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Report to IALCC 2025 (Ávila) on how Conversi operates 

 

Greetings! My name is Martha Krieg, and I live near Detroit, in Michigan 

(USA). I have been a member of the online Conversi community, linked to the 

abbeys of Our Lady of the Mississippi and New Melleray (468 miles from my home), 

since three months after its founding in 2005.  

 

Conversi was founded as an online community because the Associates of the 

Iowa Cistercians, also known as AIC, wanted a way to respond to inquirers to AIC 

who lived too far from the abbey or had other circumstances limiting attendance at 

monthly meetings in Iowa. Conversi remains an on-line Community. That means 

almost all interaction is through the internet, mostly through the website, with one of 

the three monthly Formation chats held  on Zoom. A few years ago , we, together 

with AIC, commissioned a programming company to rewrite and (crucially) to 

maintain the website code. It had proved logistically problematic to have a single 

member do those jobs. Both AIC and Conversi still use this code, and the original 

agreement with Highgate has made it possible for other members of the IALCC to 

license it also, under terms whose details I do not know. 

 

The public website landing page gives information about what Conversi is, to 

enable readers to decide if they wish to apply. [what else does it have?}. For 

members, a login page displays with clickable tabs going to an announcements 

page, a stream of journal entries, a page for prayer requests, one for community, and 

one for resources. The community page contains among other things a list of 

community members which can be printed, a list of Council members, minutes of 

Council meetings, financial reports, and information on IALCC. The resources tab 

leads to a list of links to general Cistercian information and resources. Council 

meetings are held on Zoom; some business is conducted by email. 

 

How is Formation handled? 

Our monthly Formation chats follow the list of topics common to members of 

IALCC. Each teaching is based on a recorded (or, rarely, written) presentation, 

usually one made to AIC by a monk or nun at some point in the last 25 years. 

Occasionally it is a live presentation  which is then recorded and saved for the future 

use of AIC and Conversi. We have also discovered the Schola Cisterciensis, a 

YouTube channel containing lecture series by the late Dr. David Bell on Rancé, Dr. 

Marsha Dutton on Aelred, and Fr. Michael Casey on the Constitution of the OCSO. 

Members are expected to listen to or read the presentation and attend one of the 

three available chat times. The complication is that although there is a maximum of 

25 members, we are spread over the globe   - South Africa, Singapore, New 

Zealand, eastern and western Canada, and from coast to coast in the United States. 

During chat week as seen in the US time zones, one chat is scheduled Sunday 

evening, another Tuesday afternoon, and another Wednesday night. (All of these 
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days and times are offset for those not in the Western hemisphere). One can attend 

any one or all of the chat sessions for a month. Sunday evening and Tuesday 

afternoon are held in live typed chat rooms within the Conversi app. The Wednesday 

night session is held on Zoom. The transcript of typed sessions and the recording of 

the Zoom session are then posted on the website together with the topic, so people 

can see/view what was said in other sessions. New members are sometimes 

impatient with the typed sessions as they are not trendy like a Zoom session, but 

they require much lower internet bandwidth and can be attended in a noisy 

environment. Typed sessions are also more suitable for people who whose cannot 

hear audio input clearly. We have come to understand that patience with the varying 

needs of members is an expression of care for our brothers and sisters. 

 

At several of the IALCC meetings in the past, we have discussed sharing 

such talks – but those who recorded the talks gave them believing they were 

speaking to an audience they knew – and they are all in English, which limits their 

usefulness. Most are held by AIC. 

 

Community Life 

Most of our interaction occurs in the monthly Formation chat sessions or in 

the on-line journals, typed entries that remain available to all like a community blog. 

Participation in both is expected, but life and personal preferences sometimes 

interfere with that. It is difficult to track who is in all three chat sessions, and such 

things as computer problems may prevent someone who wanted to come from doing 

so. Unfortunately, the website no longer has the capability of viewing who has visited 

the pages, so we cannot judge solo engagement with the journals. We do get to 

know each other in the chats and journals. Also, it’s one thing to dedicate a full day 

or weekend “out of the world” to an in-person meeting. It’s another to find space in 

your own home and within your normal schedule to meet on line consistently. 

though, as we talk there about how the talks affect our lives and thinking. We also 

have a Gathering/Retreat at New Melleray once a year, but only about one third to 

one half of the members can come due to age, international borders, or job and 

family obligations. The membership list contains a photo, plus the postal address, 

the email address, and a phone number. Members are free to contact each other 

outside of formal chat times. Sometimes if we are traveling near where another 

member lives, we meet to visit briefly. 

 

We have a Council with members who have made senior commitments. There 

is one member who has made only a junior commitment to prevent ossification of 

viewpoints. The head of the Formation Team and the Web Coordinator are members 

of Council ex officio. Because we are an offshoot of AIC, there is also an advanced 

AIC member who serves as a liaison between the two groups, so that we do not drift 

apart. 

 

What works and what doesn’t 
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Probably the most striking difference between Conversi and an in-person 

group is the rarity of contact with the monastery and so with the monks and nuns 

from New Melleray and Our Lady of the Mississippi. One consequence is that we 

cannot provide spiritual direction.  

 

Also notable is the lack of physical contact with other members – some of us 

may never meet in person. Yet we do forge relationships. Formation chats 

sometimes engender significant discussion about applying the teachings to our lives, 

perhaps because we can take in the presentation and mull it over for a few days 

before the chat rather than responding immediately. Members find accountability to 

the group encourages consistency in their prayer lives. However, making people feel 

integrated into the community is difficult – you cannot ask them to help fold the 

chairs after a meeting, or set out the handouts, so the bonding of shared community 

work is not there. Newcomers do attend a series of 3 to 4 newcomer chat sessions 

to discuss Conversi customs, the Rule, Lectio Divina, and the Liturgy of the Hours. 

 

Because it’s not possibly to learn community norms by observation, the 

Conversi customs are written, sent to new members when they join, and discussed 

in the very first newcomer chat.  

 

Do people stay? 

To keep things in perspective, Fr. Elias Dietz studied the rates of 

perseverance in the Order from its beginning to the modern day. If I recall my 

numbers correctly, it was 13%. The first few months are a period of mutual 

discernment in both in-person and on-line groups. So obviously not everyone will 

persevere with an online group; the primary factor seems to be whether they are 

content with the lack of in-person contact. It is a VERY different experience from an 

in-person group. 

 

In fact, I believe most people, especially those who enter as total newcomers, 

will find they do not become highly invested in a group with almost no physical 

contact. When people age out of in-person participation, unless they are already 

tech-literate, they tend to avoid technical solutions. In some cases, they will live 

where the technology does not work well (if at all). Also, it’s one thing to dedicate a 

full day or weekend “out of the world” to an in-person meeting. It’s another to find 

space in your own home and within your normal schedule to meet on line 

consistently. It may work better with an entire cohesive group, such as one that has 

been orphaned by the closing of its monastery, but I would expect that attrition would 

be high.  

 

How does one join Conversi 

We accept applications once a year in September. The process of vetting new 

applications takes significant time. First, we contact the person’s references to 

screen out misrepresentations and other problems such as disruptive mental health 
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issues. Then we arrange an on-line interview with the candidate and two or three 

members of Conversi, usually including the head of formation. The reason for 

multiple interviewers is to prevent one interviewer’s potential bias from being 

decisive. The initial application plus the Formation Team recommendation to admit or 

deny the candidate is submitted to Conversi Council for their decision. As soon as 

Council makes the decision, the web coordinator and the candidate are informed, 

and the webmaster creates their profile and user ID from the information on the 

application. As soon as the candidate has a login ID, he or she may enter the site 

and participate in the Formation chats, the journals, and the prayer list. There is a 

series of Newcomer Chats to introduce the new people to Conversi customs, the 

Rule, Lectio Divina, and the Liturgy of the Hours, and they are assigned a mentor – a 

current member who can answer questions and welcome them more personally. 

 

 

What does it take to run an on-line group? 

First, the group needs a stable leadership group that either knows or is willing 

to learn how to operate in a digital environment. Second, it needs website software. 

This entails annual expenses for the website name and the software maintenance. 

 

The software Conversi uses is also used by AIC and some other lay 

Cistercian groups. The actual coding (creation and maintenance*) is handled by a 

software firm; it can be licensed to other groups. Brad Cathey at Highgate is the 

person to handle inquiries about the website code. The lay group itself needs a 

person authorized to maintain the content of the web pages, including posting 

announcements of chat times and topics, adding new members and deleting those 

who have left, and removing inappropriate posts (if any occur and removal is 

authorized by Council or the head of the group). This person is also the one 

designated to communicate with the software firm when something misbehaves 

(often because of an upgrade in underlying software packages). This should 

normally be one person acting at the request of Council, so the vendor is not pulled 

in different directions by people who wish the website code changed, and that he is 

not bothered by many people reporting the same software issue.  

 

Links you may find useful: 

Conversi.org leads to the public web page 

 

Brad Cathey of Highgate email: bradford.cathey@gmail.com  

 

Schola Cisterciensis: 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3gSIJaegeZczEqQ21hRjxQ 

 

• Web pages like our site are built using code that is specially written for us, but 

that code also uses packages of code created by other vendor that function 

like specialized tools. For security reasons and  because of the evolution of 

http://www.conversi.org/
mailto:bradford.cathey@gmail.com
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3gSIJaegeZczEqQ21hRjxQ
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software, sometimes upgrades to those packages change or remove 

functionality we use, breaking the website until it can be recoded.  No, it is not 

a good idea to avoid the upgrades. 

 

 

 


