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The light still shines in the darkness and the darkness has never put it out 

Dear Friends,

Well, here we are (mid-November as I start this,) and I’m drafting this by my window with a wonderful view over huge trees, and fields and hills in the convent in South Wales that has been my home for the last six months.  No decisions have been made so my permanent address is still c/o Catrin, or email, but I will be here at least until decisions have been made, so the photos on the sheet are taken here.   (The link is http://www.churchinwales.org.uk/~tymawr/tymawr.html if you are on the net.)  Other photos include my father, Pip, Mair with her red gypsy caravan (she didn’t buy the horse), and Catrin and Pete having a happy afternoon with friends in a studio.  Tymawr Convent is half an hour from Catrin’s by car and it took Mair three hours by bike from Catrin’s.  From my father’s it is between one and a quarter and one and a half hours, but I get a full free day  - don’t have to be in for meals or chapel, so I get to him at 9.30 in the morning, before he has had time to go anywhere.  And Mair fixed up, and is re-fixing, a computer on line there so I can show him family photos, a great joy.  Lots of my niece’s wedding at present.

I left Wantage in March, made my first visit here in April and have been living here since May, and it has been wonderful – not superficially, there has been a huge amount of pain and sorrow around and still is.  Also it is a tiny fragile contemplative community, but a couple of visitors expressed it for me.  One, writing compassionately of the deep sorrow added ‘but when I look across at Tymawr all I see is a blinding light’.  Another wrote: ‘In your apparent weakness you have become transparent and more and more Tymawr is holy ground’.

I  am very grateful for an amazing two years at Wantage, and without that training I wouldn’t have flourished here, where I live a very full but less structured life.  Work has included care of cats, and of Sisters, care of injured guest, cleaning anything from floors to thuribles, (Wantage turned me into an ace cleaner!), cooking, guest house, weeding in the garden, and weeding a doormat (that’s a new one), nursing (alternating with a hospice nurse), IT (that frightens my daughters), flower of arranging, gardening (lots and lots of) and fruit and vege picking, care of the apple cellar, and of course a variety of things in chapel, reading, intercessions, choosing music (which I am bad at,), serving, and I am being trained as a cantrix (largely I think because I can play both plainsong and ordinary music on the piano).  I love it.

I brought a discipline of private prayer and reading with me, even finishing the Jean Vannier book on St John that I was half way through when I left Wantage.  I also brought and use the beautiful painting book I was given before I went to Wantage, what a blessing that has been.

I still have some friends at CSMV, I still pray for that community, but I also pray for ex-CSMV, still an ever growing group, and also of course for this tiny core group of the Society of the Sacred Cross in which friends, Associates and Oblates have always and still do have a huge and precious role.  One of their greatest charisms is the welcome they give to others.  ‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’, I wrote, when I first came here.  They do run an Alongsiders programme, and although on the net it says ‘initially for three months’, actually they are very flexible and people come for just a couple of weeks sometimes.  I thoroughly recommend a period alongside, time to discern the way forward, or to learn a bit about living the contemplative life.  (This community is Cistercian).  Another community that welcomes alongsiders is St John the Divine in Birmingham, their ministry is more parish based.

I am not going to compare communities.  If you were to visit here you would find a heavenly landscape, a welcoming all inclusive chapel, and, apart from chapel 5 times a day and meals 3 times a  day, very little structure.  There is a self catering guest house across, up, the back field, and five or so rooms at the convent, full board.  All with lovely views.  Talking meals in the Guest Dining Room but you can take your meal away on a tray.  On a Friday you would get soup and cheese for lunch and boiled eggs and rice  pudding for supper (plus fruit and salad of course, which is mostly grown here.)  You wouldn’t see many Sisters and unless you asked you would be left to do your own thing.  You might notice streams of people around doing things in the garden and convent, including within the enclosure, who seem very much at home.  Three people live in the grounds and a lot of people come regularly to help out.  If you were here on a Monday, (baked spuds for lunch and scrambled egg in the evening) you might only see the Sisters at the midday Eucharist and find the Novice and Alongsider (me) running all the services, and doing the washing up!  Though as I write this it simply isn’t possible for all the Sisters to disappear at once.

You might find things don’t happen quite as expected (or announced).  News of changes for particular reasons doesn’t always get to everyone.  Or, the chapel bell might be late and you will hear running footsteps as students rush down from the guest house.   A smile might go round chapel and you could glimpse a cat passing by.  Possibly a visiting group might want to dance after Evening Prayer, everyone may join in, and so supper is late!   There is no separate chapel for visitors, we are all together and everyone can join in.  A huge blessing (although the singing at CSMV is absolutely stunning and I am so fortunate to have heard it, and to have had lessons for two years.)   When you arrive you might not find anyone, but your room will be on a list, there will be fresh flowers in it, and your name will be on a stall in chapel- you will have been thought of.

Pip and Joan have been down, both the sort of flexible people who fit in so easily, and they loved it.  They both looked after me when I was in between communities; Joan took me to Lindisfarne, Pip made her home mine ….   I bought/was given the full RC Divine Office and have it here now, for free days, retreat days or if unable to be in choir for some reason.    I have been on the net since arriving, which has been a blessing.  We all share a computer (between 5 hours in chapel, plus meals (silent) and work), so I tend to be brief but at least I can keep in touch with people.

So I have been so very lucky and I owe it all to the chaplain of Wantage, who told me to ask to come, and must have said the right thing to the Superior as she accepted me to live Alongside on his recommendation.  I have a friend, Hazel, who has been coming here for ever, and she came for a month in August, which was lovely and is soon coming back again.    I just love the Life.  I hadn’t known there were any contemplative orders that weren’t enclosed; and I wouldn’t impose that on my family.  I know of no other; they used to be strictly enclosed here, but definitely are not now, although no one goes out to work, take retreats or anything, people come here.  The Superior was booked to go to the five day annual conference for people leading communities.  But she said she needed feeding, so went off for five days silence and solitude instead.  I love the simplicity here- and they Don’t Do Monastic Decorum!!  Apart from that I use everything CSMV worked so hard to teach me, which was a lot … two years of intensive training (with more before as the same Sister was guiding my preparations).  And Wantage ‘gave’ me Mary.  It was all amazing – I don’t regret a thing, and this is amazing.  I am just so lucky.

I have heard from many of you one way and another, for which very many thanks.  I am less good at writing than I used to be but I do pray, and you’d be surprised how prayer keeps you in touch, or perhaps you wouldn’t.

No space for more, love to you, have a wonderful Advent and Christmas,               Lizzie
c/o Catrin Taylor
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