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Abstract 

The Maryknoll Mission Archive is a highly effective and valued resource for the Maryknoll 

Society that is headquartered in Ossining, NY, and for an international community of academics 

and theologians that visit the Archive for scholarship on a wide variety of subjects: religion, art, 

architecture, geography, history, economic development, photography and more. With a small 

but highly trained and dedicated professional staff, the Archive manages to participate in 

successful strategic alliances such as the USC Digital Photography program, and is moving 

toward offering online access that will allow it to remain relevant to a broader audience 

interested in the humanities. Despite forces that are shaking the Catholic Church and all 

Christian traditions, such as the rise of secularism, fundamentalism and postmodern rejections of 

truth claims, the Maryknoll Society’s vitality and diversity allows it to respond positively and 

maintain its vision for the future. The Maryknoll Mission Archive will continue to serve many 

communities locally and worldwide and retain its valued position as keeper of the Maryknoll 

identity and guardian of its archival treasures. 
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Environmental Scan with SWOT Analysis of 

The Maryknoll Mission Archive 

The Maryknoll Mission Archive is housed in the basement level of the massive seminary 

building of the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, 55 Ryder Road in Maryknoll, New York. 

“Maryknoll” is the name commonly used to refer to the three organizations, Maryknoll Father 

and Brothers Society, Maryknoll Sisters Congregation, and Maryknoll Lay Missioners, who 

together for over one hundred years have been doing service and communicating the Christian 

faith in China, Latin America and Africa.  The 80-acre compound of buildings is their original 

home and world headquarters situated in the Village of Ossining, NY. 

 The Maryknoll Mission Archive is a joint venture of these entities, containing various 

collections that document their development and the individual lives of their members and the 

peoples they serve, from the establishment of the Society in 1911 to present day (Maryknoll, 

2012). Their holdings include inactive operational and historical records, diaries, photographs, 

films, artifacts, and the original publications of Maryknoll including The Field Afar, a monthly 

publication about the foreign missions of the Catholic Church (Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, 

2012). 

 The location of Maryknoll is appropriate to its humble mission. Ossining is one of the last 

working class neighborhoods in all of Westchester County, with lower property values than 

surrounding areas. A good half of the old Victorian homes that overlook the Hudson River are 

multi-family dwellings. Drive up the main road, Highland Avenue, or down to the train station 

(next to Sing Sing Correctional Facility), and one will notice the absence of recognizable chain 

stores. Rather than charming boutiques, cafes and day spas, the streets rather are lined with delis, 

laundromats, convenience stores, and call centers with money transfer services. These serve a 
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population that has become heavily Latino and Hispanic, almost 42% compared with the 18% 

average in New York State (U.S. Census, 2010).  

Within the compound of Maryknoll, the expansive grounds are well manicured and the 

architecture, which incorporates Chinese elements that speak to its earliest missionary work, 

creates a welcoming “multicultural” impression. The compound is laced with narrow roadways, 

and there are multiple buildings accessible from the main entrance, so without signage to 

indicate the exact location of the archive, visitors arriving by car, regardless of what language 

they speak, would first have to figure out where to park, which can take a while. 

Strengths 

 The Maryknoll Mission Archive has many advantages. First and foremost is its 

connection with the Catholic Church whose identity is rooted in its history and traditions. 

Maryknoll itself is world-reknown, and is often associated with cultural works, scholarship and 

progressive thinking within the church. The Archive is open to the public by appointment 

weekdays and is an integral part of the active life that the Maryknoll campus provides. Visitors 

arrive from the community and from around the world. The Maryknoll Sisters often provide 

accommodations for female academic and religious scholars, who sometimes stay for weeks at a 

time.  Topics that visitors pursue range from missionary work and religion, art and architecture, 

to history and economic development. (H. Pierce, personal communication, September 14, 

2012). The Archive also supports all areas of Maryknoll daily operations, communications, and 

outreach efforts by providing facts and visuals. The Maryknoll Mission Archive enjoys a 

reputation of being one of the most well organized and maintained archives of its kind. Its 

holdings increase by approximately 150 feet per year. 
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 The staff of the Archive consists of three degreed archivists, including one with a 

specialty in photography and film. The Archive employs both lay and ordained personnel. Due to 

restricted budgets, the archivists work mostly alone on flextime. This allows them to travel and 

participate in professional associations and work with affiliated organizations. Response time for 

my initial request via email and telephone to visit the site was very prompt, and I have no doubt 

that the Archive would make every effort to take every inquiry seriously.  

The Facilities are basic but very functional and small improvements are happening all the 

time. The reading room is modest and sparsely appointed with two medium size conference 

tables and chairs providing adequate room for six to eight people at once. Two walls contain 

indexes and finding aids, and there is a computer and a light box for looking at photography. 

Though dated, the reading room seemed comfortable and sufficient.  

A very significant strength of the Archive is the vibrant cultural life of the Maryknoll 

Society that is its backdrop. The active global network of the Society is brought home to the 

campus every day, a constant source of new ideas bringing ethnic and cultural diversity to the 

Christian and local community. Maryknoll also celebrates its foreign mission by sharing it with 

other like-minded mission groups throughout the year (Maryknoll, 2010). The Archive is always 

finding new ways to support the larger Maryknoll Society the with its guest speakers, film series, 

colloquia and retreats. Despite the impressive setting and dynamic appeal of the atmosphere 

however, the Archive does have a few issues. 

Weaknesses 

Visitors from the surrounding community might not find much in the way of Spanish-

language support. The Archive’s presence on the Maryknoll web site does offer some Spanish-
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language pages, and the entire site has Google translate functionality but none of the finding aids 

are digital and available online as yet in English or in any other language.  

 The Maryknoll Mission Archive struggles against similar internal pressures that affect all 

private, public and government archives in a tough economy: shrinking personnel resources, 

demands to take on more records than they are prepared to handle, scant funds to reclaim and 

convert the space necessary for expansion. Their location is clean and secure—a maintenance 

person still polishes the brass on the double doors leading to the reading room—but it always 

needs work. The Archive is slowly taking over the entire area of the seminary that had been used 

for the devotion of the seminarians in an earlier period.  

Just beyond the tombs of the founders, a few small alcoves containing alters and boxes 

are all that remain while across the hall is a locked, climate-controlled labyrinth of stacks. There 

are newer and older sections, with shelves upon shelves of hand-labeled boxed, photos, artifacts 

and documents. It has not become a crisis apparently, but other departments’ view of the 

Archives as a dumping ground for records they are unable to manage, is a grim reality. 

Near the photo collection there is a room equipped with overhead lighting and a table and 

chair for viewing material directly inside the stacks. With the guidance of the archivist the whole 

setup is very user-friendly. The problem is that the contents of the archive are so vast that even 

the archivists aren’t always sure how to direct a researcher. Furthermore, materials may be in 

Spanish, Chinese (a family of languages), Japanese or any of number of African languages and 

are therefore unintelligible to the archivists. Fortunately most visiting researchers are able to 

overcome those difficulties, but it does explain why they might need to stay a month or more! 

 As stated earlier, the web pages for the Maryknoll Mission Archive on the Maryknoll 

website are nearly useless for doing initial research so the archivists must personally interview 
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everyone who inquires to decide how to direct them or ascertain whether the Archive even has 

what they’re looking for.  This is expected to change in the next year as more indexes will be 

open and searchable online. Nevertheless research here will still be a very intimate experience 

(arguably a strength but also a weakness) for the foreseeable future. Certainly anyone who 

cannot afford to travel to the site would not be able to derive value from the collection. 

 The last weakness is really a condition of the changing demographic of the Catholic 

Church itself within the U.S. There are fewer and fewer priests that were born and grew up in 

this country to replace the older generation (Dillon, 2010). This will impact many areas of 

Catholic tradition and sacramental life, and may well change the entire landscape of Catholic 

organizations and their fiscal priorities in the coming decades. Maryknoll has seen its assets 

dwindle from $16MM in 2005 to $5.7 million in 2010 with $4.8 million in debts, having to 

downsize and sell off properties and cut staff (Garcia, 2012). 

Threats 

 Related to the decline of the number of American-born priests entering the priesthood, is 

the general rise of secularism in this country, in Europe and elsewhere, where faith is very often 

excluded from the public sphere (Stanislaus, 2010). The postmodern rejection of truth claims 

even generates hostility toward Christianity. 

Globalization and fundamentalism (of any sort) further impedes the goals of mission 

work by causing a reaffirmation of specific, local identities and a resistance to openness and 

interconnectedness that is one of the tenets of mission work. In various ways all of these larger 

forces undermine the material foundations of the Archive. They may only be indirect threats, but 

they are serious and have already taken a large toll on the fortunes of the larger organizations. 
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Opportunities 

 On the brighter side, Maryknoll Mission Archive is finding its backbone to address the 

modern world directly and seek new alliances that raise its profile and distribution. In 1990 the 

Archive lent over 7500 of its photographs to the University of Southern California Digital 

Library where they are among an impressive spectrum of historical collections from other 

notable arts and sciences institutions (USC, 2012). It is through collaboration and sharing of its 

unique content that it will be able to maintain its visibility among younger scholars and 

theologians, remain visible and accessible to a larger user group interested in humanities, and 

possibly tap into new revenue streams. 

Maryknoll Mission Archive is well situated to serve as a resource in the larger 

reexamination of ideas that is happening within the Catholic Church. Maryknoll’s publishing 

arm, Orbis Books, publishes works by scholars and writers who generate some of the larger ideas 

shaping contemporary theological thought. Bevans and Schroeder (2011) wrote about mission 

work as ‘prophetic dialogue’ that respects and appreciates individual human experience but 

injects a healthy suspicion of human structures in church and society. Such ideas are critical to 

the life and future of the church in a world that is increasingly divided and in conflict. This 

flexibility and energy is what made Maryknoll popular with young people in the 1920s. It will 

hopefully serve the organization well going forward, and the Archive will be the indirect 

beneficiary of that for many years to come. 
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Sister Dolorosa teaching orphans at Yangjiang, China, 1939. Credit: F. Fitzgerald, photographer. 
USC Digital Photography Library. 
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Appendix 

 Below is a list of the questions that I used to prepare the SWOT analysis and 

environmental scan of the Maryknoll Mission Archive. 

• What is Maryknoll and what is its philosophy? 

• What is the scope of content and services offered by the Archive? 

• What are some of the operational challenges of the Maryknoll Mission Archive from 

a staffing, facilities and funding perspective? 

• Who are the users of the Archive, and what are they looking for? 

• Of what significance is the Westchester location, and specifically the local 

environment of Ossining? 

• What is the demographic profile of the neighborhood and county in which Maryknoll 

Mission Archive is located? 

• What is the relationship between the Archive and the Maryknoll Society, and the 

Catholic Church? What are the advantages and disadvantages?  

• What are the challenges facing the Catholic Church both from a fiscal and a cultural 

perspective? 

• What outside activities of the Archive and of the larger organization affect both its 

daily operation and its future prospects? 

 

 


