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Happy Easter to all our dear friends in Christ! We hope this season of celebrating the new life won for us by Jesus will bring you much joy and peace.

We have had an especially peaceful and prayerful Lent, aided by the fact that winter, with its cold and natural quiet, lingered on well into April. Last year at this time we were watching our new candy house go up, caught up in all the hard work of overseeing construction. How nice this year to reap the peaceful fruit of that labor and of all the generosity of our friends!

Thanks to the increased productivity of our new candy house, some wonderful free advertising and creative management, our business had its best year ever. This meant we were able to cover not only our own living expenses, but also a good portion of our sisters( in Norway (they are already earning half their living expenses through their soap business). But what is more, for the first time in our history we had enough left over to make a substantial donation from the work of our own hands toward building the new monastery on Tautra. We are so grateful to God, and to all our friends who helped bring the new candy building about. So far this year sales are even better than last year, so...

Ongoing Progress

We have completed another construction project - actually, a rather modest one. When we built our dormitory 20 years ago, we designated one wing for infirmary. We had no experience then of caring for sisters after major surgery, still less of permanently incapacitated sisters (in fact, we still have none of these), and we had almost no money. So the four rooms are essentially ordinary dorm rooms, a tad larger than the others (which is still quite small), with doors too narrow for wheelchairs, as we have discovered. This winter we enlarged the doors, added a fully handicapped-accessible bathroom, and put a large insulated window on the outside door at the end of the infirmary corridor, to lighten what was a very gloomy space. It is still not all we(d like to do for infirmary needs: eventually we hope for good ambulance access, a fire exit other than the present narrow metal stair, and a place where family could visit an infirm sister. But we are grateful for the present improvements, which may serve us for some years.

You may remember that our old candy house is getting a major face-lift. After calling it the (new old candy house( for months we finally had a naming contest, and are happy to tell you it is now called (St Benedict(s Welcome Center(. Our community tends to give functional rather than religious names to our buildings, but this one had us stumped because it will perform many functions. In addition to a welcome center, part of the building will be inside the monastic enclosure. Although most of this area will be office space, our numerous musician sisters will finally have a place to practice instruments, as we(re putting in two very small but sound-proof practice rooms, as well as a larger arts-and-crafts room for our artists. Since we are doing much of the renovating ourselves, with professional help from carpenters and plumbers, we don(t expect to be finished until some time this summer. Meanwhile, a lot of sisters are learning how to put up drywall and insulation, and we(ll soon be ready to start painting. The latest assessments of the building indicate that it may last us for another generation, so we consider it labor well spent.

We chose St Benedict as the patron of the new building partly because he wrote the Rule which is the basis for our way of following Jesus Christ. But also, he is associated with hospitality, and the Benedictine tradition, of which Cistercians are a part, has always had a charism of hospitality. In his chapter on the reception of guests St Benedict says: (All guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ, for he himself will say: I was a stranger and you welcomed me( and (All humility should be shown in addressing a guest on arrival or departure. By a bow of the head or by a complete prostration of the body, Christ is to be adored because he is indeed welcomed in them.( While we do not literally prostrate before guests, we love the high goal which St Benedict sets before us, and hope these new arrangements will not only serve our guests better but encourage us to live the Rule with deeper fidelity.

Meanwhile, back on the farm...

Now that spring is here, we are starting to landscape our candy house - the new one, that is! Sr Sherry, our farm manager, converted one of the fields at the entrance to our property to long prairie grass many years ago. Now we will add a short grass prairie on two sides of the building with abundant wildflowers as well. We are working with a professional landscaper and plan to have some ornamental fruit trees - a partial replacement for the orchard we cut to build the new house.

This year we(ll put 32 acres of our crop lands into oats, and 25 acres each into corn and soy beans. Our farm has been certified organic for 7 years now, which adds substantial value to our crops. We sell our food-grade soybeans for organic soy milk, and our oats for oatmeal. Much of our crop land is in hay (alfalfa) which we are plowing back into the land to fertilize it. 

But most of our land (350 acres of it) is woodlands, and we plan to restore some of our cultivated fields to the forests they were before European settlers arrived in our area 150 years ago. Last year we began an agra-forestry experiment in a field near the monastery. Like all our cultivated fields, this one is divided into strips for different crops: for example, a 16-row strip of oats might run parallel (along the contour of the land) to a strip of corn. We have now planted rows of trees between the strips, so the land will continue to yield crops until the trees are tall enough to overshadow the rows. The new trees will be a mix of native species, mainly various oaks, but also butternuts which are dying out in our area, northern pecans, black walnuts, and chestnuts. Local chestnuts have also been endangered by a blight, so we are using a hybrid designed for timber. There are some firs and white pines planted too, as (nurse( trees: their presence will inhibit the hardwoods from developing branches while still young. As the shade cover increases, the evergreens will die, and the hardwoods will have the long straight trunks needed for good timber value.

At least, that(s the idea! Of course, many things can go wrong, from inadequate rainfall to the danger posed by local wildlife that loves to eat small trees. But we have a strong desire to be the good stewards of our land that the Lord created us to be, and Cistercians have traditionally been at the forefront of agricultural innovation, a tradition we seek to continue.

May these weeks of celebrating Jesus( resurrection bring you renewed joy and hope.

The sisters of Mississippi Abbey

