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Dear friends of Mississippi Abbey,

We have had a lovely winter and early spring, filled with good news. Our sister Ciaran Shields made her solemn profession on January 26, the feast of our 11th century founders, Sts Robert, Alberic and Stephen. Her mother and other family members attended, and as always, it was an occasion of grace for all of us.

Eileen Shields grew up mostly on the East Coast, but also in Alaska, Japan, and the Midwest as her Air Force father was moved from base to base. Baptized in the Lutheran Church and confirmed in the Episcopalian, she describes her religious upbringing as (Air Force Protestant(. By age 11, desiring a deep relationship with Jesus, she began to feel a tug toward religious life, and eventually entered the Episcopalian convent of All Saints Sisters of the Poor in Catonsville, MD. Eileen thought she would find out that religious life wasn(t for her, get it out of her system, and get on with life. But God had other plans, and she stayed in the Anglo-Catholic community through solemn profession and for 11 years after. 

A pull toward a more contemplative life began a process which eventually led her to Roman Catholicism. But first she had some prejudices and misconceptions to overcome - such as thinking that the doctrine of papal infallibility means the Pope is perfect. Researching the issues that troubled her removed her qualms, and in 1996 she left her convent in Maryland, worked as a nurse for a couple of years, and was received into the Catholic Church. Our current prioress, Sr Nettie, had also been a sister at All Saints, and her descriptions of Cistercian life seemed to fit Eileen(s vocation, so she asked to enter our community.

There is a story behind her name (Ciaran(. Although most of us now retain our baptismal name, Eileen felt her whole identity was changing as she entered our monastery. The day she received the Cistercian habit (July 16, 1999) was the 150th anniversary of the founding of New Melleray Abbey, our brother house. (Ciaran,( the name of an ancient Irish monastic saint, was also the name of one of the Irish founders of New Melleray, the brother who kept the annals of those first difficult years in the Iowa wilderness. Sr Ciaran serves as our assistant infirmarian, and assistant bookkeeper (among other jobs!).

Then in March we added another permanent member to our community. Sr Emmanuel Cazabonne came to us in 2001 from our community in Igny, France - and we promptly re-christened her (Emma(. Although baptized in infancy, at age 10 she stopped attending church and for some years wanted nothing to do with God, not even to hear about him. But when she was 16 a Catholic friend asked her to accompany her to Citeaux (the original monastery of our Order, from which we derive our name (Cistercian(). Emma did not want to go, but after a year of saying (no( decided to go just to stop the friend from bothering her. And while she was attending Mass in our brothers( church, she had an experience of God so powerful that it turned her life around. From wanting nothing to do with God, she changed to wanting to give her whole life to him and his love.

So she began visiting our sisters in Igny, France, and in 1988 at age 22 entered their community.  Sr Emma received a wonderful formation in the monastic way of following Christ, and since coming to Mississippi Abbey she has made a real impact on our intellectual life. Through her influence, about 10 of us meet monthly to discuss some writing of our 12th century Cistercian Fathers, and another smaller group meets weekly to read and translate the Fathers in the original Latin (a slow process for us duffers!). Sr Emma has a particular love for Eastern Orthodoxy and the spiritual teaching of the great Greek monastics, and prays fervently for the union of all Christians.

On Easter Wednesday, March 30, in a public ceremony during a special Mass in our abbey church, Sr Emma formally transferred her stability to our monastery. As members of the Benedictine family, we take three vows: obedience, stability, and conversion of life (which includes poverty and chastity). Stability binds a nun or monk to a particular community for life, but with the consent of both communities involved, in some instances may be transferred. In coming to us Sr Emma lost nothing of her love for her sisters in France, and indeed we feel that a part of Igny has now taken root in our hearts here in Iowa.

Ten years ago a group of friends of our monastery and of New Melleray, strongly attracted to the monastic way of life, began with our help to form a lay community. The (AIC( ((Associates of the Iowa Cistercians() have been learning from the monasteries and from their own experience how to live in conscious union with Christ and how to incorporate appropriate monastic practices into their way of life. It has been a great joy to us to watch our associate group grow in faith, develop new habits of prayer, and come to love one another more deeply. The group now numbers over 60, some of whom come very long distances (e.g. from Duluth, one even from Kentucky) to participate in the monthly meetings. On January 7th we sisters all went over to New Melleray to join the brothers and the Associates for a 10th anniversary Mass and celebration. We marvel at this new fruit of the Holy Spirit in our Order!

With the Easter season we had another change in the life of our monastery. Fr Tom McCarty, our chaplain for the past 4 years, returned to New Melleray, and Fr Xavier Dieter has taken his place. Each chaplain brings his own special grace to us. With Fr Tom, it was a quiet, contemplative presence and an example of humble, unobtrusive service. Fr Xavier has been a cantor at New Melleray for eons, so we delight in his beautiful resonant voice in the sung parts of the Mass. He also brings a wealth of pastoral experience with him - and like all our chaplains so far, the inestimable gift of sharing with us the Cistercian charism.

As we go to press in May, we are surrounded by all the returning song birds. Being so near the river, we are on the (Mississippi flyway( for migrating birds, and in addition to those who pass through we are fortunate to have quite a lot who stay and nest here. This year, within a 5-minute walk from our back door, we can see the flash of brilliant orange from the orioles, the raspberry of the house finches, the white, black and rose of the rose-breasted grosbeak, the red of cardinals, and the deep brilliant blue of numerous indigo buntings - to say nothing of the various sparrows and woodpeckers, robins, bluejays, chickadees, titmice, nuthatches, catbirds, thrashers, phoebes, and peewees. A little Common Yellowthroat, with his bright yellow bib, can be heard nearby, too, but he keeps himself out of sight!

With hearts full of gratitude for gifts great and small, for our chaplains past and present, and for all of you, our friends who care for us and for whom we care, we wish you a summer of blessings and joy.

The sisters of Mississippi Abbey

