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We have moved into St Benedict(s Welcome Center! You would hardly believe it(s our former candy house, where for years we cooked, wrapped, coated, and mailed our candy. We took down walls and put up new walls, and with painting and carpeting it looks simple but beautiful. The outside now has brown siding and new shingles, and blends in much better with the surrounding trees than our old white siding ever did, even when it was new - which is many years ago!

The Rule of St Benedict says, (At the door of the monastery, place a sensible old monk who knows how to take a message and deliver a reply...This porter will need a room near the entrance so that visitors will always find him there to answer them. As soon as anyone knocks...with all the gentleness that comes from the fear of God, he provides a prompt answer with the warmth of love.( Until now, we had only a vestibule inside the front door of the monastery, where guests could take shelter from the elements while talking to a sister through an opening in the wall. We took turns as portress, answering phone and door - both activities being in the main corridor of the monastery, not very conducive to Trappist silence! During work hours a sister doing some other job would try to be portress too, because we felt we could not spare someone full time. But now that we have a place to receive guests we have taken the plunge and assigned two of our older sisters as full-time portresses during work hours. Well, almost full-time - they fold cartons for our candy business when phone and door are quiet. After forty years we finally feel like a Grown Up Monastery with a Real Portress!

August brought another milestone in our community history: the first celebration of a Golden Jubilee of monastic profession. Sr Columba, the abbess for our first 18 years, celebrated her 50th anniversary on the feast of Mary(s Assumption, Aug 15, with a splendid Eucharist and a picnic with family and friends. When Sr Columba made her first profession at our founding house in Wrentham, MA, it was customary to place a bridal wreath on the head of the newly consecrated nun. As a reminder of this sacred consecration to Jesus, she was to be given a wreath again on her jubilee, and finally at her burial. So during the Eucharist, after Sr Columba renewed her vows, Mother Gail placed a wreath on her head, and gave her the jubilarian(s staff, a symbol of wisdom and age. We are keeping the staff in the cloister outside our chapel, to remind us all of our dedication to Christ and our pilgrimage in his footsteps. Please join us in asking the Lord(s blessings on our beloved jubilarian!

After a dry fall, winter, and spring, as we go to press [mid-Sept.], we are suffering a critical drought. Since our area normally has abundant rainfall it(s not cost effective for us to install irrigation systems. Our 20 acres of organic oats, harvested in mid-July, had a respectable yield. But since then we(ve had almost no rain. As this is the time when soy beans are forming in the pod, the drought has pretty well wiped out that crop. We may plow our beans under rather than go to the expense of harvesting them. But we hope that October(s corn harvest, though its yield will be well below normal, will cover the costs of planting and cultivating both corn and beans. Our hearts go out to our farming neighbors who depend on their crops to support them.

Meanwhile, the acres of little trees we planted last year as part of our agriforestry program, and all the new little ornamental trees we have planted around the new candy house, are crying out for water - and we are doing our best to water them all. Our lawn has been nearly white for weeks, and we(re saving dishwater and dehumidifier water for our flower beds: thanks to our deep wells, we have ample water but we don(t want to waste it. (My soul thirsts for you...like a dry weary land without water,( says the psalmist, and the thirst we see around us is a constant reminder of how radically we want to seek God and how much we all need him.

In August our cat, Smokey, fell ill with 3 feline viruses contracted in fights with other cats. After some days of devoted nursing he seemed to revive, but then he took nature(s way and disappeared to die alone. We have always had a cat, but as one sister was just diagnosed with an allergy to cats, Smokey may be our last. He was a well-loved member of our community, an amiable dark-gray people-lover with a kinked tail and a ton of personality.

This summer was the third that Fr Bernard Johnson, former abbot of our monastery in Conyers, Georgia, served as our chaplain for a month or two. Dom Bernard spent 30 years working for our Order in Rome and visiting monasteries in many parts of the world, so he brings to his homilies a great breadth of experience, as well as an incredible store of anecdotes about the lives of the saints and the personalities (some of them rather vivid) in our Order(s recent history. We will miss his cheery presence on candy crews and in the monastery kitchen, where his culinary expertise is always appreciated - but perhaps most of all, we(ll miss his lovely southern accent and the love he expresses with it.

We celebrated Labor Day by working - it marked the start of (Candy Season 2003(. From September through December we stop most work except cooking and laundry and start producing the tons of caramel we will sell over the next 4 months. This year we have two new products: a chocolate-coated mint which we all love; and a revised version of our pecan caramel, which we think a great improvement over the old. We stocked up on both of these during the summer, so we(ll devote the next months to our staples, plain and coated caramels. Despite the hard work ahead, we thank God, and our faithful customers, for this business which supports us despite floods or droughts!

- Your sisters, the Trappistines
We hope you don(t get tired of seeing pictures of us with the Pope (join the Trappists and see the Pope?). It is sheer coincidence that for the second time in a year one of our sisters has met the Holy Father. Our novice director, Sr Rebecca attended a 3-month workshop for monastics in Rome this past spring, and just after our last newsletter went out we received this email from her. (We hasten to assure you that our novice director, contrary to what you might think from her message, in fact recites the Nicene creed by heart with the community every Sunday.)
I wanted to tell you some good news! Bishop Georg [bishop of Trondheim, the diocese of our foundation in Norway] was here in Rome for the Scandinavian Bishop(s Conference. And yesterday he invited me to come for their audience with the Pope! I could hardly believe it. It was a group of about 30 people and the 10 Scandinavian bishops. We all got to go up and get a personal blessing from the Pope and a rosary from him. I loved it. Bishop Georg was sitting next to the Pope when I came up and I think he said I was Sr Rebecca, a Cistercian from Norway because the Pope nodded at me and said (ah Norway(.

Then afterwards Bishop Georg and I went to St Peter(s Church to say a prayer in front of the altar in the Church. It was quite embarrassing because first we said the (Our Father( together and then he said (let(s say the Creed together... in Latin(!!! I told him I did not know Latin other than the Salve Regina. So he said (OK, you can say the Creed in English(. When he said that my mind went totally blank! I had swimming in my head a host of lines like (Four score and seven years...(, (I pledge allegiance(( (Now I lay me down(( , so finally I told him I couldn(t do the Creed by heart. 

We also had a chance to go for a cup of coffee in the square and chat a little while. He is such a delight and full of energy... I went to the Generalate today but will leave that to another letter. I was just so excited about holding the hand of my Polish friend and Pope that I could not wait to tell you. 

