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Abstract stained plass windows designed by the arnst Ellen Mandelbaum are an
unlikely miracle far nuns from five grders in a Hartsdale retirement center.
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Spiritual Reflections in Bits of Glass

Abstract Window Designs Are an Unlikely Miracle to Nuns in a Retirement Center

By CLALUDIA ROWE

HARTADALE

HE nuns who sit here in quist con-

tempation are elderly, the »oungest

in her T's. They have spent a life-

time praying in dim chambers

where only pale bits of light sneak through

densely figured stamed glass, Bul they have

discenvared that & chapel built to honor the

shifting light and changing seasons of na-
tere can be even more meaningful,

A vialtar to the Marian Woods retirement
cenfer might expect ta sa2e sisters worship-
ing in darkened pews, pondering [amiliar
Biklical scenea. But these nuns, whe came
tgether from five orders b creale & new
kind af adult home, had something very
differant in mind — an airy, cetaganil room
with glass windows so calarful and free they
hring to mind abstract watereolor paint-
ings, rather than rigid doctrine,

“[t's tatally breathtaking'” Sister Doro-
thy Wieting, B4, snid, ““It"s swesome, And the

simplicity is beawtiful [t's not barogue in
any way."

Sister Dorothy was siitlng across from
the chapel's largest window, an arresting
collage of red-and-llee . diagonal  plates
struck through with black and pobd 1o sym-
Eaibize the resurrection ol Christ, I made a
prweriul irmage, even b one was unpware of
Itz exact meaning.

“T like &0 put my own meaning on it 5o |
liked the abstraction,” said Sisier Dorothy,
pointing out how the smoky but wplifting
cesign in another window reminded ber of
all the good thal was elicited Trom people
after the attack on the World Trade Center.

The $11.5 million retirement complex is
kame o 50 elderly nuns [rem Westchester
and Rocklard Counties, most of whom are
members of fhe Sistérs of Mercy, the Soci-
ety of the Holy Child Jasus, the Slsters of
Saint Dominic of Blauvell, the Franciscan
Sisters of Pesce and the Sizters of e
Blessed Sacrament. Thelr collaboranive
fund-raising efforts and the modern design
of the center make the prajecl unaseal in
the metrapalitan region, Tyvpically, retired

members of religions orders spend thedir
wining years in spartan convents built be-
fare Vatican I1 when nuns had only two
habhits to store

Marian Wenls, by contrast, is brght, up-
to-date and carsfully designed with the
needs of chier residents (0 mind. This in.
cludes private baths ard il closets, ameni-
tles Tew of the residents had ever enjoyed
The new chapel, with its 23 abstract glass
winclows, lollews this lorward-looking ap-
praach s 218 century Raman Catholicism
The windows deplct no Mary bending owver
Jasus, no God in Heaven proclaiming, ' Le
Lhere e Hght," just & circwlar window mear
the ceiling streqaked with godd

The design wis suggestod by the Rey
Richard 5. Yosko, an architect and priest, ol
Cliltan Park, MY wha sdvised the slsiers
oo building the center. Retirement hymes
are largely the same wherever one goes,
Yaprelty mech plain vanilla," he said, urging
the nuns 8t Marian Woods o think mare
deeply about their place of worship.

"1 attempied @ introduce the sisers tc
the language of metaphor and I'm sure



some critles will say, “What da those win-
dows mean?' and “Why [sn't it staived glass
with literal narrative in there?' Well, 1o the
credit of these sisters — who are all septas-
genarlans, at least — they wanied o mave
forward, They wanted to see things In new
wayd, And when you 2o Lo that chapel, wou
say. ‘Wikoa, this 1= not plain vanilla' "

Sister Mary Faschal Hill, director of the
praject, was not immediamzly taken with
Father Voska's approach. Bul she eventual-
ly egreed that abstract tmages “could lead
yau to meditate, to think and to feel," she
gald, In profound new ways, With that aes-
thatlc decided, the chalce of an artist be-
came paricularly important becawse thare
could be no firm guidelines for an abstract
work. The muns had o find someene they
Believed could intuitively translate splritaal
maLters intg coler ard light

Ellan Mandelbauen, & 83-year-old painter
and stained glnss worker from Sunnyside,
(uesns — who has dene stained glass work
in houses of wacship in Hawaii, Minneaspalis,
Hew York City and elsewhere — wan (he
$60,000 project tn 1998, Before completing
the chapel 1agl Awgust, sha vigited the Clais-
ters at Fort Tryon Pary in the Broonx and
spent mornings reading Scriptures no e
stdio "o really get into the mind-set of the
people who were pgaing o be using the
chiapal,” she said.

Rohll's glass stisdio in Mount Yernon spe-
cially ardered hand-biown panes from Eu-
rape. Ms Mandalbhawnm carsfully selected
&ach for s rexiure and color — some have
delicate bubble patrerns, others fealure a
mare watery cast — then set them on easals
for painting. The brushwork is sweaping and
light, almast Japanesa in style When the
palnt dripped. Ms Mandeibaum et it
Throughout, Sister Paschal and the chaps|
carmirmiltes held onty their faith thet cthe
revolutlonary éesien would maintain a reli-
giows conmection.

"They knew what they ware getting right
[rom the start — mare modern, expressive
wark — and they were appreving stuff that
was pretiy bold,” Ms. Mandelbaurn said.

Sizter Mary Alfred Temple, T watched it
happening. One of the lirst residents at
Marian Woods, she woalld stand in the Tield
af mud and stones, wondering what It would
all Texak like i the end, as the workers at the
chapel tramped by At the unveiling, she

Muns, irom
left are, Sister
Chrisgan [ones,
Bigter Mary Alfred
Temple and Sister
Darothy Wisthing,
Stained glass in the
chapel, beleos.

was stunned.
“At first it upsat me very much,” Sister

Mary admitied. “It was beawtiful but iz
didn’l mean anyvthing. The sbstraction was
very difficull far me,"

But Ms. Mandelbaum provided a bookle
describing her waork. She explained bow the
different panes of colorsd glass worked with
the light ar differant times of day and what
that meant to her. She wld the sisters that
she hid read Scriptures [or Inspiration and
in a very shart tima the depth of the work
hecame clear. Mow Sister Mary is one af the
chapel's rmest vocal supporters.

I muarvel at Ellen's vision,” she sald.
“5he saw In a very profound way what could
ba daone.”

Lay pecple can vEsic the chapel, and some
da, partlcularly If they are seaing some of
the restdant nuns, & resident, Sister Rose
Brenca, 4, Sa8d, “You eah eomie in here any
time of the day and find brighiness'”

Sister Paschal sald later, "'We koew it
was a risk, hal (e is a risk."

Altting by the "Wind of the Spirit™ win-
dow, the nuns nodded their heads in agree-
mient Out of the mud, they said, had come a
mirashe,



