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Prouilhe 
Letter of Fr. Manuel Merten, OP

Dear Sisters,

The Jubilee Year, with which we are celebrating the founding of the first Dominican community in Prouilhe 800 years ago, has begun. Throughout the Dominican world the bells were rung and brothers, sisters and lay Dominicans came together for the opening celebrations; there were Masses, lectures, and the jubilee prayer was prayed. In Rome Fr. Carlos A. Azpiroz Costa, the Master of the Order, presided at the Mass at the Monastery of Monte Mario (formerly ‘San Sisto’). For the service in Bologna, Fr. Umberto Frassinetti, Socius of the Master for Italy and Malta, was present; in Madrid, Fr. Pedro Luis Gonzales, Socius for the Iberian Peninsula; in Caleruega, the Spanish provincial represented the General Postulator of the Order, Fr. Vito Tomas Gomez, who was sick. I myself was in Prouilhe, together with Fr .Dominique Renouard, the Master’s Vicar. 

In the morning Bishop Alain Planet of Carcassonne celebrated the solemn Mass in the basilica of the Monastery of St. Mary of Prouilhe, and a considerable number of brothers concelebrated. Fr. Dominique preached.  Along with the singing that was beautiful in its simplicity, and the homily, I was particularly impressed by the nuns’ offertory procession which took the form of a dance.

The Mass was followed by a reception for all those who attended, a festive meal for invited guests, and in the afternoon an exceptional lecture by Fr. Augustin Laffay on the subject “St. Dominic – the search for a face.” The celebrations closed with vespers, which were preceded by a beautiful ritual: the bishop, the sisters, brothers and guests gathered in front of the main entrance to the basilica. I carried a large lighted candle with the logo of the congress held at the end of April and beginning of May in Prouilhe, on the theme “Catching fire from Dominic’s vision.”  The sisters sang their own composition “Proclamation of the Jubilee Year” set to music by Fr. André Gouzes, and each lit from the large candle their own individual ones, bearing the same logo. We processed solemnly into the church. The large and small candles were placed before the altar and burnt during vespers, thus expressing that this jubilee is not only an occasion for looking back with gratitude, but also for letting a flame be rekindled within ourselves, just as the jubilee prayer expresses it:   “As we commemorate this Jubilee, we ask you to breathe the Spirit of the risen Christ once again into our hearts and minds. Re-create us, so that we might faithfully and joyfully proclaim the gospel of peace, through the same Christ Our Lord.”

******************************

I wrote the first lines for this new edition of “Monialibus” on the 24th November at about 1,600 metres altitude in Guadalajara, capital of the province of Jalisco in Mexico. Just two days previously, I had attended an impressive ceremony in the university church in Bonn (Germany) to receive the reward the best homily of 2006 in the German speaking world. This prize was created seven years ago, and it has been awarded three times to a Catholic priest, of which once was to a Franciscan and now for the second time, to a Dominican.

On the following day, I had to make an early start for the Cologne/Bonn airport, and I had asked a friar to be kind enough to drive me there, so that I would not have to get up any earlier than necessary. We had barely got on to the freeway, when we found ourselves in a terrible traffic jam. My anxiety was growing by the minute. Would I make it, or would I, for the first time in my life, miss a flight? The check in time had already passed, and there were just twenty minutes to take off. The lady at the desk was particularly pleasant and checked me in nevertheless. Out of breath, I boarded the plane as the last passenger. After that I had hours to recuperate: one hour to Frankfurt, nine on the way from Frankfurt to Toronto and then six more hours from Toronto to Mexico. I landed there at 23.00 hours local time, 24 hours after my departure from Germany.

My suitcase was one of the first to come off. At the customs, you had to press a button. A standby generator switched on a red or a green light. I was lucky that it came on green, and so my luggage was not searched and I saved time. Now I was in the entrance hall, looking out over the crowds of people waiting, to see if I could make out a habit or a name placard. I waited half an hour, an hour, an hour and a half. The airport slowly emptied, and I made up my mind about what to do next. I was reluctant to ring the friars so long after midnight. In any case, I had to change some money before the last exchange bureau closed. No sooner thought than done. Probably during those few minutes the sisters came to collect me rather belatedly, did not find me and drove off.

But at least I now had some Mexican money and decided to take a taxi to a hotel, to first get some sleep, and then see what to do. I was still thinking this through, when a small friendly man spoke to me and asked whether I was looking for a taxi. “Yes,” I answered, “a taxi and a clean but not too expensive hotel”. Daniel, as my new guide introduced himself, promised to attend to both, showed me an identity card that indicated he was a tourist guide, and invited me to follow him. In less than two minutes, by means of a rear exit door, and down a ramp we were out into a dark and deserted street. Then a car drove up, which could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be taken for a taxi. “Let’s get in” invited Daniel. I admit that at this point I was not very certain as to whether it was really alright or whether the thing was foolhardy. I loaded my suitcase into the trunk. My backpack that contained the computer and most important things, I preferred to take into the car with me. I settled into the back seat while Daniel sat in front next to the driver – and we set off. The two of them chatted about friends and acquaintances, and only occasionally did Daniel direct a word or two towards the back seat. I was surprised not to be feeling more panicky and had the feeling “You are in God’s hands”, as it went through my mind that it states clearly in every travel guide to Mexico City that for heaven’s sake, one should not get into anything but an official taxi. However that may be, things turned out alright. After a drive of about forty-five minutes, we stopped in front of the Hotel Reforma Avenue, which corresponded exactly to what I had requested: it was clean and not too expensive, “economico” as my Daniel chanted several times. Less “economico” was the price charged for the “taxi journey in a private car”, even though reasonable in comparison with taxi prices in Rome or even Germany. In any case I was happy to fill out a form and pay for the night’s accommodation and breakfast in advance, before a hotel employee accompanied me in the lift to the 7th floor and showed me a room which could have accommodated a family. After 27 hours, I was lying in a bed again.

I allowed myself six hours of sleep. Then I tried to make contact with the provincial who was a good acquaintance. It was impossible to get hold of either him, his secretary or the convent, the telephone number of Sr. Luz Maria, president of the Congregation of St. Mary of Guadalupe of Mexico also turned out to be inexplicably unobtainable. And so I decided to have breakfast first, for I thought that the brethren might well be at Morning Prayer or celebrating Mass. After breakfast I continued my attempts to contact the brothers and Sr. Luz Maria, still without success. Thank God I had packed the addresses and telephone numbers of all the Mexican monasteries. So finally I just tried one number after the other and in the end I was successful. I asked the sister at the end of the line to contact Sr. Luz Maria and give her my mobile phone number. After that things moved quickly. Only five minutes later my phone rang and I was speaking to Sr. Luz Maria. I told her the address of my hotel and she promised to be there within a couple of hours to fetch me. I packed my things together, read for a while and decided to go down to the breakfast and reception area.

I had barely sat down when in a flash the waiter had served me a second breakfast. I was too taken aback to say anything, but at the same time grateful for the hot coffee. Then the waiter came back and replenished the coffee. He seemed to be rather more attentive than previously, and I read in his expression the realisation that I had already breakfasted. He grinned, placed his index finger on his right eyelid, smiled at me and indicated the reception desk where the boss was standing. By means of this gesturing he had given me to understand: “I know that you have had two breakfasts, and you know it, but he over there doesn’t have to know”. I took my leave with a clearly increased tip that he quickly pocketed. For his part he thanked me with a Spanish proverb: “Esa medicina es mano de Santo, que Dios le dé mucho mas! -This medicine is like the hand of a saint may God repay you abundantly.” A few minutes later, Madre Luz Maria and Madre Emilia walked into the entrance hall of the hotel and we exchanged hearty greetings.
Outside David the driver was waiting with his VW Golf made over as a racing car. It was not easy to get my luggage into the trunk as the room was taken up with speakers from which loud music subsequently bellowed forth. Ahead of us lay a nine hour drive through magnificent scenery as far as Guadalajara. We had just one short break at “Carnitas Beto’s”, the owner of which was reputed to be the best for the production of pork meat. I don’t know whether he really was the best, but in any case his food was tasty.

Long after nightfall, we reached the Monastery of Jesus and Mary, founded in 1722. We experienced first-class hospitality and suspected that we had been long awaited. I was particularly happy to meet up here again with four of the five sisters who had been previously at the Monastery of St. Mary of the Kings on the island of El Hierro in Spain, and had returned to their home monastery in September 2006. I was happy to learn that the Mass for the silver jubilee of Sr. Diana Maria would take place at midday the following day. So I had the prospect of a longer sleep to get over the jetlag and still have time to prepare a few words. For on the occasion of my first visit to El Hierro, I had promised Sr. Diana to celebrate the Mass for her special day, not suspecting at the time that I would have to travel to Mexico in order to do so. It was a happy jubilee. I particularly liked the wonderful singing of the choir and the playing of a small chamber orchestra.

After conversations with the prioress, the council and individual sisters, in the late afternoon there was a meeting with the community, at which I had the opportunity to raise the possibility of sending sisters to Nicaragua, Cuba and Prouilhe (France). Thank God that ears and hearts were open. So it is to be hoped that the readiness for solidarity which was expressed will soon take concrete form in at least temporary transfers between sisters of the federation, with regard to Cuba and Nicaragua and between the monasteries of Prouilhe and “Jesus-Maria” (Guadalajara). This would be a fine way to give real expression to the jubilee year.

In the evening there was a regrettably short visit to the monastery of St. Mary of Grace (also in Guadalajara and founded in 1588). Here we also spoke principally of solidarity with the above named monasteries. The sisters showed a lively interest in everything going on in the Order and asked many questions, which I could answer only partially, through lack of time. When we got back to “Jesus-Maria” it was already past the community’s bedtime.

On the following Sunday morning, I celebrated again with the sisters of “Jesus-Maria” and a fair number of the faithful who had come to the monastery church for Mass. Following that, the sisters’ chaplain drove me around the centre of Guadalajara for a good hour. And so I got some impression of the beauty of this town with its venerable cathedral and our Dominican church. There were more short interviews with individual sisters, and then it was off on another eight hour drive in the direction of Xilitla. Again we could enjoy the wonderful landscapes of the different regions, at least as long as daylight lasted. David threw himself into the task, drove like a formula-one driver and had the music blaring. 

The Monastery of St. Dominic de Guzman at Xiltila, founded in 1977, and so not yet thirty years old, is distinguished by its magnificent setting in a mountainous but exceptionally fertile area. Varied are the activities of this community whose average age is relatively young. They harvest, roast and sell coffee; produce wine from various fruits; make altar breads and other bakery products; print T-shirts; sew and embroider liturgical vestments, etc.  On the Monday morning the visit around the house and extensive gardens was interesting. I discovered the qualities of fruits that I had never seen before. The sisters also recounted frightening experiences with snakes that made me wary. From the roof of the house, a great waterfall can be seen in the range of mountains facing. Naturally I answered in the affirmative when asked whether I would like a closer view of it. A few minutes after this yes, the prioress took the decision to permit all the sisters who wished to do so to make a cultural pilgrimage to the waterfall. With the sisters’ large car and Martin’s VW we set out shortly for the ‘Las Pozas de James’ as it is called. On the spot I learnt that this was not only a place of outstanding natural beauty, but also of cultural significance: Edward James, son of an unmarried daughter of King Edward VII (king of Great Britain and Ireland and emperor of India from 1901 -1910), was well known and a friend of Aldous Huxley, Max Ernst, Pablo Picasso, Luis Bunuel and Salvador Dali. He himself also had surrealist artistic ambitions that he realised chiefly here in Xiltila. In 1949 he acquired the 40-hectare estate of Las Pozas and began growing exotic orchids. In 1962, however, an attack of frost wiped them all out and he decided to immortalise his orchids in concrete sculptures. The result is the park we know today, with 36 surrealist constructions without any kind of rationale behind them: staircases that lead nowhere, and stone bamboo reaching up to the sky; there is no order to be found in it. James used the waterfall and streams to create elegant ornamental gardens. In any case, this particular place gets a special recommendation on the homepage of the “Secret Mexico” website.  We spent a good three hours in this park, during which most of us were more impressed with the natural site than the “culture”, and were keen to see the waterfall from above as well as from below. This was a strenuous and sweaty undertaking.

Back at the monastery, the next activity was a generous rest period followed by a good meal, prayer in common and an interesting recreation.  The following morning was given over to conversations: personal questions were dealt with in individual interviews, but there was also the question of reinforcements for the three monasteries already mentioned. And so I was able to leave Xiltila with hope, thanks be to God and to the community.

In the afternoon we climbed into the car and set off on the next stage of the journey to Cuautitlan Izcalli where is situated the federal monastery with the common noviciate and juniorate of the Mexican federation. The journey was all up hill and down dale through tropical rain forest, and once again the views were tremendous. This time also it was dark when we reached our destination, and there were only  few sisters still up waiting for us when we finally arrived.

The following morning, there were reunions with sisters I knew from my two previous visits to the monastery. I was especially greeted by the novices, on the occasion of whose clothing I had celebrated Mass and preached the previous year. The day passed peacefully with some interviews, a midday picnic with the novices under the shade of a tree in the garden. During the evening recreation we looked at slides. I was especially pleased to see those of the retreat preached by the Master of the Order last year.

The next day began for me at 4 am, the day of my return flight to Germany. Martin, Sr. Maria Luz and the prioress accompanied me to the airport. As with my departure for Mexico, time was a bit tight, and so I was surprised not to see any people around the Air Canada desk. I turned to an agent of their partner airline and learnt that my flight had been moved to Thursday for the past few weeks, that Air Canada staff only came on duty at 10 o’clock, and that only they could help me. I took leave of my dear companions and had a good three hours wait ahead of me, which I used to work on the photos in my computer taken during the journey. Then I headed for the Air Canada desk where there was now someone on duty. The lady apologised in every possible way, and asked me if I had not been informed of the rescheduling of this flight. I had been, but had then received from the airline a ticket with that day’s date on it and had trusted this most recent print out. After some negotiation I was transferred to an “Aeromexico” flight to Paris, where I had in any case a wait of at least six hours for my connecting flight to Cologne. So in the end the return flight was even longer than the outward one. Despite the fatigue and tense moments, I have particularly good memories of this journey. Should I apologize for having spoken of it at such length? I hope not, but perhaps yes to those whose monasteries I still have to write about, for I will be able to devote less space to them.

********************************

From the 15th to the 23rd of August I visited the Monastery of Saint Catherine of Siena in La Laguna, Tenerife, and Saint Mary of the Kings in the Canary Islands at “El Hierro”.  This visit was the occasion for clarification concerning the future of this last-mentioned monastery and its Mexican sisters. Firstly there was a meeting with the local bishop Bernardo Álvarez Afonso; Sr. Josefina Morales, President of the Federation of the Rosary (Betica) and her general secretary; Sr. Luz Maria Guzmán Castillo, President of the Federation Santa Maria de Guadalupe (Mexico), and Sr. Esperanza Sandoval  Valencia, her predecessor. Further exchanges followed, both at La Laguna and on the island of El Hierro. It was not so much a question of whether the monastery should close, but rather when and how. From what has been said previously it is clear that in the meantime the Mexican sisters have returned to their communities in Guadalajara and Xiltila. Hearty thanks are due to these sisters for the two years of service they gave far from home, and also to the sisters of La Laguna and the Federation of the Rosary (Betica) for the help and support they gave to the Mexican sisters.

From the 3rd to the 7th September, the prioresses of the German-speaking monasteries met at the convent of the Dominican sisters at Landsberg am Lech.  As well as the annual exchange of experiences, the chosen theme was ‘The chapter – the community’s participation in government’ (LCM N° 181). In the course of the meeting, it became clear that the chapter of faults in its traditional form is no longer in use in any of the German-speaking monasteries, but that everywhere new forms are being developed for the celebration of the asking and receiving of forgiveness and pardon. Equally interesting were, as far as the chapter is concerned, the many ways that had been developed to enable all sisters to share responsibility for the whole in the respective monasteries. Finally we hit upon the idea of using Monialibus for an exchange of ideas concerning the chapter (LCM 201-209). I am happy to communicate this idea.

Following on directly from this meeting came the gathering of the prioresses of our monasteries in Central and Eastern Europe, those who were formerly behind the Iron Curtain. This time the meeting was hosted by the venerable monastery at Znojmo in the Czech Republic. The theme for the meeting was “Prayer, work and relaxation in the life of the community”. The sisters had previously decided not to invite a guest speaker but to rely on their own competences and experiences. They had asked me to be the moderator. Each day the theme was approached from a different angle: Sr Rosa from Krakow started off with a short talk on the subject area of  “The Place of Prayer in our life”; Sr. Joanna from St. Anna (Poland) tackled the question of “The Place of Work in our life”; and Sr. Dominika from Radonie spoke about “The Place of Relaxation in our life”. In individual reflection, in small-group work and in the plenary sessions, it became more and more clear that in not a few monasteries the balance between prayer, work and relaxation is not easy to establish; and yet it is that which fosters contemplative life. The sisters were virtually unanimously of the conviction that overdoing work and fatigue runs counter to contemplative life. One morning, while the sisters were working in groups, I went for a walk around the centre of the small medieval town of Znojmo with its venerable walls and towers still intact – a real jewel near the border with lower Austria.

In September and October, in the space of just three weeks, I visited 21 monasteries of the Rosary Federation in Spain. Sr. Josefina Morales, the President of the Federation, had done the detailed planning and had invited to the meeting Sr. Isabel María de la Trinidad Orenes Fernández, representative of the Federation in the International Commission of the Nuns. In order for me to be able to visit a maximum of monasteries in the time available, a car was hired complete with navigational aid and so I set off to travel independently from place to place, through the magnificent countryside of the South of Spain, especially the splendours of Andalusia. It is not possible to write even one sentence about all the monasteries I visited without stretching this letter too much, but I would like at least to name them all. From Jumilla, which is Sr. Isabel’s home, I went to La Solana. Here I came up against the limitations of my navigation equipment, which obviously could not know that on that day the streets around the church and market place were closed on account of a local festival. The device suggested alternative routes to the monastery, but they all ended in closed streets.  I found myself in one that ended in steps, and so had recourse to the traditional method of asking the way, and so it was that I finally found the dear sisters of La Solana. From there the route went on to Córdoba, the house of the Federation, where the common novitiate for the member-monasteries is situated. Together with Sr. Josefina we made from here an afternoon visit to Baena, their founding monastery. On the following day, on to Écija after Arahal, then further to Seville with its Monastery “Madre de Dios” and the new one in Bormujos, which in contrast to most Spanish monasteries does not have the problem of falling numbers. Here the chaplain said to me “This monastery is the lung of my parish community.” What a fine image! On we went to Jerez de la Frontera and San Lucar de Barrameda, the following day to Antequera, and finally to Granada. It was not easy to manoeuvre my car through the old narrow lanes. I had to have several goes at reversing through the gateway into the yard of the community at Zafra. This extensive monastery is picturesquely situated beneath the Alhambra: from the window of my room, and indeed from the bed, I could see the illuminated walls and towers. I could also hear the running water of the river Darro that runs between the monastery and the Alhambra – what a place! I stayed two days at Zafra, in order to be able to visit the two other communities of Dominican nuns in the town: one, the Comunidad del Realejo in the morning, and the other the Comunidad de la Piedad in the afternoon. As everywhere else, I was very heartily received; we told each other the story of our Dominican vocations, spoke about the situation of the nuns of the Order throughout the world, and especially in Spain. As everywhere else, the time was really too short, and I had to take my leave, although there was so much to tell and to talk about. I did not leave Granada without a full visit of the Alhambra. A fellow-Dominican from Granada accompanied me with friendliness, local and historical knowledge in equal measure. From Alcalá la Real, on we went to Torredonjimeno from where I remember particularly that several other religious sisters had left their convents in order to enter canonically as Dominicans. The next day brought us to Jaén. Then on to Villanueva after Baza, where I spent the night. This time the road led on via Huescar, where a small number of elderly sisters laid on a real feast for me, to my last port of call at Murcia. A time that was rich with encounters was now behind me, when I finally handed in the hired car at Alicante airport and flew back to Germany. I tried to capture my impressions in more than 400 photos. I look at these pictures over and over again, and try to recall this intense experience during which I met some impressive sisters and saw a rich cultural heritage All of the monasteries were most hospitable, and even financially generous, so that the gifts I received during that week financed the whole year, including the journeys for which no provision had yet been made. There was even some left over, that I was happy to pay into the “nuns’ fund” (fondo monache). The meetings were wonderful and enriching, yet there is one painful aspect: it will be impossible to keep alive in the future all of these beautiful monasteries, so rich in history, culture and tradition. There is quite simply a lack of local entrants; and even now, without the support of sisters from India, Africa or Latin America, many could not survive.

It was pure joy to be able to take part in the celebrations for the 750 years of existence of our monastery in Weesen in Switzerland. This small but relatively young community had gone to considerable trouble for this significant jubilee. One of the high points was the ‘Open Monastery Day’, during which over a thousand visitors took advantage of the opportunity to see the old but wonderfully-restored monastery from the inside. The route was traced out with arrows on the floor, and on tables explanations and useful information were provided. The exhibition on monastic life was worthy of any museum. Another attraction was the “jogathon”, a special form of sponsoring open to the monastery volunteers. Over three hundred people, fit and not so fit, the sisters themselves, and even the dog, went during the course of the day to the starting line and ran for about 25 minutes doing several 450 metre laps, to raise funds for the restoration of the guest quarters in the monastery. At the end of the day the goal of 100,000 Swiss francs was exceeded by 50%, to the sisters' joy. The evening Mass on the 7th October, at which I was celebrant and preacher, as well as a pontifical Mass with the newly-ordained bishop Markus Büchel the following day, were held in a tent erected opposite the monastery. That way more people could attend. The celebrations concluded with a concert in the church of the small town. On this occasion, W.A. Mozart’s Coronation Mass was the main attraction.

From Switzerland I flew back to Spain again, this time to the North, to Asturias. At the monastery of Cangas del Narcea was the first profession of three Indian sisters, who had made their novitiate there and are to spend several years in formation there before returning to the new foundation in India. It was a wonderful celebration. In the meantime four more Indian novices have arrived in Cangas and have 9 months of novitiate already behind them. There are four other novices in the Indian monastery, four postulants and five aspirants, that is why the idea for this foundation was born four years ago!

At the end of October I visited our monastery in Oslo, Norway. The opportunity was that the second meeting of the General Promoters for this year was taking place in that city. I was happy to see the positive development experienced by this community in recent years. The sisters there have taken particular trouble for the jubilee year: there is a special postage stamp being issued. It will show St. Dominic and the nine women at Fanjeaux, as Jean Hugo depicted them in the window of the so-called house of St. Dominic in Fanjeaux. Just today I got mail from Oslo, and it bore such a stamp.

The prayer cards produced by the International Commission of the Nuns also carry this picture on their front side. 24,000 copies in Spanish, 18,000 in English, 10,000 in French and 4,000 in German together weighing 120 kilos have been printed and sent out. There are also versions in Czech, Tagalog and Polish, printed in the corresponding countries and distributed from there.

There were 32 subscribers for the Jubilee year spiritual partnership scheme. It was no easy task to match them up according to their requests, the language barrier being the greatest obstacle. I now heartily invite the ‘twinned’ monasteries to write about their experiences for Monialibus. Also welcome are reports of the different initiatives taken by individual monasteries for the jubilee year.

At this point I would like to wish you all the greetings and good things that I hope will be yours this Christmas and New Year. May this Jubilee Year, when we look back in gratitude and look forward also, kindle in us anew that vision of St. Dominic, that we may lead a life that speaks to people of the love and mercy of God.

United in brotherly greetings
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Program of the General Promoter

Year 2006

November 22       Bonn, Germany:  Acceptance of German Preaching Award

November 23       Mexico: Visits to the Monasteries

                             Guadalajara: Silver Jubilee of Sr. Anna Maria Solis Goana

December 3          Prouilhe, France: Celebration of the Jubilee –Prouilhe 800 Years 

December 8          Promoter’s Meeting

December 25        Schwalmtal, Germany: Church Services

Year 2007

January 3              Wil, Switzerland: Visit to the Monastery

January 6               Schrocken, Austria:  Vacation – Skiing (Dominican Family)

January 16             Lima, Peru:  Visiting Monasteries

February 3             Reiste-Lage, Germany:  Visit to the Monastery - plan for Euromon 2008 

February 5             Lienz, Austria:  Visit to the Monastery

February 21           Rome: Ash Wednesday - the Pope in Santa Sabina 

February 24           Augsburg, Germany: Formation (Institute for Pastoral and Homiletics)

March 25               Retreat

April 26                 Piccola Capri, Italy: Promoter’s Meeting 

May 17                  Leipzig, Germany: Formation (Institute for Pastoral and Homiletics)

June 16                  Krakow, Poland:  Meeting of Eastern European Prioresses

Prouilhe in its 8th Centenary

By Sr. Catalina Lage, OP

 Prouilhe
It was in the year 1206, that the first group of women converted by Dominic settled in Prouilhe. They were the first seeds of its tree, small and fragile like anything newborn, but already containing in their beginnings the imprint of the spirit of Dominic that later in the course of the years would be developed and integrated. It is believed that it was Dominic alone who formed them, for the spirit that encouraged Dominic to bring them together was for them, his first daughters, the same spirit that had drawn Dominic himself into the contemplative-apostolic dynamism that he lived. It is significant, in that respect, that the first foundation of the Order was known as “the Holy Preaching of Prouilhe,” which affirmed the spirit that animated them.

The strength of these first Sisters must have been so deeply rooted in their foundation that it allowed them to survive all of the historical events of these 800 years that in so many ways affected the survival of Prouilhe, such as: the introduction by the French kings of a number of royal prioresses; the claims of the nobility of Languedoc; the attempt to transform the Monastery into a chapter of secular canonesses by the young French nobility; the revolution, fires and many other events. The Sisters confronted these challenges with valiant courage, strong in the wisdom of faith and in their silent prayer, and, saved from the interruption of the revolution, the little flame of Prouilhe, illuminated by the light and fruitfulness of the prayer of the Order, from its hidden roots “handed on to others the fruits of contemplation.” 

Today, after 800 years and along with other concrete realities, Prouilhe, “cradle” of the Order, still holds a privileged position as the place where Dominic left his imprint and where one can still sense the secret fragrance of his charism and the grace of his special presence. It is the place where all Dominicans return to their hearts in a hidden spiritual pilgrimage in order to renew the gift of their vocation.

Today, an International Community with members representing many different countries as a symbol of the fraternity, the unity and the diversity of the Order, is beginning to germinate, still small and fragile, like the first seeds of Dominic.

Today all eyes are looking toward Prouilhe in the 800th anniversary of its foundation, and with reason, for I believe that every monastery is celebrating this event with Prouilhe along with the whole Order. As Prouilhe celebrates the birth of the contemplative life of the Order it is a time for all branches of the Order, every monastery, every convent, every member of the Order to celebrate their own birth, their own source, the great gift of contemplative life, the hidden roots of their fruitfulness.

I believe, however, that this celebration would be short-lived if it were only a joyful celebration, indeed worthy of praise, but without the opportunity to revise and revitalize our contemplative “being” in the Dominican charism. Just as the sap gives life to the tree, so our life receives energy from the vital “sap” planted in the heart of the church and of the Order, through prayer, listening to and studying the Word working in us, and through the action of the Holy Spirit that makes each of us another incarnation as we live the Mysteries of Christ, especially the Paschal Mystery actualized in the living out of each day. Like bread broken and shared for the life of the world, we nourish and make fruitful the life and the word of our brothers and sisters, by our faithfulness, the faithfulness of inexhaustible Love, which like the profession of our Dominican Charism, always presses us on to “go farther” and “go deeper” toward the fullness of life and communion in silence.

So come, Sisters! Let us make of our life an offering of love, a very great Love.

2006 - A Year of Jubilee for Heilig Grab in Bamberg, Bavaria

   By Sr. Maria Berthilla Heil, OP
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The past year 2006 has been a year of jubilee celebrations for the Monastery of the Holy Sepulchre (Heilig Grab) in Bamberg, Bavaria.

Founding the Monastery of Heilig Grab

On May 1st, 1356, a pioneer group of six nuns from the monastery of St. Mary's in Frauenaurach, Bavaria, founded in 1267, began contemplative Dominican life in the newly-built Monastery of Heilig Grab in Bamberg. This was a donation of Franz Münzmeister, a rich citizen and Holy Land pilgrim, and his wife Katharina. Very soon twelve young women from Bamberg and its surroundings joined the founding group, among them the donor's daughter Margaretha.

Our monastery has always been a place of adoration and veneration of the Blessed Sacrament. It replaced the small Corpus Christi Chapel, built in 1314 in expiation of a sacrilege when a young boy stole a ciborium from the old St. Martin's Church, and deposited the consecrated Hosts in a cornfield outside the city walls at the very spot where our monastery now stands. It was the Dominican Bishop Wulfing von Stubenberg (1304-1318) who took up the sacred Hosts and carried them barefoot back into the city in an expiatory procession, accompanied by a large number of clergy and laity.

Celebrating the 650th Anniversary of our Foundation
On May 1st, 2006, we celebrated the 650th anniversary of our foundation. It was a great feast of praise and thanksgiving to God, Our Blessed Lady and our Holy Father St. Dominic. His Excellency Archbishop Prof. Dr. Ludwig Schick of Bamberg concelebrated the jubilee Mass with more than twenty priests of the diocese and of our Order. The church was filled to overflowing with guests from far and wide, among them representatives of various Dominican communities, of other orders and congregations, and of the Knights of the Holy Sepulchre of Jerusalem. In his sermon, Archbishop Schick underscored the importance of our monastery for the whole diocese and the entire Church as a source of grace and blessing. He thanked the nuns for their witness of faith and their life of prayer and sacrifice, and expressed his hope that God would bless our community with good vocations so that Heilig Grab will continue to be a blessing for many people. 

After refreshments with happy greetings and encounters in our beautiful monastery garden, our guests were invited to a festive hour, offering insight into the beginnings and historical development of Heilig Grab. Prof. Dr. Franz Machilek explained the name and architecture of our church, and described in a vivid yet scholarly way how the spirituality and devotion of the nuns was reflected in the wealth of religious pictures, statues and altars through the centuries, until the monastery was declared closed during the Secularization in 1803, and finally handed over to military purposes in 1806 when the remaining nuns were expelled. He then explained the refounding of our monastery in 1926 by eight Dominican sisters from the convent of St. Ursula's, Augsburg. Fr. Wolfgang Hariolf Spindler, OP, drew a portrait of our Holy Founder and Father St. Dominic, explaining his charism and the founding and spread of the Order of Preachers. All this came to life in the PowerPoint presentation of the nuns, going back to the very roots beginning with St. Dominic: his burning love of Christ the Saviour; his compassion for sinful and suffering human beings; his charism and the foundation of Ste.-Marie-de-Prouilhe; his work of "Holy Preaching" by word and example, in simplcity, humility and apostolic poverty; the rapid spread of his Order throughout Europe; the founding of St. Mary's in Frauenaurach in 1267, whence six nuns were sent to Bamberg as the founding group on May 1st, 1356. 

Our guests were taken on a quick journey through the centuries, stopping at some highlights such as the artistic handwoven tapestries dating back to 1500, wonderful examples of "preaching" by handiwork to this very day: there is the famous much-admired tapestry depicting the Passion of Our Lord preserved in the Diocesan Museum of Bamberg, and the Christmas antependium with the Adoration of the Magi in the Bavarian National Museum in Munich. We paused at some written testimonies of faith from the 17th and 18th centuries, especially in the manuscripts of our saintly Sr. Maria Columba Schonath (1730-1787), a simple, humble laysister inflamed with St. Dominic's spirit: a true Dominican, burning with love of Christ and zeal for souls; a mystic bearing the wounds of the Saviour; a helper in many needs during her own life-time and even up to the present. People have never stopped praying to her; they visit her grave and find help and consolation. On May 17th 1999 Archbishop em. Dr. Karl Braun of Bamberg officially opened her cause of beatification on the diocesan level. I am convinced that her example of deep faith and religious fidelity was a great support to her Sisters during the difficult times of the secularisation, so that they persevered to the very end until they were thrown out in 1806, taking along with them Sr. Maria Columba's manuscripts, her rosary and prayer-book, and her very precious crucifix: a source of many graces to her and to her community, and venerated by many even now.

At the end of the presentation we saw the pioneer group of eight Sisters from St. Ursula's, Augsburg, re-founding the Monastery of Heilig Grab after 120 years of profanation on September 3rd 1926. The monastery church was reconsecrated on October 17th 1926 by His Excellency Dr. Jacobus von Hauck. Both dates were celebrated this year as "a small jubilee". 

Lastly, we showed our guests contemplative Dominican living in Heilig Grab today, with the Holy Eucharist as the center and summit and source of our personal and communal life. We strive to live in the Presence of God and in the awareness of His Eucharistic Presence among us, offering God adoration, thanks and praise in liturgical and private prayer, unceasingly bringing before him the needs and pains of the people, supporting the brothers and sisters of our Order in their apostolic preaching, and praying for the salvation of all. We take time to study and meditate on sacred Truth, ready to let ourselves to be transformed and renewed in order to "preach" Christ by our very lives: in charity doing the daily work in house and garden, in church and sacristy; caring for the elderly; listening, consoling and counseling; supporting the monastery by making sacred vestments; and of course,  recreating and celebrating... 

In our daily rosary we place ourselves and all entrusted to us under the protection of Our Blessed Lady. We recommend ourselves and our whole Order to her love and intercession, and to the care of our Holy Father St. Dominic who promised us his help.

By our life in seclusion we proclaim the priority of God, giving Him the first place in our lives by total consecration.
With all Dominicans world-wide, we strive to grow in love of God and neighbour:  All for the honor of God and for the salvation of souls!
Solemn Vespers concluded the celebration of May 1st, presided over by Rev. Father Günter Reitzi, socius of Fr. Provincial Dietmar Schon, OP.

Thanking God and Trusting in His Providence 
Looking back to such a rich heritage, grateful for the inestimable grace of our Dominican vocation and also aware of our great mission today, we praise and thank God. We ask Him to touch the hearts of many young men and women, enkindling them with St. Dominic's flame of love and granting to each the grace of a Dominican vocation, each ready to be a living "praedicatio Jesu Christi" proclaiming Christ and His gospel by word and example. For this we pray, and we trust that God will grant a blessed future. 

P.S. We were overwhelmed by the great interest and participation in our Jubilee far and wide, and it was a great joy for us to receive written congratulations from the community of Prouilhe and various other communities, from the International Commission of Nuns and many private persons. It was a special joy to receive the greetings and good wishes from the Master of the Order Fr. Carlos, OP, and the Curia in Rome, conveyed to us by Fr. Günter Reitzi. We are deeply grateful that some Sisters could come to our feast in person. In the name of all our Sisters I say a sincere Thank You for every sign of love and communion. God bless you all!

ELECTIVE FEDERAL ASSEMBLY

Federation of the Immaculate

Torrent, Valencia, Spain
By Sr. Inmaculada Franco, OP

This Assembly was held June 4th, Pentecost Sunday, 2006. A few days before the feast of Pentecost, around 60 sisters gathered together in the house of spirituality of La Vedat in Torrent which belongs to the Dominican Friars of the Province of Aragón. During these days before the elective assembly, we were all praying and talking to each other about which Federal Prioress would be the most suitable for our federation. A poll was taking and the chosen person was Sr. Mª Teresa de Jesús Gil. The Assistant of the Federation, Fr. Vito T. Gómez, presided and confirmed the election. It was an emotional moment when we rendered obedience to the new Federal Mother. Amid the applause and hugs of all the sisters, twenty-eight red roses (one for each community) were given to the Mother Federal as a sign of union and support.

Many letters of congratulation were received, among them one from our Master of the Order Fr. Carlos Azpíroz. We are very grateful for this beautiful letter. The Provincial of our federation, Fr. Antonio García, also visited us. He celebrated the Eucharist and encouraged us to continue in our work of evangelizing through our silence and prayer, always in close union with the friars. The next day the Federal Council was elected, six sisters from among those present at the assembly; the federal secretary and the federal trustee were also elected. 
When this first step was concluded, we started on the work of the commissions. The commissions were formed of groups of sisters from different communities. Each commission worked on a topic which the Assembly could approve, correct, or refuse, depending on the proposals. All this took up the whole week, as it was very important to determine the program of the Federal priory during the next six years, taking into account our constitutions and all the documents of the Church and of the Order.

In the commissions we dealt with the following topics:

· Ongoing formation

· Initial formation

· Common life

· Liturgy

· Economy
During the days of the Elective Assembly, two sisters were in charge of keeping all the communities informed through a web page, so that each day all the sisters would know the most important events of the Assembly and support us through their prayers.

I would like to point out not only the spirit of freedom, respect, and fraternity which encouraged us, but also the happiness which permeated the meeting. I would like also to mention how well we were treated by the friars and sisters in charge of the house of spirituality. We are very grateful to them. Thank you!

The day of farewell arrived. Some sisters left on Saturday, some on Sunday morning, all among laughs and hugs and “see you” (thanks to e-mail), or “I might see you in six years in the next elective assembly, only God knows”. In our hearts were imprinted all the names of those we met for the first time. Other sisters were very well-known from many years of experience in events like this. With great happiness we all went back to our communities to share this wonderful experience with the rest of the sisters. 

They were waiting for us with eagerness, curious to know every detail which could be told…
Twenty-eight communities took part in the Federal Elective Assembly, twenty from Spain, five from Argentina and three from Chile.

We thank God for His gifts: “How delightful it is to live together like brothers”.

Meeting of Prioresses of Monasteries 
of Central-Eastern Europe in Znojmo

    By Sr. Zdzislawa Szymczynska, OP 

Vilnius

The twelfth meeting of prioresses and delegates from the monasteries of Central and Eastern Europe took place from 8-12 September 2006. This time the venue of the meeting was Holy Cross Monastery, Znojmo, the Czech Republic. Sisters from Poland (St. Anna, Cracow, Radonie), the Czech Republic (Prague, Znojmo), Lithuania (Vilnius), and Ireland (Drogheda) took part.

The moderator of the meeting was our Promotor General, Fr. Manuel Merten. Our guests were Fr. Benedikt Mohelnik, Provincial of the Czech Province, and Fr. Damian Nemec, promotor for the Czech nuns. A great help for those who did not know English were Bro. Tomasz Rojek from Krakow, and Sr. Josefa from Prague.

The theme of this year's meeting was: Prayer, Work and Rest in the Life of the Community. The program was prepared by a four-member committee which met in Prague in March 2006.

We started each day with Mass and Lauds, along with the sisters of the Znojmo community. We prayed in Latin, Polish, Czech, and English. Fr. Manuel's homilies led us into the "atmosphere" of the day's theme. As a more proximate "tuning in", there were short meditations on biblical texts at the beginning of our common discussions.

On the first day, we considered the place of prayer in our monastic life. The introduction to this theme was prepared by Sister Roza Semkowska, Prioress of Krakow. In it she expressed some questions which she first reflected upon personally, and then brought to a common sharing. They concerned especially the difficulties we have in both personal and communal prayer. We all experience a certain tension between our desire for prayer and the circumstances of daily life, often filled with necessary tasks and various distractions. How do we cope with it? We all noticed that the greatest obstacles in prayer are our own selves. Realizing this helps us to concentrate on God. Some tensions arise from our desire for perfection; that is, we find it difficult to accept our imperfection. The way to get in touch with God often involves acting as we did as children, revealing everything to Him sincerely and in our own way.

Sr. Katerina Bakova was remembered. Sister was a nun from Znojmo who recently died in the odor of sanctity. During times of greatest busyness at the gate she used to say, "Lord, I cannot go to you now since I have so much work; so do you come to me and work together with me." It gave her a great peace which she radiated on those around her. Our prayer in the monastery leads to loving the other. It is worthwhile to leave all our tasks for a moment and do something just out of love. This will give us strength to pray, to work, to do anything that needs to be done.

The next day (even though it was Sunday) was devoted to the theme of work. As an introduction we listened to the homily of Fr. Manuel on "the spirituality of imperfection", and to the reflection prepared by Sr. Joanna Karaskiewicz, Prioress of St. Anna Monastery. We talked in groups, after which we shared our thoughts and experiences in common. We concentrated especially on some questions important for us all: How to proceed so that work is kept in its proper place; how to avoid activism, overwork, excessive tiredness; how to reach true engagement and collaboration of all for the good of the community; how to protect what is most precious in our life.

We talked about the need for an appropriate schedule, the need to remove the heaviest work little by little, and the need to avoid accepting any jobs with deadlines from the outside. All this should be a matter of concern for the whole community. It appears that beneath the objective level of a certain situation, i.e. some work to be done and how to share it, there exists the deeper psychodynamic dimension of our mutual relations in community. Solving certain problems often leads us back to the need and ability to talk to and reach agreement with each other. This is related to the growth of the whole community in maturity, which is a very lengthy process. Balance and harmony in keeping work in its proper place in daily life in the monastery is a problem that cannot be solved generally, and once and for all. We must simply come to terms with the fact that we are not perfect, and that not everything will get done...

After dinner we gathered with the sisters from the Znojmo monastery and again introduced ourselves to each other by name. Then Sister Michaela told us some moving stories about their community since the time of its foundation after the Second World War, the history of their faithfulness during communism, and that of the new beginning in Holy Cross Monastery in Znojmo. With Father Damian as guide we then visited the monastery and the church. Its history goes back to the time of St. Hyacinth, who went through this place on his way from Bologna to Poland.

On Monday September 11th our theme was: The Place of Rest in the Life of a Community of Nuns. Father Manuel in his homily invited us to realize that our communities are not only the smoothly- functioning Body of Christ, but represent His suffering Body as well. They need healing, they long for compassion and mercy, they are grateful for understanding in their endeavors, they look forward to the joy of the seventh day. As an introduction to the common discussion we listened to the contribution prepared by Sr. Dominika Sokolowska, Prioress of the monastery in Radonie. We paid special attention to the importance of recreation for building bonds in community, learning to know each other, resting and feasting. In fact, it seems that an understanding of recreation as a time of joy, leisure, and relaxation has not yet fully matured. Since joy comes from the interior, in earlier times it was not deemed "appropriate" to laugh aloud in the monastery. We brought home to our communities a theme for consideration: "How can we celebrate the joyful sense of the seventh day?"

The last night of our meeting was filled with a long, wonderful recreation at which sisters from the host monastery took part. A special feature was the concert of Father Angelik Micka from the local community of Dominican friars. Fr. Angelik first accompanied us on his accordion as we sang Czech folk songs; he then played several pieces of classical music on violin. Finally he invited us to the church where we could hear the sound of a recently repaired organ. The night was completed with songs and dances, and lots of fun and laughter. It was very late when we left the beautiful Gothic hall in the cloister of the monastery that was the place of all our meetings.

The next day, after celebrating Mass and having breakfast together we set out on the journey to our homes. We took with us the final words of Fr. Manuel's last homily: "All faith is simple - if not, something is wrong with it!" In farewell, Father Ambroz Svatos, a great admirer of St. Lady Zdislava, blessed us from his window with the Saint's relics.

The meeting in Znojmo was another meeting of representatives from the monasteries in our region, and it was a joyful meeting of friends. We hope that our discussions, our sincere sharing of what is joyful and what is problematic in our communities, can contribute to raising the quality of our life, and discovering its depth and beauty ever anew. This meeting can also be an inspiration for exchanges in our own communities, since we all should be co-responsible for creating the schedules of the day, the week, and the year. Avoiding excessive activism and haste in our homes, finding time for study and private prayer, and keeping a good atmosphere in the community: these should be our common interest, so that we can wisely fill the time given to us to serve God and witness to Him.

News from the Nuns in Nijmegen

Nijmegen, Netherlands
By Sr. Mirjam Witte, OP

As the Master was in the Netherlands this month for the visitation of his brethren, we invited him to celebrate the Eucharist with us, and we spoke with him about our situation here.  This took place on October 4th.  We considered this visit to be our celebration of the 800 years of the Founding  of the Dominican Nuns. We were very much encouraged by hearing from the Master that he understands our situation. He gave us his blessing and said, “We live now. This too is God’s Providence.”
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We are a community of nine sisters between the ages of 71 and 93 years. We have been graciously received by the Dominican Sisters of Neerbosch, who have their own Residential Care Home. Our four oldest sisters are living in this Home; the others are living nearby and give them extra care when needed.

When we met with the Dominican Governing Boards, Sr. Sara Bohmer of the Dominican Sisters of Bethany told me that in April, 2007, a pilgrimage of the German Dominican Sisters to Prouilhe is being organised, and that they still have a few free places. So we said that two of our sisters would like to join them to represent us at this celebration.  Who would ever have imagined that this would be possible!

For our own benefit and for mutual inspiration, we would appreciate hearing how other monasteries are preparing for this Jubilee.  
THE FOUNDATION OF DOMINICAN CONTEMPLATIVE NUNS 

IN INDIA NOW HAS THREE TEMPORARILY PROFESSED NUNS

Introduction

By Sr. Maria Luz, OP (India)

At the request of Sr. M. Emmanuelle of the Bocaue monastery in the Philippines, editor of Monialibus, we send the following article so that others can join us in praise and thanksgiving for a marvelous event.

You may remember that the India foundation began in 2002. Small step by small step, we have reached the point described below. The three who are now temporarily professed nuns were with us in India at the beginning of the foundation. After a year of experiencing our life, and after a year of postulancy, they received the Habit in 2004. As white-veil novices they spent another year in India and then went to Spain for their second (and canonical) year. 

In the monastery of Our Lady of the Incarnation, in Cangas del Narcea (Asturias, Spain) they will now spend three more years – that is, until they make, God willing, their Solemn Profession. Then they will return to their country to continue as members of the India foundation.

Three other novices went to Cangas in August of 2006, to begin the second of their two “white -veil” years. With them is a Dominican Sister, also a native of India, who is a member of an active Congregation; she has already spent a year in the Monastery there, to experience the life of the contemplative nuns with a view to transferring.

In India (Kerala) at present, there are, with three professed nuns, two postulants, and   four girls who are spending three years of live-in experience in the community and, simultaneously, they are continuing their academic studies for two years before beginning their postulancy. (In India girls enter convents at a young age and need time to mature in every way.)

________________   

Profession Day

By Sr. M. Angelines, OP (Spain)
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The tenth of October, 2006, was a memorable day for the new foundation of Dominican contemplative nuns in India. The first three novices of the foundation took another step in their Dominican life by making temporary vows in the monastery of Cangas de Narcea, (Asturias, Spain) where they are continuing their monastic formation in preparation for their return to India as solemnly professed nuns.

Expressly for the great event of their profession, Fr. Manuel Merten, Promoter of the nuns, came to Cangas to represent the Master of the Order, and he shared with us the unforgettable days surrounding the Profession.

The ceremony was simple but very moving. Concelebrating the Mass with Fr. Merten were several other Dominican Friars, as well as other priests known to the community. Father Merten addressed us in the name of the Master of the Order, and in his own name, to thank the Cangas community and its Mother Prioress for their courage and generosity in moving ahead with the new foundation. He also thanked Sr. Mary Luz, its moving force, and recalled what she had said to him in a letter some days before the ceremony: “Your earlier visit to Cangas to talk about this foundation now seems long ago. But could we have imagined then that only four years later you would be attending the Profession of three novices? I think that the idea of such a marvelous reality never went through any of our minds.” Above all, Fr.Merten thanked the three novices of the foundation for following by their profession the leadership of St. Dominic, fulfilling together with all the brothers and sisters of the Order of Preachers throughout the whole world, the beautiful mission: To Praise, to Bless, to Preach.

We members of the Cangas monastery also are grateful to God for these new members of the Order. They are, and they realize that they are, the first three pillars on which God will continue to build – with the contribution of our grain of sand. We invite you to thank God with us for having brought us to this point. And we ask Him to continue to help us as He has done up to now, sometimes in amazing ways.

Monastery of Corpus Christi (1927-2005)

Flanders, Belgium

 By Sr. Ann-Marie, OP 
Kermt (Province of Limburg)

On September 15th, 1927, seven Dominican nuns – some of whom were Flemish – from ‘Monastère de Bethlehem’ in Dinant founded a new community in Kermt (Limburg, Belgium). Soon it became obvious that the housing, an old castle, could not provide suitable accommodation for a monastic life as envisioned at the beginning.

Zelem (Province of Limburg)

In August 1928, the sisters moved from the castle in Kermt to St. Jansberg in Zelem, at the very spot where a charterhouse had stood from 1328 till the French revolution.  Afterwards the domain was sold to a German baron. 

It would change owners several times, be temporarily uninhabited, and house a vocational instruction school before the nuns moved into the building. The building complex bore the marks of all these very different occupants, and from the very beginning the new occupants of the house were aware of the fact that a lot of tidying up and adjustment had to be done in order to create a suitable climate for a life of contemplation.  The rural character of St. Jansberg and the beautiful environment were God’s gift for the Dominican nuns.

The sisters formed a religious community according to the Constitutions of the Order. They dedicated themselves to God, and sanctified time in a fixed rhythm of the liturgy of the hours. After the Dominican tradition, study held a very important place in their lives (cf. Dominican theologians). Of course, means of subsistence had to be found.  The work of their hands provided the biggest part of their income with the cultivation of vegetables and fruits. They also made hosts, manufactured liturgical vestments, and sold small paintings. The community offered hospitality as well, with three guest rooms.

Even though the conditions were rather poor, the community of Zelem flourished and became vibrant. Day after day, the sisters faithfully lived, prayed, studied and worked.  They grew to be a religious, spiritual community of women, some of them even spiritual mentors.

However, the outside world was evolving fast, indeed very fast, and in a different direction. After the Second Vatican Council, things also changed inside the monastery: the grilles disappeared, the liturgy was adapted, and the veils became smaller and less complicated.  Friends and visitors could have a better view of the inside.  All this was accepted with a positive attitude.

But the story continues. We all know the bitter reality for many religious communities when few postulants come, sisters are getting old and need care, or are even bedridden: the community is shrinking, a lot of work needs to be done by fewer sisters, and the environment is not ‘user-friendly’ for the elderly. The so-called ‘young ones’ who are already retired, or nearly retired, are expected to do all the work.

Kontich (Province of Antwerp)

Around the ‘90s of last century the problem became evident to everyone. The community was trying to find a way to continue to live our contemplative life as Dominican sisters as authentically as possible.  We had the opportunity of adapting a wing of the old people’s home of Kontich to our needs.  If necessary, we could make use of the services of the nearby health care centre.

In October 1993, we were able to live in the new monastery, now fully adapted to the needs of the elderly sisters. This made life a bit easier and saved a lot of energy.

However, time wasn’t standing still and we kept getting older.  The promised help from the health care centre soon became inadequate due to lack of staff, so we tried to take care of the sisters ourselves.  As soon as a sister needed help during the night, though, we were obliged to send her to a nursing home.  In December 2000, the ‘Zusters der Christelijke Scholen van Vorselaar’ offered to help by caring for one of our sisters in a special care wing in one of their monasteries.

Through the daily routine of praying, reading, studying (for those unable to do physical work anymore) and working, the community became conscious of the need for temporary separation.  Two bedridden sisters made the decision themselves, and asked to go to the nursing home. For others this was very difficult; some of them hoped till the last moment that they would be able to stay.

A visit from a member of the Curia in Rome, Fr. Renouard, accelerated the process.  He agreed with the decisions already taken and exhorted us to execute them.  As an uninvolved outsider, he could see better than we could. For us, the ‘young ones’, it was the most stressful time. We could not catch up any more: the balance in our contemplative life had been gone for some time now. A willing cooperation with the Provincial and his confreres resulted in solutions to our juridical and financial issues.

Pilgrims

It is impossible to tell how it really was for me. It was hard, very hard, to bring the sisters one after another to the nursing home.  Each time, all over again, I felt pain, sadness, guilt, emptiness, relief, confusion, regret, doubt… On March 4th, 2005, I was the last one to leave Kontich, even as I had left Zelem eleven years before to find the community reunited in Kontich.  During the sabbatical I regularly visited my sisters at the nursing home. It gives me peace and happiness when I see and hear them.  In spite of their very old age (seven older than 92, one almost 90), they’re still alert and attentive to what happens in their little community, in the Order and in the wide world.

The present Master of our Order, Carlos Aspiroz Costa, wrote an article on the ‘itinerancy’ of the Order. This vision fits our community: still living flexibly, faithful to God and to each other, looking to the future and to our final destination. “‘Usque ad mortem’: you gave your word”, said the visitator to the sisters. 

I am so thankful that these women, my fellow sisters, have become what they are; and that, wherever they are, they are living their vocation as Dominican sisters totally, happily and humbly, giving bold witness to the constant presence of God in good times and bad.

Thank you for your sympathy and prayer for our community.   

Council of the Dominican Family in Latin America 
and the Caribbean
(COFADALC)
By Sr. Rosa María López, OP
(Federation of Santa Maria de Guadalupe, México)

Dear brothers and sisters:

With pleasure I greet you in communion with Jesus Christ and our Father Saint Dominic.
After some difficulty, I was able to attend the meeting of the Council of the Dominican Family in Latin America and the Caribbean (COFADALC) which was held in the Institute Pedro de Córdoba in Santiago, Chile, and I would like to share with you the beautiful family experience I had. The creation of COFADALC was decided upon at the First Assembly of the Dominican Family of Latin America and the Caribbean in August in 2003, and finalized at a meeting held in Chile in February 2004. At that time the council was formed, and they worked out the statutes approved in November 2004. In these statutes it is stated that “COFADALC is made up of the Coordinators of each branch of the Dominican Family in Latin America and the Caribbean. These coordinators are appointed by the Master of the Order, or by the different branches of the Dominican Family. Therefore COFADALC is composed of: 1) a nun of ALC who is also a member of the International Commission of nuns; 2) the President of CIDALC; 3) the Coordinator of CODALC; 4) the Coordinator of LAIDALC; 5) the representative of the International Council of the Dominican Youth Movement (IDYM).”
As noted above, the idea of a nun taking part in the meetings of this Council of the Dominican Family comes from the authors of the statutes, who were anxious that all branches of the Order be represented in COFADALC.

At the Assembly of all the International Commissions of the Order in Prouilhe in April-May 2006, we had the opportunity of working in groups according to our regions. At this Assembly it was decided that the nuns be represented in the Council of the Dominican Family of Latin America and the Caribbean. I was asked to be the nuns’ delegate, but first I needed to speak with the Federal Mother and the Assistant of the Federation in Mexico.

What is COFADALC?

COFADALC is a sphere of vitality, participation, communion, and collaboration among the various branches of the Dominican Family of ALC. It does not have any juridical authority, but is simply a space to develop a relationship where the most important thing is to share and get to know concrete situations which affect us spiritually and affectively. We then communicate to our brothers and sisters all the reflections and projects that can motivate and encourage us.

What is the objective of COFADALC?
Having found that our needs keep us closer and help us cooperate, the primary aim of COFADALC is to accompany each other in our life, through dialogue and common discernment -- the experience of interacting and working as a family. It is more a philosophical conception, a guideline, than a task. Our mission is to help grow another relationship fostering respect among equals; to attempt to create a center where the Dominican vocation can be promoted, where one can express oneself freely; to foster a respectful silence where the members of the Dominican Family can give a conscious, responsible, and mature response to their vocation.

The Assembly of COFADALC, as stated above, took place in the Institute Pedro de Córdoba, in Santiago, Chile -- a beautiful place, comfortable and welcoming. The participants were: Sr. Liliana Baldoni, President of COFADALC, Fr. Joao Xerry, President of CIDALC, Sr. María Isabel, a Sister of the Presentation who was assisting as secretary, Luisa Caroca from the Dominican Youth Movement, and myself.

I would like to share with you some highlights of this meeting.

After greeting each other and conversing about our concerns and expectations for the meeting, the Gospel according to St. John 10:14-18 was proclaimed. We then began work on the prepared agenda. The items dealt with were:

. the general report on what has been accomplished up to now;
. reports from each branch;
. dialogue about our experience at the Meeting of Prouilhe-Fanjeaux;
. proposals of COFADALC in relation to the meeting in France and the Jubilee Year of the Order in                                                                          Latin America and Caribbean;
. the organization of the next assembly of COFADALC.
It was interesting to learn the circumstances of COFADALC‘s genesis. I was happy to find that FADO in Latin America had taken into account the proposal of the International Assembly of the Dominican Family in Manila. This proposal, as you recall, was the setting-up of local, regional, and national promoter teams formed by friars, sisters, laity, and nuns. All of them are in charge of promoting FADO through meetings.

Five people took part in this assembly. We were able to share and dialogue freely and confidently about the situation most worrisome to us, and how it could be strengthened in our branch. We talked about formation, and that we must educate for freedom: responsibility in the exercise of freedom is essential to having mature people in our communities. In Dominican life, study is a priority, one of the centers of our spirituality. Actually doing it is a matter of fidelity, but one which cannot be preserved without a true conviction of study’s importance. 

When we spoke about Prouilhe, each one of us relived the beautiful experience of family that we had there. We realized that the passage of two months’ time did not wipe away that experience; rather, our reminiscences were deeper.

We all agree that the experience of Family was something extraordinary. We could see the action of the Holy Spirit as the meeting developed, since not everything was programmed. Everyone felt the happiness of living as brothers; the flame of Our Father Dominic´s fire that was burning among us was also burning within. It was very important to us to walk on the same ground on which our Father Saint Dominic walked, and to look upon the same valleys, the same mountains, which he looked upon. But it was even more important to be in tune with his free spirit, which made him look searchingly upon the reality of the Church: he was a man of God completely open to receiving the Truth in his mind and heart, so that he could communicate it to the rest of mankind in his burning word and holy life.

Concerning the celebration of the Jubilee Year, we were asked to work together with FADO to edit the lectures of Fanjeaux, Sr. Bárbara’s and Fr Lian’s; to provide information about the websites relating to FADO; and to design material with attractive messages, using the extraordinary possibilities that the cybermedia offer us. Luisa Caroca will be in charge of preparing all the information to be shared. We should all contribute, sharing our reflections and experiences of Dominican Family during this Jubilee Year.

We did not discuss the next assembly of the Dominican Family, as there will be some changes shortly in the governing body of CIDALC and CODALC.

At the end of the meeting we did an evaluation. All the members expressed their happiness in being together and sharing our life, our ideas, and our expectations for FADO in our region. Personally, I would like to say that after this meeting I am more conscious of the importance of our presence in the Dominican Family. I discovered COFADALC as a place offered to us to establish a dialogue with the other branches of the Order. There was open communication among us based on equality and respect, which made me feel very good. I am most grateful to Fr. Guillermo, who welcomed us fraternally in the Institute Pedro de Córdoba. I thank our sisters of the Monastery of Saint Rose who received us with open arms when the assembly was over. Although I was there just a few days, it was enough time to experience their rich and fraternal life, which is also a life of intense study. It was truly a valuable gift for me to know them, and to know the history of a monastery with the name of my patroness, Saint Rosa of Lima. I am very grateful to them for their hearty welcome. What a joy have family all over the world!

Nuns at the Heart of the Preaching Family

By Sr. Claire Marie, OP
Prouilhe  

My mother tongue is English.  When I first met Dominicans while visiting France, I was just starting to learn French. Hearing the name of the Order for the first time, I understood it to be "the Order of Pecheurs." My English ear could not yet hear that French ‘r’. Pecheurs means ‘sinners' so I had understood that this was "the Order of Sinners.” I was quick to realise my mistake and laugh at it, but I have always thought that there was a great deal of truth to it. I find it wonderful to be a part of an Order of Sinners who have personally discovered, and therefore preach, God's mercy!

With time, I learned that the Order of ‘Pecheurs’(Sinners) has a special veneration for Mary Magdalene, that woman of desire, who anointed the feet of Jesus with precious perfume: “Her sins were forgiven for she loved much.” It was another reason to feel at home. The figure of Mary Magdalen has always touched me and awakened, or echoed, my contemplative heart. 

Like Dominican nuns, I sensed that I was being “called to sit like Mary Magdalene at the feet of Jesus and listen to His words” (LCM 1.III). I was curious to discover how those who “make of their house, and especially of their heart, a place of silence” (LCM 46.I) could call themselves Preachers. Where I came from, in day to day life the word “preach” had negative connotations. To preach at someone was to take a position of superiority and tell others what to think or believe, or how they should act.  In church circles it meant to stand up at the pulpit and give a sermon. How could I call myself a Preacher? I am not naturally a person of many words.

When my missionary heart learned that St. Thérèse of Lisieux is called the patroness of missionaries, I was confirmed in my belief that there was a mysterious link between prayer and effective preaching. It dawned on me that a life of contemplative prayer could possibly be the most effective way that I had to be useful to the world, which I so loved. This mysterious link is called “communion.” As the desert cry of the preacher John the Baptist was preceded by the silence of Zechariah, so my silence and prayer can mysteriously precede and accompany the preaching of others. Prayer is a work of mercy. It is apostolic. It is a labour of love with the intention of being effective “for the salvation of souls” (LCM 1.II).

Yes, I believe that the nuns have a vital but mysterious place in the heart of the Order. It can be compared to the mystery of Mary who is at the origin and in the heart of the Church. So what was the place of Mary? She said little, but what would the life of Jesus or of the Church be, without her? She was present, receiving, believing, interceding, holding in her heart all that she witnessed. She contemplated, she questioned, she tried to fathom the mystery of the incarnation. Mary was present, lovingly present, from the crib to the cross. She was also there in the upper room with the disciples at Pentecost, attracting the Holy Spirit upon the disciples. The contemplative nuns of the Order of Preachers should be this loving presence at the heart of the Order. Their faithful abiding in love can contribute to its fruitfulness. As St. Thérèse of Lisieux said: in the heart of the Church we shall be love.

Our place in the heart of the preaching Family is really a question of love, crazy love. We have to admit that, to ‘the world’ (and to some Dominicans), the contemplative nun's vocation appears to be a bit crazy. It could be compared to the folly of St. Mary Magdalene, wasting all that expensive perfume. Our lives, which are far more precious than perfume, are poured out in gratuitous love. Our lives provoke questioning; they are a sign, a preaching. If God does  not exist, then such a preaching is complete folly; but if you believe that God exists and that prayer is powerful, then it is wisdom. What is folly to men is wisdom for God (1Cor 1:25). Our lives not only preach to the world the existence of God, but they say that God can sustain a human heart, He can be our source, He is enough, He is that priceless treasure for which we should sell all, and He is what is essential. Not only is He our destiny when we go to heaven but He can be our joy in this present life.

Yes, we are preachers by our very lives.

In 1989 our dear brother Damian Byrne wrote a document on "The Ministry of Preaching." In this document, brother Damian did not limit the understanding of the word preaching to that of giving a homily during the Eucharist. He began by saying that “the key to Dominic’s success as a preacher was his manner of life… it  is  not so much what we say that wins people, as what we are.” He reminded us that “our Lord converted sinners like Matthew with a word, Peter with a single glance, He ate with sinners….in action and in word, Jesus proclaimed the compassionate love of God.”  As it was for Jesus and for Dominic, so it was for Damian. Those who had the grace to meet and know him can witness to the fact that he preached as much by his manner of life as by his words. Whenever I hear someone speak of him they talk of his humility, his evangelical poverty and his deep compassion. Brother Damian’s life was a preaching. He said in this document that “words are empty unless they are supported by the witness of life both individually and as a community. The common life is inextricably linked with the preaching mission. Missio and communio are two sides of the same coin, both in the Church and in the Order. We cannot separate them." And then Damian went on to say: “It is precisely here, through the witness of their lives, that our contemplative sisters are at the heart of our preaching family.”

Is it not this that Dominic had in mind when, eight hundred years ago, he called the first community of women to the Holy Preaching at Prouilhe ? He could have picked a safer place to plant that community, but no, they were founded right in the middle of a spiritual wasteland, on a “line of fracture” (P. Claverie); they were completely surrounded by Cathars. These Cathars had had enough of those who did not practice what they preached.  The lives of the heretics who were speaking errors were more credible than the words of those who were trying to preach truth without integrating it into their lifestyle. Words were not enough, so Dominic and Diego then did something very heroic, if you ask me: they abandoned their horses. (You have to remember that I come from the “far west” and love horses.) They decided to go by foot -- sometimes bare-footed -- and to preach in “act and in word.” Like St. Francis they wanted to “preach everywhere and always and, if necessary, even with words.”  It was important to be seen and not only just heard as followers of Jesus. I think that when Dominic gathered the women together to form the Holy Preaching of Prouilhe he wanted the community to be a light shining in spiritual darkness, a visible, incarnate example of evangelical values, a community from which emanated the living presence of Jesus. Prouilhe was to be a silent yet powerful preaching.
In a world where people are saying, like the disciple Philip, “We would like to see Jesus,” and seekers like the apostle Andrew are asking “Where do you dwell?” our monasteries should be places where people can “Come and see.” I am always a bit amazed when I hear people outside of my community make remarks like: “What a radiant community! There is such a spirit of gentle joy here. The love of God is almost tangible in the love that you have for one another!”  It usually happens just when I’m not feeling very radiant, loving, gentle or joyful. Yet it is true: even when it is not our experience as individuals, this is what the community is radiating! The Holy Trinity dwells among us and shines through! A Dominican community, when it is healthy, radiates joy and the presence of God. Those who are in contact with the community sense that God dwells there and He touches them…. He is the one who preaches directly to their hearts. 

So we see that when we reflect together about preaching it would be unfortunate to limit our understanding of the word as the giving of the homily at Eucharistic celebrations. There are countless ways of preaching. This was the clear consensus which became apparent when the nuns responded to the recent document on preaching. (You will recall that one was prepared for the General Chapter of Providence by a commission composed of five Dominican theologians: Sr. Mary O’Driscoll, Sr. Mary Catherine Hilkert, Sr. Benedikta Hinterberger, Fr. Hervé Legrand and Fr. Paul Philibert.)

 The General Chapter commissioned the Assistant for the Apostolic Life and the Assistant for Intellectual life to continue studies on the topic of preaching. The two assistants then addressed a letter to the whole Dominican family in order to get as broad an overview as possible. The International Commission of Nuns received the document and the letter from the Assistants,  and after a bit of discussion they decided it would be well to involve the monasteries in the reflection before responding. Aware that the document had had no input from the nuns, that the nuns' perspective on preaching was missing, they sensed that the Order's reflection on the subject could be enriched by their contribution. 

The members of the International Commission then asked the monasteries to discuss the document as well as the questions accompanying it. They felt that it was only in daring to share our different perceptions and experiences of preaching that we as an Order would arrive at a fuller understanding of Dominican preaching.

It was quite moving to listen to the different members of the International Commission at the meeting in Rome (October 2004) as they reported the answers they had received from the monasteries of their regions. Much thought and energy had been put into the reflection and one could sense that the nuns around the world are of one heart and mind on the matter. They do not have an identity problem: we are preachers… in our specific way. If preaching is not part of our spirituality, our spirituality would not be Dominican.

Here are some of the statements made about preaching:

· There are many opportunities to preach.

· Our way of living together is a way of preaching.

· The Word proclaimed and celebrated in the Liturgy of the Hours is a preaching.

· A beautiful liturgy or the sacred space of our churches is a form of preaching.

· The welcome we give in our guesthouses and parlours is a form of preaching.

· Preaching starts with silence and listening – to whom do we listen ? 

· We preach to one another in our common life.

· Intercessions: both spontaneous and prepared intercessions at the Offices and Eucharist are a forum for preaching.

· Wearing our habits is  form of preaching.

· The monastery itself gives a prophetic message.

· So does praying the Rosary together, 

· And speaking the truth in daily life;

· And sharing our insights from our reading of Scripture.

· The monasteries are schools of prayer; they promote prayer.

· Living in silence is a preaching.

· Dominic’s prayer was a preaching. In his Nine Ways of Prayer he preached, in an incarnate way, the Word Incarnate.

Some Commission members noted that although the document prepared for the Providence Chapter focused a great deal on the pastoral question of preaching during the Eucharist, and on the ordination of women, the nuns of the Order of Preachers were saying that they do not feel the need to ask permission or to be given a mandate to do homiletic preaching at Mass. Ordination is not necessary for preaching. They are committed to their duty of being preachers in their own specific way and to supporting  the preaching ministries of the other branches of the Dominican Family. 

Brother Chrys McVey, Assistant for Apostolic Life, was present at our discussions and he thanked us for the contribution of the nuns which broadens the reflection and raises to the consciousness of the whole Order that there are thousands of ways of  preaching.  He said: "We didn’t realise how much or in how many ways we preach.” “When we think of it, Dominic is always seen as preaching, but not specifically at the Mass.”

In conclusion, I would like to come back to that great contemplative, St. Mary Magdalene. We can sense that it was love that moved her to anoint the feet of Jesus in Simeon's house, and to wash them with her tears. It was love that motivated her to sit at His feet listening to His words in Bethany. Love pushed her, too, to be present at the foot of the cross and then to  search for Him tearfully in the garden. She was there obstinately present in her loving despair. In response to this great love, Jesus came to her, called her by her name and revealed Himself to her. She heard Jesus with her own ears. She saw Him with her own eyes. She was a true witness.  Only then did she receive her mission to go and announce the life-giving presence of our risen and beloved Lord. This was how a crazy contemplative woman became a preacher, to the point of being called “the apostle of the apostles” and a patroness of the Order of Preachers.

May our love and our lives also be a Holy Preaching for “the salvation of souls.” 

Monastery Work

By work the nuns share the common lot of most people, especially the poor. 

 Since in their life work is subordinated to contemplation, 

this manifests a right ordering of values among earthly activities, 

according to the spirit of the Beatitudes. (LCM 105. III) 

At the meeting held in Torrent, Valencia, in July 2005, I was asked to write about the project we are carrying out in my monastery, that is, the breeding and care of a special amphibian, a salamander specific to Lake Pátzcuaro. So I have decided to write a report to comply with this request. This is a short presentation written in a simple way, just to offer a brief summary of my monastery’s project. I would like to ask for your prayers for the success of our project, because we need God’s grace to accept and overcome all the difficulties we might find in this endeavour.

By Sr. Rosa Mª López, OP

A BEQUEST FROM OUR PREDECESSORS
The present community of the Monastery of Mary Immaculate of Health (Mexico) has inherited a number of valuable abilities and a particular body of knowledge from our sister-forerunners, especially the formulation of achoque syrup. According to our chronicles, our sisters were in dire trouble due to the community’s poverty. One day a doctor came, and he felt sorry for them because he realized the precarious situation of the nuns. There were some sisters suffering from serious asthmatic problems, so he decided to give them a formula for a syrup which would help improve their health as well as their economic situation. There is another version of this story, but since it doesn’t come from the monastery chronicles it is probably a legend. It is said that the community was sad and worried because one of the sisters was very sick. One day the bell rang and when a sister opened the door, she found a woman who said that she knew one of the sisters was very ill, and she wanted to tell them how to give her relief. The woman then told her how to prepare achoque syrup. It is believed that this lady was the Blessed Virgin Mary who wanted to heal one of her daughters. 
WHAT IS THE ACHOQUE?
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The achoque is an aquatic animal, a salamander specific to Lake Pátzcuaro. Its scientific name is ambystoma dumerili. It belongs to the Ambystomatidae family, genus Ambystoma, class amphibian, order Urodela, Suborder Ambystomatoidea. The achoque’s skin is wet and soft, as is the skin of mos t amphibians. Although they are mature, that is, fully developed, they retain the characteristics of the larval stage and are able to reproduce without undergoing any metamorphosis. Their regenerative capacity resides principally within the vertebrate parts of their body, such as the tail, legs, gills and lower part of the jaw. Their care and management can be carried out in aquaria, and they are an excellent biological species for biomedical research. Their reproduction is seasonal; in undisturbed echosystems (unfortunately not the case of Lake Pátzcuaro), the Ambystomas are the last link in the food chain; that is, they are natural scavengers. In the “purépecha” culture descended from the Náhuatl people, the achoque was worshiped, and it is believed that the animal was used in the religious rites of the Náhuatl culture. This amphibian was also used as food and medicine by the people who settled on the banks of Lake Pátzcuaro. With the passage of time the achoque’s wild population has decreased significantly. The main cause of the reduction has been the pollution of the Lake and unfavorable environmental conditions.
OUR WORK IN A PROJECT OF STUDY, RESEARCH AND RECOVERY OF THE ACHOQUE (AMBYSTOMA DUMERILI)
In regard to this topic, I would like to mention Fr. Gerardo Guerra Mayaudón, o.p., Doctor of Biology. He visited our monastery in 1985 and recommended that we try breeding and maintaining the achoque in captivity, in order to continue the preparation of achoque syrup. He proposed a project and offered to support it himself, but at the time the community rejected the idea. A year later Fr. Gerardo took some amphibians to the laboratory of the Institute of Biology of the University of Mexico, where he researched the behavior, reproduction and curative properties of the achoque. He started to work with some University students on the establishment of an Ambystoma mexicanum colony, as this species belongs to the same genus as the achoque. After a few years the community began to be concerned, since the colonies of achoque were decreasing as Fr. Gerardo had foreseen. Providentially in May of the year 2000, Fr. Gerardo came to our monastery and once again talked to us about the project of reproducing the achoque in captivity. This time the community agreed to his suggestion. Fr. Gerardo himself couldn’t help us with the project but he left Esteban Prado, one of his University students, in charge. Esteban was from Xochimilco and used to work with ambystoma mexicanum. Now, however, there were scientists who were interested in our project, but with aims very different from our own; and there were also people from the government who were interested, but only from an economic point of view. So the community was suddenly involved in an unwanted conflict. 
BEGINNING OF THE WORK, DIFFICULTIES WITH LEGALIZATION, RECOGNITION OF OUR UNITY OF MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
The project was started with eight wild specimens, kept in plastic containers until their new habitat could be devised. We fed them different foods, such as leaves and wet flat maize tortillas, just to try and keep them alive. Later on we started feeding them earthworms.

The animals survived until we got special containers for their new habitat. In a short time we got them to reproduce in captivity and the first stage began, that is, the first generation. Two sisters of the community were in charge of the amphibians’ care, and they were delighted with this work. They learned to control the population, classifying them, using the observation stand, and keeping track of the census. They tested different types of treatment for sick specimens, and from the start, they learned to manage the technical equipment and even to prepare custom fishtanks.

They continued their research of the achoque, putting all their newfound knowledge into practice; and so the work increased as well as the challenges. We ran into serious difficulties and obstacles with regard to the legalization of our project. We asked for help in various ways, but our requests went unheeded and we were even defamed in the mass media. But thanks be to God for His mercy and the protection of the Blessed Virgin of Health: little by little all the problems were resolved. Well-known scientists and important people from the University supported our project, and were able to talk about the real interests behind it all.  Finally the State Governor became involved, and recommended that the Fishing Secretary work towards a different orientation in our regard. Several persons were removed from their posts because of dishonesty. After all this controversy and suffering, our program of management was approved and we got the licence for the project in July 2003. The program of management was called “THE BIOLOGICAL STATION FOR THE INTEGRAL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT TO SUSTAIN THE AMBYSTOMA DUMERILI (JIMBANI ERANDI)”. (The latter expression means “new dawn”.) This event was a reason for great joy not only for the community of nuns, but also for the Dominican friars and for our relatives and friends. In some way all of them have suffered with us the hard consequences of this difficult struggle. We received permission for ambystoma reproduction, and also various laws we had to comply with. The next step was to get the development licence, which we did with no problems on January 28th, 2005.
CURRENT SITUATION
The Ambystoma dumerili colony has continued to develop. The stage of reproduction management has been consolidated, and it is now in the third stage. We had to expand the space for the aquarium equipment, and we tested new ways of treating the water and food supply. The equipment has been improved for the colony’s welfare. The work has increased: now four sisters are needed to take care of the station. There is also one more sister who looks after worms to feed the Ambystomas, since they eat only living organisms. Once they are born, we feed them zooplankton and daphnia cultivated in the monastery. Later as they mature, we feed them worms or “acociles” which are indigenous to Mexico; these are like shrimp, but they live in fresh water. 
HOW WE LIVE THIS EVENT AS DOMINICAN NUNS
Many people from all over the world are very interested in our work. As we are not professionals in this field of biology, we have been paying constant attention to the development of programs related to ecology and the care of creation. We have to keep an open mind according to our principles as Dominican nuns. Because of our project, we have taken part in various events relating to the environment. We also participated in a quiz program about successful national projects, and our project was the winner!

The sisters have always shown their Dominican identity and the link between our work and the work realized by St. Albert the Great, St. Thomas Aquinas, Bartolomé de las Casas, and so on. We are aware that we are not alone but rather members of a big family, the Dominican Family: we always keep the Order informed about the progress and success of our project.

Now we have a responsibility, and we are also very grateful to God because He has made us participants in the care of Life. We can see and better appreciate the magnitude and beauty of the Creation whose care God has entrusted to us.
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DOMINICAN NUNS' JUBILEE MEDAL
Designed by the Dominican Nuns of Summit, NJ,
to commemorate the 800th Anniversary of the foundation of the first monastery of Dominican Nuns at Prouilhe, France. (1206-2006) 
 
The Monastery of our Lady of the Rosary, Summit, NJ, USA has created a special jubilee year medal for the nuns. It is brass and 1" in diameter. For the monasteries only the price is (US) $.85 each which is the cost price of the medals. If you are interested in purchasing medals for your community please email the nuns at nunsopsummit@op.org with the quantity desired. They will let you know the shipping cost, etc.  You can read more information on the monastery gift shop page: www.nunsopsummit.org/gift_shop.html 
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