
Notre Dame, IN—When Judith Valente, award-winning PBS religion journalist and celebrated 
poet, arrived at Mount St. Scholastica Monastery in Kansas, she came prepared to lead a workshop on 
poetry and the soul, but she faced a dilemma. 

“I wondered how I was going to speak to a retreat group about nourishing the soul when 
I hadn’t fed my own soul a decent meal in weeks.”

Valente was in a rough patch, both professionally and personally, when she began visiting “the 
Mount.” Her otherwise successful career was complicated by a difficult professional relationship. In 
her personal life, she confronted the complex terrain of forging a blended family. On top these chal-
lenges, she was increasingly haunted by a fear of dying with regrets.

Valente soon found herself the student at the Mount, taking lessons from the Benedictine sisters in 
the healing nature of silence, the habits of mindful living, and the freeing realization that failure is 
just as much a part of the spiritual journey as success.  

Atchison Blue maps her unlikely way forward: she went backward. By spending time with women 
often thought to be living in the past, Valente encountered a portal to the future and a healing balm 
for her soul in the present. 

The way of life Valente encountered at the Mount was in stark contrast to her professional environ-
ment, where, as a journalist, she has a front-row seat to the tragedies, violence, and political rancor 
that plague American discourse. Valente’s sojourns with the sisters transformed her personal and pro-
fessional lives and in studying Benedictine monasticism, Valente realized that this sixth-century way 
of life speaks directly to the problems facing twenty-first century people as they dash about with their 
smart phones. At the monastery, she entered a world that stresses:

After her first visit to the Mount, Valente realized that something had shifted inside her: “It wasn’t 
as if the sisters had suddenly presented me with a neatly-wrapped gift box of answers. Rather, they 
seemed to draw out the inner questions I had silenced.”

Among women whose Christian witness has recently come under Vatican scrutiny, Valente was chal-
lenged to look beyond the obvious. She uncovered much-needed guidance for today’s world and a 
revitalized personal vision—a vision she imparts to readers facing similar challenges.

Soul Food: Kansas Nuns Teach Journalist to Sit Still, Be Quiet, and Find Home

“This is a generous book about an exceptionally generous community of women. Valente allows the reader to feel the warmth 
of Benedictine hospitality. It is a powerful thing to be accepted as we are, with all our faults and troubles, by people who are 
willing to listen. Valente is a good storyteller, and fortunately for us these women are willing to share their stories and insights 
from their daily encounters with scripture, pruning grape vines, human rights issues, the aging process and death, and the 
trials and joys of communal living.”

Kathleen Norris
Author of The Cloister Walk
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• community over competition
• simplicity over consumption
• humility over self-aggrandizement
• silence over constant chatter



Judith Valente  covers the religion beat for  PBS-TV’s national program 
Religion & Ethics NewsWeekly. Her reports have also  appeared on The 

News Hour on PBS and on Chicago Public Radio and National Public Radio. 
She has worked as a news producer for WTTW/Chicago and is a former staff 
writer of the Washington Post and the Wall Street Journal, where in 1992, 
she was a finalist for a Pulitzer Prize in the feature writing category. She 
has won nine broadcast awards and was twice nominated for an Emmy.

 Valente is a speaker, retreat leader, and author of two collections of 
poetry. In 2004, she won the Aldrich Poetry Prize, which was judged 

by Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Mary Oliver. She is coeditor of the anthol-
ogy Twenty Poems to Nourish Your Soul. She has been a frequent guest on 
WTTW’s weekly program 30 Good Minutes to talk about monastic wisdom 
for the modern world. She recently became a Benedictine Oblate. Valente 
and her husband Judge Charles Reynard live in Chicago and Normal, Illinois.

About the Author

1 How would you respond to the person who says, “It’s all I can do to hold 
down a job, take care of my family, and maintain a handful of friend-

ships. What do a bunch of sisters in a monastery have to do with my life?”

2 You talk a great deal in the book about your fear of dying, particularly 
dying with regrets. How did seeing the dying process, death,  

     and burial of one of the sisters change your thinking about death?

3 Some American sisters have been accused of being “radical feminists” or 
else not faithful-enough Catholics. How would you describe the sisters  

     of Mount St. Scholastica?

4 You write a great deal in the book about your struggle as a second wife 
to forge a relationship with your adult stepdaughters. How did the sis-

ters and your monastic sojourns help you with that?

5 What exactly is the “Benedictine way of life” and how can it help heal the 
problems of our age?

Suggested Interview Questions: From  Atchison Blue:

The paradox I had been liv-
ing stared me in the face. For 

months, I had been talking, talk-
ing, talking, driving myself to 
exhaustion trying to help others 
live a more contemplative life. 
What I lacked in my own life 
were moments of stillness and 
silence when I simply could lis-
ten and be. Without them, I was 
losing drop by drop the inner 
reserves I needed to do my work 
and cultivate an interior life.”

Praise for Atchison Blue:

“
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“Seldom is ‘spiritual’ reading so readable as it is here! Judith Valente makes her own liminal 
experience in a monastery attractive, real, and profound for all of us. There will be very few 
who would not find her journey helpful to their own.”

Richard Rohr, O.F.M.
Center for Action and Contemplation

Albuquerque, New Mexico

“In Atchison Blue, poet and reporter Judith Valente has created a beautiful portrait of the 
Sisters of Mount St. Scholastica in Kansas, and the silence, simplicity, and joy of their lives. 
She sharpens her descriptions by contrasting them with the demands on her own life—the 
anger, jealousy, and overwork that spill out as she tries to do everything expected of a mod-
ern woman.

Valente’s challenges are those of all the rest of us, of course, so Atchison Blue becomes not 
only a lovely story about Benedictine sisters but an inspiring guide for everyone’s struggle to 
find eternal silence in the midst of everyday noise.”

Bob Abernathy
Anchor of Religion & Ethics NewsWeekly

“Many people yearn for a more contemplative life.  Here is the story of a busy professional 
who found a way to put flesh on that yearning. In the soft light of the Atchison-blue windows 
and in the presence of a praying community, Judith Valente discovered the medicine of deep 
listening. Her story, both inspiring and humorous, has the potential to stir up the embers of 
your own yearning. I joyfully applaud this book.”

Macrina Wiederkehr, O.S.B.
Author of Seven Sacred Pauses

Praise for Atchison Blue:
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“’Atchison blue’ refers to the special color of the windows of the chapel of Mount St. Scholastica Monastery in Atchison, Kansas. Judith 
Valente spent many weeks with these sisters in recent years, trying to understand the Benedictine life. Usually I am not too impressed 
with these kinds of journalistic peeks at monastic life, finding them either too romantic or too cynical. But this account is different. Va-
lente got to know these sisters really well by spending a long time with them. She seems to have glimpsed the inner life of this remark-
able community. But Valente is more than a typical journalist. At least in this account, she opens herself to our examination, revealing 
aspects of her spiritual life that she finds seriously deficient. I found this account quite moving and heartily recommend it to anyone who 
wants to understand the spiritual life more deeply.”

Terrence G. Kardong, O.S.B.
Author of Benedict’s Rule: A Translation and Commentary

“Not only does Judith Valente capture the simple beauty and serenity of monastic life without idealizing a thing, but she also makes a 
powerful case for the necessity of Benedictine wisdom in our time. Compelling in its honesty, overflowing with grace, Atchison Blue is a 
marvelous addition to the spiritual writing genre made famous by Thomas Merton, Henri Nouwen, and Kathleen Norris.”

Paula Huston
Author of A Season of Mystery


