
 Our monastery is part of a long tradition with its roots in early 
Christianity. We follow the Rule of St Benedict, written by an Italian 
abbot in the early 500’s for his own monastery. St Benedict’s Rule 
was such a wise distillation of the earlier tradition, that within a few 
centuries it became the Rule for all religious life in Western Europe. 
But even Benedict has deeper roots! He himself says in his 
Prologue, “with the Gospel as our guide, let us go forward on his 
paths…” So our way of life is ultimately rooted in Jesus.
 In 1098 a group of monks desiring to follow the Holy Rule 
more closely established a new monastery in Citeaux, France. We 
regard this as our own foundation date. Citeaux soon founded other 
monasteries, and to keep their reform vibrant they established a 
system of mutual support and oversight: an annual meeting of all 
the superiors, and official visitations of each monastery. With this 
system the Cistercians created the first religious Order in the 
Church, and it spread all over Europe. 
 All organizations evolve over time, and in the 17th century 
some of our houses began a new reform movement. One of these 
houses, La Trappe in France, flourished so much that when the 
French Revolution began (1789) it was one of the largest Cistercian 
monasteries.  When the Revolution started persecuting the Church, 
a group of La Trappe monks founded a refuge monastery in Swit-
zerland; nuns were soon established nearby. But the Swiss govern-
ment turned them all out as French armies drew near, and in the next 
decade this “Trappist” group, now several hundred strong, 
embarked on a series of incredible travels. 
 In their sufferings they grew more devoted than ever to the 
love of Christ, and remained faithful to a severe regime of fasting 
and silence – and of course, to prayer. Most attempts to settle in one 
place or another failed, but in 1802 a group of the women found a 
lasting home in Dorset, England: Our Lady of the Holy Cross 
Abbey, Stapehill. This is the beginning of our own direct line. 
 The other refugees soon founded other monasteries, and by the 
end of the 19th century the Trappists formed the largest contingent 
in the Cistercian Order. At the urging of Pope Leo XIII, in 1892 the 
Trappists split juridically from the Order of Cistercians, becoming 
the Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance.

 In 1932 the Stapehill community founded St 
Mary’s Abbey in Glencairn, Co. Waterford, 
Ireland, and a mere 17 years later Glencairn 
founded the first Cistercian women’s house in the 
US, Mt St Mary’s Abbey, Wrentham MA. This 
was the time of the post-war boom in vocations, 
and within 10 years Wrentham too was bursting at 
the seams and looking to make its own founda-
tion.
 Wrentham’s Trappist brothers of Spencer 
MA had founded a house of monks in Argentina in 
1958. So Mother Angela, abbess of Wrentham, 
and Sr Columba, who would be superior of the 
new house, went to Argentina in 1960, but no 
suitable property was found. Next, M Angela 
wrote to all the American Trappist abbots asking 
if any could help. Dom Philip O’Connor of New 
Melleray Abbey outside Dubuque responded to 
this appeal, and the brothers began hunting for a 
suitable site for us. After a few false starts, Fr Jim 
Kerndt saw an ad in the Wall Street Journal about 
a large farm for sale south of the city. This proper-

ty had the great advantage of including a sizable 
home which could serve as a “temporary” monas-
tery until there were plans and funds for a regular 
monastery.
 Traditionally a superior and 12 founders were 
sent on a foundation, in imitation of Jesus and his 
12 apostles. Our 13 founders arrived in October 
1964, and the official First Mass at Our Lady of the 
Mississippi was celebrated on November 4 – a date 
chosen by M Angela because it was M Columba’s 
birthday. 
 Trappists try to support ourselves by manual 
work, and in 1965 Wrentham taught us how to 
make and market caramels. New Melleray provid-
ed us with a chaplain and for 20 years donated Br 
Placid to manage our farm. He planted our orchard, 
and was a genius with machinery, never failing to 
get our caramel wrapper back running when it was 
cranky.
 1968 was a banner year for us: our new church 
was dedicated on May 3, and the very next day our 
first novice was clothed in the Cistercian habit. 

 Every monastery in our Order is “autonomous” – 
meaning that within certain limits it is self-governing. A 
foundation is still part of its founding house until our Gen-
eral Chapter of Abbots and Abbesses decides it is ready to 
be autonomous. For us that happened in 1970: the sisters 
formally changed their stability from Wrentham to Missis-
sippi and elected M Columba as our first abbess.
 Plans for a regular monastery never materialized. The 
original home is on a bluff overlooking the Mississippi, 
with acres of woods and farmland in the valley below. The 
area atop the bluff lacks the flat space needed for a tradi-
tional cloister connecting church, refectory, chapter room 
etc. But God blessed us with new members, so we had to do 
something. In 1979 we added a large wing jutting out from 
the church – four feet lower than the church, which is three 
feet lower than the original house. This wing houses our 
dormitory and refectory, and in 2009 we not only stuck on 
a senior wing and basement library, but also built ramps to 
connect all these levels, a necessity as our seniors aged.
 Founding a monastery is a huge undertaking, and our 
turn came in 1999 when we established our own daughter 
house, Tautra Mariakloster in Norway. The six sisters we 

sent to Tautra included two of our own original 13 founders; and 
our six were joined by a Norwegian sister – a gift to us from Wren-
tham!
 It wasn’t until 2000 that we reached another milestone, the 
first death in our community. Our oldest founder, Sr Augustine, 
went home to God on Oct 30 and was buried on Nov 2, thus inau-
gurating our cemetery on All Souls’ Day. Since then five more of 
our founders here have joined her. 
 The Lord has blessed us with continuity of leadership and 
spiritual guidance – four abbesses in 60 years. Other blessings 
include financial stability, the mutual support and wisdom which 
the houses of our Order provide for one another, and not least, 
many friends.  We are grateful to you all!
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Our four abbesses: M. Columba, M. Gail, M Nettie, M Rebecca

The entrance to our cemetary 2014: Mass for our Golden Jubliee

Tautra Mariakloster, on the Trondheim fjord.

Our Lady of the Mississippi Abbey – Our Story

Early Cistercian monks

Trappist monastics
traveling on the Danube
in search of a home.
Image by a sister of 
Holy Grass Abbey

For a fuller history of our monastery, insights on monastic and Benedictine spirit and life, and LOTS of wonderful pictures, 
we still have some copies of the book we published for our 50th  anniversary,  A Life of Hope (see monasterycandy.com).
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Wrentham community in 1963

1949: the Irish sisters board the SS Britannica for the Journey to America.

Tabernacle in senior wing prayer room

1964: our founders board a plane for Iowa 1968: dedication of our church


