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Pentecost greetings from Mississippi Abbey! The Holy Spirit has been blessing this 40th anniversary year for our community with a rich variety of events. Last year the Norwegian Ambassador to the United States and his wife, Knut and Ellen Vollebæk, visited our sisters at Tautra Mariakloster, and this February they came to see us in Iowa. Our sisters had sent us glowing reports of how much they liked the Vollebæks and enjoyed their visit, and we were not disappointed. All of us were impressed by their simplicity, kindness, and great good humor; and by the obvious sincerity with which they joined us in prayer. It is always a blessing to be together in the presence of Jesus and invoke his name and assistance, never more than with new friends. The support of the Ambassador and his wife for our new monastery in Tautra is tremendously encouraging to us.

Just a few weeks later, we had a visitation from Dom Brendan, the abbot of New Melleray. This is a tradition in our Order dating back to the early 12th century. In order to monitor the community(s faithfulness to the monastic discipline and the quality of its leadership, each monastery has a visitation every other year by the superior of another house, who interviews each nun (or monk, in our brothers( houses) in private, examines the monastery(s finances etc. Our community also finds it helpful to have several community-wide dialogues with the visitor where we discuss topics which will lead to growth and mutual understanding. The visitation opened with a votive Mass of the Holy Spirit, asking for the Spirit(s presence and guidance. It was as always a serious and challenging time, as we examined our communal conscience and our fidelity to the Gospel; and as always, it was a time of special grace.

In mid-March the American Trappist abbots and abbesses gathered for a Regional Meeting at New Melleray Abbey, not far from us. Our Abbot General Dom Bernardo Olivera also came from Rome to attend, along with his secretary, Fr Lode van Hecke ((Dom( is short for (Dominus( and is a title we often use for abbots).  He spent four days with us before going to New Melleray, meeting with the community each day and having private visits with sisters. A major part of the Abbot General(s job is to visit our monasteries all over the world, and this was Dom Bernardo(s third visit to Mississippi Abbey since his election in 1990. We were eager to hear the news from other continents, such as our sisters and brothers in Rwanda and Congo whose communities have suffered grievously from war and ethnic divisions reaching even into the heart of the monastic community. Dom Bernardo also addressed a matter of primary concern for the Order: the aging membership of many monasteries in Europe and North America. But above all he shared his vision for our future. Over the last few centuries the Cistercian Order split into several congregations, with the Trappist branch, the largest, becoming a separate Order (Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance) in 1892. Healing the divisions within the Cistercian family is a goal dear to our Abbot General(s heart, as part of our contribution to the Holy Spirit(s work of healing all division and disunity. Dom Bernardo has also encouraged the rise of lay associates, and has written on the historical and theological grounds for this new branch of the Cistercian family.

Another topic of great interest to us is of course the role of women in the Order. We are in the midst of dramatic changes in this area which started accelerating about 20 years ago. Formerly the visitation was always done by an abbot; then the possibility of having an abbess assistant visitor became available; and now there are occasionally abbess visitors. The General Chapter of Abbots and the General Chapter of Abbesses used to meet independently every three years. For the last 15 years these Chapters have met together, although technically still two chapters - for example, they vote separately. Now the movement is toward a single unified chapter. There has been concern that the women, who are a minority, might find themselves swallowed up in a single chapter. But actually the votes of the male and female chapters have nearly always been quite similar, and as Dom Bernardo (who is Argentinian) points out, it is a least as much a concern that other kinds of minorities, such as our monasteries in Asian or African cultures, also have a voice. Women now serve on the Abbot General(s Council in Rome, and Dom Bernardo hopes the time is not too far off when we will have the possibility of an Abbess General for the whole Order.

(Regions( are another recent development in our Order. Because we are spread rather thin throughout the world, it is helpful for superiors of a common culture and proximate location to meet together. Over the last few decades the regions too have changed from being segregated by gender to being mixed, and the United States with its 12 houses of men and 5 of women constitutes one region. Three of us attended the meeting at New Melleray: Sr Gail, of course, as our abbess; Sr Kate as a delegate from the community; and Sr Kathleen as a secretary. The Regional Meetings now play a major role in preparing the General Chapters, and among the votes taken at this meeting was one recommending a single General Chapter. We invited some of the participants to stay at Mississippi during the meeting, including several abbots who have long been good friends of ours and who took turns presiding at our daily Eucharist. On Sunday the entire meeting came over for a tour of our new candy house and St Benedict(s Welcome Center, a celebration of Vespers in our abbey chapel, and (of course!) a festive banquet. Archbishop Hanus joined us briefly to give an update on some of the issues facing the US Catholic bishops.

So it has been quite a full winter and spring! After all these exciting visits we were happy to enter quietly into the memorial of Jesus( passion and death during Holy Week and Easter. With all the suffering in our world, and all the busyness of our daily life, the annual celebration of the great mysteries of our faith reminds us of why we are really here and what our life is all about. The liturgies of the Sacred Triduum (from Holy Thursday to Easter Sunday) are so different from all other liturgies that we need to be very attentive to the rubrics. This year everything seemed exceptionally peaceful and smooth, making it easier to give ourselves over more completely to the pure worship of God and gratitude for his love and mercy.

Thanks to a warm spring, all our crops - oats, alfalfa, corn, and beans (i.e. soy beans - in Iowa this goes without saying) - were planted early, and the Lord has watered them as well. We now have quite a collection of barn almost-cats (they were little kittens not too long ago). Since one of our sisters has an allergy to cat mites we don(t have any more house cats, but when one of the barn kittens developed infections we brought him into a back area of St Ben(s, and Ariel ((Lion of God() has become quite domesticated. Meanwhile, Sr Nettie began feeding a stray, Hobo, who was showing up at the kitchen door; and now his lady friend, Sweet Pea, comes with him. So once again we are well set up in the cat department.

We wish each of you a summer filled with light and peace and the presence of the Spirit of Jesus!

- the sisters of Mississippi Abbey
