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History 
● The Franciscan Friars and Sisters of the Atonement were founded by 

Father Paul Wattson, SA (1863-1940) and Mother Lurana White, SA 
(1870-1935) through the Roman Catholic Church in 1898. 

● Father Lewis T. Wattson (his secular name) decided to found the 
“Society of Atonement” with a goal of Christian unity and mission. 

● He had difficulty attempting to fulfill his dream by himself until he 
received a letter from Miss Lurana White, a novice of the Episcopal 
Sisters of the Holy Child Jesus in Albany, NY.

○ She was frustrated that she was unable to find a religious 
community which publicly professed the vow of poverty and 
lived according to the Franciscan tradition.

● The two overcame many obstacles and endured many years of 
disappointment before achieving an impressive number of members 
in the firmly established Society of the Atonement at Graymoor in 
Garrison, NY. 



The Franciscan Friars and Sisters of the 
Atonement 

● Engaged in diverse ministries on behalf of Christian unity and mission 
throughout the world
○ Canada, Italy, Ireland, Japan, Brazil, Africa
○ I met a wonderful Sister from Japan who didn’t understand English very 

well but was able to communicate and collaborate with the Sisters 
through their shared beliefs

● Ministries 
○ Religious education, social welfare, community development programs, 

pastoral, hospital, and prison ministries, home visitation, adult day care, 
child day care and kindergartens, youth ministry, justice and peace 
work, and retreat house ministries



Vision Statement 

“We, Franciscan Sisters of the Atonement, are an apostolic congregation of women 
religious in the Catholic Church who profess the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity 
and obedience. Inspired by our charism of unity, we joy in God as we continue the legacy of 
our Founders as women of peace and reconciliation striving to transform a culture of 
poverty and alienation in accordance with the Gospel. Inflamed by the Spirit, we seek to 
share and nurture unity-in-diversity among ourselves and among all the human family. In 
simplicity and joy, we journey forward in confident hope as we enkindle this vision. We 
choose to live these with JOY!”

When Sister Denise read this to me, she started to get emotional and said that it made her 
“want to cry.” It was incredible to see how powerful the words were to her despite the fact 
that she had read them so many times.



Interview 

● I interviewed Sr. Denise Robillard, SA at the Graymoor convent in Garrison, 
New York on January 11, 2017. I arrived at 3:15 and she showed me around 
the convent and the chapel and introduced me to some of the Sisters before 
we started the interview.

● She provided me with plenty of material about the convent and her journey 
as a Sister and answered my questions thoroughly and thoughtfully.

● I then participated in evening prayer with some of the Sisters at 4:45 and ate 
dinner with some of them until 7:00. 

● I decided to interview a religious Sister after listening to a particularly 
inspiring and energetic sermon from a nun who visited my church. I was 
curious to learn about the motivations and daily life of a Sister afterwards.



“The Motherhouse” 
(Graymoor Convent)

The new chapel where evening 
prayer took place

Lady of Atonement - the Madonna of 
the Franciscan Sisters of Atonement 

Red represents the blood of Christ 
Blue relates to her celestial aspect



Community  

● I interviewed Sister Denise Robillard, SA (center of 
the photograph)

● I sat at dinner with Sister Mary Patricia Galvin, SA 
(far right) who is the Minister General at the 
convent 

● Sister Denise explained that the community was 
sort of like high school in that certain Sisters are 
closer than others, but everyone cares deeply for 
one another 

● At dinner the discussion varied table to table 
○ Current events/ politics
○ Personal feelings/ experiences
○ Talking about people who are sick 

The Leadership Team



Sr. Denise Robillard, SA

● Born Denise A. Robillard in Rhode Island, she entered the Franciscan 
Sisters of Atonement as a postulant on November 1, 1982. 

○ Made the formation vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience.
● She made the final profession of her vows on August 8, 1992 and 

received the ring of Community.
● She has been assigned to missions in Japan, Canada, Italy and 

various parish and youth ministries across the United States.
● Her parish ministry assignments usually included teaching religious 

education, home and hospital visiting of the sick and homebound, 
ministering in youth groups, preparing retreat days, and leading folk 
or singing groups (she is very much involved in music, especially the 
harp).

● As of now, she works in the convent in her second term of office as a 
Councilor on the Leadership team and Secretary General.

Pictured 
on the left 
in 1979



Schedule

What is her typical schedule?    

● 7:00 a.m. – 8:00 a.m. - private prayer / spiritual reading
● 8:00 a.m. –  morning prayer followed by breakfast in the dining room
● 9:00 a.m. - 6:00 p.m. - begin office work day (her current ministry) 
● 11:15 a.m. - daily mass (Monday – Friday); 4:30 p.m. on Saturday: Sunday mass – your choice: 9:00 a.m. convent, or 

10 a.m. St. John’s at Graymoor; or 11:00 a.m. at OLA Chapel Graymoor, or go to a parish church
● 12:00 – dinner (main meal of the day)
● 1:00 - 4:30 p.m. – Continue in ministry (hers is currently Administration, Leadership Role and Secretary General of the 

Congregation)
● 4:45 p.m. – Evening prayer 
● 5:45 p.m. - 6:00 p.m. – Finish office work before going to convent on the Graymoor property
● Watch the News and/or TV or practice music or prepare music for masses
● Private prayer / spiritual reading

 
  



Responsibilities

What are your various responsibilities and how do they differ from those of other Sisters’?

Responsibilities differ  just like in the working world depending on what a Sister does as her ministry or job. One Sister 
might be the Superior (called Minister General in our Congregation) and another might be on the Leadership Team (there 
are five total Sisters). Another might be the Treasurer of the Community, or a Secretary, or a Housekeeper, or do the Laundry 
for those who cannot do it themselves.

In years past I was a substance abuse counselor working in a rehab for men. I worked a regular work-day from 8:00 a.m. to 
5:00 p.m. Therefore, “schedules” of Sisters differ according to her ministry or work. 

Sister Denise also mentioned that when called for a mission, Sisters will be able to use their gifts and talents. For 
example, if one Sister is a talented teacher, she will teach children or adults. Sister Denise is musically gifted, so she 
encourages others to become closer to God through singing and playing musical instruments. 



Rules

Are there many rules and are they difficult to follow?

A young woman entering the Congregation would be a Postulant for one year, and then a Novice for two more years. Those 
years are called formation years. Afterwards, she would make First Profession and she would be in “First Vows” for 6 to 9 
years. During all those years, she learns about being a Sister,  what is expected of her, and the guidelines to follow. 

Nowadays I do not consider so much that there are rules, but expectations. We learn - or have learned -  what is expected 
and what the customs are of our congregation. For example, though some Sisters in communities still wear veils, we have 
the option. We also have the option of a specific “habit” style – we can wear a dress, or a skirt and blouse. The general 
expectation has been to wear a dress or skirt and blouse, but not slacks. Now, within the Motherhouse, many Sisters who 
do not go out for ministry like to wear slacks because we are at home. Are there rules against it? Well, no, but there are 
customs and with time, some of them change. 

Sister Denise explained to me that you learn how to be a “respectable Sister” and a “wholistic woman.”



Life Outside the Convent 
Is she confined to the convent in any way? When she leaves, what does a day usually 
involve?

No, not these days. In years past, Sisters might not have had access to drive a car wherever 
she wanted to go. However, if they had a doctor’s appointment, or something necessary to 
go to then the Sister would be allowed to go. Sometimes she would drive herself, or else 
another Sister could be her driver. 

Nowadays, a Sister can plan her day for doctors or dentists appointments or to go shopping 
or go to a movie even. When she leaves the convent, she could be going to a “job” or 
“ministry” (as we usually call it) or she might be going to an appointment. Much the same as 
your life of going where you need to go when you need to go there. 

 
 



Routine
How is your routine different from before you joined the convent?

The responsibilities are re focused from our family life to our community life. We pray together during morning prayer, mass 
and evening prayer. Those are set times, and for the most part, we are expected to attend and be present (though it is not 
written in stone, and there are times when some of us, due to our ministries (or jobs), need to miss one of those prayer 
times).

One does not go out on dates anymore. That certainly changes  because we have made a commitment to God in offering 
our lives to a life of religious service and ministry to the poor. One no longer works to gain money (though we do need to 
work to get money to survive, as we can no longer only rely on the financial generosity of others). However, we do often 
offer service to the poorer populations take very little for our stipend so that we might help them or others.

As a religious Sister, one’s life focus is different on a day-to-day basis in some ways, and in other ways it might seem 
similar. We have a rhythm of prayer to our day and we go out to work (in many cases), and so do laypersons. We also attend 
morning or daily mass, but so do many laypersons. Perhaps one thing that makes it different is our choice to live within the 
convent lifestyle and setting along with other women rather than in a family setting where we would be mothers and wives 
and take care of our family and children. We do watch out for each other, but our focus is on God, our community and our 
ministry. 



Different Communities

Is your experience typical of life in a convent and how is it different in different communities?

In a nutshell, I would say it varies from different communities depending on the purpose of focus of the 
congregation. If a community is meant to be contemplative they could be cloistered meaning that they 
never go out among the people to minister. They would follow a daily rhythm of intense prayer and often 
rely on the donations of others to their congregation for self-sustenance unless they sew or make bread or 
honey or some other craft or food good.

We are active, mission Sisters  and therefore often out with the people. We have times of prayer together, 
but we also do a lot of home and hospital visiting in parishes or or some of us have worked in shelters for 
the poor or homeless. 



Religion in Daily Life

How does your religion influence your daily life?

My religion influences my daily life in that it is my faith and trust in God that leads 
me forth into unknown places and with unknown people. That I am here for a 
purpose. That God does not love me because I am good but because God is good. 
Attitude and faith have a lot to do with all that we do, what we expect, and what we 
tell ourselves. My religion, through my thoughts and perspective, helps me to 
project a positive or a negative attitude. I can see a glass half-full, or half- empty. 
What is of more value? What brings me closer to the essence of life, to the real 
living experience of being with others, and for what? 



Life as a Sister 

What is your favorite part of being a Sister?

I believe my favorite part of being a Sister is knowing that God is with me at every moment and that the 
face of Christ can be seen in each person. With this as the core of my life, I openly serve and minister to 
others. Most of my life I have served or ministered with middle to lower-income persons who are rich in 
faith and the love of God. I have ministered to those who are broken, in pain and suffering – whether 
physically, or because of addictions, or loss or the brokenness that can come from being beaten down in 
life. My favorite part of being a Sister is to see the smile on a little child’s face because he or she is not 
fearful that you will hit him/her.  That they are re-gaining trust in you because of your kindness, rather than 
being beaten and abused (I worked with many battered children during my years in Edmonton, AB, 
Canada). My favorite part of being a Sister is traveling to different countries where our Sisters are located, 
learning new languages, seeing new sights, but most of all, meeting the people. Getting to know the 
people of other cultures, experiences and learning different ways to live.  



Conclusion

My experiences at the Graymoor convent taught me that shared religious beliefs 
have the power to unite people together. Within the Franciscan Sisters of the 
Atonement, the women devote their life to God and to others. They complete 
every generous and selfless act in the interest of unity and all of humanity as 
they serve obediently to God. They embrace the vows of poverty, chastity, and 
obedience throughout their lives, and most of the women at the convent had 
lived a religious life for over fifty years. The Sisters at the convent represent the 
strength and power of religious belief and devotion in human culture. 


