Volume 14 Issue 2
Fall 2010

25 Years: Santa Maria de la Vid Priory 1985-2010
Fr. Joel Garner was named the prior of the
new foundation. Fr. Richard Mulroy, a missionary in Lima, Peru, and Fr. Vincent
DeLeers, a former academic dean at St. Norbert College, joined the fledgling community
in 1986.

Church of Santa Maria de la Vid
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T

he Beginnings
In the years after Vatican II, under the
leadership of Abbot Benjamin Mackin, a conviction grew among the men of St. Norbert Abbey in DePere, WI that the canonry should put
forth a greater effort to serve the increasing
number of Hispanic Catholics in the United
States. Fr. Robert Brooks, a trained sociologist, was sent to the Southwest to visit dioceses
that might provide an appropriate setting for a
new Norbertine foundation. His research led to
the recommendation that we mission some men
to the Archdiocese of Santa Fe in New Mexico,
where many Hispanic families have lived for
centuries. In 1984, Fr. Robert Brooks and Fr.
Robert Olson moved to Albuquerque to seek an
appropriate setting for our Norbertine Community. They ministered at the University of Albuquerque where Fr. Alfred McBride, a Norbertine, was president.
In 1985, Archbishop Robert Sanchez invited
the Norbertine Community to take pastoral responsibility for Our Lady of the Most Holy
Rosary Parish on Albuquerque’s West Mesa, a
primarily Hispanic working-class parish. The
parish included a former convent that could
house a small community. Fr. Ed Sdano was
named pastor of the parish and Fr. Joel Garner
his associate.
On September 8, 1985, the Feast of the Nativity of Mary, St. Norbert Abbey created a permanent foundation in New Mexico, to be
known as Santa María de la Vid Priory. The
name, which means Our Lady of the Vine, was
adopted in memory of the first Norbertine Abbey in Spain, which was founded just after the
death of St. Norbert and lasted for more than
700 years until it was suppressed in 1835 by an
anti-clerical government.

From the very beginning, the Norbertines of
New Mexico saw as their primary mission
“the witnessing to the reality and power of a
Christian faith community by living a simple,
communal life according to the Rule of
Augustine and the ancient traditions of the
Order of Premontré” (Mission Statement).
Morning and evening prayer, common table,
the Eucharist, and a monthly community day
were initial vehicles for the deepening of
communio.

Frs. Mulroy, Garner, Brooks, Sdano, Olson
Five Founding Members

A Difficult Start
The initial years of this new venture were
marked with numerous challenges, and the
rhythm of dying and rising that marks Christian life. Fr. Sdano died the day after leading
an annual pilgrimage for vocations in which
the peregrinos walk 100 miles from the four
directions to the Santuario at Chimayo, NM.
He had been pastor only nine months when
he died of a heart attack in June of 1986. Fr.
Brooks, who had founded the new parish of
St. Joseph on the Rio Grande out of the campus ministry program at the University of
Albuquerque, died of cancer two years later
in 1988.
Fr. Robert Olson and Fr. John Tourangeau,
who had joined the priory community in
1987, departed from Norbertine life in 1989.
However, as the years passed, other Norbertines came to share in the life of this new mission. Among them were Jim Huth, Christian
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O’Brien, Norbert Manders, Francis
Dorff, Dominic Rossi, Joe Serano, Stan
Joppe, Gene Gries, Rod Fenzl, Nick
Nirschl, Larry Mayer, Angelo Feldkamp, John Tourangeau (who returned), Brother Dennis Butler, who
became the first member solemnly professed in New Mexico, and Robert
Campbell, a newly-ordained priest. In
addition, Anthony Maes, a former
Archdiocese of Santa Fe priest, has
entered the community.

Community and Oblates

A New Location for the Priory
As the community grew, several other
houses were purchased near the priory
in our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary
Parish, but the living situation was not
conducive to the community life that
was envisioned. So in 1995 the Norbertines of Santa María de la Vid Priory moved to 70 acres of land in Albuquerque’s South Valley. Located on a
southwest mesa, the priory overlooks
the city of Albuquerque and the Sandia
and Manzano Mountains. Memorable
sunrises and sunsets are a regular experience.
The history of communal residence on
this land is a fascinating one. There is
strong evidence that the descendants of
neighboring Native American peoples
inhabited the land when St. Norbert
was preaching in Europe in 1121. Subsequently sheep grazed here under the
flags of three different countries –
Spain, Mexico, and the United States.
In the late 1940s, Bernard May, a former World War II fighter pilot, had
purchased the 70 acres which form the

boundaries of the property. He built a
family home, an airstrip, and a small
airplane hangar on his land. May sold
the land to a community of Dominican
Sisters from Philadelphia in the 1950s.
The Sisters, whose main apostolate
was retreat ministry, built a dormitory
for retreatants in 1960. In the mid1980s, the sisters added a small convent, four hermitages, and a desert
chapel. Subsequently, the Dominican
Sisters sold the retreat house to the
Archdiocese of Santa Fe.
The New Mexico Norbertines purchased 30 of those acres from the
Archdiocese in 1988 and subsequently
were invited to purchase the remaining
40 acres and its six buildings in 1994.
Ten years after its founding, the Priory
of Santa María de la Vid and its members had a new home in a new location.
Here the community has created a center for spiritual life for its members and
for anyone who wishes to deepen their
own relationship with God.

Interior of Church

The Long-Range Plan
In 1995, Phase I of the long-range development plan for the priory began.
This included building the Church of
Santa María de la Vid, renovating the
original May home to serve as a communal dining and living room facility,
converting the former airplane hangar
into a temporary library, renovating the
former retreat center dormitory into
housing for the community, and the
renovation of Bethany Guest House
(the former Sisters’ convent) and the

Hermitages of Premontré to make them
more suitable for retreat guests.
In 2010, the twenty-fifth anniversary year
of the Norbertine presence in New Mexico, Phase II of the three-phase building
process is now completed. The second
phase addressed the need for a new residence-living center and a library-spiritual
learning center. The third phase will include a dining room-living room facility
and another residence-living center.

The Norbertine Library

The Norbertine Library is a theological
resource for the entire state. The library,
currently with over 14,000 volumes and
growing, has an animating vision expressed in the dedicatory phrase, “That
All May Be One.” The Norbertine Library is open to the public. A series of
free lectures on spirituality on Saturday
mornings is entering its third season.
The planning for these two buildings began in 2004 and was realized in 2008.
Abbot Gary Neville dedicated St. Norbert
Cloister in September of 2007, and
Archbishop Michael Sheehan dedicated
the new library in August of 2008. These
two additions are foundational for Santa
María de la Vid’s future as an abbey.
The church building assures a space for
liturgy, the library a place for study, and
the cloister a place for rest and renewal
for active ministries. These are the three
pillars of abbey life.
Ministries in New Mexico
The high desert environment of Santa
Maria de la Vid Priory is a sacred space
where Norbertines and those who spend
(continued on page 3)
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time here are nourished for their ministries in the Southwest and beyond. The
prayerful, inclusive atmosphere of the
priory invites all who enter this holy
ground to silence, solitude, study, and
dialogue. It is the contemplative hospitality of this place that sustains the Norbertines and others in their active ministries.

Holy Rosary Parish

The Parish Outreach of the priory
touches a number of Catholic faith
communities in the Archdiocese of
Santa Fe. The primary service is to the
2,700-family parish of Our Lady of the
Most Holy Rosary where the renovation of the family center was initiated
in 1988, and the building of a new
church was completed in 1992. The
liturgical design of the church has received national recognition. Recently
the community has reassumed pastoral
responsibility for St. Augustine Parish
at Isleta Pueblo, founded in 1613. In
addition, we minister to other parishes
and convents of sisters in the local area.

Fr. Anthony Maes, Teacher

The Educational Outreach of the priory is reflected in the collaboration
with ecumenical friends. The priory
has provided a New Mexico campus
for the Master of Theological Studies
program of St. Norbert College. It
enables local residents to earn an advanced theological degree. The Norbertine Library is open to people of all
faiths as a space in which a shared
search for Wisdom can be pursued in
peace. The community is also involved in other adult educational efforts. In addition, Fr. Anthony Maes is
on the administrative team and chair of
the Theology Department at Pius X
High School, the only Catholic high
school in Albuquerque.

New Initiatives
Other fresh developments in the community’s life since the turn of the century
have been the beginning of the Norbertine associates program in 2001, and the
formation of an oblate program in 2006.
A small group of lay men and women
now have the opportunity to identify
more intimately with our life and ministry. A further positive development has
been the welcoming of three Norbertine
priest-brothers from India in 2006 who
have been gradually integrated into the
Norbertine life of New Mexico and its
ministries. Their presence has touched
many lives.
With their emphasis on the primacy of
community and life together, the Norbertines of Santa María de la Vid Priory attempt to bring a sense of community to
their multiple ministries. Today the priory is home to 12 priests, one brother,
and three novices.
Fr. Joel Garner, O.Praem.

Finally, the Pastoral Outreach is ecumenical, including retreat ministry,
involvement in interfaith dialogue, and
ministry to the marginalized: the poor,
the immigrants, the imprisoned, and
the sick and dying in area hospitals.
Fr. Bob Campbell, Hospital Chaplain

Retreat & Library
Offerings
Go to www.norbertinecommunity.org
to see the schedules for:
The 2010-2011 Norbertine Library
Series on Spirituality and Practice.
25th Anniversary Mass celebrated by Prior Fr. Joel Garner,
concelebrants (left to right) 50th Jubilarian Fr. Francis Dorff,
Abbot Emeritus E. Thomas DeWane, Abbot Gary Neville,
Sub-Prior Fr. Gene Gries
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Meditative Writing Retreats
with Fr. Francis Dorff, O.Praem.
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A Ministry of Place

by Graham Golden, O.Praem.

A

fter a visit to our priory a friend
asked if we could offer a small retreat for a mixed group of children from
troubled backgrounds and economically
marginalized senior citizens. He wanted
them to recognize the importance of a
spiritual life and of sanctuary in their often unsettled lives. I was nervous as to
how such a diverse group from a government-funded organization would respond
to a morning spent in a monastery. By the
end of our beautiful and organicallyflowing time together there were only
hugs and smiles to be had. Why was
this? What did this group of children and
elderly find so attractive in an environment that, at best, some consider frivolously aesthetic and, at worst, archaic or
anachronistic? This experience deepened
my own appreciation for our uniquely
Norbertine mode of life in a contemplative
center open to the world.
Founders of prominent apostolic religious
orders and congregations in the Church
(e.g. St. Francis of Assisi, St. Ignatius of
Loyola, etc.) are often attributed with saying “The world is my cloister” as they
broke with the traditional walls and stability that had characterized the religious life
that came before them, and directed their
energies most strongly out into the world.
In the twenty-first century we, the Canons
Regular of Prémontré, continue our 900year tradition of responding to the same
gospel call to spread the love of Christ in
a subtly different way. For us, preaching
the gospel is not singularly driven out into
the world but it draws the world into us.
In addition to our external ministries, central to our life is living the ancient vita
apostolica (holding all things—material,
intellectual, spiritual—in common as the
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early apostles did) in a mode of geographic stability. We have been gifted
with many blessings from our Loving
Creator. We have been called to steward these gifts on behalf of God and
God’s people. In our active life we return these gifts to God beyond the confines of our priory through our ministries. As contemplatives we share and
give the beauty of place and stability
that our life represents to those who
come among us in our monastic home.
We live a tension and balance between
two fundamental gospel calls to encounter, minister in and bring light to
the world, and to be detached from the
world for the sake of a spiritual journey. For us there is no mutual exclusivity between these two poles. We
live them as a holistic expression of
our Christian spirituality. Simply put,
we do not only seek to touch lives and
further the Gospel by encountering
others in the world, we also seek these
ends by welcoming the world in—to
encounter us, our rhythm of life and
the sacred place in which we live.
This diverse group of visitors made
apparent how powerful a sacred place
can be in silently and subtly witnessing
the tenants of our faith and tradition.
Such a place can move the heart, it can
evangelize, it can energize, it can inspire. A sacred place can heal, it can
call women and men back to God in a
way they had forgotten or maybe never
knew. It is a sacramental that speaks
to the grace of God, a medium through
which the heart can be touched—
touched if one only takes the initiative
to reach for God by coming to a sacred
place. It is in a sacred place that
grace can stir the heart to desire, to
know and to receive. It may be that,
now more than ever, the stability and
solitude of the contemplative portion of
Norbertine life is greatly needed in our
world. It is important to remember the
value in not only what we humans do
but in where we are and how we live in
that place.

Norbertine Parish at
Isleta Pueblo

F

r. George
Pavamkott,
O.Praem. was
named pastor at St.
Augustine Parish
in Isleta Pueblo.
There are 19 Native American
Pueblos in New Mexico. Isleta is one of
the oldest with its church founded in
1613 A.D. The Pueblo church is presently undergoing a 3 million dollar restoration with architects, archaeologists, and
anthropologists participating in the process. Fr. Stan Joppe, O.Praem. and Fr.
Nick Nirschl, O.Praem. had previously
served as pastor of St. Augustine Parish.

New Norbertine Novice
Owens was
J ames
initiated into the
Norbertine Community of Santa María
de la Vid in Albuquerque, NM during
First Vespers of St.
Augustine, August
27, 2010. James was given the habit of
the Order, the Sacred Scriptures, the Rule
of St. Augus-tine, and the Constitutions
of the Order as symbols of his initiation.
Born in Pittsburgh, PA, James holds a
BA in accounting from the University of
Notre Dame. He also earned a Master of
Science degree from the University of
New Orleans and received a joint degree
in Law and Social Work from Tulane
University. In recent years, he has practiced law in both Albuquerque and Taos.
He is the son of John and Martha Owens
of Hollidaysburg, PA.
James will make his novitiate at the Norbertine Community’s Holy Spirit House
of Studies in Chicago, IL before returning to New Mexico.
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A Golden Priestly Jubilee by Francis Dorff, O.Praem.

W

hen I was
first ordained
fifty years ago, I
thought that was it.
I thought that I was
being ordained once
and for all. That
was a very long time ago.
I now see very clearly that to be a priest I
had to be willing to be ordained again
and again. My first ordination took place
in the sanctuary of a church with family
and friends celebrating with me. All of
my other ordinations took place in the
sanctuary of my heart as my priesthood
was sorely tested and challenged by the
broken Church and the broken world

around and within me.
As I celebrate my Golden Jubilee of
being a priest, I am celebrating more
ordinations than I can ever count. For
me, being ordained has not been a one
time thing. It’s been a moveable feast.
It’s as though each major change and
challenge in my life has required that I
review and renew my commitment to
being a priest by being ordained again
by God hiding in the facts of my life as
if I were being ordained for the very
first time.
As I look at it now, I believe that it has
been these many ordinations that have
gradually prepared me to minister to so

Oblate Novices Make Profession
Meg is the Director of The Norbertine
Library and the Hermitage Retreat at
the Priory, and is also a spiritual director. She is married to Don Conklin, the
Pastoral Associate for Administration
and Ministries at the Norbertine Parish
of Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary.

O

n August 28, 2010, Meg Ashcroft
professed a covenant of friendship
with the Norbertine Community of New
Mexico and Christina Spahn professed
private vows—each for three years.

many troubled priests while their
priesthood was being sorely tested. I
also believe that it has been these many
ordinations that have let me become a
living reminder to lay women and men
of the priesthood we all share by being
baptized into the dying and rising of
Jesus. So, not all that long ago, I was
delighted to hear Pope John Paul II
saying the very same thing in his letter
to priests.
As I celebrate my Golden Jubilee of
being a priest, I am not in any way
celebrating a personal achievement. I
am celebrating just as Mary did when
she sang her Magnificat, and as Saint
Paul did when he taught us to pray,
Glory be to God
whose power working in us
can do infinitely more
than we can ask
or imagine …
Ephesians 3:20

Christina is the Pastoral Associate for
Adult Faith Formation and Outreach at
Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary
Parish where she has served for over a
dozen years. Fr. Gene Gries was their
formation director in the oblate novitiate.

International Gathering of Young Norbertines

Fr. Francis Dorff, O.Praem.

F

r. Anthony Maes, O.Praem. spent time in Europe this summer in a gathering of young Norbertines visiting the Norbertine Abbeys of Tongerlo, Averbode and Postel in Belgium. “This experience was especially wonderful because of the connections made with other Norbertines from communities in Europe, the
U.K., Australia, France, and the U.S.,” Anthony reported. “I have been keeping up with some of the confreres I met there through Facebook.” The Abbot General was with the group during most of the young Norbertines’ activities, which also included prayer throughout each day, and learning about the various abbeys’
enterprises such as cheese-making and printing. During tours of various churches and cathedrals and their
respective art, the group of about 60 Norbertines also viewed paintings and stained glass depictions of Saint
Norbert.
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Be sure to visit our new website and
let us know what you think!

Please remember
us in YOUR WILL that our work may
continue…

Comings and Goings…
Fr. Binu Joseph spent about two months in Mexico this summer studying Spanish. He returned to become the Associate Pastor
at Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary Parish. … Stephen Gaertner and Graham Golden, our second year novices, are spending an
apostolic year with us before returning to theological studies in Chicago. … Graham is an intern in the Social Concerns Office of
the Archdiocese of Santa Fe. … Stephen is a member of the RCIA team at Holy Rosary and attending philosophy courses at the
University of New Mexico. … Vita Saavedra, a professor emeritus in the Education Department of the University of New Mexico and a life-long member of Holy Rosary Parish, has become the priory’s archivist. She attended an archivist study week this
past summer in Chicago sponsored by the National Catholic Library Association. … Fr. Robert Campbell has become the vocation director for the priory while remaining in a half-time postion as the Catholic Chaplain at Presbyterian Hospital. … Fr. Rod
“Roberto” Fenzl is recovering from hip surgery at St. Norbert Abbey in Wisconsin.

25th Anniversary Mass
Feast of the Nativity of Mary
September 8, 2010
Norbertines of Santa María de la Vid
Priory, their oblates and associates

