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The Brother Thomas Fund:  A Lesson in the Art of Giving  
By Jeanne Koles, November 19, 2009 
 
First you do what is necessary, then you do what is possible and before you know it you are doing 
the impossible. 
- Brother Thomas 
 
The art of giving need not only be practiced by those with unlimited wealth.  In the world of 
philanthropy, creativity can be an asset.  Vision, heart, perseverance, and ingenuity make a gift 
impactful—whether someone has a fortune to dispense or not.  This is precisely what happened 
when Brother Thomas Bezanson, a monk-turned-potter, found out he only had a few months to live 
and sought a way to turn what he had into a legacy well beyond his material means.  The Brother 
Thomas Fund was established at The Boston Foundation in 2007 with the mission to fund the 
Brother Thomas Fellowship program.  The Fund, which awarded $15,000 each to its first group of 
eight fellows in October 2009, is much like a work of ceramic itself.  Begun with nothing but an idea, 
a work in clay is molded by the artist’s hands then given over to the fire.  The potter must rely on 
something bigger than himself to bring the work to completion.  The result is stronger and more 
beautiful than that which could have been made by the artist’s hands alone.   

To understand the impact of the Brother Thomas Fellowship program we must first understand 
Brother Thomas.  He was guided by a rare set of principles:  love of art, selflessness, devotion to 
community, and faith in the beautiful things in this world.  He was a creator—very much in the divine 
sense of the word—and often said that “risking and dreaming are the primary acts of creativity.”  He 
was patient and instilled patience in others.  Waiting while the kiln cooled (despite wanting to crack 
it open immediately to see the results) was an important element in what Thomas called “the art of 
fire-and-clay.”  He was a worrier—about big things like if the next firing would produce anything of 
worth and about little things like whether his plane would be late.  Brother Thomas was a 
communicator who maintained his connections through writing; his daily faxed missives and often-
penned letters between himself and friends allowed Thomas to be a part of friends’ lives all over the 
world from his outpost in Erie, PA.  Thomas expressed the importance of friendship to the creative 
process when he said that “people of blessing encourage me to stretch and grow in my work at a 
time when it is tempting to retreat.” 

The idea for a charitable legacy first germinated in 1999 when Thomas established The Brother 
Thomas Foundation, of which the primary purpose was to “make grants to individual artist to allow 
them to improve and enhance their artistic skills and talent.”  Though a trust fund was declared, 
Thomas neither pursued official 501(3)(c) status, nor put money or artwork into the trust, nor 
outlined how any funds would be distributed.  Nine years later, in December 2006, Bernie Pucker 
(Thomas’ long-time friend and owner of the Pucker Gallery, which represents Thomas’ ceramics) 
received a call that Thomas had fainted.  Shortly thereafter came the devastating news that 
Thomas had stomach cancer and had been given only 2-8 weeks to live.  Thomas decided against 
medication and chose to live his final months in his home with the Benedictine Sisters of Erie, 
where he had been artist-in-residence since 1985.  Thomas lived another eight months and died 
peacefully in August of 2007.   
 
After his diagnosis, conversation between Bernie and Thomas began immediately about how to 
resuscitate the foundation and, as Thomas wrote, to “help other artists as I was helped.  I am not 
thinking of recognizing or rewarding successful artists but to give a “leg-up” to artists-in-need.  I am 
not thinking specifically of any one medium, although I certainly have a bias towards those working 
the art of fire-and-clay, the potter. …It is a good work in the world to support what is Good, True and 
Beautiful, those things that unite and do not divide.” 
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Thomas wanted all of the proceeds he would have received from the sale of his work, had he 
remained living, to go towards this purpose.  Bernie contacted Christine McClure, a lawyer in Erie, 
PA who had done some work for Thomas in the early 1990s.  They had become reacquainted in 
2006 when a mutual friend invited McClure to an exhibition of Thomas’ pots.  Though many years 
had passed, when McClure came in (specifically to see Thomas and his work), Thomas came right 
over and humbly asked “do you remember me?”   
 
On McClure’s recommendation, Thomas moved all of his ceramics into the trust.  But her due 
diligence revealed that the private Brother Thomas Foundation was unsustainable.  Section 4942 of 
the tax code requires a private charitable foundation to distribute annually a minimum amount of its 
funds, equal to approximately 5% of the fair market value of the foundation's non charitable use of 
assets.  Unlike most foundations who deal in liquid assets, the value of Brother Thomas’ holdings 
was entirely unrealized.  Only when a work is sold does its estimated value turn into real money 
(which would not happen for many years).  In the interim the foundation would not have access to 
nearly enough cash to distribute 5% of its value each year.  Additionally, it was important that 
artwork in the trust be made available for possible donation to museums both in the United States 
and abroad.  However, this would be prohibited if the works were held by a private charitable 
foundation. 
 
Bernie Pucker then thought to transfer ownership of the work to the Benedictine Sisters of Erie, with 
whom Thomas had an enduring, almost familial relationship.  They would receive all of Brother 
Thomas’ proceeds and an advisory panel would determine how the funds would be distributed.  The 
Sisters have their own 501(c)(3) but because they are not a private foundation, they are under no 
federal obligation to distribute 5% of their assets.  Given their close relationship with Thomas and 
the Puckers, it was felt that occasional donations to museums could be agreed upon.  Though there 
was excitement over this potential collaboration, extenuating circumstances again made it 
impossible.  Canon Law dictates that if the Mount were to close then all of its assets would be 
automatically transferred to the archdiocese. 
 
Thomas and the Puckers began to wonder what resources in Boston could help make this dream a 
reality.  Enter Kate Guedj, Vice President for Philanthropic and Donor Services at The Boston 
Foundation.  Early conversations between Sue Pucker, Bernie’s wife and business partner, and 
Guedj were merely informational and once again raised the issue of the required 5% payout with a 
private foundation.  Guedj added the dilemma that recipients of grants from private foundations 
must themselves be non-profit and able to demonstrate valid 501(3)(c) status.  Therefore, the 
“struggling artists” that Thomas envisioned, as individuals without non-profit standing, would not 
even qualify to receive funds.     
 
In subsequent meetings with Guedj, and later with and Ruben Orduña, Vice President for 
Development, and Ann McQueen, Senior Program Officer at The Boston Foundation, the prospect 
of dissolving the private foundation into The Boston Foundation was proposed.  Guedj, Orduña, and 
McQueen felt that the gift of art was unique in the foundation world.  As Guedj explained, “the 
biggest issue was the assets, how to hold them (on the books and literally), how to liquidate them, 
what the contract with the Pucker Gallery should be…The second biggest issue was figuring out 
how, as a community foundation/public charity, we might be able to handle grants to individuals.  
We had to describe a likely process and get legal opinion as to it passing muster should the IRS 
look at it.  The Boston Foundation had up until the BT Fellowships had a proscription (for 
simplicity’s sake, not because it was not possible) against grants to individuals.” 
 
Time was of the essence.  Thomas was gravely ill and the assets needed to be moved before he 
died and the artwork went directly into his estate.  The existing Brother Thomas Foundation also 
risked owing penalties to the federal government if it failed to establish its 501(3)(c) status within 
eighteen months of having first put something in the trust (artwork had been officially transferred 
into the trust in 2006).  Attorneys at The Boston Foundation established the existing foundation’s 
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non-profit status then executed a transfer of all its assets to The Boston Foundation.  This large 
“gift” from the Brother Thomas Foundation to The Boston Foundation satisfied the original private 
foundation’s federal regulation to give at least 5% of its assets away each year.   
 
During his lifetime, Brother Thomas continued saving. Thomas always lived frugally (we can thank 
his Scottish temperament) and his material needs had been cared for ever since he was a child, 
first as a young man living at home, then by the Weston Priory in Vermont (which he entered in 
1959), then with friends, and finally as artist-in-residence in Erie.  Although Thomas left a portion of 
his estate to friends and family, honoring in death those valued relationships that had seen him 
through his life, the fund was uppermost in his mind and it brought him great solace to think that he 
could help struggling artists and to know that The Boston Foundation was open to the possibility of 
donating pots to museums.   
 
One major draw for the Puckers to The Boston Foundation was their demonstrated commitment to 
arts.  When Anna Faith Jones retired as its President in 2001, The Boston Foundation created The 
Arts Fund, a “permanent endowment that provides donors with a creative and comprehensive way 
to support the arts,” in her honor.   The goal of the fund was to raise $10 million dollars, which The 
Foundation would match with an additional $10 million.  Donors to the Arts Fund who made gifts of 
$100,000 or more were allowed to establish a named component, which is what the Puckers did on 
behalf of Brother Thomas.  The Brother Thomas Fund was established in such a way that The 
Boston Foundation can work with any outside donor wishing to contribute.  As Orduña states, “As 
the Brother Thomas Fund grows in size and stature, it will attract the attention of individuals and 
families interested in his vision.”  
 
The next hurdle was structuring the grants program.  Their initial concept of an open application 
process was halted when The Boston Foundation learned from the Mass Cultural Council that their 
greater Boston Awards open-application process yields over 2000 applications each year!  With 
neither the in-house capacity to manage this volume, nor a desire to use dollars from the fund to 
outsource the process, The Boston Foundation settled on a fellowship program driven by a 
"MacArthur" type nomination process.  They recruited the Mass Cultural Council to help the first 
year, but going forward they will run the process on their own.  The Brother Thomas Fellowships will 
be awarded every two years, and the nominators will be selected each cycle from among Boston’s 
large pool of nonprofit arts leaders, academics, gallerists, collectors, and for-profit arts-presenters.  
Except for those artists who have established national renown, all artists are struggling in some 
way, and a metric for determining how “struggling” an artist is would be both onerous and 
demeaning. Therefore, The Boston Foundation instructs nominators to choose artists across 
disciplines who are “at a catalytic moment in their life and career when a fellowship could have a 
transformative impact.”   
 
In its first year, 55 of 60 nominated artists submitted an application for review.  The 7-member multi-
disciplinary review panel included Nicholas Baume, formerly Chief Curator at the Institute of 
Contemporary Art in Boston and now Director and Chief Curator of the Public Art Fund in New York 
City; Emilya Cachapero, Director of Artistic Programs for the Theatre Communications Group; 
Michael Cain, a composer, pianist and Associate Professor at Brandon University in Manitoba, 
Canada; Kwame Dawes, a poet, and Louis Frye Scudder Professor of Liberal Arts and poet in 
residence at the University of South Carolina Arts Institute; Caridad Svich, playwright, translator and 
editor, the author of over 40 plays and a teacher at Bard College, Rutgers University and the 
University of Rochester; Judith Tannenbaum, Curator of Contemporary Art at the Rhode Island 
School of Design Museum; and Joe Zina, who recently retired as Executive Director of the Coolidge 
Corner Theatre. 

The first eight fellows, announced October 9, 2009, are:  John Oluwole ADEkoje, a filmmaker and 
playwright who teaches at the Boston Arts Academy; Kati Agóc, a composer and member of the 
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composition faculty at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston who says that being a 
Brother Thomas Fellow “will provide start-up funds for a CD project with Boston Modern Orchestra 
Project that, if realized, will be the crucial first professional recording of my orchestral works. More 
generally, it will help me to put down roots in the Boston area;” Richard Hoffman, a poet who has 
been writing and publishing for 30 years; Barbara Helfgott Hyett, a poet who has been nominated 
for the Pulitzer Prize who hopes “the remarkable recognition of these poems might inspire others to 
sustain their art through even their most difficult struggles;” Brian Knep, a video artist who builds off 
an expertise in computer programming and who “studied ceramics and [tries] to create new-media 
works with the same sensuality and poetry present in the best of pots;” Alla Kovgan, a filmmaker 
whose work-in-progress is a feature-length documentary on Lorraine Hansberry and who feels 
“empowered by the support for my vision and humbled to be called “an artist” among such 
distinguished company;” and Heather White, a jeweler who makes wearable art and is in the 
collections in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, and who will use the award to “spend a semester 
abroad studying, cultivating and creating bridges with studio jewelers throughout Europe.”  This 
diverse group of artists exemplifies Thomas’ belief that there is a “unity of creative experience that 
cuts through the differences of the medium.” 

What makes the fellowship so unique is that recipients are free to do with the money whatever they 
need—whether it is buying supplies or paying their rent.  Brother Thomas knew how to stretch a 
dollar and use his resources creatively–making glazes out of copper from Chore Girl sponges and 
using baking soda and salt from the kitchen of the monastery.  Over the years, it will also create a 
sense of community among artists and arts professionals in Boston. 
 
Brother Thomas was so many more things than just a monk and an artist.  He studied economics in 
college and supervised the finances at the Weston Priory.  He studied philosophy at Ottawa 
University and called regularly on the things he had learned in his daily life.  He was a sports fan, a 
lover of world politics, a foodie.  He was knowledgeable about many subjects, a good listener, and a 
critical thinker.  He was never envious or threatened by other artists.  In her eulogy for him, Sister 
Joan Chittister (the Prioress for many years at Mount Saint Benedict who brought Thomas to Erie 
as artist-in-residence), said “we saw in him that of which the mystics speak when they talk about the 
sacred in the secular and creation in a single grain of sand…he showed us how to be about more 
than pots—whatever those talents, those gifts, those life-giving centers of creation may be—in our 
own lives.”   There is no doubt that each Brother Thomas Fellow will be helped a little along the way 
in being about more than just the work they do.   

 

For more information, visit www.puckergallery.com, www.tbf.org, and read Sacha Pfeiffer’s October 
13, 2007 Boston Globe article at 
http://www.boston.com/business/articles/2007/10/13/even_in_death_he_masters_art_of_giving/ 

 

Jeanne Koles is an independent consultant who does writing, design, and project management for 
museums and the cultural sector. 

 

 


