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Happy New Year!
Mississippi Abbey ushered in the New Year with a prayer service beginning at 11:30 PM on December 31. The sisters and guests and our two celebrants, Msgr Barta of the Dubuque diocese and our chaplain, Fr Jim, all met in our scriptorium for a special Liturgy of the Word. For half an hour we listened in silence and darkness to Scripture readings on the theme of jubilee, including the great gospel of the jubilee where Jesus reads the proclamation of a year favorable to the Lord from Isaiah 61 and announces, (Today this scripture is being fulfilled in your hearing( (Lk 4,16-22). The readings were punctuated by musical responsories and periods of silent reflection.

Our sisters on Tautra had sent us some of the beautiful beeswax candles they are making as part of their efforts to become self-supporting, and we lit them shortly after midnight for a candlelight procession to the chapel. There we all gathered in the sanctuary for the Liturgy of the Eucharist, and afterwards enjoyed light refreshments and the exchange of New Year(s greetings. It was a wonderful way to begin this special jubilee year - the first of the new millennium or the last of the old, depending on how you count it! We were delighted at the large number of friends who had come to welcome this landmark occasion with prayer and praise. And thankful that we didn(t need to use our contingency plan in case the electricity failed at midnight!

Of all the many blessings of the past year, we are especially grateful for the birth and flourishing of our daughter house on the island of Tautra, in Norway. Mother Gail visited the new community again in October on her way to the General Chapter in Lourdes, and found the sisters drawing together as a community and firm in their dedication to Christ(s call. They are also firm in their dedication to speak Norwegian, but the American sisters still have far to go along that road.

The General Chapter, a meeting of all Trappist abbots and abbesses, now occurs every third year, and lasts about three weeks. The 1999 Chapter focused on the topic, (the Cistercian charism: conformity to Christ(. In preparation, each community throughout the world examined its own heart and life in the light of this goal. Word has trickled back to the ranks that the Chapter was marked by an exceptional spirit of peace and collaboration. What better sign could there be of conformity to Christ, than unity in his Body?
Christian Unity
Since early in this century the cause of Christian Unity has been dear to our Order.  At Mississippi we celebrate the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity (Jan 18-24) with special hymns, prayers and readings throughout the day. 

Our concern for ecumenism, and especially our history of interaction with Lutherans both in Dubuque and in Norway, heightened our joy when the Joint Declaration on Justification was signed in Augsburg (Germany) by the Vatican and the World Lutheran Federation. This momentous event took place on October 31, Reformation Sunday. We celebrated with an ecumenical Vespers attended by many Lutheran friends and culminating in a shared sign of peace and praying the Lord(s Prayer together.

You can imagine our delight when we heard that the General Chapter approved our foundation in Tautra on that very day! It was the introduction of the Reformation to Norway which brought about the close of our Cistercian monasteries there in the 1500's after three centuries of existence.   And now at the end of the 20th century local Lutherans invited us to return- a gesture of such goodwill that we could not resist responding. When our new monastery became (official( on the very day this breakthrough accord was signed, the hand of God seemed so visible, we could reach out and touch it.

Another major blessing of the past year has been the many women and men who in various ways have joined with us in this great work we are undertaking for the sake of the kingdom of God. It reaffirms our own sense that we are doing his will, to see how many other people have been deeply touched and inspired to offer their prayers and assistance.  And it is a great joy to meet so such wonderful people and devoted followers of Jesus Christ, to share their concerns and be inspired by their fidelity and enthusiasm.

Armand-Jean de Rancé 1626-1700
This year is the 300th anniversary of the death of a very important figure in Trappist history. Armand-Jean de Rancé was a wealthy young man from the highest ranks of French society who became abbot of the Cistercian monastery of La Trappe. At that time, abbots and abbesses were often appointed by the king; such a position could provide lucrative income without even requiring residence at the monastery in question.  As a result of this corrupt system and a general decay in fervor, monastic life in Europe was in a sorry state. A few French Cistercian houses were introducing sweeping reforms, but they needed public support to maintain their freedom from government control.

Rancé inherited five monasteries at an early age, but lived a rather worldly life in Paris. God used a series of incidents when he was in his thirties to bring him to a complete conversion and a desire to live fully for God. He resigned four of his positions and became full-time abbot of La Trappe, joining the reform movement. With his connections at the top ranks of French society, Rancé was able to protect his community from attempts to undermine the reform, and to provide support to the reform movement as a whole. Within a short time La Trappe came to be well-known for its deep life of prayer and devotion to Christ (as well as for its silence), and it attracted many vocations. So successful was Rancé(s reform that at the time of the French Revolution, 89 years after his death, La Trappe was the largest and most fervent of all the French Cistercian houses.

The Revolution destroyed monasticism in most of Western Europe. The only French Cistercian community which survived was a strong remnant from La Trappe which fled to Eastern Europe. Nuns fleeing France also attached themselves to this group, which suffered amazing hardships until finally able to reestablish some permanent communities. Outside of the monasteries of Eastern Europe, most of which had never joined the reform movement, this was almost the only group of Cistercians to survive the French Revolution. The Reformed Cistercians are popularly known as Trappists and Trappistines because nearly all our houses today trace their lineage to this courageous remnant.

To add a personal note, the first monastery of nuns founded by this group was Stapehill, in England, in 1802. Stapehill founded Glencairn in Ireland in 1932, Glencairn founded Wrentham in Massachusetts in 1949, Wrentham founded Mississippi (us!) in 1964, and we have now founded - or rather, refounded - Tautra in 1999.

We give thanks to God for the life of our father Rancé who truly gave up everything to follow Christ. May we like him be faithful disciples of the Lord, and may God bless our efforts with the permanence and devotion which characterized Rancé(s work.
For further reading on Rancé, we recommend A.J.Krailsheimer(s Rancé and the Trappist Legacy, available from Cistercian Publications, St Joseph(s Abbey, 167 N Spencer Rd, Spencer MA 01562 (508-885-8730; cistpub@spencerabbey.org; www.spencerabbey.org/cistpub). Cistercian Studies Quarterly(s first issue for 2000 will contain an article, "Rancé's Spirituality: Total Service of God," by Lucien Aubry OCSO of La Trappe, and additional articles in later issues (subscriptions to CSQ available through Sr Sheryl Chen here at Mississippi).
Be united to God by the yearning desire of your heart. Let nothing enter your heart that has no relation to the glory of God(s name. As far as human and frailty and inconstancy permit, let God be the unique or principal object of all your thoughts, and the end of your words and actions.
--Armand-Jean de Rancé, Treatise on the Holiness and Duties of the Monastic Life.

