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It was a little more than eleven months ago 
that I accepted the invitation to become 
the coordinator of the Together Program, a 
program I knew little about until shortly before 
my interview with Sr. Ellen Dauwer, SC and Sr. 
Barbara Reid, OP.

Over these months I have gotten to know several 
wonderful young women: Jane Aseltyne, IHM, 
Haerok Na, SC, and Nicole Varnerin, SND. Until 
Sunday, May 23rd, I had only met with Jane 
and Nicole for almost weekly Zoom sessions. 
Haerok, who was also part of these Zooms, 
lived in the room across the hall from my office 
on the seventh floor of the “old” CTU building, 
so we had the opportunity to have informal 
conversations regularly. 

As Jane indicates in her article, our coming 
together in-person on May 23rd and 24th, was a 
delightful experience! 

Within the next few months, I anticipate that the 
Together Program will have, for the first time, five 
participants! While Jane and Nicole will continue 

their studies at CTU, three new “sister students” 
will join them: Youngmi Bae, SC, Pulane Makepe, 
CP, and Kelly Williams, RSM. What a beautifully 
diverse community they will grow into “together.” 

As these women prepare to form their new 
community in Chicago, I would ask that each of 
you who reads this Newsletter please pray for 
this intentional community. Please pray for their 
health and well-being, their joy and enthusiasm, 
their commitment to community and study.  
Pray that their time together will be one of rich 
blessings and an ever-deepening awareness of 
our loving God.

Sincerely,
 

Maribeth Howell, OP, PhD, STD 
Program Coordinator

 
Below: Together participants 
enjoy the Chicago River 

Architecture Tour.  
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We arrived in Chicago on a Sunday in late May. Our 
excitement was palpable as we called Maribeth to tell 
her we’d arrived at our hotel. When she entered the 
lobby, huge smiles spread across our faces, despite 
being covered by a mask. After a year of only seeing 
each other from the neck up, it was surreal being in 
each other’s physical presence.

Maribeth, Nicole, and I had been planning a surprise 
trip to Chicago for several months. After graduation, 
Haerok was moving back to South Korea, and, as 
long as it was safe, we wanted to see her in person 
before she left. It was challenging to keep our visit a 
secret during our virtual Together meetings!

After getting settled in our hotel room, Nicole and 
I went over to Maribeth’s place to await Haerok’s 
arrival. Haerok thought she was having a simple 
dinner with the RFC staff, Ryan, Kathy, and Ellen. 
Little did she know they were also in on the surprise! 

As we milled about in Maribeth’s apartment, we kept 
wondering what Haerok’s reaction would be like. 
Would she be excited? Shocked? Did she somehow 
figure out we were in town? Finally - a knock on the 
door. Haerok had arrived! As she entered, Nicole and 
I hung back for a second, and when Haerok came 
around the corner, we yelled, “Hi! Surprise!” Shock 
doesn’t begin to describe the look on her face! It 
was more like astonishment or disbelief. We had 
successfully pulled off the surprise! 

Since we were all vaccinated, we could hug each 
other and share the joy of being together in person 
for the first time in over a year.  We spent the rest 
of the evening sharing memories, talking about 
Haerok’s future plans for her new ministry, and 
enjoying fabulous food and drink.

The day after the party, we went into downtown 
Chicago for some lunch and the famous Chicago  

River Boat Architecture Tour. The tour takes you 
down the Chicago River and allows you to see 
many of the iconic buildings of Chicago from the 
water. It was so much fun to see the city from this 
perspective—the city that Haerok called home for 
two years and that Nicole and I will call home in just 
a few months.

One of the greatest joys of the Together program 
is spending time in the community, both in-person 
and online. We were fortunate enough to experience 
both, even if being in person was only for a short 
time! As women religious, we share a commonality, 
regardless of our congregation or country of origin. 
We are united by the desire to serve God above 
all else and love others unconditionally. This desire 
transcends cultural and language barriers and shows 
us that the mission of God is lived out in so many 
ways in our world. 

The joy of community comes from celebrating 
the various shapes and dimensions of another’s 
culture, language, and experience.

The surprising Joy of CommuniTy
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Questions? Please reach out.Questions? Please reach out.

Religious Formation Conference
Email: mhowell@relforcon.org

Phone: 313.319.1236
1525 E. 53rd St | Suite 716

Chicago, IL 60615


