
 It seems a lot of this newsletter has been rather 
abbatial in nature, and we are happy to conclude with 
good news about the rank and file. Our two novices, Sr 
Annie and Sr Mary, after a year of postulancy and two 
years of novitiate, both pronounced their first vows on 
August 15, the feast of the Assumption of Mary, which 
is also the patronal feast of our Order. We ask you to 
join us in prayer for our two newest juniors as they 
continue their monastic journey. And as St Benedict 
says, may Christ bring us all together to eternal life.

That is our wish for you, too.
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 The election of an abbess or abbot is the most important 
decision a monastic community takes, and it is a time when we are 
especially aware of the presence of God. This May 7th we re-elected 
Mother Rebecca Stramoski for a third 6-year term.
 Dom Peter McCarthy of Guadalupe Abbey in Oregon 
presided at our election. Two additional outsiders must also be 
present as witnesses – generally, New Melleray provides us with two 
monks (as happened this year), and we do the same for them. The 
electors are all the members of the monastery’s conventual chapter – 
that is, all the members in final vows. 
 Our Constitutions allow us to elect either for a “definite 
term” of six years, or for an “indefinite term,” which means poten-
tially until retirement at 75; and we have to make this decision before 
we know who will be elected. The evening of May 6 Dom Peter 
convened our chapter to vote for the length of term and to elect the 
two sisters who would count the votes – this job gets the lovely Latin 
name “scrutatrix.” 

 

 At midnight on May 6, M Rebecca’s term of 
office expired, and our prioress, Sr Chris, was tempo-
rarily superior of the house. The next morning we had 
a votive Mass of the Holy Spirit, asking God’s 
presence, wisdom and blessing at this most solemn 
and sacred moment for our community. 
 Elections are traditionally held in a monas-
tery’s chapter room, but as our chapter room is not 
suitable (it’s a glorified corridor), we hold our 
elections in the church. It is a quite formal and 
lengthy procedure, at which the chapter members sit 
in rank by date of entrance while various rituals take 
place: the reading of the chapter of the Rule of St 
Benedict on the election of an abbot, a talk by the 
president of the election, calling the roll of electors, 
distributing ballots etc. Then one by one, each sister 
goes to a table in the back of church, fills out her 
ballot, places it in a box, and leaves the church. 
 The two scrutatrices, however, stay behind to 
count the votes, along with the president and witness-
es. Then the second scrutatrix sounds a gong outside 
the church to tell us to return. When all are assem-
bled, the first scrutatrix says either “We have an 
election” – that is, a sister has received a majority of 
the votes – or “We do not have an election” – that is, 

no sister has received a majority. In either case, the 
tally of votes is read, beginning with those who 
received fewest votes and ending with the largest 
tallies (this can be a somewhat nerve-wracking 
moment). As our Constitutions put it, “If a majority is 
not obtained on the first or second ballot, further 
ballots are to be held until it is achieved. For the good 
of the community, however, and with the consent of 
the conventual chapter, the president of the election 
has the faculty of limiting the number of ballots.”
 Once there is an election, the next step is to 
contact our Abbot General so that he can confirm the 
election. This can be tricky, especially if – as happened 
to us one year – he is away at some remote monastery 
in southeast Asia. However, he does know ahead of 
time that a monastery will be having an election and 
makes arrangements to be accessible. 
 Once the business with international phone 
calls was over, we rang the bell to summon the rest of 
the community, and then M.Rebecca was re-installed 
as abbess. One by one each professed sister knelt 
before her to renew her promise of obedience, and the 
novices came up too, for the sign of peace. You can 
probably guess what followed – a celebratory dinner, 
prepared by our two novices.

 Our two junior professed sisters, alas, were 
not with us on May 7: they were attending the annual 
“Junior Seminar” for the US Trappists in temporary 
vows. This year the two weeks of classes were held at 
Mepkin Abbey in South Carolina, with about 8 monks 
and 4 nuns participating. At the very first possible 
moment amid the election ceremonies, we hastened to 
phone our young sisters with the good news.
 As we mentioned a letter or two ago, in April 
2023 our area had an unusually damaging hail storm, 
and when we had our roofs assessed, we learned that 
every single roof on the property had to be replaced. 
We’d been hearing distant hammering as our neigh-
bors got new roofs, and this May our turn finally came. 
It was not as noisy as we feared, but it did last a long 
time – in fact, the finishing touches are still in process 
in September as we go to press. There are gutters and 
all sorts of other odds and ends, not least the 
snow-heating cords which looped along many of our 
roofs, and had to be replaced by electricians after new 
roofs were in place. 

 One evening while all this was still in 
mid-stream our area had the most violent windstorm in 
recent memory. It lasted a mere 45 minutes, but in that 
short space of time uprooted or broke a large number 
of trees all over the top of our hill. Our handyman 
stayed until midnight chain-sawing branches to clear 
our back road, in case any emergency vehicle needed 
to pass through. As often happens in a large storm, our 
electricity was cut off, but our generator, despite being 
hit with a large limb, kicked in right away. Meanwhile 
Maquoketa Valley REC sent folks out to deal with a 
broken live wire sparking and swinging in the air. 
 In the following days we added extra work 
periods for all able-bodied sisters to pick up detritus. 
Finally a professional tree man brought out impressive 
equipment to remove the largest broken limbs still 
dangling high up. We mourn the loss of many beauti-
ful trees, but are very grateful to the Lord that all our 
roofs, at whatever stage of re-roofing, held out just 
fine, and none of the falling trees damaged any build-
ings – or people.

 We were on the very western 
edge of the storm, and the next day as 
we travelled to New Melleray we 
were amazed that within one minute 
we had passed out of the radius of 
damage. And why were we going to 
New Melleray? A very joyful reason: 
to help them celebrate the 175th anni-
versary of their foundation. New 
Melleray is the second-oldest Trappist 
monastery in the US: Gethsemani in 
Kentucky beats them out by only a 
year (1848 vs 1849). Our “new” arch-
bishop, Thomas Zinkula, presided 
and preached at the anniversary Mass. 
Our gift to our brothers was a catered 
dinner; we bit the bullet and stayed to eat it with them 
(to make sure the food was OK) (it was).
 As we mentioned in our last newsletter (and 
there will be a quiz at the end of this one), M. Rebecca 
has been appointed “Mother Immediate” of New 
Melleray, one of the signs of the changing role of 
women in our Church and in our Order. Another such 
sign took place in August: M. Rebecca joined M. 
Kathy, the superior of our sisters in Virginia, for the 
Regular Visitation of Gethsemani Abbey. Every mon-
astery of our Order has a Visitation once every other 
year. This is a huge blessing for us all. Someone 
outside the community comes, has a private talk with 
each member of the community down to the postu-
lants, looks at the community’s finances and physical 
plant, takes note of the quality of leadership and of 
liturgy, and above all, helps the community and the 
superior in their monastic life and following of Jesus. 
 Traditionally this task fell to either the Father 
Immediate of the monastery, or the Abbot General, or 
some other abbot delegated by them. We are techni-
cally a “clerical” Order, which has meant that certain 
kinds of authority could be exercised only by priests.  
But over the past half-century the women of our 
Order have increasingly shared in its governance: we 
now have a single General Chapter of abbots and 
abbesses; the Council of the Abbot General (five 
people) now must include both monks and nuns. 
About thirty years ago we began to permit the Visitor 
(that is, the abbot conducting the Regular Visitation 

of another monastery) to  have an Assistant Visitor – who 
could be an abbess.
 Having a women not only as Assistant but as the 
official Visitor in a monastery, whether of monks or nuns, 
is the most recent development. M. Kathy Ulrich of 
Crozet was the Visitor, and this was M. Rebecca’s first 
experience assisting at a visitation. For centuries our 
abbots have generously given their time and pastoral 
skills to serving other monasteries, and now it falls to us 
women to assume a share of that burden and privilege.
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the conventual chapter, the president of the election 
has the faculty of limiting the number of ballots.”
 Once there is an election, the next step is to 
contact our Abbot General so that he can confirm the 
election. This can be tricky, especially if – as happened 
to us one year – he is away at some remote monastery 
in southeast Asia. However, he does know ahead of 
time that a monastery will be having an election and 
makes arrangements to be accessible. 
 Once the business with international phone 
calls was over, we rang the bell to summon the rest of 
the community, and then M.Rebecca was re-installed 
as abbess. One by one each professed sister knelt 
before her to renew her promise of obedience, and the 
novices came up too, for the sign of peace. You can 
probably guess what followed – a celebratory dinner, 
prepared by our two novices.

 Our two junior professed sisters, alas, were 
not with us on May 7: they were attending the annual 
“Junior Seminar” for the US Trappists in temporary 
vows. This year the two weeks of classes were held at 
Mepkin Abbey in South Carolina, with about 8 monks 
and 4 nuns participating. At the very first possible 
moment amid the election ceremonies, we hastened to 
phone our young sisters with the good news.
 As we mentioned a letter or two ago, in April 
2023 our area had an unusually damaging hail storm, 
and when we had our roofs assessed, we learned that 
every single roof on the property had to be replaced. 
We’d been hearing distant hammering as our neigh-
bors got new roofs, and this May our turn finally came. 
It was not as noisy as we feared, but it did last a long 
time – in fact, the finishing touches are still in process 
in September as we go to press. There are gutters and 
all sorts of other odds and ends, not least the 
snow-heating cords which looped along many of our 
roofs, and had to be replaced by electricians after new 
roofs were in place. 

 One evening while all this was still in 
mid-stream our area had the most violent windstorm in 
recent memory. It lasted a mere 45 minutes, but in that 
short space of time uprooted or broke a large number 
of trees all over the top of our hill. Our handyman 
stayed until midnight chain-sawing branches to clear 
our back road, in case any emergency vehicle needed 
to pass through. As often happens in a large storm, our 
electricity was cut off, but our generator, despite being 
hit with a large limb, kicked in right away. Meanwhile 
Maquoketa Valley REC sent folks out to deal with a 
broken live wire sparking and swinging in the air. 
 In the following days we added extra work 
periods for all able-bodied sisters to pick up detritus. 
Finally a professional tree man brought out impressive 
equipment to remove the largest broken limbs still 
dangling high up. We mourn the loss of many beauti-
ful trees, but are very grateful to the Lord that all our 
roofs, at whatever stage of re-roofing, held out just 
fine, and none of the falling trees damaged any build-
ings – or people.

 We were on the very western 
edge of the storm, and the next day as 
we travelled to New Melleray we 
were amazed that within one minute 
we had passed out of the radius of 
damage. And why were we going to 
New Melleray? A very joyful reason: 
to help them celebrate the 175th anni-
versary of their foundation. New 
Melleray is the second-oldest Trappist 
monastery in the US: Gethsemani in 
Kentucky beats them out by only a 
year (1848 vs 1849). Our “new” arch-
bishop, Thomas Zinkula, presided 
and preached at the anniversary Mass. 
Our gift to our brothers was a catered 
dinner; we bit the bullet and stayed to eat it with them 
(to make sure the food was OK) (it was).
 As we mentioned in our last newsletter (and 
there will be a quiz at the end of this one), M. Rebecca 
has been appointed “Mother Immediate” of New 
Melleray, one of the signs of the changing role of 
women in our Church and in our Order. Another such 
sign took place in August: M. Rebecca joined M. 
Kathy, the superior of our sisters in Virginia, for the 
Regular Visitation of Gethsemani Abbey. Every mon-
astery of our Order has a Visitation once every other 
year. This is a huge blessing for us all. Someone 
outside the community comes, has a private talk with 
each member of the community down to the postu-
lants, looks at the community’s finances and physical 
plant, takes note of the quality of leadership and of 
liturgy, and above all, helps the community and the 
superior in their monastic life and following of Jesus. 
 Traditionally this task fell to either the Father 
Immediate of the monastery, or the Abbot General, or 
some other abbot delegated by them. We are techni-
cally a “clerical” Order, which has meant that certain 
kinds of authority could be exercised only by priests.  
But over the past half-century the women of our 
Order have increasingly shared in its governance: we 
now have a single General Chapter of abbots and 
abbesses; the Council of the Abbot General (five 
people) now must include both monks and nuns. 
About thirty years ago we began to permit the Visitor 
(that is, the abbot conducting the Regular Visitation 

The US Trappist juniors at Mepkin Abbey, South Carolina
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of another monastery) to  have an Assistant Visitor – who 
could be an abbess.
 Having a women not only as Assistant but as the 
official Visitor in a monastery, whether of monks or nuns, 
is the most recent development. M. Kathy Ulrich of 
Crozet was the Visitor, and this was M. Rebecca’s first 
experience assisting at a visitation. For centuries our 
abbots have generously given their time and pastoral 
skills to serving other monasteries, and now it falls to us 
women to assume a share of that burden and privilege.



 It seems a lot of this newsletter has been rather 
abbatial in nature, and we are happy to conclude with 
good news about the rank and file. Our two novices, Sr 
Annie and Sr Mary, after a year of postulancy and two 
years of novitiate, both pronounced their first vows on 
August 15, the feast of the Assumption of Mary, which 
is also the patronal feast of our Order. We ask you to 
join us in prayer for our two newest juniors as they 
continue their monastic journey. And as St Benedict 
says, may Christ bring us all together to eternal life.

That is our wish for you, too.

 The election of an abbess or abbot is the most important 
decision a monastic community takes, and it is a time when we are 
especially aware of the presence of God. This May 7th we re-elected 
Mother Rebecca Stramoski for a third 6-year term.
 Dom Peter McCarthy of Guadalupe Abbey in Oregon 
presided at our election. Two additional outsiders must also be 
present as witnesses – generally, New Melleray provides us with two 
monks (as happened this year), and we do the same for them. The 
electors are all the members of the monastery’s conventual chapter – 
that is, all the members in final vows. 
 Our Constitutions allow us to elect either for a “definite 
term” of six years, or for an “indefinite term,” which means poten-
tially until retirement at 75; and we have to make this decision before 
we know who will be elected. The evening of May 6 Dom Peter 
convened our chapter to vote for the length of term and to elect the 
two sisters who would count the votes – this job gets the lovely Latin 
name “scrutatrix.” 

 

 At midnight on May 6, M Rebecca’s term of 
office expired, and our prioress, Sr Chris, was tempo-
rarily superior of the house. The next morning we had 
a votive Mass of the Holy Spirit, asking God’s 
presence, wisdom and blessing at this most solemn 
and sacred moment for our community. 
 Elections are traditionally held in a monas-
tery’s chapter room, but as our chapter room is not 
suitable (it’s a glorified corridor), we hold our 
elections in the church. It is a quite formal and 
lengthy procedure, at which the chapter members sit 
in rank by date of entrance while various rituals take 
place: the reading of the chapter of the Rule of St 
Benedict on the election of an abbot, a talk by the 
president of the election, calling the roll of electors, 
distributing ballots etc. Then one by one, each sister 
goes to a table in the back of church, fills out her 
ballot, places it in a box, and leaves the church. 
 The two scrutatrices, however, stay behind to 
count the votes, along with the president and witness-
es. Then the second scrutatrix sounds a gong outside 
the church to tell us to return. When all are assem-
bled, the first scrutatrix says either “We have an 
election” – that is, a sister has received a majority of 
the votes – or “We do not have an election” – that is, 

no sister has received a majority. In either case, the 
tally of votes is read, beginning with those who 
received fewest votes and ending with the largest 
tallies (this can be a somewhat nerve-wracking 
moment). As our Constitutions put it, “If a majority is 
not obtained on the first or second ballot, further 
ballots are to be held until it is achieved. For the good 
of the community, however, and with the consent of 
the conventual chapter, the president of the election 
has the faculty of limiting the number of ballots.”
 Once there is an election, the next step is to 
contact our Abbot General so that he can confirm the 
election. This can be tricky, especially if – as happened 
to us one year – he is away at some remote monastery 
in southeast Asia. However, he does know ahead of 
time that a monastery will be having an election and 
makes arrangements to be accessible. 
 Once the business with international phone 
calls was over, we rang the bell to summon the rest of 
the community, and then M.Rebecca was re-installed 
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before her to renew her promise of obedience, and the 
novices came up too, for the sign of peace. You can 
probably guess what followed – a celebratory dinner, 
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“Junior Seminar” for the US Trappists in temporary 
vows. This year the two weeks of classes were held at 
Mepkin Abbey in South Carolina, with about 8 monks 
and 4 nuns participating. At the very first possible 
moment amid the election ceremonies, we hastened to 
phone our young sisters with the good news.
 As we mentioned a letter or two ago, in April 
2023 our area had an unusually damaging hail storm, 
and when we had our roofs assessed, we learned that 
every single roof on the property had to be replaced. 
We’d been hearing distant hammering as our neigh-
bors got new roofs, and this May our turn finally came. 
It was not as noisy as we feared, but it did last a long 
time – in fact, the finishing touches are still in process 
in September as we go to press. There are gutters and 
all sorts of other odds and ends, not least the 
snow-heating cords which looped along many of our 
roofs, and had to be replaced by electricians after new 
roofs were in place. 

 One evening while all this was still in 
mid-stream our area had the most violent windstorm in 
recent memory. It lasted a mere 45 minutes, but in that 
short space of time uprooted or broke a large number 
of trees all over the top of our hill. Our handyman 
stayed until midnight chain-sawing branches to clear 
our back road, in case any emergency vehicle needed 
to pass through. As often happens in a large storm, our 
electricity was cut off, but our generator, despite being 
hit with a large limb, kicked in right away. Meanwhile 
Maquoketa Valley REC sent folks out to deal with a 
broken live wire sparking and swinging in the air. 
 In the following days we added extra work 
periods for all able-bodied sisters to pick up detritus. 
Finally a professional tree man brought out impressive 
equipment to remove the largest broken limbs still 
dangling high up. We mourn the loss of many beauti-
ful trees, but are very grateful to the Lord that all our 
roofs, at whatever stage of re-roofing, held out just 
fine, and none of the falling trees damaged any build-
ings – or people.

 We were on the very western 
edge of the storm, and the next day as 
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were amazed that within one minute 
we had passed out of the radius of 
damage. And why were we going to 
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Kentucky beats them out by only a 
year (1848 vs 1849). Our “new” arch-
bishop, Thomas Zinkula, presided 
and preached at the anniversary Mass. 
Our gift to our brothers was a catered 
dinner; we bit the bullet and stayed to eat it with them 
(to make sure the food was OK) (it was).
 As we mentioned in our last newsletter (and 
there will be a quiz at the end of this one), M. Rebecca 
has been appointed “Mother Immediate” of New 
Melleray, one of the signs of the changing role of 
women in our Church and in our Order. Another such 
sign took place in August: M. Rebecca joined M. 
Kathy, the superior of our sisters in Virginia, for the 
Regular Visitation of Gethsemani Abbey. Every mon-
astery of our Order has a Visitation once every other 
year. This is a huge blessing for us all. Someone 
outside the community comes, has a private talk with 
each member of the community down to the postu-
lants, looks at the community’s finances and physical 
plant, takes note of the quality of leadership and of 
liturgy, and above all, helps the community and the 
superior in their monastic life and following of Jesus. 
 Traditionally this task fell to either the Father 
Immediate of the monastery, or the Abbot General, or 
some other abbot delegated by them. We are techni-
cally a “clerical” Order, which has meant that certain 
kinds of authority could be exercised only by priests.  
But over the past half-century the women of our 
Order have increasingly shared in its governance: we 
now have a single General Chapter of abbots and 
abbesses; the Council of the Abbot General (five 
people) now must include both monks and nuns. 
About thirty years ago we began to permit the Visitor 
(that is, the abbot conducting the Regular Visitation 

The Sisters of Mississippi Abbey

Our new juniors: Sr Mary and Sr Annie

Twenty-five years ago we took on the 
enormous task of founding a new monas-
tery, in Norway. Our daughter house cele-
brated its silver jubilee this year; M Rebec-
ca, Sr Gail (the founding abbess) and Sr 
Nettie (one of the Norway founders before 
returning to us) attended the opening cele-
bration in April.

The Island of the Monks. A 70-minute docu-
mentary from 2016 about the eight remain-
ing monks of our monastery of Diepenveen 
(Netherlands) moving to an island in the 
North Sea. One must pay a small fee to see 
it, but if you do, you’ll understand why it 
won several prestigious awards.
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ONLINE VIEWING 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Searching for Silence: The Monks of Kijonjo. 
www.monksofkijonjo.com   

This one is a freebie – 
a wonderful interac-
tive website (includ-
ing short videos) 
about Our Lady of 
Victoria, our monas-
tery founded in Kenya 
but transferred to 
Uganda in 2008.
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Participants will have time for prayer, join the community for liturgy and share with 
the monastics on spiritual topics.  Contact Sr Madeleine (vocations@olmabbey.org) 
or Br Paul (brpaulandrew@newmelleray.org), for fliers or further information.

2024:
Oct 25 – 27 Mississippi
Nov 8 – 10 New Melleray

of another monastery) to  have an Assistant Visitor – who 
could be an abbess.
 Having a women not only as Assistant but as the 
official Visitor in a monastery, whether of monks or nuns, 
is the most recent development. M. Kathy Ulrich of 
Crozet was the Visitor, and this was M. Rebecca’s first 
experience assisting at a visitation. For centuries our 
abbots have generously given their time and pastoral 
skills to serving other monasteries, and now it falls to us 
women to assume a share of that burden and privilege.

Come and See weekends

2025:
Feb 21 – 23 Mississippi
May 23 – 25 New Melleray
June 20 – 22 Mississippi
Aug 29 – 31 New Melleray


