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New Year Blessings!

Every year at this time, as we regretfully stow away all our lovely Christmas decorations and say goodbye to the celebration of Jesus( birth, we take a deep breath and regroup after finishing yet another (candy season(. Although our sales were slightly lower than in 2003 (a record-setter), we have good reason to believe 2004 was a very successful year. We have been working hard to improve efficiency, for instance by standardizing the sizes of our boxes. This year our customers and our answering service were able to enter orders directly into our database via the web, which significantly decreased the time we spent entering orders ourselves, and increased the speed of our service. And thanks in large measure to our new candy house, we were able to make all the candy we needed while maintaining a more contemplative pace throughout the fall. In particular, we made an effort to stop in good time for mid-morning prayers and to end work on schedule, instead of working until the last minute and dashing in to pray with scarcely time to set our minds on God. The result was a peaceful and productive candy season.

This fall we had three exceptional celebrations. On September 15 we had the second Golden Jubilee of our history. Sr Regina made her first profession at Mt St Mary Abbey in Wrentham, MA in 1954, and was in the group from Wrentham which founded Mississippi forty years ago. So we took a day off from candy to thank God for Sr Regina(s fifty years of faithful service. Many of her family were able to join us - some from her native Brooklyn, others from the parts of the country to which they have migrated. They are a lively bunch so after a beautiful Mass we had a grand party at Sr Benedict(s Welcome Center.

Sr Regina entered as a lay sister. Prior to 1969, each of our monasteries had two different kinds of vocation, the choir nuns and lay sisters. The choir religious spent long hours chanting the Divine Office as well as doing a good chunk of manual labor, while the lay sisters spent nearly the whole day at work, praying a short Office of Our Fathers and Hail Mary(s. As only the choir religious could vote (e.g. electing the abbess, admitting a sister to profession) and the division to some extent reflected ancient European class divisions, after Vatican II the two vocations were unified; but Sr Regina still keeps more than a touch of the lay sisters( love of humble and unseen service. For many years the shipper for our candy business, she is now our archivist and one of the main portresses, assisting arriving visitors and answering the phone. But no description of Sr Regina would be complete without mentioning her lovely soprano voice. Although she can no longer hit a high C or navigate runs, guests still tell us how moved they are even by the much simpler solos she occasionally sings. A precious gift from the Lord which surely gives him both glory and delight.

On October 10 Sr Columba, our first abbess (and first Golden Jubilarian!) was presented with the award Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice. Archbishop Hanus wanted to recognize the achievement of women religious in the archdiocese and recommended 6, one from each congregation or monastery, for this Papal award. Our whole community attended the award Mass, held in a new conference center overlooking the Mississippi. To our surprise, the Archbishop sang parts of the Gospel and homily, in dialogue with the choir. It turned out to be one of those liturgies where the presence of the Holy Spirit is palpable, filling all of us with joy and peace.

Then on November 4th came our 40th Anniversary. We had some special visitors: Wrentham sent Sr Denise to represent our motherhouse. And from our grandmother house, Glencairn in Ireland, came M.Margaret Mary, recently retired abbess of our nuns in Nigeria. Both of them were members of the Wrentham community in 1964 and participated in the joys and sorrows of sending our founders to Iowa. Fr Brendan, abbot of New Melleray, presided at the Mass and many of our brothers also came and stayed for a festive meal - at St Ben(s, of course. (We still can(t figure out how we managed without this Welcome Center!) Because 2004 was so filled with other activities (visitation, regional meeting, visit of our Abbot General etc), we did nothing earlier in the year to commemorate the anniversary. So we are planning to have a few celebrations in 2005 and consider that November 4th simply started the ball rolling!

In October Sr Gail went to Rome to assist in a workshop for (new( superiors in our Order (most of them in office for 5 years or less). There have been three of these workshops, one each in French, English and Spanish to try to accommodate as many new abbesses and abbots as possible. Being superior of a monastery can be a lonely business, and is a challenge to anyone(s relational skills, a challenge which can be met only by a deeply rooted love of Christ and a well-founded prayer life. The workshop provided an opportunity for new superiors to support one another, share their difficulties and joys, and learn about the resources in the Order which are available for their help. We were proud that Sr Gail was among the senior superiors chosen to share their wisdom and experience in the English session. The 29 participants came from all over Africa, Asia, North America and Europe - including our own Sr Rosemary, the superior of our foundation in Norway. Sr Gail gave input on sections of our Constitutions concerning the abbess(s pastoral care of sisters. (Constitutions( may sound like a dry topic, but we sisters know that in skilled hands like Sr Gail(s it may be rich in both spiritual and practical insights.

Back here in Iowa we have been getting our share of international exposure in other ways. Not only do we have a transfer sister and an observer (pre-postulant) from France, but we also have a sister from our nuns( monastery in India who arrived in May for a long stay. Then this fall we had the delight of a visit from one of our very first Long-Term Guests. Sr Therese Yang, a Good Shepherd Sister from China, was with us for 6 weeks, along with her companion, Sr Emmanuella, who is also Chinese. At age 89 and 80 respectively, they are physically tiny - but what giants of Gospel living! Until very recently when their superiors in Hong Kong, concerned for their health, recalled them, they were still hard at work. It was an immeasurable joy to have them back for what we expect will be the last time we will see them in this world.

Just as we finished candy production, sisters started falling by the wayside with various respiratory ills, ranging from influenza to severe colds. Life in the cloister means living together, working together, praying together - and also getting sick together! Christmas is usually something of a choral extravaganza for us, with carols sung in parts and instrumental ensembles. This is not the first year the music scene has been threatened by illness - but it was the first time in many years that we couldn(t pull through in time to pull it off. Despite this disappointment, everything was truly beautiful, including all the decorations. We have heard that this year the Vatican is keeping its tree up until the Presentation (Feb 2), and that gave us an excuse to keep the Christmas lights on three trees behind the monastery, to remind us all of the Light of the World present among us.

May He shine on you in this New Year! - The Trappistines 
