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Abbatial Election
In choosing an abbot, the guiding principle should always be that the one placed in office be the one selected either by the whole community acting unanimously in the fear of God, or by some part of the community, no matter how small, which possesses sounder judgment. - Rule of St Benedict, chapter 64.

The abbot is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery. - Rule of St Benedict, ch.2

We are delighted to announce that on May 7 Reverend Mother Gail Fitzpatrick was elected to a fourth 6-year term as abbess of Our Lady of the Mississippi. Please join us in praying for her, that she may continue to be a channel of the life of Christ to our community and guests, and that he may grant her much joy in her service as she leads us into the new millenium.

The election of an abbess or abbot is always a solemn occasion, attended by much ritual and surrounded with prayer. The conventual chapter (those in solemn vows) gathered in the chapel, in the presence of God, our Father Immediate (Dom Brendan of New Melleray), and two other monks as witnesses. It is our tradition that the other members of the community spend the election time in the kitchen, preparing the banquet to follow! 

Once Mother Gail had been elected, we rang the bells, and all flocked to the chapel to chant the Te Deum. Each sister in turn knelt before M Gail and promised her obedience in accordance with the Rule. It was a beautiful moment as the Holy Spirit united us in love for our abbess and for each other.

Lent and Holy Week
This Lent was a time of special grace for our community, yet we are not quite sure why. Nothing special happened, but there was a greater sense of peace, of mutual love, of dedication to prayer, and of union with Jesus in his sacrificial death for all.

It is now over a year since five of our sisters left to found a new monastery in Norway, and some of the new peace may be simply the healing of the gap left by their departure. Also, at this time of making a new foundation, the Lord has inspired in us a desire for greater fidelity to our monastic vocation. At a community dialogue we resolved to undertake together several concrete practices this Lent over and above our usual customs, focusing on the areas of prayer, silence and charity. We do not doubt our gracious Lord blessed our modest efforts to follow him more closely.

With a very early spring and a late Easter, we had high hopes that this year we could have some of our Holy Week processions outdoors. Although Palm Sunday was rather cold, we and our guests gathered at our outdoor fountain for the blessing of the branches. Instead of palms, we use local plants, and had a gay assortment of pussy willows, cherry blossoms, and greens as we followed the cross into (New Jerusalem,( our church.

We celebrate the Easter Vigil at 3:30 AM on Easter morning, and hoped to start at the fountain again. To our dismay, at 3:20 a light rain began. As it stopped by 3:30 we decided to brave the elements, and were outside in total darkness for the lighting of the New Fire and the Paschal Candle. About thirty guests joined us, this time following the Light of Christ into the dark church, where we all lit our candles. Later in the Mass, we again processed to the fountain with candles, for the blessing of the holy water; but this time near disaster struck. A wind had come up, and blew almost all the candles out - including the candles by which the schola was reading their music! However, we carried on somehow, and it was wonderful to have the running fountain as a reminder of the life Jesus wants to pour into each of us.

Visit of Cardinal Arinze





Sometimes the nicest things happen when you are least expecting them. The whole community was looking forward to being with our brothers at New Melleray Abbey on April 28th, when they would welcome Francis Cardinal Arinze of Nigeria Cardinal for the celebration of the Eucharist and a picnic, one of the high points in the year(s commemoration of their 150th anniversary of foundation. The cardinal was in Dubuque to give several lectures at Loras College, including a well-attended youth rally and the Msgr James Barta Distinguished Lecture. 

Cardinal Arinze has a Trappist connection, too, as he was baptized and instructed in the faith by Fr Michael Iwene Tansi, who later became the first Nigerian Trappist and was beatified a few years ago. Our Archbishop Hanus, the cardinal(s host, was so kind as to suggest that he at least see our abbey. 

On Thursday evening Mother Gail received a call from the cardinal himself saying that he wasn(t interested in looking at buildings but was interested in meeting people, and if it pleased her, he would celebrate the Eucharist for us on Friday before going to New Melleray. It did please her and us, so we scrambled to get ready and received both Cardinal Arinze and Archbishop Hanus, together with the cardinal(s friends John and Carol Saeman, for an early morning Eucharist followed by breakfast with the community (eggs were among the things scrambled!).

The cardinal delighted us with his warmth and affability and his knowledge of the state of the Church today, with statistics at his finger tips. He encouraged us to be faithful to our ministry of prayer, and to pray for the global concerns of the whole Church.

Our Land
When we touch or smell or see the land, or hear its winds and its animal voices, or taste the food it produces, the soul of the land in turn touches us. We feel a spiritual kinship with the earth.

- from Iowa: Portrait of the Land
Recently our community began sharing with our architect, Tom Johnson, and designer, Br Frank Kacmarcik, our hopes, desires, and dreams for our land and building needs. As part of that process Mr Johnson reminded us what tremendous natural resources we have been blessed with, and how much we are connected to our land. Its peace, silence and beauty bring God very close, fostering prayer in us and our many visitors.

Our monastery is situated on 550 acres of bluffland overlooking the Mississippi River valley.  Woodlands (350 acres) completely cover our many hillsides and we continue to plant more of the land into trees, especially on the steeper slopes. Last year we engaged a private professional forester to help us manage our forested areas. He is currently working on timber stand improvement. This will improve the quality of the woodlands by opening them up to more sunlight and nutrients and by removing damaged, diseased, or (weed( trees, thus cultivating a greater diversity of tree species and quality timber in our woodlands.

Our organic certified farm, 150 acres, graces the ridges of our land. The highly erodible terrain requires us to plant on the contour and maintain field strips of hay next to each field of food crops to prevent soil loss. The patchwork quilt of our varied crops is one of the beauties of our spring and summer landscape. This year we planted food grade soybeans that will be made into soymilk, food grade wheat and oats, and a small acreage of corn. We also grow our own (manure(, fields of rye, clover, alfalfa and grasses, that are mowed and turned under later in the season to provide nutrients and improve soil quality for next year(s crops.

The remaining acres of our land either surround the monastery buildings or are in pasturage. The pastures are rented to a neighboring farmer for his beef cattle, and they are grazed rotationally to prevent overgrazing and abuse.

Farming organically has provided us with many challenges. Despite the extra time and work required to farm without using chemicals, we are committed to giving the land loving care like that we give to one another in community. We know that in respecting and nurturing the land the Lord has entrusted to us, we ultimately honor and praise the Creator who has blessed us with such bounty.

On the morning of Saturday, August 5, we will host a farm field tour. This program will provide an opportunity for others to tour our farm and woodlands. You are welcome to join! (We will have more details in late July. Please see our web site or call us at 1-319-582-2595.)
Let the land and all it bears rejoice,

all the trees of the wood shout for joy

at the presence of the Lord, for he comes,

he comes to rule the earth.

- Ps 95 (96)

May the Father of all draw you deeper into the divine life he has given us in his Risen Son!

We wish each of you a joyous Pentecost and a restful summer.
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