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Tymawr Convent

Dear Friends,
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A couple of you have had this picture in the snow.  It holds a lot of meaning for me, the dark, the grey, and the brilliant gold, reflecting so much of life here, and of the lives of one of two of you as well.  In fact probably most lives deeply lived.  This little community has certainly had its grey and gold.  Two Sisters died early in the year, then Tanja arrived back to re-enter the Novitiate, Rosalind was professed in October, becoming Sister Rosalind Mary, and the next day Tanja was clothed as a Novice, so for a while we can be the ‘naughty novices’ that turn up in films and books on nuns!  I start my profession retreat before the end of the year, and in early January will become Sister Elizabeth SSC.  (And if the weather is anything like last January the Bishop will need skis.  Rowan Williams had to walk out of his Retreat, his driver met him at the main road.)  Our resident anchorite, Jack, went home to Scotland, but changed his mind several times as to whether he wanted to stay there or come back. He came back.  Liz and Martin were here for two months at the beginning of the year, and when they left, Viv came for three months.  Now Martin and Liz have come to live here for several months – with their cats, so there are five cats on the premises.   And a former Franciscan hopes to come alongside late next year.  Martin took this picture when they were living alongside earlier this year, the view from my bedroom.  But that gold – wonderful.
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My own family things started earlier when my father died quite suddenly at the end of January.  His story, when I found him in A&E on a Saturday, was that the day before he had taken his friend Betty’s dog for its daily walk and never got home, and when he came to, in hospital, I was asking why he had moved the lunch venue.  Actually there were a few hours missing, angels drove the car home (he’d had a massive heart attack) and didn’t park it very well.  But he didn’t know and he died early the next morning, on the ward.  Asked about allergies, he said, ‘to being ill’, and indeed he’d known only a few days illness in almost 97 years of active life, lived independently and helpfully to the end.  Thank you God.  A confirmed atheist, I think myself he would have got the most   wonderful surprise, and probably my mother saying ‘I told you so!’                                                               




Photo, aged 95 with Gemma       
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Sr Mary Jean died, after a long and miserable illness, two weeks later and her funeral was on my father’s birthday.  The cantrix at her funeral was Sr Anne, and she was ill after it, and died two months later, in her own room here.

Sr Anne had been in charge of the music and a cantrix for half a century so I have suddenly found myself doing a lot more singing, including all the Mass settings.  I am NOT a singer, but thanks to Catrin providing me with keyboards, and a dogged nature, I am getting better.  I have been singing daily for nearly 5 years now.  I enjoy it, even though practising takes up a lot of time so I rarely get out to garden any more.  And occasionally I find some heavenly music, which really does something to me.  St Michael and All Angels was such a time, and as the other cantrix was away I’d really really had to learn it, consequently was still singing it all the way to Catrin’s confirmation that evening in Bristol!  Quite mad, they thought.  I was cantrix for Rosalind Mary’s Profession.  That was nerve-wracking.  I had to start off nine pieces of music on my own.
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An important moment for my own journey was meeting Mother Winsome CSMV, my former Superior, (at an inter-novitiate day) exactly two years after I had left.  It seemed like closure somehow, although I remain very grateful for my two years there.  This year I have seen quite a bit of CSMV past and present.  Two CSMV oblates have been here, one for ten days, and another former Novice, (and one is  booked to come next summer).  I have visited Sr Meg, and also two CSMV Sisters in a branch house, and their [image: image7.jpg]I ]
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former chaplain comes here too.   Here I feel like a round (rather too round – I have a very sweet tooth!) peg in a round hole, although I couldn’t say why.  I heard one visitor say to another that she couldn’t see herself doing this year in and year out.  No, that would indeed be tedious, more about living this, year in and year out, living fully every moment, every encounter, however frustrating, wearing, challenging, or indeed delightful, those moments and encounters may be.  ‘NOW is eternal life ….’  Indeed.  Eternal life, disguised in cooking teas, puddings, and clearing-up-after cats and in encountering the Divine (or failing to encounter the Divine and being sorry) in all those distressing disguises, not so much ‘ of the poor’ (as for Mother Theresa) but in those just like me, only different!  From Joan Chittister: “It is so easy to love the God we do not see but it is much more sanctifying to serve the God we learn to see in others.”
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For Tanja’s clothing the Warden gave a very good sermon, too long to repeat here but ask if you want a copy, in which he posed the question, ‘What might a vocation to the Society of the Sacred Cross mean?’  Our chapel being dominated  by a large crucifix.  And he noted ‘a gradual discovery of the fears, inadequacies, desires, disappointments, and hopelessness which lurk in the dark places … of suppressed awareness’, our own inner darkness, not as an end in itself (as for me perhaps it was in therapy) but in order to create space for the darkness of others, visitors here and of the world.  Which tied in with a paper I was reading at that time, Justice Reflections, international papers on criminal justice that Alan Duce started.  The author from Peru was sharing his view that only if we face our own darkness can we truly greet prisoners as brothers or sisters, rather than staying in ‘them and us’ mode.  Once  we were told the story of a Rabbi with pupils.  ‘When’, he asked them, ‘can you tell that it is light’?  ‘Is it,’ came the answer, ‘when you can tell that the tree over there is an apple tree and not a pear tree?’  ‘No’ said the rabbi, ‘How can you tell that dawn has really come?’  ‘Is it’, they said, ‘when you can see an animal in the field and know whether it is a sheep or a goat?’  ‘No, no,’ said the Rabbi, ‘you can tell that light really has dawned when you can look into the face of any man and see your brother and look into the face of any woman and see your sister.’

[image: image10.jpg]CSEW



Early in the year the guests almost saw nothing of us.  Tymawr is so much more than the people in it, and despite everything the guests were writing again and again to say they had been blessed and healed, given life, one even said it had been life saving.  We had an Associates day and the Associates were asked what drew them to Tymawr.  Sacred silence (as opposed to the quiet silence when home alone), the chapel, played a large part, as did the land, in various ways.  I loved the expression ‘I am drawn to thin places and this is one of the thinnest I know, the ceiling between heaven and earth is so thin you could almost push your hand through.’  I answered silently for myself (I am not an Associate), ‘intense, deep, painful, consuming, dark (in darkness) longing for God, this way.’  A nun is something I am, not something I do, so it is 24/7, a nun at rest, a nun doing chores, a nun clearing up after cats, cooking teas or puddings, a nun in chapel (sometimes asleep!), a nun in jeans at the top of a ladder clearing drains, a cross nun...  And as Sr Cara was quoted on the Associates’ day: ‘It’s not about being perfect, it’s about being alive.’  I have been on my last inter-Novitiate conference; next year it will be ‘Junior Professed’.  It is so good to meet with other people living this strange life.  Communities vary hugely yet we all have something in common too, though I couldn’t put a finger in it as I sat with wimpled Benedictines and chatty Franciscan brothers, with contemplatives and ‘active’ Religious.  I have to learn how to keep a veil on my head again.  At least it isn’t white, to be grabbed with fingers covered with brass polish, or josterberries!  (Or plums or damson or raspberries or black currant or redcurrant or quince or pear or apple or strawberries or rhubarb or blackberries – all grown, picked and cooked here!)
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In the summer was Pippa’s birthday and her family organized a surprise weekend for her, in

Portland.  I wasn’t there as I was still in her house, so saw her off and I was on the end of the phone to get a blow by blow account of Pip’s astonishment and joy as she met people from all over, whom she thought were the other side of the channel, or even the world.  Just before that ‘my’ church in Lincoln had a party weekend, lovely to see the church (right by the Cathedral), full of life and colour inside and out.
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This winter, having missed out earlier on a trip to the CR Monastery in Mirfield because I was busy here, I managed a trip to Mirfield, with our Companion Sister Marion.  All Anglican communities form a family (reminds me of the way prison officers could move from jail to jail and fit in!) and I know folk at Mirfield but I had never actually been there.   It was a lovely trip, with some good encounters, enhanced by wonderful Benedictine hospitality.  And I loved hearing the beautifully sung Chant.  Marion is taking my Profession retreat, too.   I drove all the way back through the snow to find the WARM picture of Mair in Zimbabwe on my email.  (That bicycle has been here too!)
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Meanwhile I have been very absorbed here what with one thing and another.   Catrin pops up on a Saturday sometimes, it is only half an hour.  Mair has been with bike (could we move down the hill?!) and flute.  They have had very different years.  Catrin has qualified as an ISTD dance teacher, been confirmed, and kept up her social life (including going to America, and going to ballet class there, of course!) and Paris (photo) as well as her job.  Mair has been continually on the move, volunteering outside, (photo in Scillies), involved with Alternatives to Violence, living sometimes ‘back-to-back’ community, and she has learned the flute and fife which goes with her everywhere, and to play for people to dance, ceilidh music.  Such fun.  And then she went to join Catrin’s godmother Jan in Zimbabwe.  Very exciting; and that is where she is now.  Learning about nutrition, cross cultural communication, indeed about communication, playing her flute in church, clinics, doing blood pressures, helping with computers, printing and the internet, bible studies, dancing, a session called ‘How to be the salt of the earth’, living with seven children …  Walking and cycling are apparently mild exercise compared with carting a child around on your shoulders!

So, at the beginning and at the end (‘I am the alpha and the omega’) the light shines, and may it shine in our hearts this Christmas.

Lots of love, and good wishes for Christmas and 2011

from Lizzie/Elizabeth
lizzie.allwill@googlemail.com
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