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Greetings from snowy Iowa! Like many of you, we had the whitest of Christmases, having received a record 2 (  feet of snow in the month before Christmas. With the unusually cold weather we have had for weeks, the snow is light and beautifully sparkling - on the days when we have sunshine, rather than more snowfall!  As we write this in late December, we anticipate the fourth (or is it fifth?) consecutive week of temperatures in the single digits, and more snow. After several very warm winters, it is delightful to have real winter weather.

Of course, severe weather has less pleasant consequences too. Our pantry can be reached only from outdoors, and on Dec.15 Sr Louise slipped on some hidden ice while carrying supplies to the kitchen, and broke her ankle. As second-in-charge of our candy shipping department, her cheerful and energetic presence was sorely missed as we continued to ship out hundreds of packages of candy, large and small, each day. Thanks be to God, the break is fairly clean and her prognosis good.

And few days later Sr Regina was diagnosed with pneumonia and retired to bed. This was the first Christmas season we have not had the benefit of Sr Regina(s lovely soprano voice for solo passages in the liturgy, but our other schola members filled in admirably - after some hours of rehearsal!  Sr Regina too is making a good recovery and by Christmas Eve was joining the community for meals and liturgical celebrations.

Then our beloved chaplain of 20 years, Fr Jim Kerndt of New Melleray Abbey, fell (indoors) and hurt his back. Fr Jim, who is 86, has been living on our property but was planning a sabbatical at New Melleray in January so he wouldn(t have to brave the outdoor ice between the chaplain(s house and the monastery several times each day. But this fall left him, at least temporarily, unable to function as chaplain and he returned to New Melleray the week before Christmas.  Msgr James Barta, the Vicar General of our diocese and a long-time friend of ours, usually comes out for Mass on Saturday, and our brothers at New Melleray are generously filling in the rest of the time. In January Fr Adam Ryan, OSB, will be here for a month-long retreat and will preside at our daily Eucharist. After that, we are not yet sure how the Lord intends to provide for us.

Trappistine Creamy Caramels
God blessed us with an exceptionally good (candy season( this fall, after a very rocky start. Almost every crucial machine in the candy factory broke or malfunctioned in the first weeks of September. We are so grateful for the new equipment we have been able to purchase thanks to our capital campaign.  The new chocolate-coater helped us to keep production going despite the problems with old equipment. In fact, our candy production was so efficient and steady this year that for the first time in many years we were able to resume something closer to our normal non-candy schedule during the holy days of Advent, enabling us to focus our attention more closely on the Lord(s coming.

As it turned out, though, our first decision to cut back on production lasted only 2 days. We discovered that the December 4 issue of US News and World Report had a large article, (The Best of the Web,( about internet sites; and our site headed the section on food. We had not the slightest foreknowledge that this would happen. A week later we were featured in an article on a major website, msnbc.com, the web site for Newsweek and NBC; and US News(s website of course also contained their printed article. In addition, the Dubuque Telegraph Herald had a long article about our candy the last Sunday of November; and on Dec.6 a local TV station, KWWL, ran a short piece which was subsequently picked up by TV stations in various parts of the country. In mid-March (Food Finds( of the Food Network (cable) will profile us along with two other food-producing companies on their weekly half-hour show.  When we have more details on the exact airing date, we(ll post it on our website, www.mississippiabbey.org.

Needless to say, all this national exposure brought an onslaught of candy orders. At this point, our candy database crashed, and a truck carrying over 400 of our packages was broken into, leaving UPS with candy without labels, and labels without candy. You can imagine the strain and stress as our mail order department valiantly tried to respond to customers asking after packages, while still carrying on the business of processing new orders. We all did our best to stay calm and trust in God(s providence - and as usual, it all worked out fine.

Seasons of Grace
One of the main responsibilities of a monastic superior is teaching the community. On Sundays the sisters (or brothers) gather together in (chapter( and the superior may share her (or his) wisdom. Our abbess, Mother Gail, habitually writes out her chapter talks, and one of our sisters, Martha, began to think seriously about how to share these gems with a wider audience. In September of 1998 Sr Martha had the opportunity to present one of Sr Gail(s talks to a group of monastic associates, who immediately asked for copies and additional materials. Armed with this incontrovertible evidence, Sr Martha and Sr Sheryl approached Sr Gail with the idea of editing her talks for publication. The abbess finally agreed to let them do this if they could find a publisher - convinced that no publisher would want her talks.

But in fact the second publisher the sisters approached, Greg Pierce of ACTA, was quite impressed with the materials he saw, and this past September a little volume, Seasons of Grace, was published. Sr Gail, a Very Reluctant Author, has decided that all profits we receive from the book will be donated to our new monastery in Norway. We have added Seasons of Grace to our candy catalogue, and are happy to report that a second printing is now underway.

Copies of  Seasons of Grace may be purchased directly from us, for $13.00 including shipping. 

Sr Augustine Funk, R.I.P.
As we began our last newsletter with the celebration of Sr Augustine Funk(s 50th anniversary of entrance into monastic life, we end this one with an even greater celebration: her entrance into eternal life. On Sunday, October 29, Sister had a serious stroke, and it was immediately evident that she would not survive. We were able to keep her at home, under the loving care of her own sisters (we have 5 trained nurses in community), as she and we waited together for Jesus to come for her.  Each of us spent a few moments alone with her saying goodbye, and on Monday evening at 6:15 the bell began to ring to summon us all to her bedside. The entire community squeezed into Sr Augustine(s little room and began to pray Compline, the last Office of the day, together. As we began the canticle, (Now, Lord, you dismiss your servant in peace...,(she breathed her last.

In the 36 years of our community life we had never had a death. Sr Augustine(s was a beautiful beginning for us - she even managed to work it so she(d be buried on All Souls( Day, Nov. 2. We dug the grave ourselves with the help of an experienced neighbor, Al Wolter. On All Saint(s Day (Nov. 1st) Sr Augustine(s body was brought into the church, and we took turns watching in pairs with her and praying the psalter all during the hours of day and night until her funeral.

It is hard to remember in this cold December how exceptionally warm October and early November were. For years we have prayed the Office of Terce on All Souls( Day in our cemetery, and it is almost always cold and usually rainy. This year it was like a lovely, sunny September day. A good crowd of our brothers from New Melleray and of friends joined us for the funeral Mass and procession to the grave site. It is the Cistercian custom not to use a casket but only an open bier. We covered Sister with a cloth before our brothers lowered her into the grave, as we sang the verse each of us sings at our solemn profession:

Receive me, O Lord, as you have promised, that I may live;

Do not disappoint me in my hope.

According to custom, the abbess threw in the first shovelful of dirt, followed by several sisters and guests - but we added a little note of our own, throwing in flowers as well. After a little reception for our guests we changed into our work clothes to finish filling up the grave. It was so warm out that we found ourselves sitting around the grave enjoying the beautiful day and occasion, and then spontaneously prayed the Midday Office there, with Sr Augustine(s grave in our midst. As in life, in her death Sister was a model of Christian hope, and each of us looks forward to the day when we too will take our place in the community cemetery.  The life of the monastery continues around us, (as we await adoption as God(s children, the resurrection of our bodies.(
As St Benedict says, (and may he bring us all together into his kingdom!(
