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New Years Greetings from Mississippi Abbey! We hope you had a most blessed Christmas season. Ours was wonderful, as it always is - with all the joys of celebrating the mystery of the Incarnation, as well as relaxing after our most productive Candy Season ever.

2004 is a special year for us, as we celebrate our 40th anniversary. It was in 1964 that 13 Trappistines arrived in Iowa from Mt St Mary(s Abbey in Wrentham, Massachusetts, to found a new monastery. Of the original 13 founders, three in temporary vows left; one sister has died; and two have become founders again, this time of our own foundation in Norway. We are so grateful that God has given us the gift of giving life to a new monastery ourselves, as we did five years ago when we sent our sisters to Tautra. And we are tremendously grateful to our sisters in Wrentham, our brothers of New Melleray, and our founding sisters, who made many sacrifices to bring into being this new house dedicated to the praise of Jesus Christ. We look forward to a year of celebration and pray for the gift of grateful hearts and lives.

Our candy business originated with our Wrentham sisters who taught us how to cook caramel, and it has been a steady source of livelihood for us. From September 1st until a few days before Christmas our whole community, along with many volunteers and a few employees, participates together in producing, packaging and shipping all the candy we sell. This year we shipped a record 17,000 packages during these 4 months, ranging in size from a single box to a case of 12-15 boxes. Last summer Sr Suzanne spent a lot of time and energy changing the software for our mail order business, and introduced it to our shipping department too, with great results: of the 17,000 packages, only 20 were returned to us, and of the 20, only 3 were from errors on our end.

In mid-November a producer and photographer from NBC spent a day filming our candy production and interviewing a couple of the sisters, for the Christmas day Today Show. Our segment ended up 70 seconds long, and we were very pleased that about half of that time was devoted to our prayer and our life of faith, and not only to the candy business which is usually what interests the media most. Although the folks from NBC were not Christians, we felt they understood us and captured our life remarkably well, for a 70-second spot!

In our last newsletter we mentioned the long drought we(ve been enduring in this area. As it turned out, the effects on our farm were not as drastic as we had feared (Sr Sherry, our farm manager, like all good farmers always plans for the worst). We did in fact harvest our soy beans instead of plowing the crop under as a total loss as we(d feared, and our 14 acres yielded 29 bushels per acre, not bad for drought. We were at least able to cover our farm(s expenses for 2003, thanks especially to our 26 acres of corn. As our farm is certified organic, our crops bring in a somewhat higher price than non-organic crops. In the case of the beans, however, the difference is not great, and barely compensates for all the extra cultivation that needs to be done for weed control when you don(t use herbicides. Corn on the other hand, because of its height, is much more forgiving of weed pressure than are the lowly beans, especially during drought, so once again Iowa(s favorite crop did us nobly.

Our harvest is also increasingly affected by the booming population of deer - and of wild turkey, which were re-introduced in the region a few years ago after nearing extinction. Very successfully re-introduced! In the spring it(s often possibly in the early morning to see a tom way out in our fields displaying his plumage and his bright-colored wattles - while the hens in the vicinity pretend to ignore him completely. They are enormous birds, and not only eat the crops but also knock them down. The deer here as elsewhere in the country are becoming a serious problem: since their natural predators, the wolves and mountain lions, have been wiped out of the region, the only check on their increasing population is starvation or hunting. We allow a limited number of friends to hunt on our property to help keep the population in check. But none of this stops the sisters from being thrilled whenever we catch sight of a deer (or two, or five...) making its graceful way through our fields or woods. Between the deer and the turkey, the first 3-4 rows of our crops nearest the woodlands are pretty much ruined. And because our land is so hilly, and the steep parts are wooded, a rather high percentage of our crop land does in fact border woods. It is really not ideal farm land; but if ever you have visited us, you know we have an exceptionally beautiful location with a marvelous vista, and we are grateful to be able to use the gift of our land in a productive and responsible way.

Three years ago Fr Jim Kerndt retired after 20 years as our beloved chaplain. Since then we have been blessed with the services of another monk of New Melleray, Fr Tom McCarty, although periodically some temporary chaplain comes for a while so Fr Tom can return to his monastery for a month or two. A hermit for many years, he brings to our community a quiet and prayerful presence, as well as a subtle sense of humor. In October we had a party to celebrate Father(s 80th birthday. He shared with us some of his wisdom and faith, above all his keen hope of heaven. (The day we die will be one of the best days of our life,( he told us. (Certainly, the most interesting!(
We pray that you may have a most blessed 2004, filled with the presence of God and the hope of eternal glory.

The sisters of Mississippi Abbey

