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Above: Our church sanctuary at Christmas. 
Below: the mantle above the fireplace in our Chapter Room. 
The picture was drawn by our Sr Grace

The Lord of the Manor in a contemplative moment.
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We have had a lovely, quiet fall, winter and 
early spring. It is always a welcome time in the 
monastery when things are so peaceful that the 
great liturgical feasts truly are the highlights.

Greetings from Mississippi Abbey!

Both Mississippi (for women) and New Melleray (for men) will be hosting weekends for people 
exploring the possibility of a call to monastic life:

COME AND SEE WEEKENDS

May 24 – 26 New Melleray
June 21 – 23 Mississippi
Aug 31 – Sept 2 New Melleray
Oct 25 – 27 Mississippi

Participants will have time for prayer, join the community for liturgy and share with the monas-
tics on spiritual topics. If you know a someone who might be interested, or a spot where our 
fliers would be welcome, we’d be grateful for your help in spreading the word. Contact Sr Myra 
(vocations@olmabbey.org) or Br Paul (brpaulandrew@newmelleray.org), for fliers or further 
information.

BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS

Kathryn Nolte, Back to the Bright Before • 
ISBN-13 : 978-0593565100 (Amazon shows 4.9 
out of 5 ratings.) Children, ages 8 – 12. 

This novel features 
a “convent” which 
the author actually 
based on our mon-
astery (she asked 
our permission), as 
well as a purely 
fictional nun.
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 While there haven’t been any major events, there 
has been a major theme shaping the past year. It has to 
do with our brother Trappist monastery in Dubuque.
 New Melleray has always been an integral part, not 
only of Mississippi’s history but of our very identity.
 It all began when M.Angela of Mt St Mary Abbey 
in Wrentham, Massachusetts wrote around to the Trap-
pist abbots in the US, seeking help in making a founda-
tion. Wrentham was overflowing with young sisters, 
more than the monastery could house, but had very 
limited financial resources. Still more important, every 
Cistercian monastery has a “Father Immediate,” the 
superior of another monastery who has an official role in 
the pastoral care of his daughter house. For monks, it is 
the abbot of the founding house who is the Father Imme-
diate; for nuns, a new foundation has to find a house of 
monks willing to take on responsibility as Father Imme-
diate – which includes providing the sisters with a chap-
lain.
 Dom Philip, abbot of New Melleray, responded to 
M.Angela’s request, and it was the monks who hunted 
for property and garnered the funds to purchase Hicko-
ry Hill Farm, which became our home. Over the years 
our brothers have helped us hugely in more practical 

and pastoral ways than we can count, but never inter-
fered with our ways of doing things. Since then, we 
have shared all our important celebrations and so much 
besides.
 But with the great decline in church attendance, 
coupled with the dying out of the extraordinary influx 
of vocations in the 1940’s – 60’s, most of our monaster-
ies around the world are shrinking and aging (although 
new monasteries are also being founded). Our last few 
General Chapters have been dealing with the situation 
of communities who no longer have a Father Immedi-
ate, because their Father Immediate community has 
closed or is too fragile to exercise paternity.
 In this situation, our Abbot General and his coun-
cil have come up with some creative solutions. Last 
year for the first time several abbesses were appointed 
as “Mother Immediate” to monasteries without a Father 
Immediate. This is a new and very significant develop-
ment in our Order. The Order is moving slowly with 
this, feeling its way and gaining experience.
 One of the first Mothers Immediate to be appoint-
ed was our own abbess, M.Rebecca, who is now the 
Mother Immediate of New Melleray. It’s not that New 
Melleray lacked a Father Immediate, but our brothers 

are experiencing real fragility, particularly in the area of 
finding new leadership. Because we are geographically 
nearby (20 minutes away), we are in a much better 
position to help out than a monastery half a continent 
away.
 New Melleray is very precious to us sisters, and it 
has been very painful to us to see them dwindling in 
recent years, especially with the deaths of so many 
wonderful stalwart monks. We were encouraged when 
our Abbot General, Dom Bernardus, visited our houses 
last year and told us of the signs of continued vitality he 
sees at New Melleray. And we were absolutely thrilled 
when he suggested concrete ways we could help our 
brothers – the biggest being, giving New Melleray a 
good chunk of our abbess’s time, energy and pastoral 
skill.
 Although there haven’t been any major events in 
our community, it’s otherwise in our diocese. Dubuque 
celebrated the installation of our new archbishop in 
October. The Most Reverend Thomas Zinkula served 
for the previous six years as bishop of the diocese of 
Davenport, just south of us; but before that he was a 
priest of our archdiocese, so he is already well known 
here, and the news of his appointment was greeted with 
much joy. Even we sisters knew him: while he served in 
Dubuque, he would occasionally appear in our guest 
chapel for our Monday evening Mass.
  We received invitations for four of our sisters plus 
the abbess to attend the new archbishop’s installation. 
Our cathedral is in a downtown area with virtually no 
place to park within a good half mile, so the installation 
was held at Nativity parish church. Some of the sisters 

who could not attend watched the ceremony online. It 
was a joy for us to participate in this great event in our 
local church.
 Dubuque is our state’s metropolitan see, though it 
is certainly not the largest city in the state. In fact, it’s not 
even the largest city in the archdiocese – both Cedar 
Rapids and Waterloo are larger. According to the Ency-
clopedia Dubuque, Dubuque is “the smallest city in the 
US to be the headquarters of a Roman Catholic archdio-
cese.” But it is the oldest city in the state, and when the 
diocese was first formed in 1837, it included all of 
present-day Iowa and Minnesota and parts of the Dako-
tas.
 The small size of our local metropolis has recently 
had a big impact on travel by air to or from our monas-
tery. In 2016 the Dubuque Regional Airport replaced its 
old terminal with a much larger one. This $37 million 
project was largely funded by the FAA and included an 
up-to-date security set-up, no doubt dear to the FAA’s 
heart. Dubuque was never exactly a hub, but for 50 years 
there were commercial flights three times a day to and 
from Chicago, where one might connect with the Larger 
World.
 After a hiatus during the lock-down, flights to 
Chicago, generally packed with passengers, resumed – 
but all too briefly. In 2022 our faithful carrier, American 
Eagle, decided to close its Dubuque operation, due in 
part to the pilot shortage, in part to the fact that our 
runways can only handle smaller planes which are being 
phased out. So our families and other guests coming by 
air can only get as far as Cedar Rapids or Moline, both 
about an hour and a half from us. We are adjusting to 

spending three hours, rather than 30 minutes, to get 
someone to or from the airport.
 In the fall we got rid of our last trace of the 
pandemic’s effects. We had resumed offering the 
chalice at Mass to our own sisters in March, but by 
November our archdiocese resumed offering the 
chalice to all communicants, so we happily followed 
suit. Any little outbreaks of Covid we’ve had recently 
have been rather mild.
 Would that we could say the same of this nasty 
new virus, RSV. Seven sisters, from all age brackets, 
fell very ill with it late this winter, flat on their backs for 
days. The worst was our Sr Joan, taken to the hospital 
by ambulance in the middle of the night. A week later 
she was discharged, but only to go to rehab for a full 
month. Thanks be to God, she is now back in our midst.
 As you know, our candy business supports our 
monastery, and for many years our monastic life was 
nearly overwhelmed by the demands of candy produc-
tion in the fall. To make matters worse, by Thanksgiv-
ing we need to give a great deal of labor to our shipping 
department, as about 80% of the packages which go out 
our door in a year, do so in the weeks after Thanksgiv-
ing; but usually we were also still in full production, 
with multiple crews demanding all our resources, well 
into December. We can have a couple of weeks of all 
hands working overtime, right as we are trying to enter 
the peace and beauty of Advent.
 For years we’ve been working to finish produc-
tion early, and have made so much progress that this 
year for the first time we were done at the end of 
November. So the “shipping season,” while still busy, 

was kept within normal working hours. The only fly in 
the ointment was that our sales, alas, were noticeably 
lower, no doubt due to our raising our prices to keep up 
with the rise in our expenses. The good news there is 
that we started the new year with a decent inventory on 
hand.
 Last year we began collaborating with our broth-
ers at New Melleray on vocation outreach for both our 
communities. There are several large gatherings of 
young Catholic men and women annually within 
driving distance of Dubuque, and we decided, just for 
once, to have a presence at the two largest. Our Sr 
Myra and Br Joseph of New Melleray went to India-
napolis in November, to set up a booth at the 3-day 
National Catholic Youth Conference, which hosted 
12,000 teens as well as a passel of clergy.
 Then in January, Srs Myra and Madeleine, along 
with Brs Paul and Joseph, drove to St Louis for the 
4-day SEEK Conference, sponsored by FOCUS 
(Fellowship of Catholic University Students). Where 
the NCYC is primarily for high school students, the 
24,000 who attended the SEEK Conference were 
mainly college students. Need we add that our brave 
monastics came home exhausted – but greatly encour-
aged to see so many young people enthusiastic about 
their faith and eager to serve the Lord.

May God bless you with his love this summer.

The Sisters of Mississippi Abbey

In recent decades, our Order has been enriched by the appearance of lay groups, each associated with a particular monastery. 
Mississippi and New Melleray are unique in having a joint group, the Associates of the Iowa Cistercians. This picture 
from the AIC’s 10th anniversary (2005) shows sisters, brothers and associates gathered in the monks’ beautiful church

One by one, the major superiors of religious in the archdiocese 
greet the archbishop. This was M.Rebecca’s turn.

As part of the ritual of installation, the new archbishop goes 
through the church displaying the official document.

Sisters boxing candy. Sr Madeleine and Br Joseph at our SEEK booth
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