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Winter in the monastery is always a special time, the hours of darkness and the silence of nature helping us to be still and to renew our attentiveness to God.  Here at Mississippi Abbey, the time after Christmas is always especially quiet for us, as we emerge from the months of intense candy production we call (candy season(. Actually, this past candy season was perhaps the least (intense( in our history. Every few years our candy business receives some major, more or less unexpected publicity: U.S. News putting our website at the top of a list; an article in the Washington Post or the Des Moines Register (the Register article wound up being nationally syndicated); being featured in Food Finds on cable TV, etc. As a result our business always spikes upward, and then (since we don(t advertise) gradually drops off a bit - until the next major publicity (happens( (of course we see the (happening( as God(s providence). 2005 was one of the years without an upward spike, and now that we have adjusted to our wonderful new building, we were able for the first time ever to keep our usual (non-candy season( hours for liturgy, prayer and work.

For some years now we have had what we called (split shifts( at candy several afternoons. This meant some sisters would work 1:15 to 3:15, others 2:30 to 4:30. To help out the situation we would stay in our work clothes for Midday Prayer and noon meal. In our old candy house this helped productivity, but it created a sense of busyness and work the entire day, lacking the monastic rhythm of alternating work and prayer. As you may recall from our last newsletter, we are looking together as a community for ways to decrease the sense of busyness and to foster an atmosphere of prayer at all times, and in consequence this year we decided to keep afternoon work to the hours of 2-4, so that we could all quiet down together over the noon hours. It made a great difference to the whole day.

At least, until the orders started pouring in after Thanksgiving! We had so many late orders this year that by Christmas our shelves were nearly empty. We take a long break at Christmas, not only to prepare for the great day itself but also to celebrate the wonderful feast days that follow, echoing over and over the mystery of the Incarnation. It was only on December 29th that we went back to work - and started up candy production immediately.

Every three years the abbesses and abbots of our Order (the (Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance() meet in a General Chapter; this past October the Chapter was held in Assisi. As our Order has three official languages (French, Spanish and English - with Japanese an important 4th) various monks and nuns attend the general meetings to do simultaneous translations of all that is said, while another group works in the secretariate translating documents. Sr Carol once again accompanied Mother Gail to Assisi to be one of two whose exclusive work was to translate French documents and reports into English. Both our sisters were delighted to be in the city of St Francis, and to soak up the spirit of the Poor Man of Christ. 

As you know from our Norway sisters( newsletters, the high point of the Chapter for us and them was the vote which accepted our petition to grant Tautra Mariakloster autonomy. The official ceremony raising the foundation to a simple priory will take place on March 25, the feast of the Annunciation. It is a very special date, being the anniversary of the foundation of the original monastery in 1207, as well as the anniversary of re-founding in 1999. With their building project nearly completed as well, we feel that God has amply rewarded all our efforts over the past eight years since this dream first began to take shape. Our gratitude to all the friends who have dreamed and worked with us knows no bounds!

Last summer and fall our good friend Greg Bunch, a consultant from Chicago, gave our community a workshop on a decision-making process he calls (Appreciative Inquiry.( Like any other organization, a monastery faces numerous decisions, and we always desire to make them, however small or large, in obedience to the will of God and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. As its name suggests, Appreciative Inquiry is about facing decisions with a deep spirit of gratitude. Our monastic forebears understood well both how difficult yet how essential it is to lay aside discontent and to live in constant gratitude to God, and to one(s community; indeed, while the Rule of St Benedict is notable for its brevity, it repeatedly forbids (murmuring( or (grumbling(. So this new set of skills is very much in the monastic spirit. 

One of our first concrete uses of the Appreciative Inquiry has involved us in a truly remarkable project. Last year the BBC made three 1-hour programs about Worth Abbey in England, and the independent company which produced the series approached our community about doing something very similar. At first we were quite reluctant, as it involves a large chunk of our time and energy - right when we are trying to be less (busy(! But then we saw the Worth programs, and found them excellent, giving genuine and thoughtful insight into monastic life in our time. Moreover, the programs had a very positive impact in the UK. Since Christianity in general and the Catholic Church in particular have recently been the focus of so much negative attention from the American media, we gave the proposal several months of prayer and discussion and ultimately agreed to host the project.

A Poor Clare monastery in England is also doing a feminine version for the UK, while our Benedictine brothers of Christ in the Desert in New Mexico are providing a masculine counterpart here in the US to our community, and the two American programs will be aired on The Learning Channel some time this summer. This being American TV, it will of course have commercials, and to make up for the time lost to ads there will be five shows for each monastery instead of three. We will post the broadcasting times on our website (www.mississippiabbey.org) as soon as we learn them. 

As we go to press we are in the middle of 40 days of filming. In order to show the interface between the monastery and modern life, the approach in all these programs has been to bring 4-5 women (or men, as the case may be!) into the monastery, giving them intensive instruction about our life and its principles, and listening to the questions - and answers - that come up as they seek to adapt and to learn from what the monastery has to offer each of them. The five women who have joined us for these 40 days include both Catholics and non-believers, and they range in age from early 20's to early 60's, so the questions and answers have been many and varied! We are delighted too that all of our crew members (including producer, director, editor, sound and camera work) are women, and all of them show a deep appreciation and understanding of our life and mission.

A project like this may seem a major event in a community(s life, and certainly it is a unique one for us. But few things equal the joy of having one of our young members take another major step on her monastic journey. On February 2, the feast of the Presentation of the Lord in the temple, our postulant Michele Armstrong received the habit of a Cistercian nun, becoming Sr Michele, O.C.S.O. We have known Michele nearly all her life, as she is the niece of our own Sr Joan and had visited us often over the years, with her mother Judy, who is Sr Joan(s identical twin. It is a great joy for us to have a new novice, looking radiant and lovely all in white, the novice(s garb.

We wish you a most holy Lent, filled with the strengthening presence of Christ.

