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SAUK RAPIDS, Minn. – The sis-
ters at St. Clare’s Monastery in Sauk
Rapids abide by the three vows tak-
en by all nuns: poverty, chastity and
obedience.

But they also take a vow of enclo-
sure, meaning they spend their en-
tire lives behind the high walls sur-
rounding the monastery, leaving
only for emergencies or medical ap-
pointments. 

That means they are experts on
staying put – so Gov. Tim Walz’s
stay-at-home order doesn’t change
their daily lives. But for those out-
side the monastery – whose lives are
disrupted by the COVID-19 pandem-
ic – the sisters have some sage
words. 

Five sisters spoke to the St. Cloud
Times in a parlor at the monastery,
following both religious and state or-
ders: They were separated by a lat-
tice to follow the no-interaction rule
and by 6 feet to follow social distanc-
ing rules.

“Our silence really helps a lot,”
said Sister Mary Consolata, 68, who
has lived at the monastery for 17
years. “It keeps us recollected in the
Lord and prevents a lot of useless –
sometimes not helpful – chatter.
There is a great lot more peace with
silence.”

Instead of feeling confined or iso-
lated, the sisters say they find safety
and security within the monastery. 

“It’s a freedom,” said Sister Marie
Elizabeth, 56, who has lived at the
monastery for 22 years. “I feel more

like a fish out of water when I have to
go to the doctor’s office. There’s so
much noise out there.

“I mean, out in the world you can
be around a ton of people but still be
very lonely,” she continued. 

“But that sense to me is not here.
In the enclosure, we’re never by our-
selves. We’re with Jesus all the time.
He’s always present everywhere.
There’s not that sense of loneliness.”

That idea holds true even for
those who are not religious: The en-
tire world is living through the
shared experience of the pandemic
so no one is really alone in it. 

Although the stay-at-home order
isn’t uprooting the sisters’ lives, the
novel coronavirus has changed the
content of many of their prayers. 

“With COVID-19, people will
come to the door and most will say,
‘Well, you know what to pray for.’ Ev-
erybody’s got the same major inten-
tion,” said Sister Mary Christiana,
43, who has lived at the monastery
for 17 years. 

Praying like it’s their
job, because it is

The 16 sisters at St. Clare’s Mon-
astery devote their lives to prayer. 

“We pray seven times a day.
That’s our job,” said Mother Marie
Immaculata, 69, who has lived at the
monastery for 39 years. She is the
monastery’s abbess, the superior of
the monastic community. 

The sisters pray at midnight, then
rise at 5:30 a.m. for morning prayer.
A 7 a.m. Mass is followed by a break-
fast of bread and water, milk or cof-

fee and a midday prayer. After the
main meal of the day, the nuns pray
twice and have a work period for
chores.

They then have an hour of recrea-
tion at 6:15 p.m. 

“That’s when we talk,” Mother
Marie Immaculata said, noting the
sisters try not to speak during the
day except for essential communi-
cation. 

The sisters then pray again and
retire to their bedrooms at 9:30 p.m.
And at midnight, the schedule be-
gins again. 

Former teacher
longed for peace

Mother Mary Barbara, 82, en-
couraged people find a routine to
help with the angst and uncertainty
stemming from the pandemic.
Mother Mary Barbara, who has lived
at the monastery for 27 years, is the
vicaress, or assistant to the abbess. 

She also suggested breaking the
routine – just a little bit – for some
joy: maybe having a root beer float or
popcorn and spending time with
family. 

“That surely breaks the anxiety,”
she said. 

Before coming to St. Clare’s Mon-
astery, Mother Mary Barbara was
active in the community as a teacher
for 33 years but was so busy and dis-
tracted she was losing touch with
the Lord. She longed for peace. 

“It’s what my heart wanted,” she
said. 

The sisters’ recommendations,
based on experience and observa-

tion, follow that of mental health ex-
perts.

Local mental health profession-
als recommend establishing a rou-
tine and helping people, which re-
leases dopamine and oxytocin in the
brain. Other suggestions include
taking the time to notice the good
things and showing gratitude for
them. 

“Maybe now, without the distrac-
tions, without the hustle and bustle,
it’s the time to focus on the present
moment and live each moment …
and be glad for it,” said Sister Marie
Elizabeth. 

The Poor Clares, who rely entirely
on donations for survival, practice
gratitude every day. The also rely on
the outside world for updates on
current events. 

“Many friends in the community
like to let us know what’s going on so
we can pray,” Sister Marie Elizabeth
said. 

Prayer also helps the sisters get
through uncertain times. 

“It keeps us so busy,” Mother Ma-
ry Barbara said. “We’re always fo-
cused on others.” 

Along with the increase in prayer
requests related to the pandemic,
the sisters have noticed an increase
in people coming together to help
one another since the start of the
COVID-19 outbreak. 

“We’re getting a lot more people
coming to the door and just saying,
‘Do you need anything? I’m checking
with all the people I know if they
need anything,’ ” said Sister Mary
Consolata. “

Mother Marie
Immaculata speaks
at Poor Clares
Monastery in Sauk
Rapids, Minn. ZACH
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BENEFIT OF EXPERIENCE 
Cloistered nuns share advice on coping with virus sheltering

Jenny Berg 
St. Cloud Times

Living

I once sat in a circle of people who
happened to be without homes. A di-
verse group of intelligent, capable peo-
ple, who were struggling with “how to
make ends meet,” when the “ends” were
rarely clear. Many faced challenges with
some form of disability – physical, men-
tal, addiction or paralyzing fear. Now
and then I would be speaking on some
topic and one of the circle would inter-

rupt: “How can you say that? You
haven’t been through it. You’re not liv-
ing out here with us, trying to survive
with us, feeling what we feel. You should
see our lives through our eyes.” Lesson
learned. Listen; get a real education; let
the other person lead; they’re living the
reality. Hear the stories of “what’s really
going on.” Not as simple as it sounds. 

Dr. Anthony Pinn is a professor of
Humanities and Religion at Rice Univer-
sity in Houston. In his concise and per-
ceptive book, “When Colorblindness
Isn’t the Answer,” he addresses the re-
alities of race in America. As an African
American who is also a humanist, Pinn
is especially concerned with the re-

sponse of humanism to issues of ethnic-
ity. What I find most instructive is the
way he holds a mirror up for non-believ-
ers to see their own blindspots, not only
in the area of race but in judgments to-
ward those who remain in religious con-
gregations. Again, it may be good to ask,
“What’s really going on?”

“Humanists are right to critique the
supernatural claims of theistic tradi-
tions,” he writes, but there must be sen-
sitivity to the “material value” of reli-
gious community, especially in the sup-
port for oppressed people from slavery
to our time. In his view, African Amer-
ican believers are not so interested in
the theology the church proffers but the

solidarity it provides. “They sit in ser-
vices or participate in other activities
and don’t have to explain themselves;
don’t have to justify their disappoint-
ment, annoyance and anger over the
ways in which the larger [racialized] so-
ciety belittles, mocks and abuses them
in so many ways.” 

Pinn is not defending theism. He
thinks much religious teaching is an ob-
stacle, even destructive. Yet, he pre-
sents a cogent argument for “why peo-
ple stay” in religion. There’s a rational
explanation for remaining and that’s
not something to judge too harshly. He 

Reflections on race, religion and rational thinking
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See REFLECTIONS, Page 3D
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life. You’ve confronted some issues,
maybe, and cleaned out some closets in
both spiritual and natural realms. You’ve
begun to think about the future, and not
just your own, but the journeys of na-
tions. Some of us have met the Lord all
over again – acknowledging his powerful
ability to be the God who governs all life
by his merciful heart. 

We seem to be facing a legion of fears
these days: fear that a COVID-19 vaccine
will never be found (and what then?);
fear of a resurgent, wave of sickness
worse than the one we’ve lived through;
fear of poverty and lack of provision,
should we never return to work; fear of
death. 

Yet, as Christians, we are asked to be-
lieve what the Bible says no matter what
is happening. “Even though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of
death, I fear no evil, for You are with me;
Your rod and Your staff, they comfort

me,” (Psalm 23:4, NASB). 
Easier said than done. While we may

understand that fear does not come from
God, it still remains a stalking, torment-
ing, constant presence that works to un-
dermine our faith right now. Rest as-
sured, God has extended his grace upon
us as we move ahead even so. Our faith
is, and always has been, an action word. 

The biggest fear we face now is “what
if?” It is the fear of the unknown. Unfor-
tunately, we disguise our fears and wor-
ries as preparation and wisdom. We
imagine dire scenarios and make ex-
cuses: “I’m only thinking the worst so I’m
ready for whatever happens,” we quip.
Nonsense. We’re obsessing on negativ-
ity and the unbelief that God can’t or
won’t come through for us. We elevate
ourselves to the position of rescuer and
leave the Savior on the sidelines. 

God is looking for children who trust
him with their lives. These are the mo-

ments our courage must come forth as
we take steps to become a people truly
led by the Holy Spirit. 

We’ve talked about a spirit-led life ...
but now we must live it. We ask God for
his wisdom, which he has promised to
give us in heaps: “But if any of you lacks
wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to
all generously and without reproach, and
it will be given to him,” (James 1:5). Then,
we move forward, hand in hand, into the
new era God has waiting for us. 

Join me as we courageously get back
to our lives, our churches, our jobs, our
world. With God, all things are possible.

Do you have a question or comment for
Pastor Adrienne? Send your inquiries to:
info@adriennewgreene.com or write to
P.O. Box 214, Harrison, OH 45030. For
more information on Pastor Adrienne, or
to purchase her book, “Ask Pastor Adri-
enne: 100 Best-loved Columns,” please vis-
it adriennewgreene.com.

Pandemic experience: Don’t be afraid to come back to life 
Ask Pastor Adrienne
Adrienne Greene

MORE CONTENT NOW

Dear Pastor: It seems, in the pan-
demic nightmare, the worst is over. Why
am I afraid of returning to my life?

Answer: I asked this same question in
a slightly different way during my weekly
prayer-group meeting this morning. “Be-
cause of this pandemic experience,” I
confessed to the six prayer-warriors
scattered around our sanctuary, “I’ve be-
come a different kind of pastor. I’m a lit-
tle nervous about returning to the pulpit
and what that will look like.” 

Weeks of deep intercession, seclu-
sion, uncertainty and trials have woven a
new thread into the rich tapestry of
Christians. If you’re one of my flock,
you’ve sought the Lord more these past
few weeks than any other time in your

goes on to present something that
hooked my attention and it’s directed
straight at those in the non-religious
world who are quick to criticize: “Rather
than asking 'why are so-called racial mi-
norities still theists', ask this: why hasn’t
humanism proven a more compelling
alternative to theism for African Amer-
icans, American Indians, Latinos/as
and so on?”

He clarifies that the problem doesn’t
rest with racial minorities, it lies with
secular people who don’t present mean-
ingful options. “While humanists fight
over the relevance of ritual and commu-
nity, theistic organizations assume the

importance of these two.” Pinn says that
many ethnic groups tolerate the theistic
elements “for the sake of some sense of
community (including opportunities for
networking, for cultural connection,
and for services).” This leads Pinn to ask
a further challenging question: “What
might humanism do – on the level of
community formation and the ritualiz-
ing of mundane life – to make it more
appealing and more competitive with
theistic organizations?” 

This leading humanist academic
puts his finger on one essential way sec-
ulars can offer that alternative: make
way and make room for suffering people
to lead – ask how to assist and be in soli-
darity. “Leave behind the missionary
impulse,” he says. “[Those] most deeply
impacted by racial discrimination get to
suggest the agenda” and lead forward.

He assures us, “My call isn’t for hu-
manists to give up ‘freethinking.’ Rath-
er, I propose freethinking on the issues
of race/racism should involve recogni-
tion that some encounter racism more
directly than others.” To show real soli-
darity, it’s critical to think about any
progress “from the vantage point of
those outside one’s own community of
concern.”

Those vantage points may be offered
by someone who lives on the edge – of
housing, mental health or poverty. Or, a
new viewpoint may come from another
culture, nationality, religion or racial/
ethnic experience. As Thoreau once
wrote, “Could a greater miracle take
place than for us to look through each
other’s eyes for an instant?” (Walden).
Perhaps if more people who only knew
one religion, one theology, one exclusive

community, but sensed a deep desire for
solidarity, could join with others prac-
ticing the kind of “miracle” Thoreau
suggests, perhaps the humanist, secu-
lar community would gain and grow.

Pinn leaves us with a great deal to re-
flect upon. And it’s all about challenge –
challenging ourselves, each other and
our communities to see things different-
ly, through the eyes of others. This
seems most critical for religious believ-
ers, as well as for humanists.

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com. 
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By video and social distance,
Atlanta’s archbishop installed

ATLANTA – Atlanta’s new archbish-
op was installed Wednesday in a Mass
that tweaked Catholic traditions with
social distancing among priests and
video messages from church leaders
who could not attend during the corona-
virus pandemic.

The Mass began with Archbishop
Gregory J. Hartmayer knocking three
times on the large wooden doors of
Christ the King Cathedral in Atlanta. He
was welcomed inside by priests who
kept their distance as they walked to-
ward the altar to begin the service.

Only a handful of people attended in
person, with some of them seated stra-
tegically across the main nave while
others watched from the choir loft. They
applauded rather than hugged as Hart-
mayer became the new leader of the dio-
cese.

Typically, the cathedral would be
packed for such an occasion, but the
ceremony was livestreamed for the
faithful to follow.

Guests would typically include Pope
Francis’ representative, the papal nun-
cio who presents the new archbishop
with the papal bull, a document in-
scribed in Latin appointing him to his
post.

Rather than traveling to Atlanta, the
nuncio appeared by video toward the
beginning of Wednesday’s service.

Hartmeyer had served as bishop of
the diocese in Savannah, Georgia, since
2011. Pope Francis appointed him in
March to head the Atlanta diocese.

As a Conventual Franciscan, Hart-
mayer, 68, pledged to serve his vows of
chastity, poverty and obedience in ser-
vice to society. The Buffalo, New York,
native worked as a guidance counselor,
school director and teacher in Catholic
schools in Baltimore, New York and
Florida.

He replaces Archbishop Wilton Greg-
ory, who took over in Washington, D.C.,
amid leadership changes in response to
the global church’s sex abuse and cover-
up scandals.

Hartmayer has held video calls with
some of the priests and others he will be
working with, and he’s been able to have
some one-on-one, personal meetings.

Jim Bakker seeks suit dismissal;
ex-governor is his lawyer

O’FALLON, Mo. – Missouri-based TV
pastor Jim Bakker is asking a judge to
dismiss a state lawsuit accusing him of
falsely claiming that a health supple-
ment could cure the coronavirus, and
the lawyer representing Bakker is for-
mer Gov. Jay Nixon.

Republican Missouri Attorney Gen-
eral Eric Schmitt sued Bakker and Mor-
ningside Church Productions Inc. in

early March. Schmitt sought an injunc-
tion ordering Bakker to stop selling Sil-
ver Solution as a treatment for the coro-
navirus on his streaming TV program,
“The Jim Bakker Show.” The lawsuit
said Bakker and a guest made the cure
claim during a program on Feb. 12.

In a court filing on Monday, Nixon – a
Democrat who served two terms as gov-
ernor before leaving office in 2017, and
two terms as attorney general before
that – called the lawsuit an assault on
Bakker’s religious freedom.

Schmitt wasn’t alone in going after
Bakker. Also in March, U.S. regulators
warned Bakker’s company and six oth-
ers to stop selling items using what the
government called false claims that
they could treat the coronavirus or keep
people from catching it. Letters sent
jointly by the Food and Drug Admini-
stration and the Federal Trade Commis-
sion warned the companies that their
products for treating COVID-19 were
fraudulent, “pose significant risks to pa-
tient health and violate federal law.”

Nixon said Bakker immediately com-
plied with orders to stop offering Silver
Solution on his show and ministry web-
site.

There are no approved treatments for
the new virus. 

Nixon said Schmitt’s lawsuit violated
Bakker’s constitutional right to free
speech, as well as the Missouri Consti-
tution and the state’s Religious Freedom
Restoration Act. He said silver products
are commonly sold at stores and online.

Schmitt’s spokesman, Chris Nuelle,
declined comment, citing the ongoing
litigation, “except to say we stand by our
lawsuit.”

The hour-long “Jim Bakker Show” is
filmed in southwestern Missouri.

Nixon is now a partner in the St. Lou-
is law firm Dowd Bennett, which along
with the Kansas City-based firm Spen-
cer Fane is representing Bakker in the
case.

Justice Department sides with
church over virus restrictions

CHINCOTEAUGUE. Va. – The Justice
Department has filed a statement of in-
terest siding with a Virginia church su-
ing the state’s governor over restrictions
because of the coronavirus.

The filing was made Sunday in sup-
port of the Lighthouse Fellowship
Church, which is in Chincoteague on the
state’s Eastern Shore.

The lawsuit alleges the church’s pas-
tor, Kevin Wilson, was issued a criminal
citation because he held a service with
16 people on April 5.

Authorities allege the church violat-
ed the state’s ban on gatherings of more
than 10 people.

The Justice Department’s filing, cit-
ing the lawsuit, says the church had
maintained social distancing and had
extensive sanitizing of common sur-
faces. The church said attendees had to
stay 6 feet apart and use hand sanitizer
before entering the building.

The Justice Department says Vir-
ginia “cannot treat religious gatherings
less favorably than other similar, secu-
lar gatherings.”

A judge had denied the church’s mo-
tion for a temporary restraining order
and preliminary injunction on Friday.

Dreadlocks-wearing inmate who
sued is released from solitary

HARRISBURG, Pa. – A Pennsylvania
inmate whose dreadlocks violated a
jail’s haircut policy has been released
from solitary confinement after more
than a year, although his federal lawsuit
is still pending.

A federal magistrate judge on
Wednesday granted the request by Eric
S. McGill Jr. to withdraw his motion for a

preliminary injunction, because the
Lebanon County jail adopted a religious
exception to its dreadlocks ban and let
him out of solitary on April 23.

“It’s absolutely good news, but the
fight is not over,” McGill attorney Mat-
thew Feldman said.

Matthew Clayburger, a lawyer for
Lebanon County and the three jail ad-
ministrators who McGill sued in Octo-
ber by filing a handwritten federal claim,
confirmed the new hair policy and said
McGill has been transferred to the jail’s
general population, but declined further
comment.

McGill, 27, an inmate awaiting trial in
August in a shooting case, declined to
cut his dreadlocks, which are important
to his faith, Rastafarianism. That landed
him in solitary confinement, where he
claimed to have regular anxiety attacks.

Feldman said a second Rastafarian
inmate in the Lebanon jail who also re-
fused to cut his dreadlocks has also
been released from solitary after more
than four months as a result of the new
religious exception to the jail policy.

McGill’s civil case will continue,
seeking an end to the ban on dreadlocks
for those who do not have a religious
motivation to wear them, Feldman said.

The county and jail officials have ar-
gued in court documents that state law
lets them set inmate hair styles and that
the policy was established because in-
mates could hide contraband and to as-
sure cleanliness.

McGill’s lawyers say that he believes
his spirit lives through the dreadlocks
and that cutting them would reduce the
strength and essence he needs for the
afterlife.

McGill is accused of attempted homi-
cide, aggravated assault and other of-
fenses for a January 2019 shooting that
injured four people. 
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Archbishop Gregory John Hartmayer
speaks to reporters after being
installed as the Archbishop of Atlanta
on Wednesday. AP

Television evangelist Jim Bakker, pictured in this 1987 photo, is asking a judge to
dismiss a state lawsuit accusing him of falsely claiming that a health supplement
could cure the coronavirus. FILE/AP


