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What an extraordinary year 2001 has been for our nation and our world! As we all continue to deal with the consequences of the day we can only name as (September 11,( we wish for our friends, and indeed for all our world, a new year filled with the hope of peace and a deep confidence in the One who holds all things in his merciful hands.

For our community, 2001 was a year that broke several small records. It was the first time we have had 3 sisters make their final commitment here. If you received our earlier newsletters you know that Srs Anne Elizabeth and Sheryl, already in final vows according to the Rule of St Benedict, changed their stability to Mississippi Abbey in January and May respectively. On August 20th, the feast of St Bernard, we celebrated the solemn profession of Sr Suzanne Mattiuzzo.

Sr Suzanne entered our community on New Year(s Day 1995, after living in so many exotic places we weren(t sure how she(d take to a life of permanent stability in rural Iowa. Although a US citizen, she was born in Canada, and grew up in California, Virginia, Illinois, and Israel, places her father worked. The travel bug must have bitten deeply, as Suzanne concentrated on Asian Studies while earning a BS at Georgetown(s Foreign Service School. Her studies included a year in Japan, where a hunger for meaning drew her to a Buddhist zendo, which she visited periodically, getting her first taste of monastic life and contemplation. After graduation she joined the Peace Corps and served in Thailand from 1979-1982.

Back in the States, Suzanne led what was in many ways a typical urban professional lifestyle. Settling in Chicago, she earned an MBA degree from the Keller Graduate School of Management, specializing in marketing and electronic data processing, and then worked as director of computer consulting for a networking firm. But after a few years a tremendous hunger for God started tugging at her. From 7th grade on Suz had been a (Christmas Catholic,( attending church only once a year. Now, when she passed by a church, she would stop to pray for a few moments.  One day she heard a homily on the love of Jesus, and our love for each other, which spoke to her heart. This was a turning point, and she began first attending Sunday Mass, then (sneaking off( to church on her lunch hour for quiet prayer, then (becoming one of those daily Mass people( as she puts it.

Exploring her newfound faith led Suz to Chicago Theological Union, where she joined the program for a master(s degree in theology. But before she completed the degree her hunger for deeper union with Christ drew her to the monastery. We were delighted to have her parents and other friends join us to witness her act of consecrating her life to the Lord.

We were only 2 weeks into (candy( season, and most of the community was laboring away in the candy house, when the World Trade Center attacks occurred. Shortly after the second plane struck, a friend in town called us with the news. The few of us working in the monastery turned on our television. (Yes, we do have one - but normally use it only for watching an occasional video.) But we all kept going about our work, occasionally checking TV or internet to learn what was happening. 

Our first practical concern was for Sr Paul Marie Delcorte, a delightful sister from our monastery Soleilmont in Belgium, who was living with us for 18 months before going to help our sisters in Norway. On 9/11 she was en route to visit our sisters in Virginia. We finally located her in Minneapolis, and eventually got her back by car. A greater worry was our few friends and  relatives in New York and Washington, but thanks be to God none were near the affected areas. After the first day, we turned off the TV except for one or two significant events, such as the president(s address to Congress the following week. But we shared the shock and horror all of you must also have felt. It permeated our prayer, and was slow to wear off.

By September 11 our plans for an October 2 groundbreaking ceremony for our new candy house were well advanced, and after some slight hesitation, we decided to go ahead anyway. For one thing, we believed it was right to take a positive step toward the future at a time when dread and confusion were rife. So we went ahead and hired a tent large enough to accommodate the hundred or so guests we hoped would come, and prayed for good weather. Late September saw the coldest temperatures we would have before December, and it was wet besides, so we held our collective breaths.

Thanks be to God, October 1 brought a marvelous Indian summer, with sunny skies and even excessive heat - so much so that a Plague of Beetles hit us - thick in the air, and on the ground and walls. But the Guardian Angels whose feast we celebrated on our Big Day went to work, sending a breeze which blew the bugs away - and being truly good angels, they even cooled the weather down a bit, so it was absolutely perfect. A good thing, too, as we were thrilled to have not merely 100, but closer to 250 guests, so that our rows of seats extended well beyond the tent.

Archbishop Hanus presided at the Eucharist, and our mayor and several of our closest friends and supporters gave brief but lovely speeches. After Mass a half dozen sisters and about a dozen guests took spade in hand and turned the soil.  In all, the occasion surpassed all our hopes.

The next step was preparing the site for construction. Although we chose the largest level spot on the hilltop where our monastery is located, (level( is a relative term and it took extensive earthmoving to actually clear the ground for the new candy house and for the road which will lead to it. The new site has for years been our orchard; in its heyday about 15 years ago it had a wealth of apple, pear, cherry, plum, even apricot and peach trees (unusual for Iowa), and extensive grape vines; one of the apple trees at one point boasted 50 grafted varieties. However, when Br Placid, our farm manager for many years, returned to New Melleray, we stopped planting new trees, and at this point the orchard was yielding only grapes, pears, and a few apples. Still, it was a wrench to see most of the trees destroyed. We also rent space to 30 beehives, and while construction is under way the bee owners have sent the bees to California for the winter. Not to give them a vacation - evidently in California they will have to work during the winter instead of just lying around eating honey as they would in Iowa.

Our plans for the candy house have progressed more slowly than we(d hoped, so we won(t dig foundations until the first thaw in spring. Meanwhile, we had a record-breaking candy season: we shipped over 24,000 packages, twice last year(s volume. By Dec.17 we were sold out of most items, so we will start up production again in early January.

November 15 was a hard day for us. At morning chapter Sr Christine told us she had been diagnosed with cancer and would soon be having surgery. (As we go to press, she has a very good prognosis and hope for a complete cure, after chemotherapy and radiation.) Later that same morning Sr Grace(s thumb was caught in the knives of our caramel wrapper. Two surgeries later she is still in a cast, but we are grateful they were able to save the whole thumb. We don(t yet know if she(ll regain mobility in the top joint, and there is another surgery to come.

This fall also saw two new members in our novitiate. Sr Julie Doorack received the monastic habit on October 14, and Sr Mary LaVoy on Christmas Eve. We ask your prayers for our new novices and for our sick members. Please be sure of our continued prayers for you and all our dear friends.

Lo, heav(ns doors lift up revealing

How your judgments earthward move;

Scrolls unfolded, trumpets pealing,

Winecups from the wrath above;

Yet o(er all, a soft voice stealing:

(Little children, trust and love.(
- John Keble, hymn for the feast of St John the Evangelist, Dec.27

