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Dear Friends of Mississippi Abbey,

Forty years ago this fall, 13 young sisters left Mt St Mary Abbey, in Wrentham Massachusetts to found a new monastery in Dubuque, Iowa. The community at Wrentham was bursting at the seams with the great vocation influx of the 1950's, and by 1960 a building designed for 60 sisters was accommodating more than 70. To Mother Angela, the abbess, this seemed a clear call from the Lord to start a new monastery.

Originally, our foundation was intended for Argentina. The monks of Spencer, MA had made a foundation there in 1958 and hoped to have a sister house. However, the project fell through (one of our women(s houses in Italy did make a foundation in Argentina in the late 1970's), and M. Angela asked the American abbots for possible sites here in the States. With the approval of Archbishop Byrne, Dom Philip, abbot of New Melleray, and his brothers most graciously invited us to Dubuque - the beginning of a happy relationship between our two monasteries which has been marvelously blessed for 40 years. Dr. Joseph O(Donnell donated a property in Clinton for a Trappistine monastery; when the property proved unsuitable, he made a gift of the sale for purchasing other land. In 1962 an undeveloped piece of land along the Mississippi River was bought, and the next year and a half spent consulting with architects.

But in the Providence of God, in July 1964 the Stampfer family(s Hickory Hill property south of Dubuque was put up for sale. Fr Jim Kerndt, who succeeded Dom Philip as superior of New Melleray, recommended it as the site for the new foundation, and the property was purchased. Hickory Hill had a large private home which was renovated to make a (temporary( monastery for the sisters; there were also several other smaller houses which have served for 40 years as guest houses and chaplain(s house.  Three barns and a corn crib were to prove invaluable when we began farming.

To follow Christ is our deepest desire, and we seek to pattern our lives on his. Moreover, the Rule of St Benedict says (the abbot is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery.( When a monastery is founded the new superior, at the head of her new community, is a presented with a special cross to lead the group to the chosen site. Our foundation cross still hangs in our cloister. Customarily the founding group numbered 13, in imitation of Jesus and his 12 apostles. Mother Angela had picked  Sr Columba Guare to be superior of the new foundation even before the Argentina plan was dropped, and in August-September of 1964 she selected the remaining 12 founders. Three of these, who were not yet in final vows, would leave in the early years of our history; two are now in our daughter house in Norway; two are living away from community; one has gone home to Jesus, and five are still here at Mississippi: Srs Gail (present abbess), Columba, Regina, Mary Ann, and Joan - much honored and revered by the rest of us!

Cardinal Cushing of Boston, who brought the first Trappist nuns to the U.S. from Ireland, was of course delighted to see his work bear such fruit, and he invited the founding group to his residence on October 15 for Mass, tea and a blessing. Not a minute too soon, as it turned out: on the 17th Mother Angela learned that a friend would have access to a private plane the following day. Although the new site was not quite ready for the sisters, (nor the sisters quite ready to leave for the site!) this was an opportunity not to be missed. The conventual Mass on Sunday the 18th was the last time in this life that the sisters remaining at Wrentham and those setting out for Iowa would all celebrate the Eucharist together, so it was a very special Mass indeed, followed by a poignant farewell.

On arriving in Iowa the founders visited Hickory Hill, then went to New Melleray to meet the brothers. The Sisters of Mercy in Dubuque very kindly hosted our sisters for three days until they could move into what would become the guest house at Mississippi Abbey. (This seems to be a good monastic tradition - our sisters on Tautra have likewise been living in what will eventually be their guest houses - though in their case it has lasted for years, while a full monastery is built from scratch.) By early November various rooms of the Stampfer home had been converted into chapel, refectory, dormitory etc. November 4th, Mother Columba(s birthday, was declared the official foundation day, with Mass celebrated in the new (chapel(; the next day, the sisters moved into the dormitory, and voila! - a new house of the Lord(s service had begun its life.

The laws of enclosure were very strict at that time, and the size of the chapel as well as its location within the house did not allow for guests to join the sisters at prayer. It was not until we began our fundraising in 1999 that we learned many local people had the idea we do not welcome guests to participate in the liturgy with us - probably a relic from these early days when we had no public chapel. Actually, we love it when people join us for worship, as we know from experience how participation in a beautiful and contemplative liturgy in quiet surroundings can draw one closer to God. We are privileged to have such worship every day, and honored when we can share this blessing with others.

Throughout the 900-year history of the Cistercian Order, our monasteries have depended on generous benefactors for providing land and sometimes buildings for new foundations. But we also consider manual work a crucial part of our life, to provide our livelihood, to be in solidarity with the poor, and as a means of prayer. During the centuries when most people lived by farming, so did the Cistercians; but in an industrialized world we have had to find new forms of work. Most of our monasteries now have small industries, often food-related because of our agricultural background. For the first year of Mississippi Abbey(s history the sisters experimented with baking cookies and making Christmas wreaths. By this time Wrentham had a flourishing candy business, and in the spring of 1965 Sr Rosemary returned there to learn how to make caramel. We purchased a mobile home, and our own candy business was born.

In 1967 Br Placid Zilka of New Melleray took up residence at one of our guest houses and become our Farm Boss, a position he would fill for 19 years, working to  improve the soil quality, moving us in the direction of organic farming, planting and maintaining an orchard - and helping with candy machinery too! As the land had not been farmed in many years, it took several years of work until, in the early 1970's, we finally began planting and reaping crops.

1968 saw the construction of our abbey church, dedicated on May 3. Partly as a sign of poverty, but especially as a means to contemplative prayer, the early Cistercians refused to have sculptures or stained glass, but built beautiful churches whose austere lines and light-filled space influenced the budding Gothic style. On a much smaller scale, our chapel keeps the tradition of simplicity and light, and we were delighted that at last guests could join us for prayer and sacrament. 

During these years we were still technically a part of Wrentham. The biggest step for any new foundation is to become autonomous. It means being financially self-supporting and having a certain number of solemnly professed members, and being approved by the General Chapter of the Order. One of the vows we take is that of stability, vowing to live in a particular community all our life - a great incentive to learning to live peaceably with one another! At the time of autonomy, those in final vows formally change their stability to the new community. They also formally elect their superior. Our autonomy was granted in 1970 and on May 7 Mother Columba was elected our first abbess. In August we received the first postulant who would persevere to final vows (and beyond!) in Mississippi Abbey: 23-year-old Kathy Lyzotte from Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

The late 70's saw the first major expansions of our facilities. The (candy house( was expanded in 1979 to over 4500 square feet. Meanwhile, work was underway to construct some of the (regular places( which are a major help in living a quiet and disciplined monastic life: refectory, scriptorium, dormitory; where we had slept four or five sisters in one bedroom, now each of us has her own monastic (cell(. The additional space allowed us to begin a new ministry, our Long-Term Guest program, in which a woman lives with us, fully sharing our life for a few months, being formed in monastic prayer and community. We have been tremendously enriched by the presence of the 50 Long-Term Guests we have hosted since 1982.

Our next milestone was our first - and so far, only - change of superior. After 18 years Mother Columba felt it was time for new leadership, and in May 1982 Mother Gail Fitzpatrick was elected our second abbess. We are all very grateful for the services of both these wonderful women. This October Mother Columba will be one of 6 women religious awarded the Cross (Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice( ((for the Church and the papacy() at the cathedral, in recognition of their service to the Church of the Archdiocese of Dubuque.

Unlike our spiritual cousins, the Benedictines, we Cistercians had never had lay associates. But in the 1980's the Holy Spirit raised up groups of men and women in various parts of the world who were strongly attracted to our monasteries, not to live in them but to visit regularly and to be led to God through the wisdom and prayer of a particular Cistercian community. Our Abbot General, Dom Bernardo Olivera, encouraged our monasteries to support these groups as we are able. So in 1995, with the help of Mississippi and New Melleray abbeys, a group of lay men and women formed around our two communities. The Associates of the Iowa Cistercians now number over 60 people who gather monthly to receive monastic teaching and are committed to practicing what they learn about prayer and Christian love. Their friendship has added a new dimension to our own lives and service.

Cistercians have always had the privilege of living close to nature, and we place a high premium on stewardship of the land. When Br Placid returned to New Melleray in the mid 80's we took on the management of our farm, constructing a pond in 1986 and trying various experiments in the 1990's. After years of labor to bring our land and farming practices in line with the requirements for certification as organic, we achieved this goal in 1996, raising the value of our produce. A few years later we began professional management of the woodlands which constitute well over half our property.

By the end of the century we too were swelling at the seams, and after months of prayerful discernment made our own first foundation. In February of 1999 we sent 5 of our sisters, joined by 2 from other communities, to re-found the ancient Tautra Mariakloster on an island in Norway. Now we too know what it means to say goodbye to those who leave for a new spiritual mission, to support and encourage them, and to prepare for the time they will be an autonomous house. It is the largest undertaking any community can do, and makes us more than ever grateful to our sisters at Wrentham - as well as our brothers at New Melleray, who have provided us with years of generous service.

No monastery is complete without (graduates(, and in 2000 we had our first death: Sr Augustine Funk, one of our founders, went home to God very peacefully on October 30, surrounded by the whole community. Her burial inaugurated our cemetery, very appropriately, on All Souls Day, Nov.2. We were then already in the midst of our first major capital campaign, for both ourselves and Tautra, and in 2002 had the joy of seeing a whole new candy house built from scratch as a proper factory. As we go to press we are starting our third (candy season( in the new facility, which has made a tremendous difference in our lives. Not least of those differences is that we were able to turn the old candy house into a welcome center for guests and much-needed office space for the sisters. For the first time in our history we have a place to minister to groups of guests and share with them our devotion to Christ. This spring and summer we held a grandmother-granddaughter retreat and a vocation weekend.

Our adventure in Norway has brought unexpected new friends, and in May Ambassador and Mrs Vollebæk hosted a dinner in honor of Tautra Mariakloster at the Norwegian Embassy in Washington, with the papal nuncio, Archbishop Gabriel Montalvo, as guest of honor. It was a great opportunity to share what God has been doing through our sisters in Norway, and to express our gratitude for the beautiful welcome they have received from the Norwegian people. 

Indeed, our gratitude to all our friends and benefactors over the years knows no bounds. May God bless you!
