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On June 30 we celebrated the blessing of our new abbess, M. Nettie Gamble. M. Nettie had been installed as abbess at the end of the election on May 7. However, it is customary for abbots and abbesses to receive an official blessing from the bishop, at some time not too long after she or he assumes office. So on a beautiful morning Archbishop Hanus came to bless our new abbess.

Few liturgical acts hold more significance for a monastic community than the blessing of the one who is to lead them in the years ahead. If we had a large church, we would have wanted to share this critical event with many friends; but our church is pretty small. We had already had a dinner at which many of our lay friends met the new abbess, so for the blessing we focused on those who represented other aspects of our relationship with the Church and the world.

It is customary to invite other abbots and abbesses of our Order in the same geographic region, and to our joy most of the American Trappist superiors were with us. In the late 19th century the Cistercian Order split in two: the Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance ((Trappists( - our branch), and those who retained the original name, Order of Cistercians. In recent years there have been numerous efforts to reach across the divide and be united with these nuns and monks who share our own tradition, so we were especially delighted to welcome representatives of the two (O.Cist.( monasteries in Wisconsin. And of course, many of our own dear brothers of New Melleray joined us. Now that we have lay Associates, they form another part of our Cistercian family, and we were able to fit a sizeable delegation of them into the church with us.

Of course we belong not only to our own religious family but to the universal Church as well, into which we are inserted as part of our local diocese. This is the basis of the symbolism of receiving the bishop(s blessing: it is first of all a genuine blessing by the abbess(s ecclesiastical pastor; but it is also an acknowledgment by the local church of the presence and mission of the monastery it holds in its midst. In addition to Archbishop Hanus, we invited our Vicar General, Msgr Barta (who says Mass for us every Saturday), members and clergy from our local parish, and representatives of the religious congregations with motherhouses in Dubuque, who have all been staunch friends and supporters over the years. The presence of those closest to us in daily life, our employees and volunteers, meant a great deal to us too. By putting some of the abbots and abbesses up in the sanctuary we were able to fit over 100 people, the largest crowd we(ve ever had! It was a beautiful day and a beautiful ceremony, filled with the presence of the Holy Spirit.

Mississippi Abbey has been blessed with a great deal of stability in our leadership. This fall we are 42 years old, and M. Nettie is only the third superior we(ve had in all these years. What is more, both her predecessors are very much alive and part of our community, still enriching us with their wisdom and experience. M. Columba Guare led the community through the early days when the monastery was first founded, and the post-conciliar reforms. When our monastery was raised to the status of an abbey in 1970 she was elected the first abbess. After 18 years she felt it was time for new leadership, and M. Gail, first elected in 1982, led us for the next 24 years. It is a great tribute to both these women that they chose to step down from leadership when they were still eligible for re-election. Their humility and willingness to let go has been an example to all of us.

Each superior brings her own gifts and weaknesses to her ministry, and after many years with one superior it is always a great adjustment for the community, as well as for the outgoing and incoming superior, when the leadership changes. As M. Columba did in 1982, M. Gail is taking an extended period away from us, partly to allow M. Nettie to come into her own as our abbess, and partly for her own sake. M. Gail has been selfless in giving herself and her time to the community; now she has some time for personal, spiritual and intellectual renewal, so that she may continue to serve our community and Order as God will see fit. Since mid-July she has been in Ireland, visiting several of our monasteries there, and also spending some time on the Dingle peninsula. Now she is in Israel, where after a couple of weeks with our brothers at Latroun she will attend a 3-month course of biblical studies at Ecce Homo convent in Jerusalem, including a trip to Jesus( home country, Galilee. In January M.Gail will go to Norway to help our sisters there, staying until their new monastery is blessed in May. Then, home to Mississippi!

Late July saw the harvest of our winter wheat and rye crops. Our corn and soybeans have yet to be harvested, but the corn should be a great crop - if the deer don(t eat it all first. Organic beans on the other hand require a lot of work to keep the weeds down, and with Sr Sherry, our farm manager, away for studies at Creighton for 6 weeks in the early summer, well, the weeds have nearly won. Next year we will have only two crops: corn and wheat (hay doesn(t count!). Most of this year(s wheat harvest will not be sold but will be seed for next year(s larger crop.

With several sisters away for various reasons (e.g. helping out in Norway), we are hard put to staff our production crews for (candy season.( So we hired a couple more helpers, and hoped somehow we could make do. But Providence had a few surprises in store for us.  First, Sr Rebecca, our novice director and one of our youngest sisters, was diagnosed with breast cancer. Thanks be to God, it was detected as early as it could possibly be, and the cancer is still contained. When she has healed from her surgeries, she should be cancer-free and the follow-up radiation simply a safeguard.

Nevertheless, this was of course a blow to all of us, especially our novices. Still, on September 19, the day of Sr Rebecca(s surgery, despite natural anxiety we had every reason to be hopeful. But it turned out to be one of the most difficult days in our community(s history. As we prayed Vespers that evening our service came to a dead halt when one sister got sick. It turned out to be more embarrassing for her than serious, but as we were all feeling fragile it quite scared us. But the worst of the day came when Sr Grace, our youngest in final vows, went to check out some pain she(s been having off and on. After hours of testing it was recommended that she have surgery within the next few days for a suspicious ovarian mass. There was no diagnosis yet but we were all well aware that ovarian cancer, which was suspected, is often rapidly fatal; and both Sr Grace(s parents died young of cancer. So the next week was a great strain for us all. You can imagine our gratitude to God when on Monday the 25th the tumor was removed in Iowa City and proved benign.

But that was not the end of the travails of September 19. That very day M. Rosemary, the superior of our daughter house in Norway, was also diagnosed with breast cancer. She too has a good prognosis, but it was yet another shock on a very hard day. So often we hold other people up in prayer, and this time it was our turn to be sustained, not only by our prayers for one another, but also by those of many friends. Above all, we are unspeakably grateful that all our sisters seem to be on their way to healing and health.

We wish you too a healthy, and above all a holy, fall. God bless you!

The Sisters of Mississippi Abbey
Candy news: For years we have been dreaming of producing a caramel sauce that would taste as good as our vanilla caramels. Sauce presents a whole different set of problems, with packaging the least of them. Above all, until recently we hadn(t been able to make a sauce liquid enough to flow at room temperature and not turn into a rock on ice cream. We think we have solved the problem with a few small tweaks to our regular recipe. It is still somewhat experimental, and we are selling it in our gift shop and on the web only when we have a supply on hand.

Running a candy business is an adventure for us, and we never know what will happen next. Our mint and meltaway production went into crisis last year when the company that makes the plastic forms into which we pour them stopped selling in quantities small enough for our business. For months we explored other options, experimenting at great length with a(depositor( which measures precise amounts of candy and deposits it from spigots, but had problems tempering the candy. Meanwhile we found a new supplier for plastic forms, and are producing mints and meltaways again in small quantities. As they have a far longer shelf life than caramels, we make them in our (off season,( which is a big help in keeping our life balanced. Meanwhile, we have found another use for the depositor - the caramel sauce!

