laughed 
their way into middle age, the monk 
still liberal, the couples conserva-
tive, although they’ve probably 
narrowed that ideological gap. They 
trade jokes like a veteran comedy 
team and speak their opinions with 
no fear of ridicule. Many of the 
infants who once interrupted Broth-
er Thomas’ lessons are now in high 
school or starting families of their 
own.
When death and illness have struck, 
the group has rallied to doorsteps 
with warm food and words of sol-
ace.
It says something that the day after 
her husband left for the Middle East, 
an exhausted Ann Tobin refused to 
miss the group’s monthly session.
And Brother Thomas says he simply 
enjoys being around “normal peo-
ple.”
“I study the Middle Ages and medi-
eval university history,” he explains. 
“I teach in a seminary and live in a 
monastery. That’s kind of a rarified 
atmosphere. I would get ordained if 
I could be pastor of St. Patrick’s. It’s 
perfect. Not too big. Nice people. 
Food’s good. What more can you ask 
for?”
Therein lies the magic of the St. Pat-
rick’s Bible study. Not too big. Nice 
people. Food’s good.

Bible Study from page 10t

Laughter has meant longevity for the St. Patrick parish Bible study.  
Brother Thomas Sullivan, left, has led the group for 20 years.

‘What keeps people 
coming back is people 
 – people of the same 

faith, interested in  
the same things,  

curious about the 
Church and Scripture.’

Bro. Thomas Sullivan

Syndrome.
Rev. Timothy Fuller (C1985-1988), a 
member of the Oklahoma Air National 
Guard, was called to duty in September 
2002.
Shawn Henderson (C1996-1998) 
entered the novitiate at St. Meinrad 
Archabbey, Feb. 1.
Roderick Hindery (H1947-1949; C1949-
1954;T1954-1957) has recently written 
two essays. “Advocacy in Academe: 
Academic versus Confessional Theolo-
gy,” for the Bulletin of the Council of 
Societies for the Study of Religion, and 
“The Anatomy of Propaganda  
within Religious Terrorism,” for  

The Humanist.
Stephen McMillin (C1989-1993), has 
joined the staff of Our Lady of the 
Angels Retirement Home, as assistant 
administrator and director of market-
ing.
Rev. Ronald Metha (H1950-1953; 
C1953-1957), was recently designated 
“Monsignor” in the Diocese of Yakima.
Rev. R. L. Piontkowski (C1974-1978), a 
member of the Army Reserves, was 
called to active duty in March. He is 
serving as a hospital chaplain at Ft. 
Bliss, Tex.
Rev. Kevin Ratterman (C1985-1989), 
ordained in 1994, recently received a 
Catholic Charities Recognition Award 

in Oklahoma City, for his “promotion of 
the mission of Catholic Charities 
through service or advocacy.”
Steven C. Rogers (PT2000-2002) 
received the Bronze Pelican Award in 
January for his years of service to Cath-
olic youth in the Boy Scouts. He is 
enrolled at Kenrick Seminary in St. 
Louis.
Stephen L. Roling (C1965-1970) has 
been appointed director of Missouri’s 
Department of Social Services. 
Eric M. Seeley (C1998-2000) is enrolled 
in the Doctor of Chiropractic Program 
at Logan College in Chesterfield, Mo.
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This article is exerpted from articles 
by Marty Denzer of The Catholic 
Key, newspaper of the Diocese of 
Kansas City/St. Joseph.

The death of Father Philip Schus-
ter hit Kathy Lewis hard. For 

years, the St. Joseph, Mo., resident 
had made the drive to Conception 
Abbey to receive his spiritual guid-
ance.
When he and Brother Damian Lar-
son were gunned 
down by Lloyd 
Jeffress June 10, 
2002, she was 
devastated. But 
through the tears 
she remembered 
a promise made 
to the 84-year-old 
monk.
A year later, that 
promise has 
resulted in the 
publishing of her 
first children’s book, Sandcastles in 
the Sky: The Building of Faith in 
God’s Angels, and the establish-
ment of the “God’s Guardian Angels 
Foundation” for religious, charitable 
and educational activities.
In 1999, Lewis had a vision of two 

angels over Interstate 
29 near her home. She 
later learned that her 
vision had happened 
at the exact time Ser-
geant Robert 
Kimberling of the Mis-
souri State Highway 
Patrol had been shot 
to death after pulling a 
man over for not pay-
ing for gas at a nearby 

truck stop.
Over the 
next three 
y e a r s , 
Father Phil-
ip had 
urged her 
to write a 

spiritual book about angels for chil-
dren. 
The book is dedicated to her slain 
friend.
Lewis, a registered nurse, was work-
ing at Heartland Regional Medical 

Center when the call came about 
the abbey shooting. She offered to 
help with Father Philip’s confrere, 
Father Norbert Schappler. The two 
became friends, and it was Lewis 
who drove him back to the abbey 
the day, two weeks later, he was 
released from the hospital. Lewis 
still drives to Conception Abbey 
regularly for spiritual advice, now 
from Father Norbert. The priest also 
contributed calligraphy to her book 
and helped with editing.
While writing the book, Lewis met 
13-year-old Jenny Swafford, a young 
girl in her parish with Wegener’s 
granulomatosis, a rare, chronic 
inflammation of the blood vessels in 
the nose, throat, lungs and kidneys.
Jenny inspired her, Lewis said, not 
only in the writing of Sandcastles in 
the Sky, but also to establish God’s 
Guardian Angels Foundation, which 
will receive profits from the book. 
There is no charge for the book, but 
free-will donations are welcomed.
Through the foundation, funds are 
dispensed to help with Jenny’s 
medical expenses. Lewis hopes to 
help other families with critically ill 
children through the foundation.
Book requests can be sent to  
God’s Guardian Angels Foundation,  
P.O. Box 8521, St. Joseph, MO, 
64508-8521.
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Oblates: Please send us your e-mail address: 
oblates@conception.edu. Thanks!

Carpe diem! Everyone wants to 
seize the day. But as Irish novel-

ist, John McGahern, says: “There is 
nothing more difficult to seize than 
the day!” Why? Because we have a 
great naivete about this.

For example, a young man once 
wrote to Rainer Marie Rilke com-
plaining that he wanted to be a 
poet, but his daily life offered little in 
the way of inspiration. His life was 
not the stuff of poetry, he com-
plained – too much drudgery, too 
many pressures, life in a small vil-
lage. How could he write poetry out 
of such life? He concluded by saying 
that he envied Rilke’s life as an 
admired poet, living in a big city, 
meeting exciting people. Rilke 
wasn’t exactly sympathetic: “If your 
daily life seems poor to you,” he 
replied, “then you aren’t poet 
enough to call forth its riches. For a 
poet, there are no uninteresting 
places, no uninteresting life.” The 
day is there to be seized. 

Robertson Davies, a renowned 
Canadian writer, recounts some-
thing similar. He tells of an incident 
where he received a letter from a 
young man asking him to write a 
letter of reference for a financial 
grant so that the young man, a bud-
ding writer, would have money to 
go off to a Mexican resort to work 
on his next novel. Davies replied 
that he would not write the letter, 
not because he didn’t want to sup-
port him, he wished him well as a 
writer, but because he felt the young 
man had a false fantasy as to how he 
might seize the moment and write 
his novel.

Davies cautioned him about false 
romanticism: “You want to write 
something deep and inspirational 
between drinking margaritas and 
walking the beach.” Nothing much 
will come of that, he warned. Stay 
home and write your book there. 
Annie Dillard gives similar advice. 
She prefers to do her writing in a 
plywood shack with no view. For 
her, it’s easier to seize the moment 

in a quiet, 
h i d d e n 
place than 
on some 
public perch 
that offers a 
vista of the 
world. 

What these 
e x a m p l e s 
point to is 
that we 
often miss 
the moment because we have an 
overly-romantic, false notion of 
what that means, like the two 
would-be writers who sought help 
from Rilke and Davies. How do we 
seize the day? 

I like David Steindl-Rast’s answer. He 
offers a wonderful metaphor for 
what it means to seize the day. For 
him, we seize the day by “meeting 
the angels of each hour.” Who are 
these angels? They are the unique 
riches inherent in each hour itself. 

Every season, whether chronologi-
cal, cultural, or religious, brings with 
it a certain spirit, mood, and feeling 
that we sometimes capture and 
sometimes miss. The same is true for 
the various periods of a day – morn-
ing, noon, early afternoon, late 
afternoon, evening, night. Each has 
its unique light, its unique impact 
on our feelings, and (speaking in 
metaphor) its unique angels who 
carry its special grace. For example, 
the light of the morning greets us 
differently than the light of the late 
afternoon. Thus, the angels of sun-
rise impact us differently than the 
angels of sunset. To seize the day is 
to meet these angels and let them 
bless us.

But they can be easily missed. Who 
among us hasn’t spoken words to 
this effect: “I was so busy and pres-
sured this year that I missed spring.” 
“I couldn’t get into Christmas this 
year; a friend died in early Decem-
ber and I couldn’t get into the spirit 
of the season.” “I missed Lent this 

year. I was so preoccupied with 
other things that it came and went 
before I even realized it was here. 
You know how these things hap-
pen!” 

Indeed we do. Many things keep us 
from meeting the angels of the hour 
– preoccupation, tiredness, distrac-
tion, heartache, anger, daydreams, 
stress, hurriedness. It’s easy to miss a 
special season and it’s even easier to 
miss an ordinary morning, after-
noon, evening, or an entire day. 

What do we do so as to not miss 
them? We need to pray. Simply put: 
If we don’t pray on a given morning, 
that omission doesn’t offend God. 
We don’t owe God our prayer. It’s a 
gift, not a debt owed. But, if we miss 
praying some morning there is, as 
our experience makes evident again 
and again, the real danger that we 
will also miss the morning. The 
morning will come and go and we 
will not meet its angels – its unique 
light, mood, spirit, refreshment. 
Noon will catch us before we are 
even aware that there was a morn-
ing. The noonday and afternoon sun 
will bring their own angels, but, hav-
ing missed the angels of the 
morning, we are pretty prone to 
miss the angels of noon and the 
afternoon as well. A day will come 
and a day will go and we won’t seize 
it . . . and then it will not matter 
much, in terms of grace and joy in 
our lives, whether we are walking a 
beach in Mexico or sitting in a ply-
wood shack. 

Oblate Father Ron Rolheiser is a theo-
logian, teacher and award-winning 
author. He currently serves in Toronto 
and Rome as the general councilor 
for Canada for his religious order, the 
Oblates of Mary Immaculate. His 
weekly column appears on the spiri-
tual reading page of the Conception 
Abbey Web site: www.conceptionab-
bey.org. He can be contacted at 
info@ronrolheiser.com.

abbey

Seize the Moment  by Rev. Ron Rolheiser, OMI
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Promise to Father Philip results in children’s book

Oblate Novices
Mr. Anthony Cordaro
 Conroe, Tex.
 Mar. 21, 2003
Ms. Marlene Evans
 Des Moines, Iowa
 May 11, 2003
Ms. Jennifer Phelps
 Carlisle, Iowa
 June 7, 2003
Mr. Norbert Schieber
 Maryville, Mo.
 May 11, 2003

Final Oblation
Ms. Jeanne Kohr
 Kansas City, Mo.
 April 22, 2003
Mr. Keith Spencer-Gore
 Santa Fe, NM
 April 23, 2003
Ms. Rosalie Taylor
 Preston, Mo.
 May 25, 2003

Oblate Retreat
Oct. 31–Nov. 2, 2003
Ms. Karen Ceckowski 
and Father Kenneth 
Reichert, OSB, “Living 
the Rule of St. Benedict 
as an Oblate.”  
Call 660-944-3165 for 
more information.

Author Kathy Lewis presents her book, signed by 
the children of St. Francis Xavier parish, to Father 
Norbert Schappler, left, and Abbot Gregory Polan.
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will. There are other memories. A 
hospital room forested with flowers. 
Complete strangers nervously visit-
ing his sickbed. More than 500 cards, 
e-mails and letters. The smiles of 
doctors and nurses as he left the 
hospital. The visits with his new 
friend, Sheriff Ben Espey, the first 
person who came to his aid. The day 
he returned to the Basilica to pray 
the Divine Office.
“There are two ways you can react 
to something like this,” Father Ken-
neth says. “You can give in to feeling 
sorry for yourself and become very 
bitter and angry at everything and 
everybody. You can think the whole 

world is evil. Or you can consciously 
will yourself to find good in all of it.” 
The memories of violence are fleet-
ing. The memories of kindness 
endure.
“I’ve been overwhelmed by the love 
and support I’ve received through 
all this,” he says, tears welling in his 
eyes. “It is a constant reminder of 
how much good there is in the 
world, and I don’t want to waste it.” 
Loud noises still startle him “and 
probably always will.” His heart 
sometimes pounds as he walks the 
monastery’s first floor hallway. There 
are still times he’s tempted to lock 
himself in his room, pull the shade 

and never come out. 
But then he tells himself, No. “If I let 
fear get a hold of me,” he says, “I’m 
conquered.”

* * *
Don’t expect Father Norbert Schap-
pler to talk too much about emotions 
and memories and stuff like that. 
Sitting for an interview is not a high 
priority. 
The no-nonsense monk has no time 
for such distractions.
Each day since Lloyd Jeffress tried – 
and failed – to kill him, Father  
Norbert has been hard at the work 

by Dan Madden

At 8:45 a.m. on June 10, 2002, an 
internal e-mail hit computer 

screens across Conception Abbey. 
“HELP!!!” it read. “We have heard gun 
shots. What is going on! PLEASE 
CONTACT!!!!”
No one could make sense of such a 
message. A year later, its meaning is 
still coming clear.

* * *
Father Kenneth Reichert opened 
the door. There stood a 71-year-old 
man. The sounds were gunshots, 

but before 
Father Ken-
neth had any 
way of com-
p r e h e n d i n g 
that fact, he 
was on his 
back on the 
Coffee Room 
floor. Twelve 
months later, 
Father Ken-
neth still 

remembers the pain and the puz-
zling realization that if he pulled his 
hand away from his belly his internal 
organs, and most likely his life, 
would spill out on the monastery’s 
hardwood floor. He hears his own 
unanswered pleas echoing off the 
walls. 
Father Kenneth Reichert sees the 
vacant eyes of Lloyd Jeffress every 

day.
In an eight-minute rampage, the 
former postal worker also wounded 
Father Norbert Schappler and took 
the lives of Father Philip Schuster 
and Brother Damian Larson. He then 
made his way to the Basilica of the 
Immaculate Conception, settled 
into a back pew, and turned a gun 
on himself. His motive remains a 
mystery. 

The memories, like the gunman, 
creep in with detached malice, 
attempting to undermine Father 
Kenneth’s peace. They come when 
he wakes in the morning. They come 
when he’s pulling a brace onto his 
numbed right foot. They come when 
he folds his hands in prayer. 
But they no longer linger.
Father Kenneth calls it a battle of 

a year laTer

The will to heal: The abbey shootings a year later

a year laTer

Editor’s note: This article has been a source of much discussion at  
Conception Abbey. The stories it tells are not easy to read – or for that  
matter to write. They are honest and painful testaments to persistent faith 
and the sincerity of lives well lived. At the same time, they illustrate the  
terrible legacy of a single act of violence. This is not a comprehensive 
report. The trauma of that day affected the families of the victims and the 
assailant, every monk and employee of the abbey and their families, the 
surrounding communities and thousands of friends and benefactors. 
The monks of Conception Abbey have mixed feelings about its publica-
tion. They acknowledge that telling a story of pain can bring healing, but 
worry that we are making too much of something that for many people 
happens with regularity. They are ready to move on.
The Benedictine way is not boastful. It is an unassuming life that inculcates 
a sense of “There but for the grace of God go I.” I hope the  
stories told in this article will give those who read them a fuller under-
standing of those wise words. The first chapter of a powerful story of 
suffering began with the sound of gunfire on June 10, 2002. The five  
people who so generously open their hearts here make clear that in the 
final chapter the redemptive power of suffering prevails.
We welcome your comments: P.O. Box 501, Conception, MO 64433; com-
munications@conception.edu; (660) 944-2823. 
A note of gratitude to Mr. Jonathan Pitts of the Baltimore Sun, for his 
friendship and assistance with this article.

– DM

see The Will to Heal, page 16

The first thing Sheldon Lyon 
noticed was the basilica ceiling. 

A year before, all the Missouri State 
Highway Patrol sergeant saw was 
the dead body of a 71-year-old man 
slumped in a back pew. 
“On that day, I missed everything 
else,” he told Abbot Gregory Polan. 
“But tonight I saw beauty.”
Sgt. Lyon was one of more than 200 

people who on June 10 attended a 
special vespers service and banquet 
to mark the anniversary of a lone 
gunman’s fatal visit to the hallways 
of Conception Abbey. The invitation 
list for the gathering included the 
Benedictine sisters at nearby Clyde, 
law enforcement officials, paramed-
ics, ambulance drivers, first-response 
workers, Red Cross volunteers, crisis 
counselors, health care profession-

als and others who had come to the 
monks’ aid. Another 200 people 
attended a midday Mass, and the 
monks also hosted a luncheon for 
employees.
A theme of thanksgiving energized 
the day, and it was no coincidence 
that the evening meal was turkey 
and dressing.

Monks honor friends on a day of gratitude

see The Will to Heal, page 15

see Thanksgiving, page 20

Father Kenneth

Brother Blaise Bonderer incenses the spot where his friend Father Philip was killed.

The Will to Heal from page 14t
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by Dan Madden

Jerry Larson planned months in 
advance to be at Conception 

Abbey on June 10. He and 13 mem-
bers of his family arrived the night 
before, and at 8:40 the next morn-
ing, he sat in the Basilica of the 
Immaculate Conception and wept 
for his brother Larry, killed exactly a 
year before.
It had been a difficult year. Health 
problems only weakened him in the 
face of grief. In Jerry’s Wichita home 
there is a large picture of Larry 
standing next to his prized inven-
tion, “The Holy Smoker.”
“Almost every day I look at that and 
get tears in my eyes,” Jerry says. He 
laughs when his wife Donna men-
tions the family’s holiday gatherings. 
“Larry had this gift from God – or 
maybe from the devil,” Larson said. 
“It never failed, as soon as we all sat 
down to eat, within 30 seconds the 
phone rang and it would be him. We 
always waited for that call.”

Following the shootings, the family 
had to remind itself that the call 
from Larry (better known as Brother 
Damian outside the family) would  
no longer come. Then, one day, 30 
seconds after the family sat down to 
eat, the phone rang. 
“We all froze,” he says. 
“But then I thought, 
no, it can’t be.”
Unlike Larson, Ray-
mond Schuster really 
didn’t want to go to 
the abbey on June 10. 
The loss of his only sur-
viving brother was still 
overwhelming a year 
later. “It was so sense-
less,” he says, choking 
back emotion. “It didn’t 
have to be.” But with 
the dogged determi-
nation he shared with 
his older brother, he 
went.
“I go to daily Mass, but 
there are a lot of times 

when I don’t really want to go,” 
Schuster says. “Hell, I’d rather stay in 
bed and sleep. But it seems the 
harder it is to get there, the more 
good I get out of it.”

Emotional wounds still fresh for slain monks’ siblings
of recovery and making sure his sur-
vival in some way fulfills God’s plan.
It takes the 76-year-old monk 45 
minutes to dress for the day. His left 
foot is paralyzed, and a badly dam-

aged sciatic 
nerve has left 
patches of 
numbness and 
pain in his leg. 
He must wear a 
compression 
sock to control 
swelling and a 
brace on his 
foot. He no lon-
ger takes the 
stairs to his 

third-floor room in the monastery, 
instead riding the elevator, which he 
says with a chuckle works most of 
the time. The nerve damage is slow-
ly mending, but it could be two 
years before doctors know how 
much more he will improve. “It’s not 
that difficult,” he says gruffly, lest the 
listener mistake his list of ailments 
for complaining.
“I’m more aware of the shortness of 
life here on earth,” he says. “As Chris-
tians, it’s always in our minds, but 
sometimes its pretty far back. This 
experience has given me incentive  
to live with more dedication to my 
calling, to better fulfill the responsi-
bilities of my vocation.”
Father Norbert calls the pain and 
limitations of his foreseeable future 
“a fact of life,” and says with a shrug 
that he will continue to “do what I 
can do, and don’t do what I can’t.” 
His assessment of the past year: “I’m 
making good progress. I limp 
around pretty good, and although it 
takes longer I usually get where I 
want to go.”
The rest, he says, is useless detail.

* * *
When it came time to spray the 
abbey orchards this spring, a frus-
trated Brother Blaise Bonderer had 

to decipher the nebulous schedule 
left behind by Brother Damian, a 
man so attuned to nature he fol-
lowed the seasons with hunches, 
not science.
Choosing when to plant the toma-
toes and uncover the strawberry 
plants is a bittersweet task. A year 
before, it was the responsibility of 
his mentor Father Philip.
Since the day he saw Brother Dami-
an gunned down, and later walked 
past the ravaged body of Father 
Philip, Brother Blaise has encoun-
tered daily reminders of his two 
friends.
There was the first time he gave a 
hayride to a group of children, 
something Brother Damian always 
reveled in, or the first time he pulled 
out the so-called Weather Monk’s 
“Holy Smoker” for a barbecue. There 
are the twice-weekly bridge games 
Father Philip never missed, the quiet 
times when he longs for the blunt, 
h o r s e - s e n s e 
advice of 
Father Philip. 
And those div-
ots left by the 
bullets in the 
m o n a s t e r y 
floor, perma-
nent scars of 
that fateful 
morning.
During the 
sign of peace 
at this year’s Easter Vigil, Brother 
Blaise reached out in an E.T.-style 
greeting to a fellow monk. It was 
reminiscent of an irreverent practice 
of Brother Damian, who was uncom-
fortable with the traditional “kiss of 
peace.” Self-conscious of the grimy 
residue of his work with the soil, he 
avoided handshakes. At the moment 
the tip of Brother Blaise’s index fin-
ger touched that of his fellow monk, 
tears sprang to his eyes.
“It brought up some very deep emo-
tions,” he said, “because it reminded 

me how much I miss Damian and 
Philip. They were two people who 
shared my witness of what monasti-
cism is, namely manual labor. They 
were people who pitched in, people 
who had the same interests as me. 
It’s hard to replace someone like 
that.”
There is a point in each Mass when a 
monk or seminarian carries a vessel 
of smoking incense down the Basili-
ca’s middle aisle, wafting pungent 
fumes over the worshippers, honor-
ing them as members of the Body of 
Christ. The thurifer, as that person is 
called, then exits the back of the 
church into a hallway still disfigured 
by violence. Following the quad-
rangle of the monastery’s first floor, 
he returns to the sacristy at the front 
of the church.
Brother Blaise stops twice along the 
way. In a silence stronger than the 
memories of gunshots, he incenses 
the spots where Brother Damian 
and Father Philip fell. 

* * *
A floral-print blouse and skirt hang 
in Beverly VanVactor’s closet. She 
hasn’t worn them since the day she 
stood beside Brother Blaise at the 
end of the monastery hallway and 
saw the murder of Brother Damian 
Larson. Yet neither has she been 
inclined to give the outfit away. “I 
guess it’s a reminder of how lucky I 
was that day,” she says with irony.
Other than the fact that she sur-
vived that bloody morning to see 
her family again, VanVactor consid-
ers herself anything but lucky. 
Almost daily, the images and sounds 
of Brother Damian’s and Father Phil-
ip’s last seconds roil in her mind. For 
months she was terrorized by night-
mares. Even the sight of a hallway in 
her own home was too much to 
bear, forcing her to remember the 
monastery hallway and the terror 
she witnessed there. To this day a 

The Will to Heal from page 14t

slamming door or backfiring car can 
leave her rattled for nearly  
an hour.
As Brother Blaise ran to warn his 
brother monks, VanVactor “stood 
frozen, trying to comprehend what 
[she] was seeing,” then backed into 
the business office and 
locked the door. Frantically 
pacing, she heard more 
gunshots, each time won-
dering who else had been 
killed. “I was scared to 
death,” she says. “I was sim-
ply reacting. There was no 
thought process.” VanVac-
tor jumped out a window, 
gashing her leg, and ran to 
warn monks and employ-
ees in the infirmary. It 
wasn’t until two hours later, when 
she saw a CNN report, that she knew 
the killing was over.

Weeks after the shoot-
ings, exhausted by nightmares, 
VanVactor sought counseling for 
what was later diagnosed as post-
traumatic stress disorder. A year 
later, she is still seeing the counselor 
and working toward a recovery that 

will probably never be 
complete. VanVactor still 
finds moments of peace: 
sitting on her patio watch-
ing a thunderstorm, 
inhaling the aroma of a 
spring rain, taking long 
walks after work, watching 
proudly as her son Brett 
received his master’s 
degree.
But festering deep in her 
soul is a most devastating 

wound. Guilt. 
Although countless monks, coun-
selors, law enforcement officials, 

friends and family members assure 
her that she did everything she 
could, VanVactor regrets each day 
that instead of retreating into her 
office she didn’t brave the gunfire to 
warn Father Philip.
“Maybe I could have taken him out 
the front door and he would still be 
alive today,” she says. “He was a sit-
ting duck.”
If I had the chance to say one thing 
to all the monks,” she says, “it would 
be to apologize that I didn’t react 
differently and save one of their 
brothers.”

* * *
It’s an interesting question. 
What if they knew that their fellow 
monks would gain a new apprecia-

Father Norbert

Brother Blaise

see The Will to Heal, page 18see The Will to Heal, page 17

The Will to Heal from page 16t

Raymond Schuster receives Communion from 
Abbot Gregory Polan at the funeral of his brother, 
Father Philip. Schuster has found comfort in his 
friendship with the monks over the past year.

see Siblings, page 19
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Siblings from page 17t

a year laTera year laTer

tion for each other and for the life 
they have chosen? What if they 
knew four new candidates, drawn 
by its renewed peace, would join 
the monastic community? What if 
they knew hundreds of guests in 

the wake of 
tragedy would 
find “some-
thing special” 
at Conception 
Abbey? What if 
they knew the 
confreres they 
left behind 
would chal-
lenge and 
inspire thou-
sands with 

their ready forgiveness and unflinch-
ing hospitality? If they knew all this 
would happen in the 365 days fol-
lowing their violent deaths, would 
Father Philip Schuster and Brother 
Damian Larson have voluntarily laid 
down their lives?
Father Albert Bruecken suspects 
they would.
The abbey’s vocation director still 
hears the sounds outside his office 
door: gunfire, whistling bullets, 
Father Kenneth’s pleas for help. He 
vividly remembers abbey carpenter 
Norb Schieber, who was installing a 
shelf in the monk’s office, prevent-
ing his wandering into the line of 
fire. He recalls talking to a 911 dis-
patcher as he heard the gunshots 
that ended Father Philip’s life.
A year later, Father Albert sorts 
through the confusing emotions of 
his survival. He replays the sounds in 
his head daily, and like VanVactor, 
struggles with the guilt of what-ifs. 
He has apologized more than once 
to Father Kenneth for not coming to 
his aid, yet he is convinced that if 
not for Schieber, he would have 
been the third dead monk in the 
hallway that morning.
Father Albert worries about Beverly 
VanVactor. He worries about 
Schieber. He worries about his fel-
low monks. He worries about the 

family of Lloyd Jeffress. 
But, he says, no one need worry 
about the monastic community.
“I really think there have been grac-
es,” he says. “There have been small 
things and maybe big things, that 
have changed in people’s lives.”
Four new candidates enter Concep-
tion Abbey this summer. While none 
of them cited the tragedy as a rea-
son for joining, Father Albert 
believes the shootings had an indi-
rect influence. One observed in his 
application, “This man couldn’t take 
away the peace here.”
“Vocations are affected by how seri-
ous we are about our lives, how 
prayerful we are, how much we care 
for each other and how we treat our 
guests,” Father Albert notes. “The 
shootings made us reflect on what 
we do. We are carrying on, but we 
are carrying on more seriously. I 
think that shows.”
Father Albert is comfortable these 
days.
He has renewed old friendships. 
Things that used to irritate him don’t 
matter anymore. The voices in the 
monastic choir are more beautiful. 
He savors more fully the “privilege” 
of praying the Divine Office.
Father Albert counts among the 
greatest blessings of the past year 
the strengthened bond between 
the monks and the Benedictine sis-
ters at nearby Clyde.
On the day of the shooting, the sis-
ters invited the monks to their 
monastery for vespers and a meal, a 
gesture he found profoundly heal-
ing.
“They really stepped up,” he says. 
“They were there when we needed 
them. They prayed with us. They 
gave us a meal.”
Father Albert concedes he will never 
be the same. “This is part of who I 
am now,” he says. This summer he 
viewed the grisly crime scene pho-
tos, an unpleasant task he hopes will 
bring a sliver of closure to his loss.

He ponders the fear he still feels, and 
fights the instinct to be suspicious of 
strangers. He has even mulled 
whether the monks should arm 
themselves.
“Is our role to beef up and defend 
ourselves, or is our role to just be 
peaceful,” he wonders. “The witness 
of peace and the witness of prayers 
is what we are. If we die doing that 
then we die being who we are.
“Damian and Philip taught me that.”

* * *
A limping Father Norbert Schappler, 
without fanfare, celebrated Mass in 
the Basilica of the Immaculate Con-
ception on June 6, the feast day of 
his patron saint, exactly a year since 
he last presided.
Father Kenneth Reichert is back at 
his duties as prior and counseling 
seminarians in their spiritual lives. 
And Abbot Gregory recently 
appointed him the new director of 
the oblate program. Along with 
these many duties, Father Kenneth 
accepts the ongoing challenge of 
forgiving his assailant.
“I have to forgive daily,” he says. “It’s 
not something that all of a sudden 
goes away. Every time I think of that 
day I have to make a conscious  
decision to forgive Mr. Jeffress. My 
advice to anyone who has gone 
through something like this, is to  
be ready to forgive for the rest of  
your life.”
Beverly VanVactor says her faith in 
God was shaken a year ago. “I know 
he wouldn’t give me anything I 
couldn’t handle,” she says, “but there 
were times when I wondered.” She 
continued going to church each 
Sunday, and now has reclaimed her 
faith as a force in her life.
She is learning she is not alone. She 
thinks daily of Father Philip and 
Brother Damian, aching for all they 
had left to do, for the people they 
had touched in their lives, some not 
so different from Lloyd Jeffress.

The Will to Heal from page 17t

Schuster was exercising at 
the Maryville Senior Center 
and had planned to visit his 
brother at the monastery 
entrance, where his brother 
served as porter, later. 
When the news reached 
him of the shootings, he 
instantly thought of “Phil-
ip’s door.” Somehow he 
already knew the truth by 
the time he received the 
official word.
Schuster admits the tears 
were embarrassing early 
on. The mere mention of 
Father Philip and “I bawl like 
a baby.”
“But I’ve come to learn that 
there is a lot of good to 
tears,” he says. “I can cry in 
front of anybody now. I 
think that’s progress.”
The last phone conversa-
tion Jerry Larson had with 
his brother lasted 20 min-
utes, unprecedented for a 
monk who had removed 
the telephone from his 
monastery room. “We 
never did that,” Jerry said. “We would 
talk for about 30 seconds and then 
my wife would get on the phone.”
When Jerry heard the news, Donna 
said, “I just know it’s Larry.”
“I do too,” he answered.
They later reached the abbey infir-
mary and a monk confirmed their 
fears.
“No, no, no! It can’t be him,” Larson 
remembers crying. “It can’t be him!”
“I’m sorry,” the voice on the phone 
said, “but it is.” 
Schuster and Larson say their great 
loss is soothed by many blessings.  
An endless stream of people have 
told them how their relatives 
touched their lives, and the out-
pouring of support from family, 
friends and even total strangers has 
touched them deeply.

Schuster sees his own mortality with 
more humor and faith. “We’re all on 
borrowed time,” he says. “But I’d like 
to know who I borrowed it from.” At 
83, he still religiously visits nursing 
homes and is always eager to help a 
neighbor.
Larson says that since their uncle’s 
death, three of his grown children 
have taken new, more satisfying 
jobs. His nephew also took a huge 
pay cut to change jobs, because “life 
is too short,” a lesson driven home 
by Brother Damian’s sudden death.
“Priorities are changing,” Larson says. 
“They are realizing that money isn’t 
that important.”
Schuster did make it out of bed the 
morning of June 10. His close friend 
George Walters, a former abbey 
employee, attended the midday 
Mass with him. They were escorted 
to a seat of honor near the front of 

the church. Drained by emotion, 
Schuster asked his friend to take 
him home following lunch.
Larson said his visit to the abbey 
was even more difficult than the 
dreadful day it marked. The night 
before, he looked out the window of 
his abbey guest room at a fierce 
thunderstorm and recalled his 
brother’s passion for storms. “I saw 
the wind whipping the trees and 
the lightning flashing and I knew, I 
just knew I’d see Larry walking out 
there,” he said.
Both men say they took comfort in 
being with the monks.
“I love everybody here,” Schuster 
said. “They have been so kind to me.”
“I enjoyed seeing all the people 
here,” Larson said. “The monks have 
become my friends. They always go 
out of their way for us. I can see why 
Larry loved this place so much.”

Father Albert

Carrying the gifts at the June 10 Mass: front, left to right, Brother Damian’s  
nieces Kris Kellinson and Dawn Hay. Back, employee Norb Schieber,  

Brother Damian’s brother Jerry Larson, and employee Beverly VanVactor.

see The Will to Heal, page 21
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“At this time last year, we were all in 
shock,” Abbot Gregory reminded a 
crowd of more than 200 at the public 
Mass. “We could not believe what 
had come upon us. We were uncer-
tain of what it all meant…Now today, 
we gather in faith and prayer, still 
feeling some shock, and yet we are 
stronger in faith; we have come to 
see blessings flow from suffering and 
tragedy. The Paschal Mystery of Jesus 
has broken into our lives and led us 

from uncertainty to hope, from suf-
fering to healings, from anger to 
forgiveness, and from struggle to 
peace.”
The abbot’s words were not lost on 
Nodaway County Sheriff Ben Espey, 
who began the emotional day with a 
drive to the abbey. Arriving just after 
8:40, the same time at which Lloyd 
Jeffress had begun his rampage.
“I just wanted to be there,” he said. 
“When I pulled into the parking lot I 
looked toward the front of the church 
and I saw one person. It was Father 
Kenneth. He turned toward me and 
he was in tears.”
The priest had just left the Coffee 
Room, the spot where he nearly died. 
The memories were fresh and the 
arrival of the sheriff was heavy with 
meaning.
A year before, it was Espey who first 
reached the injured monk’s side. He 
admits that at the time he didn’t 

believe Father Kenneth and Father 
Norbert Schappler would survive. 
“There was so much blood,” he said. 
Alone on the Basilica steps, the two 
men reminisced about June 10 and 
counted their blessings. Later that 
evening, Espey again sat at Father 
Kenneth’s side, but this time over a 
home-cooked meal from the abbey 
kitchen.
“Since I received the invitation, this 
was something my wife and I really 
looked forward to,” the sheriff said. “It 
was important to see [the abbey] 
peaceful, rather than in turmoil. It felt 
more like a closing than anything 
we’ve had since. It was the last chap-
ter and everybody is at peace.”
Father Kenneth said the day was the 
most peaceful he’s experienced since 
being shot. “It was very healing,” he 
said. “It was necessary that we give 
thanks for all the people who came 
to our aid.”
The day also was a first reunion for 
Father Norbert and many of his res-
cuers. 
The 76-year-old monk took the 
opportunity to chide Nodaway  
County Sheriff’s Deputy Randy Hous-
ton. While Espey tended to Father 
Kenneth, it was Houston who cared 
for Father Norbert.
“Sheriff Espey held Kenneth’s hand,” 
Father Norbert said with a grin. “How 
come you didn’t hold mine?”
In fact, Houston couldn’t hold Father 
Norbert’s hand that day. A doorway 
to his right opened into the monas-
tery’s dining room, which had not 
been secured by law enforcement. 
Rifle in hand, he was on guard in case 
the gunman approached from that 
direction.
“I probably wasn’t very attentive,”  
he admitted, but Father Norbert  
disagreed. 
“I’m glad Father Kenneth and I had 
the opportunity to thank the people 
who came to our aid,” he said. “And I 
think it was important that we 

thanked them publicly.”
LifeNet Flight Nurse Mike Mazur, who 
cared for Father Norbert on the heli-
copter ride to the hospital, said the 
evening satisfied his curiosity. “It was 
good to come back and see how 
everyone is doing,” he said. Mazur’s 
teammate, Paramedic Jeff Coe, said 
he’ll never forget the call that took 
him to Conception Abbey. “I like my 
job a lot, and I was glad to come that 
day,” he said. “I’m honored now to be 
invited back.”
The two men recounted their life- 
saving flight. 
“I could tell Father Norbert was 
scared,” Mazur said. “I remember tell-
ing him, ‘Don’t worry, we fly with 
angels.’”
Taken off guard by the uncharacteris-
tic remark from his reserved partner, 

Thanksgiving from page 14t

Coe thought, “I sure hope so.”
Missouri State Highway Patrol 
Troopers Jim McDonald and Mark 
Ott, both of whom were given “Gold 
Awards” from their peers for their 
bravery that day, called the shoot-
ings life-changing, but said returning 
a year later gave them a clearer pic-
ture of Conception Abbey. 
“It’s nice to come and sit in the 
church and relax and notice how 
beautiful it is,” McDonald said. “That’s 
something we didn’t see last year.”
Ott called the reunion moving. “It 
was good to reflect on that day and 
visit with everyone who was there,” 

he said.
Following the meal, a small group of 
law enforcement officials and para-
medics led their wives along Lloyd 
Jeffress' path through the monas-
tery. They pointed out bullet holes, 
described finding the bodies of 
Father Philip and Brother Damian, 
and recalled the sights and sounds 
of the Coffee Room where they 
found Father Norbert and Father 
Kenneth. All this they did in lowered 
voices.
They didn’t want to disturb the 
peace.

a year laTera year laTer

As they did a year before at a  
crime scene, members of the  
Nodaway County Sheriff’s  
Department and Missouri State 
Highway Patrol stand side-by-side, 
this time in prayer.

Sgt. Sheldon Lyon of the Missouri 
State Highway Patrol talks with 
his daughter Madison during a 
June 10 banquet at Conception. 
His younger daughter, Macy, is 
barely visible beyond his right 
shoulder.

see Thanksgiving, page 21

Thanksgiving from page 20t
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 “What a hopeless awful feeling he 
must have felt that would make him 
do something like this,” she says. “I 
sometimes wonder if we had a kind-
er, gentler, more understanding 
society, maybe somebody would 
have reached out to him. But then 
again, I’m also sure there were times 
when people reached out to him 
and he rejected them.”
As this article went to print, Brother 
Blaise was probably watering the 
droopy pine tree in the monastery 
courtyard, tending the orchard, 
mowing the abbey grounds. Or just 
maybe he was sticking out one fin-
ger to a fellow monk during the sign 
of peace.

* * *
Years ago, in a meadow on the 
Abbey grounds, Brother Damian 
erected a succession of crosses com-
memorating the suffering and death 
of Jesus Christ. Perhaps not coinci-
dentally, this “Way of the Cross” also 
reflects the sort of stubborn obedi-
ence Father Philip demanded of 
himself and his confreres.
Their path doesn’t end at the 14th 
station. Completed a month before 
tragedy struck Conception Abbey, 
“Damian’s Trail” meanders through 
an elm grove, past a rickety hermit-
age, through the apple orchard he 
planted and on to the shores of Lake 
Placid. A walk along its length is a 
reminder that a life well lived never 
ceases to yield blessings.
During a combined 90 years of 
monastic life, Father Philip and 
Brother Damian gave everything 
they had to offer. A year ago, God 
wanted more.
For those left behind, June 10, 2002, 
was a reminder that His call can be 
terrible, but also the first step on a 
new path, where fuller faith and  
forgiveness promise still greater 
reward.

The Will to Heal from page 18t

Father Kenneth has resumed his daily walks on the abbey grounds. Here 
he stops for a rest by the second station of the cross on “Damian’s Trail.”
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‘Troubadour for the Lord’: John Michael Talbot 
reflects on career, ministry, community, tragedy

drives. Finally, I had an experience 
with Jesus and began calling myself 
Christian. I became part of the Jesus 
Movement and got back into music 
as a Christian.
How did you become a Cath-
olic?
I saw so much division within the 
different churches, and at the same 
time I saw a lot of head knowledge 
and Scripture quoting. I also saw a 
lot of anger and hate under the sur-
face. So I began to look. I read 
Scripture, the patristics and the con-
templative traditions – John of the 
Cross, Theresa of Avila, Francis, 
Benedict. On all of those fronts I was 
encountering the Catholic faith. It 
confused me, because I was con-
vinced that Catholicism was a false 
religion. First, I went and looked up 
a Franciscan I knew, Father Martin, 
who is still my spiritual director 
today. I moved into a place called 
Alverna in Indianapolis, and while I 
was there I heard a little voice inside 
that said, “John Michael, I want you 
to become Catholic. She is my first 
Church. She’s been sick and she’s 
nearly died. But I am going to heal 
her and raise her to new life, and I 
want you to be a part of her.” So I 
began formal studies and a year 
later I was a Catholic.
Your music is deeply  
spiritual and scripture-based. 
Can you tell me how your 
songwriting evolved?
My brother wrote songs for our 

group, and I helped him with the 
music, but I didn’t know how to put 
the words and the music together. 
He told me, “John, for the next year I 
want you to write a song every day, 
whether you feel like it or not, 
whether you’re inspired or not.” So I 
did. Once a week he would go 
through the songs and usually he’d 
tell me how terrible they were. But it 
was good discipline. My songwrit-
ing went from just music to words 
and music. 
Later I met a man named Barry 
McGuire, a legend both in folk music 
and the early contemporary music 
movement. He had several number 
one hits and was with the New 
Christy Minstrels in the folk era. We 
were doing a conference together in 
Denver. I was up there and I could 
play all these guitar things and I 
knew all these secular communica-
tion tools. People clapped and 
appreciated it. Then, Barry came out 
after me. You have to understand, 
Barry doesn’t play guitar well and he 
doesn’t really sing well. But he went 
out and it was like somebody took 
the roof off that church and poured 
down buckets of the Holy Spirit. 
Everybody was swimming in the 
Spirit of God. Afterwards, I asked 
him how he did that, and he gave 
me the best advice anybody has 
ever given me. He said, “John, when 
you go out there, don’t sing to the 
people. Sing to God and let God 
take care of the people, because he 
can do it better than you can.” It 

changed entirely the way I make 
music. 
How do you come up with 
your lyrics?
The texts are what I’m praying. So 
appropriately a lot of it is Scripture. 
Some of it is the prayers of the 
saints. 
I told the abbot last night that I’ve 
never put anything of St. Benedict 
to music. In our community we use 
the Benedictine Rule in our monas-
tery, but we use the Franciscan Rule 
out in ministry, because it’s itinerant. 
I’ve picked out a lot of Francis, but 
even though I love the Benedictine 
Rule, it hadn’t sung to me yet. Last 
night, before I went out for the con-
cert, I was playing my guitar and out 
came, “Prefer nothing to Christ.” I 
thought, “Ah-ha!” I need to hang out 
in a few Benedictine monasteries for 
a week or two.
Some people call my music “icons in 
sound.” I like that because an icon is 
a window to heaven. Prayer songs 
are not windows. I guess they’re 
headphones to heaven (laughs). Ico-
nographers fast and pray and there’s 
a discipline. The same is true with 
sacred music. One aspect of sacred 
music that people don’t think about 
much is that the note is important 
and the lyric is important, but the 
space between the notes and the 
space between the words are just as 
important. To me, that’s a symbol of 

Editor’s Note: John Michael Talbot 
gave a free concert at Conception 
Abbey Feb. 13 in memory of Father 
Philip Schuster and Brother Damian 
Larson, the monks killed by a lone 
gunman June 10, 2002. 
Talbot is the top selling Catholic art-
ist in the world, having received 
eight Dove Award nominations and 
one Dove Award. He has produced 
41 albums, with sales approaching 
four million records. 
Talbot is the founder and general 
minister of the Brothers and Sisters 
of Charity, the only integrated 
monastic community with canoni-
cal approval in the United States. He 
agreed to the following interview 
for Tower Topics the morning after 
his concert. His answers have been 
condensed.
Why did you decide to come 
to Conception Abbey?
Like all the rest of the communities 
in America and all over the world, 
we heard about the shootings. It 
struck me very deeply. There was 
solidarity between not only the 
Benedictine communities, but 
between all communities. It could 
easily happen to any of us.
In past tragedies – September 11th, 
Oklahoma City – there’s been a ten-
dency on the part of Christian 

contemporary musicians to jump 
quickly. I don’t doubt their sincerity, 
but it comes off as being a bit oppor-
tunistic. So I’ve always shied away 
from that.
But after an appropriate period of 
time, I knew I wanted to do some-
thing meaningful for Conception. 
So I wrote a letter to the abbot and 
said I’d like to offer a concert. I origi-
nally just wanted to come and sing 
for the monks. But I’m glad they 
opened it up to the local communi-
ty. Appropriately, they did not try to 
do a big event. The basilica was 
pleasantly full, but there was a real 
sense of family.
This tragedy definitely has 
affected a lot of people 
beyond the abbey and 
strengthened the bond 
between the monks and the 
wider community.
The monks took me back through 
the enclosure and showed me the 
spots where the shootings hap-
pened. It’s very moving. One of the 
questions I asked was, “Do you con-
sider these men to be faithful victims 
or martyrs?” One of the brothers 
said, “I really think they’re martyrs 
because they died faithful. They 
died faithful to their faith and they 
died faithful to being men of peace.” 
That’s a powerful witness.

Can you tell me about the 
birth of your ministry?
I was raised a Methodist, but I drift-
ed away from the church. My god 
became music and I followed that 
god zealously. I experienced some 
secular success with a group called 
Mason Proffit and had a chance to 
see all the people I thought I want-
ed to be like. They had money, 
power, access to drugs and sexual 
activity that was fantastic. And they 
weren’t happy. The most memora-
ble was Janis Joplin. She was a neat 
lady who drank too much, swore 
too much and smoked too much. 
She had a reputation of sleeping 
with somebody every night. But she 
was trying to fit. It was a cruel thing, 
but in the industry people made fun 
of her, and she was so desperately 
lonely.
We’d finish concerts and I’d look out 
over the arena floor and there would 
be drug paraphernalia, empty beer 
cans, wine bottles, tequila bottles, 
and passed out people. I did that 
over and over, night after night, and 
finally I decided there’s gotta be 
something more. 
I began looking through the scrip-
tures of the various world religions.  
I had the Revised Standard Bible 
that my grandmother had given me, 
and I’d read it on the bus on long 
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life. 
How did your career take 
flight?
I was going through this Catholic 
thing, and this monastic and Fran-
ciscan thing, and the music changed. 
I put out an album called “The Lord’s 
Supper,” which I fully expected to be 
my last. The record company at first 
wouldn’t publish it, because it was 
based on the Mass. I brought it to 
the offices out in L.A. and played it. A 
man named Billy Ray Hearn, who is 
my musical mentor, was sitting there 
trying to figure out how to tell me 
that they couldn’t do this. But then 
people began coming in from down 
the hall, asking what that music was. 
They said it was the most gorgeous 
thing they’d ever heard. Long story 
short, they put it out and it became 
an overnight success in Christian 
music.
I did an album shortly thereafter 
called “Come to the Quiet.” We made 
the entire record for $8,000 in a 
basement studio on the north side 
of Indianapolis. Everybody thought 
it was going to flop, because it was 
so different from anything going on 
in Christian music – it wasn’t New 
Age, it wasn’t really “Christian” music. 
They didn’t know where to put it. I 
remember Billy Ray saying, “John, 
you’ve just had a big success; you 
can afford to lose $8,000.” 
They put it out and it was twice as 
successful as “The Lord’s Supper.” 
Your music certainly has an 
ecumenical appeal.
I think in our culture people are hun-
gry for quiet. They’re hungry for 
solitude and silence. The music I 
make is a doorway to that. Some 
people say my music is prayer, but 
it’s a doorway to prayer. The music I 
hear in my soul doesn’t have any 
notes.
If you can break through to what the 
eastern Christian Fathers called 
intellection, which is the realm of 
spirit, then all of creation falls into a 

rhythm and harmony, and you’re 
aware of it as you go through your 
daily life.
Charismatic and Pentecostal Christi-
anity certainly are exciting. They 
deal with the fundamentals of 
generic Christian faith – praise and 
worship, excitement, good preach-
ing. That’s all great. But it only goes 
so far. So after people have been in 
that movement for five, 10, some-
times even 20 years, they come to a 
place where they want more.
People feel not so much that other 
forms of faith are bad, but that 
there’s something deeper. In my life 
that comes from the Catholic experi-
ence and the Franciscan and 
monastic experience. The mystical 
experience. That’s what people are 
hungry for. If you put it into objec-

tive words they would probably 
disagree. But deep inside that’s what 
people want.
How did you come to  
establish a community that 
consists of married couples, 
singles and religious?
It happened. 
Basically, in 1971 God gave me a 
beautiful vision of men, women and 
children living in harmony with God, 
with each other and with all of cre-
ation. I asked, what am I supposed 
to do? The word I got was, “Stay in 
music and I’ll open and shut doors.”
I moved into a hermitage under the 
direction of the Franciscan friars, 
and stayed there for several years. 
Community began to develop. Peo-
ple came to the hermitage door. 

Talbot from page 23t
abbey

They were celibates, men, women, 
lay people, single people, and also 
families. The community unfolded 
in an integrated fashion.
Many communities have integra-
tion in some form or another. It’s not 
unusual to find a celibate group of 
men and women relatively close to 
each other, either in a monastic set-
ting or in a ministerial setting in a 
parish. It’s certainly not uncommon 
to find lay people associated with 
communities under different names. 
Franciscans, Carmelites and Domini-
cans call them seculars. Benedictine 
communities have oblates.
What we’re doing is a little different. 
We are one community with many 
expressions. Most of the older com-
munities are many communities in 
one family. In our community deci-
sions are made with formal input 
from the different states of life – 
celibate, single and family. We call 
ourselves an integrated monastery. 
We also have a domestic expression 
of people living in their own homes 
in several countries, not unlike the 
oblate program.
How do you get something 
like this approved by the 
Church?
You have to live it. After you’ve lived 

it for a good number of years, then 
you approach the Church. First we 
were a private association of the 
faithful, which is approved by the 
Church. Now we’re a public associa-
tion of the faithful. We’re not only 
approved by the Church, but we 
also represent the Church in certain 
areas of our lifestyle. That would be 
our monastic life, our ministry, and 
especially in our Divine Office, not 
unlike Conception Abbey. 
We’ve been told that there are about 
10 other communities prospering in 
the world today that are similar to 
ours. We believe in the next draft of 
canon law there needs to be a new 
category for integrated, consecrat-
ed communities. Older communities, 
Franciscans, Benedictines and many 
sisters’ groups, are very curious 
about the integrated model of com-
munity, especially in an era where 
vocations are just holding their own. 
There are signs that vocations are 
on the rise again. But in the interim 
period, integrated communities are 
a way to people the many commu-
nities around the world, and for 
those communities to retain their 
spiritual center and character.
What are your feelings about 
the war in the Middle East?

I’m against it. The pope is against it. 
A couple of weeks ago he cried out, 
“No more war! No more war!” 
There’s always a better way. Death, 
especially a violent death, is not 
neat and clean. The monks know 
this. They described to me what 
they found here last June 10.
After one of the battles in World War 
II, Eisenhower went out to review 
the battlefield. He reported that 
there was no place where he could 
put his foot down on ground. He 
had to walk across bodies. War is a 
terrible, terrible thing.
Some of the people I know who are 
most avid about finding a peaceful 
resolution are veterans. My father 
came back from World War II and 
said never again.
The only way we should go to war is 
if all the conditions of a just war 
have been met…and then some.
Does it find its way into your 
music?
Not directly, but certainly intuitively. 
When I sang the peace prayer of St. 
Francis last night that’s what was in 
my heart.
The peace we have to find is the 
peace within ourselves. St. Paul said 
we are called to that peace. It’s not 
an option. Peace comes when you 
let go of the old self, the ego. And 
the reason we get upset, frustrated, 
angry and then later bitter is because 
the toes of our ego have been 
stepped on.
The whole point of dying and rising 
with Christ is bringing what classi-
cally is called dispassion to a 
situation. So you can deal with a sit-
uation calmly, peacefully. In my life, 
when my emotions are all riled up 
it’s like a pond that gets very muddy 
and you can’t see in it. You have to 
let it settle. Stillness is the way for 
the pond to settle, for the muddy 
water to become crystal clear.
To order John Michael Talbot’s CDs 
from the Conception Abbey Printery 
House, call 1-800-322-2737, send a 
FAX to 1-888-556-8262, or send an 
e-mail: sales@printeryhouse.org.

Judy Henggeler asks John Michael Talbot to autograph her copy of his 
album, “The Painter.” He signed it: “In Christ, M.”
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Ms. Carla Acton Jesse Cruz
Mr. Joshua L. Allee Ruby D. Scott
Mrs. Shirley A. Andrews John L. Drefs
Ms. Mary Kay Backer William M. Forthman
Ms. Mary Ann Barmann James E. Wynne
Mr. & Mrs. Jim Blaise Bob & Janet Dressler
Mr. Matthew Bosisio Mariano J. Bosisio
Ms. Celina Bourquin Bob & Janet Dressler
Mr. & Mrs. Clyde Brewer Norbert McManus
Mr. Tom Brusnahan John L. Drefs
Ms. June P. Campbell Alice L. Prichard
Children of Charles Ritter Rita Fisher
Ms. Ann Cole Adolph Behrens
Ms. Ann Cole Connie Descoteaux
Ms. Ann Cole Lee Peak
Ms. Ann Cole Mary Kay Hoarty
Ms. Ann Cole Robert Cannon
Mr. & Mrs. Steve Curran Katherine J. Meyer
Mr. & Mrs. Steve Curran Rita June Tamborello
Ms. Rachel Daugherty Blaise, Genevieve & Mary Wolfer
Daughters of Isabella Eloise Slocum
Mrs. Mary C. Doohan Dorothy Sachen
Mrs. Mary C. Doohan Edward Louis "Harpo" Van Camp
Mrs. Mary C. Doohan Robin M. Bono
Mr. & Mrs. William D. Dowd George & Luella Walter
Ms. Darlene Drefs John L. Drefs
Sister Mary Joan Dyer, CPPS CPPS Sisters' Jubilees 2003
Mr. & Mrs. Dennis Fadler Bob & Ginny Long
Mr. & Mrs. James W. Fernandez William M. Forthman
Mr. & Mrs. Roger L. Givens John L. Drefs
Mr. & Mrs. Peter Godfrey James M. Walsh, Sr.
Mr. Bob Goodfellow Father Alcuin Greenburg
Mr. Bob Goodfellow Father Alcuin Greenburg
Mr. & Mrs. Robert H. Graham Kathryn Coleman
Mr. & Mrs. Sam Groark Bill Forthman
Mr. Tom Growney Norbert McManus
Mr. & Mrs. Gerald Handley Porter & Marilyn O'Brien
Mrs. Joan C. Hawes James M. Walsh, Sr.
Mr. Brian E. Holland John E. Holland
Mrs. Mary H. Kersten Joseph Ferguson
Mr. & Mrs. William G. Kilgore Mike Bitz
Mr. & Mrs. George Kimber Michael McKool
Mr. & Mrs. Dorril King Casey Bell
Mr. & Mrs. Dorril D. King Walt King
Mrs. Rita Kleinschmit George J. Kleinschmit
Knights of Columbus #12655 Brother José Garcia
Ms. Rose Krysl John L. Drefs
Mr. & Mrs. Jerry Larson Brother Damian and Father Philip

Mr. & Mrs. Jerry Larson Mr. & Mrs. Mike Mailhiot
Dr. & Mrs. Carl Lombardino Cleo D'Angelo
Judge Harold L. Lowenstein Rachael Riederer
Ms. Lois Mall Vince Farabaugh
Mr. & Mrs. Phil Mall Bob Basilico
Mr. & Mrs. Phil Mall Mother of Rita Fant
Mr. & Mrs. John A. Mascarello Mary Mascarello
Mr. & Mrs. John McCarthy Kay Byrne
Ms. Angela McGonagil Clyde & Mary Ann Brewer
Ms. Cheril McKay Tom & Pat Richards
Ms. Barbara McMillen William J. Crowley
Mrs. Rosalie D. O'Connell Kathryn Coleman
Mr. & Mrs. L.J. Petree The deceased members of our family
Mr. & Mrs. Harold Pope Ed Ernest
Mr. & Mrs. Harold Pope Norbert McManus
Mr. & Mrs. Harold Pope Rob Brown
Ms. Mary T. Pope Edward G. Ernst
Ms. Mary T. Pope John L. Pope
Mr. & Mrs. Karl Reichman Walter King
Mrs. Dorothy Reif Clarence Henning
Mrs. Dorothy Reif Dorothy Jewel
Mrs. Dorothy Reif Mary Ann Frenzl
Mr. Warren Reznicek Clara Dziedzic
Mr. Warren Reznicek Julie Telich
Mr. & Mrs. Dan Rigazzi George D. Rigazzi
Mr. Harold Roberts Thomas & Anna Kasick Roberts
Mr. William F.Sauer Deceased individuals I have worked with or 
known
Mr. & Mrs. Glenn Schneider Joseph Meyer
Mr. & Mrs. Glenn F. Schneider Rosa Valera
Dr. Earl E. Shelp, PhD Father Alcuin Greenburg
Ms. Mary Stitt James Clemens
Mr. & Mrs. Gerald J. Stock Catherine Garr
Ms. Flavia Tarwater Mary Ann Jolibois
Mr. & Mrs. Charles Thomas John Joseph Hornicak
Ms. Mary Thornburg John & Elaine Mirosh
Ms. Mary Thornburg Riley & Joan Thornburg
Mr. & Mrs. Hector Vela José Ortega
Ms. Ellen K. Walk Troy Malone
Mr. & Mrs. Howard P. Waller Brother Damian and Father Philip
Mr. & Mrs. Howard P. Waller Mr. & Mrs. Mike Mailhiot
Mr. & Mrs. Richard T. Wieberg Gary Wieberg
Mr. & Mrs. Richard T. Wieberg Jane Ressel
Mr. & Mrs. Richard T. Wieberg Joe Hilkemeyer
Mr. & Mrs. Richard T. Wieberg Lawrence Luecke
Mr. & Mrs. Richard T. Wieberg Levoy Luebbert
Mr. & Mrs. Chuck Williams Kenneth E. Geier
Mr. & Mrs. John C. Wilson Mark A. Wilson

DONOR IN HONOR / MEMORY OF DONOR IN HONOR / MEMORY OF 

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. The donor will receive a thank-you card. For more informa-
tion 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.

seminarybenefaCTors

May Day 2003
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Record turnout for 8th Annual Abbey Trails
by Dan Madden

The 8th Annual Abbey Trails 5K 
run and two-mile walk drew a 

record 191 runners and walkers  
April 12 and raised $4,290 for the 
Conception Seminary College Well-
ness Program.
Kevin Guest of Rea, Mo., was the 
overall winner in the men’s category 
for the second straight year, finish-
ing the 5-kilometer course in 17:39,  
followed in second place by Tim  
Gallagher of Bedford, Iowa.

The women’s overall winner was 
Kate Carrel of Kansas City, who  
finished at 20:32, followed by Sara 
Snow of Maryville.
In the two-mile walk participants 
estimated their completion time 
before the event and then tried to  
finish closest to that time.
The money from Abbey Trails will 
help fund the Wellness Program, 
which was created in 1987 to sup-
port positive health practices in the 
seminary and surrounding commu-
nities by teaching the skills needed 

for physical, emotional and spiritual 
well-being. The program is open to 
the public and offers racquetball, 
aerobics, water aerobics and swim-
ming, weight training and other 
activities.
This year’s event drew 114 people 
for the two-mile walk and 77 for the 
run. Participants enjoyed a lunch, a 
tour of the Basilica of the Immacu-
late Conception and the top three 
finishers in various age groups 
received prizes. 
Duke Kemper of Conception, at 84 
the oldest participant, has walked  
in every Abbey Trails since its  
inception.
Next year’s Abbey Trails is scheduled 
for April 24, 2004.
For more information on Abbey 
Trails or the Wellness Program, con-
tact Dan Madden at (660) 944-2823, 
or by e-mail at dmadden@concep-
tion.edu. Visit Conception Abbey’s 
Web site at: www.conceptionabbey.
org.

Father Albert Bruecken explains  
the race course to Abbey Trails  
participants.
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