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They pray... they serve... they love...

But do we offer them thanks?
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In the south end of the Palm 
Beach Diocese stands a place that 
quietly offers hope.

It is a place of prayer, where 
women of a singular mission offer 
praise to God. Their soul focus is 
on prayer. 

“God is present here,” said Sis-
ter Frances Vass, a Poor Clare Sis-
ter and resident of Christ the King 
Monastery of St. Clare in Delray. 
“Whatever darkness or distress is 
in our lives, people should know 
that the monastery is there. There 
are sisters who want to be there. 
There are sisters there to pray.”

The Poor Clare Sisters is a clois-
tered, consecrated religious com-
munity that came to Delray in 1960. 
While its original building was 
build on the grounds of St. Vincent 
Ferrer Parish, the community later 
built a larger facility on Military 
Trail close to Emmanuel Parish, 
where its eight members continue 
to live and serve in prayer.

Sister Vass has been with the 
community at Christ the King 
Monastery since 1969. Raised in 
Fort Lauderdale, she described 
her spiritual journey toward her 
vocation as a “St. Paul experience.” 
Although raised Catholic, she was 
not baptized until she chose to be 
schooled and receive the sacra-
ments at the end of her high school 
career. She was baptized, along 
with her twin brother, the summer 
before her high school senior year. 
A year later, then-Bishop Coleman 
Carroll of Miami confirmed her. 

“When the bishop put the sign 
of the cross on my head with the 
oil, I heard a voice that said, ‘You’re 
mine now,’” Sister Vass recalled. “I 
didn’t know how else to translate 
that. I was knocked off my horse. It 
was my St. Paul experience.”

After making a pilgrimage to 
Fatima and Lourdes, Sister Vass 
felt she reached the point of her 
discernment. God gave up every-
thing for her; she should give up 
everything for God. She discerned 
a consecrated religious vocation 
within a cloistered community. 

And fortunately for her, there 
was a cloistered monastery in her 
backyard, and at the time of her 
discernment, it was hosting an 
open house. 

“My being here is not of my own 
design. And I had to continue to 
work with God and accept the 
grace and all the lessons,” Sister 
Vass said. “But our charism offers a 
holistic way of life and the spiritu-
ality is inspirational. We celebrate 
the beauty of life — the beauty of 
human love.”

People do ask for prayers. There 
are calls that ask, “Mary Lou has 
broken her leg. Please pray for her.” 
Hopes for a good job; hopes for a 
happy life for children; prayers for 

sick relatives; prayers for peace of 
mind. Whatever the prayers, wher-
ever the caller might be, the sisters 
pray.

“We are not magicians. We 
always say it is your faith in the 
power of prayer that matters,” Sis-
ter Vass said. “God knows what you 
need and sees your faith, and we 
are joining you with prayers of in-
tention. But it is the body of Christ 
that is holding you up and sustain-
ing you.”

Unlike other orders that have 
a motherhouse, each Poor Clare 
monastery is autonomous, and, as a 
result, the sisters of each monastery 
must find ways to support them-
selves financially. Sister Vass said 
along with the generous support 
from friends and benefactors, the 
Poor Clares of Delray distribute al-
tar breads. They receive the uncon-
secrated hosts from Benedictine 
sisters in the United States and from 
Poland, which, Sister Vass said, is a 
way for the community to help the 
world economy. The Poor Clares 

of Delray get calls for an order, and 
Sister Vass said the order is packed 
and shipped out the same day. 

Finances are a serious matter 
at the monastery, which might 
dispel any misconceptions that 
once a woman enters the religious 
life anything beyond the “spiri-
tual matters” will automatically be 
taken care of. In contrast, sisters 
must consider rising costs of living, 
medicines, hospital stays and, with 
an ailing facility, building another 
monastery. 

While there are eight members 
of the community, only six live in 
the monastery, as two Poor Clare 
sisters are recovering at Lourdes 
Noreen McKeen Residence in West 
Palm Beach. Sister Vass said while 
one of the sisters could return 
home, the condition of the pres-
ent facility is not conducive to her 
return. Unfortunately, the monas-
tery is plagued with several leaks 
that have created problems with 
mold.

But Sister Vass said the sisters 

are hoping to build a new facility 
that includes handicapped access 
and easy maintenance. They hope 
to obtain enough funds for the 
building.

“We are not looking at anything 
fancy, but something that is safe 
and healthy,” said Sister Vass, who 
added perhaps ground can be bro-
ken on a new facility early in 2008. 
“We are looking toward a bright 
new year and hoping to dig new 
dirt.”

Most members of a cloistered 
community stay within the mon-
astery grounds, but Sister Vass said 
it is a different world and the sisters 
do have to go out to shop for gro-
ceries and attend doctor appoint-
ments. But there are also fun trips. 
In 1994, Sister Vass participated in 
the “Sisters of Song” project. In-
spired by the movie “Sister Act,” 
religious sisters across the United 
States were invited to send in demo 
tapes to audition for a national 
choir that would produce a CD to 
benefit religious communities. Her 
fellow sisters inspired Sister Vass, 
an alto, to produce a demo, which 
she did with another Poor Clare 
sister. Their performance was cho-
sen and they joined hundreds of 
other sisters in Los Angeles for the 
taping. 

“It was such a communal experi-
ence. Here were these women who 
not only were in love with God, but 
they loved to praise God in song. 

“The experience expanded my 
horizons. To hear the experiences 
and ministries of the other sisters, 
and then to record this life-alter-
ing music with them, it was such a 
magical time.”

The CD was successful, with the 
Christ the King Monastery selling 
about $10,000 worth of CDs. Sister 
Vass and her fellow sister were in-
vited to another recording later in 
1994 and then a third recording in 
2000. 

In the spring, the Diocese of 
Palm Beach offers a jubilarian 
celebration for religious. This past 
spring, some Poor Clare sisters 
were celebrating milestone an-
niversaries, so the community at-
tended the celebration. The reac-
tion to their presence was not lost 
on the other women religious.

“Other sisters welcomed us and 
said, ‘I am so glad to see you came. 
Finally we have the whole family 
together.’ It was a joy to be visible 
to one another,” Sister Vass said.

Even if they leave the monastery 
from time to time, the heart of the 
Poor Clare sisters remain faithful 
to their mission — a life of praise 
to God through prayer. Sister Vass 
recalled a visit from Bishop Fulton 
Sheen in which he said he could 
never live the lives of the sisters 
because they always lived in the 
springtime and never saw the 
fruits of their labor. For Sister Vass, 
the vocation to be a cloistered, con-
secrated religious is something she 
never regrets and always sees as a 
blessing.

“I guess it is true, we don’t see 
the fruits of our labor, but God calls 
you wherever he wants you to be,” 
she said. “When there is an attrac-
tion given to you, and nothing else 
would satisfy you than the attrac-
tion to live that life, that is respond-
ing to that call. It isn’t always a pic-
nic, but we keep on trying.” ■

Prayer is these sisters’ ‘soul’ purpose
JEAN GONZALEZ
of the Florida Catholic staff

Not every man seeking a reli-
gious vocation feels a call to the 
priesthood. 

And for Brothers Stephen Quen-
se and Jason Zink, that is not a bad 
thing.

“I never felt called to the or-
dained ministry to the priesthood,” 
said Brother Quense, 49, who has 
lived in the Brotherhood of Hope 
for 28 years. “I felt called to imitate 
Jesus with my whole life. My life 
doesn’t make sense apart from Je-
sus. … As a brother, I feel I am living 
out more radically our baptismal 
calling; fully living out the life of 
the kingdom.”

The two religious brothers are 
members of the Brotherhood of 
Hope, a community of Catholic 
brothers fully consecrated to Jesus 
Christ by vows of chastity, poverty 
and obedience in fraternal com-
mon life and work in Tallahassee 
with the Catholic Student Union of 
Florida State University. 

Founded by Fat her Phi l ip 
Merdinger in 1980 as a group of 
laymen, the Brotherhood of Hope 
includes about 20 men in aposto-
lates, services and studies in the 
Archdiocese of Boston, the Diocese 
of Metuchen, N.J., and the Diocese 
of Pensacola-Tallahassee.

According to Brother Quense, at 
the time when the Brotherhood of 
Hope was established, the church 
experienced a sense of renewal, es-
pecially in family life. According to 
Brother Quense, Father Merdinger 
said there should also be a renewal 
of the celibate life, which sparked 
the Brotherhood of Hope to be-
come a lay association of brothers. 
The brotherhood developed a con-
stitution and established life within 
the canon law of the church. At this 
point, the brotherhood is a public 
association of the faithful, which is 
one step removed from a religious 
institute of diocesan rite.

A unique aspect of the order is 
the age of its members. While many 
communities are continually aging, 
the average age of Brotherhood of 
Hope members is 44 and, with the 
exception of its founder, the mem-
bers are all younger than 54. 

“We feel like we are an encourag-
ing sign of hope to other religious 
orders,” said Brother Quense, who 
serves as the local superior of the 
Tallahassee-based community. 

Brother Zink is 33 and a full-
time campus minister. He came to 
the order soon after he converted 
to Catholicism from the Methodist 
faith in 1997. He is one of five con-
verts among the community and 
received final vows in 2005. 

He said he felt God calling him to 
a consecrated vocation and while 
he said the priesthood is “awe-
some,” something about the broth-

ers struck him spiritually.
“As a Methodist, there was always 

the (discernment) of, ‘Do you have 
a personal relationship with Jesus 
as your savior?’ And as a Catholic, 
I not only could have that relation-
ship with Jesus, but also touch him 
in the Eucharist and receive him. … 
God called me to be a brother and 
I love it,” Brother Zink said. “Jesus 
gave his life for us on the cross, and I 
felt like I should give my life back to 
him in a relationship of love. I said, 
‘Lord, you are enough. You fulfill 
all my needs. You are the one I love 
and need.’ And I try to live that out 
the best way possible.

“There are no doubts in my mind 
that this is where God wanted me to 
be and it is such a blessing and such 
a joy,” Brother Zink continued. “As 
a brother, I can offer the students of 
Catholic Student Union my prayer 
life. I walk with them in their own 
prayer life and keep pushing them 
ahead.”

Brother Quense also came into 
the brotherhood after a personal 
spiritual renewal. He said the ap-
ostolic nature of community, with 
a commitment to both service and 
prayer, attracted him to the voca-
tion. But, he added, he never could 
have gone through it alone.

“I wouldn’t have attempted it 
without the support of others,” he 
said. “We are a spiritual family 
— comrades in arms.”

The mission of the Brotherhood 
of Hope is to bring the new evan-
gelization proclaimed by Pope 
John Paul II primarily to college 
students at secular universities. 
While reaching out to inactive and 
uncommitted Catholics, members 
encourage conversion to Christ 
and his church, and train students 
to empower others with this liber-
ating hope. Along with a presence 
at Florida State University, brothers 
serve at Boston University, Rutgers 
University Catholic Center and 
Northeastern University Catholic 
Center in Boston. Two other broth-
ers teach at St. John Seminary in 
Boston, where the brotherhood is 
headquartered.

Through Bible study, retreats 
and a ministry of presence, the 
brothers serve the students and fo-
cus on discerning not only religious 
vocations, but also a calling to the 
married vocation. Brother Zink 
said the students are never pushed 
toward one vocation over another, 
but they are encouraged to discern 
both a married vocation and a celi-
bate vocation with open arms. 

“It is freeing to be open to all pos-

sibilities and it changes your per-
spective of what does God want,” 
Brother Quense said. “By encourag-
ing them to be open to the Lord, we 
have had beautiful vocations, some 
to married life.”

During a Catholic Student Union 
alumni retreat, both brothers re-
marked how, along with the adults, 
some 40 kids were running around, 
all younger than 6. Brother Quense 
said there have been 25 religious 
vocations that have emerged from 
the Catholic Student Union, includ-
ing 12 priests, seven religious sisters 
and six religious men and some 36 
lay ministers, who serve in various 
parish ministries such as youth, 
religious education, parish life and 
diocesan services. And that doesn’t 
even count the number of alumni 
who serve on a volunteer basis.

“We see these young people as a 
successful generation of successful 
Catholics who have stepped up for 
their faith,” Brother Zink said. “It is 
so exciting to see that. … And now 
we see students in the union who 
are second generation, in which 
their youth ministers are alumni of 
the Catholic Student Union and so 
these members are already fired up 
with a love for the church and they 
can’t wait to grow deeper in their 
faith. It is so encouraging.”

Financially, the brothers depend 
on donations and stipends to be 
self-sustaining. One ongoing fund-
raiser is the selling of a music CD 
composed by the brothers. “A Sea-
son of Hope” is an Advent CD, and 
“Into the Deep” is a collection of 
hymns, chants, Spanish, Irish and 
contemporary music that has been 
approved by Vatican Radio. 

Neither brother frets about ex-
penses, relying both on their mod-
est and frugal standard of living, 
and the faith that God will provide. 
For them, their mission and focus 
is on imitating the life of Christ and 
serving others. And Brother Quense 
added the symbol of the order — an 
anchor — speaks volumes about the 
brotherhoods mission

“The anchor is a symbol of hope 
in the Bible,” he said. “We wish to be 
a witness to the church.” ■

He’s not heavy; he’s my brother

NINE ELEMENTS TO DESCRIBE A BROTHER
Below are nine elements describing the 
nature of a brother. 
• An intensification of baptismal 
consecration
A religious brother shares with all 
Christians the common dignity of bap-
tism, whereby one is joined to Christ 
and summoned to holiness and the 
church’s mission. However, a brother’s 
consecration is a fuller manifestation of 
baptismal consecration.
• A total self-gift to God through 
the evangelical counsels
The evangelical counsels of chastity, 
poverty and obedience are the means 
of this self-donation, and they foster 
the perfection of the love of God and 
neighbor in an outstanding manner. 
They are “a triple expression of a single 
‘yes’ to the one relationship of total 
consecration.”
• A fraternal life in common
As a sign of the Trinity’s unity, brothers 
share a communal life in charity. This 
fraternity, a visible manifestation of 
the church’s communion, “has always 
appeared as a radical expression” of 
Christian unity, and is a prophecy of 
heaven’s unity. 
• A separation from the world

• A life of prophetic witness to 
the kingdom of God
The virtue of hope enables a brother to 
reveal the mystery of God’s kingdom 
— present already, but completed in 
heaven. 
• A life of service to the church
A brother’s life itself is a mission, fol-
lowing the example of his Lord.
• A mission undertaken in common
Even though brothers do not always 
work together, each one’s work is 
directly related to the common mission 
approved by the church.
• An identity and spirituality as 
brothers 
Brothers are called to be brothers 
of Christ, deeply united with him 
— “brothers to one another, in 
mutual love and working together 
in the church in the same service of 
what is good; brothers to everyone, 
in their witness to Christ’s love for all, 
especially the lowliest, the neediest; 
brothers for a greater brotherhood in 
the church” (Pope John Paul II, general 
audience, Feb. 22, 1995). 
• A complete vocation encour-
aged by the church

Source: The Brotherhood of Hope

FYI
To find out more about the Brother-
hood of Hope music CDs or to 
purchase, visit  
www.brohope.net/music/music.htm.

Brother Ted 
Psemeneki, 
of the 
Brotherhood 
of Hope, 
second 
from right, 
participates 
in a small 
group with 
students of 
Florida State 
University's 
Catholic 
Student 
Union.

Brother Jason Zink, left, talks with students of Florida State 
University's Catholic Student Union.
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'(O)ur charism 
offers a wholistic 
way of life and 
the spirituality 
is inspirational. 
We celebrate the 
beauty of life 
— the beauty of 
human love.'

— Sister Frances Vass

The Poor Clare Sisters 
of Christ the King 
Monastery in Delray 
gather to celebrate 
Sunday Mass recently. 
They include, from 
right, Sister Kathleen, 
Sister Leanna, Sister 
Christine, Sister Berta, 
Sister Veronica and 
Sister Frances Vass. 
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