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Carmelite monastery feeds spiritually hungry through virtual prayer

INDIANAPOLIS -- From inside the walls of a monastery that looks a little like a medieval fortress, a small group of cloistered Carmelite nuns is offering spiritual guidance to tens of thousands of people a day _ through the Internet. 

The Carmel of the Resurrection Monastery in Indianapolis landed on the Net more than two years ago with the Web site www.praythenews.com, where the nuns reflect on recent headlines, offering lessons that can be taken from current events. 

Now they've taken their cyberministry a step further, adding a "School of Prayer" to popularize the style of contemplative prayer honed by their patrons, the 16th-century Spanish mystics St. Theresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross. 

"We're like a concentrated spirit of the saints, but now it's going out. Add water, and everyone's got it," said 73-year-old Sister Betty Meluch, a former prioress of the monastery. 

Web surfers are getting it. 

The Roman Catholic nuns' site averaged 66,532 hits per day during February, and one of every five first-time visitors returned for more. Most visitors have come from North America, but other site visitors have come from places as distant as the Middle East and the Pacific Islands. 

They find a new course of prayer each month, each in a convenient, printable form. (The idea, after all, is contemplation, which can be hard to achieve when distractions are just a mouse-click away.) February's topic invited people to leave "trails of goodness," like a comet leaves a trail of light. In March, the nuns looked at "facing life with faith, hope, love and a sense of humor." 

The courses are written by the community of 12 nuns, most of whom are in their 70s; the nuns turn over the material to an Indianapolis advertising firm, which posts it on the Internet for free. 

Each course looks at the personal and global dimensions of the monthly topic, amplified by Scripture, the nuns' reflections and other writings. The School of Prayer even includes homework, such as watching a particular movie or compiling experiences that have made one laugh. Before concluding with a prayer, students are posed questions to spur their reflections. 

"I think there is a hunger for spirituality out there," said Sister Joanne Dewald, noting the growing popularity of religious books and personal spiritual advisers. The $1.3 billion worth of religious books sold last year was five times as high as in 1992. The sector has grown faster than any other, the Association of American Publishers says. 

The Internet helps the nuns quench that appetite from the monastery where they've largely secluded themselves. 

"Sharing our contemplative life _ that's something we can do within the monastery," said Sister Terese Boersig. 

The monastery has stood for nearly 75 years along the White River on the northwest side of Indianapolis. It resembles a medieval fortress with its stone walls, which once sealed off the outside. A compartment in a foyer allowed callers to leave items without being seen. Even during daily Mass in the chapel, a grate separated the nuns on the inside from the priest and other worshippers on the outside. 

That changed 40 years ago when the Second Vatican Council urged Catholics to engage the rest of the world. The monastery bought its first television to follow Pope Paul VI's visit to the United Nations in 1965. 

The council also called on all the faithful _ both clergy and laity _ to look inside at their hearts and to lead lives of holiness. That meant developing their own spiritualities, a radical departure for some old-school lay Catholics. 

"Before, we (Catholics) thought, well, the nuns and priests take care of our spirituality," Dewald said. Now, the nuns are helping Catholics and others develop their faith. 

"It's not just Catholics that are tuning in to the site," notes Sister Jean Alice McGoff. 

The nuns encourage everyone to develop a personal relationship with God, no matter what their religion. Meluch corresponded via e-mail with an Iranian Muslim, encouraging him to talk to God by lighting a virtual votive candle on one page of the site. Those who light the votives can send a message adding their intentions to the nuns' prayer requests. 

"What's unique about our Web site is there is a page where you actually can pray," said McGoff, currently the prioress of the community, one of 65 autonomous Carmelite monasteries in the United States. 

The virtual votives received their heaviest use in the days after Sept. 11, but they remain popular, addressing individuals' thirst for meaning in the events of their lives, not only major disasters such as last December's Asian tsunami, but also personal tragedies such as the loss of a loved one. 

"Individuals have 9/11s all the time," Meluch said. 

___ 

On the Net: 

Carmel of the Resurrection Monastery: http://www.praythenews.com 
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