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Dear friends of Mississippi Abbey,

Greetings from muggy Dubuque! After a rainy and mostly cool spring and early summer, we(ve had weeks of typical Iowa intense heat and humidity. A few years ago we installed ceiling fans in the church, which help(at least, they SOUND impressive! Unfortunately for our field crops and garden, we have had almost no rain since mid-June. Here in eastern Iowa most farmers depend on rainfall rather than irrigation, so we are all praying for the skies to open. Preferably just the right amount...

May 31, the feast of the Visitation, brought a new permanent member to our community. Sr Sheryl Frances Chen, who entered our monastery of Santa Rita, Arizona on this very feast in 1983, transferred her stability to Mississippi Abbey after living with us for 4 years. Sister is a native of both coasts, having grown up first in New Jersey, then in California; so we consider it only appropriate that she is making her stability in the Midwest.

Of the three Benedictine vows (conversion of life, obedience and stability), it is stability which binds us to a particular place and community. Being vowed for life to a small group of women with whom one lives, prays and works all day every day, forces each of us to grow in charity, in tolerance of one another, in knowledge of our own faults and weaknesses, and in desire for peace and unity. We cannot escape from each other, so we must learn to forgive and ask forgiveness. This is a central part of the monastic path of conversion and purification, which has as its goal that (purity of heart without which no one may see the Lord(.

Each sister has a unique faith journey, and Sister Sheryl(s has led her from baptism in the Pacific Ocean at age 17, through confirmation as a Roman Catholic on her 21st birthday, a BA in Religious Studies at Yale, graduate studies in theology at Notre Dame, and editing work at US Catholic. The first time she attended a Catholic Mass, Sheryl thought (This is what worship should be,( and the pull of liturgical prayer as a means toward union with God finally led her to the monastery.

Naturally we had a splendid liturgy to accompany this momentous step in our sister(s life, and her parents, brother, and numerous friends joined us. Between musical friends and musical sisters we had 7 instruments at the Mass: organ, harp, flute, recorder, violin, cello, and trumpet. It was truly a beautiful ritual filled with the joy of the Holy Spirit, who always seems to pour blessings on all present at such occasions.

Like all of us, Sr Sheryl has a wide variety of jobs here, and we put some of her editorial talents to work for us as the graphics designer for both abbey and candy materials. She is the one who selects the pictures and does the layout for the Tautringer newsletter. Evidently looking at all those pictures of Tautra has had its effect, because within a week of making her stability here, she was sent to Tautra to help out for three months. We are grateful to those of you who responded to our plea for frequent flier miles, as we were able to get Sr Sheryl(s round trip ticket for free. And we eagerly await her return to us in September!

Right around the time Sr Sheryl was flying to Norway, Sr Sherry had a different kind of adventure. It was a clear day in early June, and a long day of urgent field work awaited her before the rain expected the following day. As she hopped on our Moped and sped out, our cat, Smokey, who expects all vehicles to stop for him (so far they have), dashed in front of her. To avoid hitting Smokey Sister put her left leg on the ground and twisted sideways. Although she knew right away that she(d hurt her knee badly, well, there was all that field work that needed doing, and she(d be sitting in the tractor...so down to the fields she went.

After a few weeks of observation the doctor decided she needed surgery, which was done on July 26. To our relief the surgery showed the damage to be much less extensive than anticipated.  Sr Sherry will be in a brace for 6 weeks, but hopes to be able to resume her duties as candy shipper by October, when orders start pouring in. What(s more, instead of spending the night in the hospital she came home a few hours after the surgery and was able to be present at another significant community event.

For on the morning of July 27 our Sr Ciaran Shields made her first profession as a Cistercian nun, following 2 years as a novice. First profession is a simple ceremony held in the chapter room rather than in church. Mother Gail gave a chapter talk about monastic life centering on our union with Jesus, and through him with the Father, as John describes in ch.14 of his Gospel. Then, in the presence of the community, Sister pronounced her vows, which she will renew yearly until final profession; and she received the black scapular of a professed sister.

As most of you know, last year we had a book of M. Gail(s chapter talks published, entitled Seasons of Grace. Recently the publisher informed us that the book was awarded Second Place for "first time author of a book" from the Catholic Press Association. Even more important to us are the many friends who tell us of the spiritual nourishment they have received from this short work.

On October 2 we will break ground for our new candy house!  Meanwhile we are still hard at work with our architects revising and re-revising and re-re-revising the plans. The central part of the building will be a warehouse, and we will finally be able to receive and store pallets of ingredients and boxes (in our present building, we have to break the pallets and unload their contents by hand).  But to do this we need a fork-lift, and when we discovered that this requires 10-foot-wide aisles to maneuver, that ate up a huge chunk of our storage space. Back to the drawing board...

We are exploring the possibility of geo-thermal heating for the new candy house. This method uses the earth(s own steady temperature as a heat source and then, with the help of electrical equipment, converts it to the desired heating or cooling. We are attracted to this option because it is much sounder ecologically than using fossil fuels, and therefore consonant with our desire to be good stewards of the land. What(s more, over the long run it should greatly reduce our fuel bills. But there would be a large initial cost, and there are some technical questions, so we are still not sure if we(ll be able to pursue this.

Please keep all of us in your prayers, and be sure of our prayers for you. We wish you a blessed and peaceful autumn.

The sisters of Mississippi Abbey
