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CISTERCIAN ASSOCIATES of SOUTHERN STAR ABBEY KOPUA 

NEWSLETTER  
Call; Cistercian Charism; Community; Contemplation 

ADVENT, NOVEMBER 2020 

National Coordinator: Rev Dr Jenny Dawson, 15 Kapekape Place, Pukerua Bay, Porirua 5026 

<jenniferdawson@xtra.co.nz> ph. 0272331032 

 

FROM THE COORDINATOR 

Advent is the beginning of the church year, that rich season of expectation, preparation 

and anticipation of God coming amongst us in an unimaginable way.  It also comes after 

the end of the previous church year, so we find ourselves both being grateful and looking 

ahead, while also uncertain about what will happen in the time of deep waiting. 

As I have prepared to hand over the role of CASSAK Coordinator to Mike Stone, which 

we have been doing it gradually over the past few months, I have been pondering the 

challenge in one of the retreat topics that was offered in our Associates survey: “…but 

when you grow old, you will stetch out your hands and somebody else will put a belt around 

you and take you where you would rather not go.”  Not that I am feeling as if I am 

suddenly growing old, and in fact while certainly some of our Associates are indeed 

noticing the effects of ageing, as a whole the Associate community is enjoying life.  We 

are currently getting inquiries from younger people who are fascinated by the monastic 

life and the challenge of living it “outside the walls”, and from time to time I find myself 

in conversations with Generations X and Y about what monasticism means. 

The “…when you grow old…”  quote from John’s gospel appeals to me at this time because 

it is about power and powerlessness, both of which are issues in any community. 

Henri Nouwen wrote in his 1996 book, In the name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian 

Leadership, reflecting on his move from Harvard University to L’Arche: “One thing is 

clear to me: the temptation to power is greatest when intimacy is a threat.  Much 

Christian leadership is exercised by people who do not know how to develop healthy, 

intimate relationships and have opted for power and control instead.” 

I have been privileged to be Coordinator during a period when our Leadership Team has 

begun to find its feet and where the particular gifts of the team members have been 

used for the benefit of us all.  I have also been blessed by participation in a local 

Associates group which too has functioned collaboratively and where everyone’s 

contribution is been important.  Neither group has always been easy as we have huge 

differences and when we don’t actually live together it can be easy to find reasons not 

to meet, but I am so glad we do. For Associates to meet together regularly requires 

commitment and willingness to risk closeness with unlikely people, noting that all we have 

in common on one level may be finding Christ’s in the Cistercian charism. 

The Leadership Team has worked to build community in creative ways, especially online 
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and through tools such as the Newsletter and Prayer Cycle, but more is definitely 

possible.  The retreat options available for next year are what Associates have asked 

for, and I know Mike plans to travel around meeting Associates, perhaps even gathering 

them together where travel is not too much of a challenge. 

These years have been a challenging time for the people and the place we know as 

Southern Star Abbey at Kopua. The recent death of Brother Tony has led to some 

outside the monastery again questioning its future.  That is not the vibe I feel when I 

am there.  I am reminded that in weakness there is Christ’s particular kind of power, the 

power that came amongst as an infant who was homeless, a refugee, and the suffering 

servant of God.  In every conversation I have had with Fr Nicho I have seen a man so in 

love with God that he can continue to trust and to lead the whole Kopua community into 

whatever the future will be.  For myself, I will continue in my vocation as a Cistercian 

Associate, remaining as a member of the Leadership Team until Chapter on May 1, and I 

will return to Kopua as often as I can to draw on the life that is there. 

Nouwen goes on to say “If there is any hope for the Church in the future, it will be hope 

for a poor Church in which its leaders are willing to be led.”  Above all, we are called to 

allow ourselves to be led by the God who loves us more than we can imagine and who 

prepares for us a future that we can only glimpse as we move into the season where the 

divine call comes to us again to “Prepare ye the way of the Lord.”  

 

NEWS FROM THE MONASTERY 

Brother Tony Brown died after a short illness on October 14.  A large group of family, 

friends and Kopua whanau, with five Associates, gathered in the church on October 19 

for his Funeral Mass.  Fr Nicho chose the gospel reading for Epiphany, because he said 

“Brother Tony was always seeking God.” He continued: “Brother Tony was such a 

faithful seeker to the very end of his life, and he sought out the stars which for him 

were a means to an end as they spoke to him not only of God  but also helped him 

better understand himself and others. This understanding allowed him to serve with 

humility and grace.” We read in the service sheet that Br Tony earlier in his life spent 

time with the Marist Brothers but eventually felt called to the contemplative life 

rather than being a teacher.  In 1995 he went to Kopua, where many guests enjoyed his 

enthusiastic conversation and interest in them. As Fr Nicho concluded: “He is now 

beyond the stars with his Lord.” 

As the Mass ended we sang this hymn, before he was taken to join other monks who 

have gone before him: 

Oh, the love of my Lord is the essence 

Of all that I love here on earth 

All the beauty I see He has given to me 

And His giving is gentle as silence. 

Every day, every hour, every moment 

Have been blessed by the strength of His love 
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At the turn of each tide, 

He is there at my side, 

And His touch is as gentle as silence. 

There've been times when I've turned from his presence 

And I've walked other paths, other ways 

But I've called on His name in the dark of my shame 

And His mercy was gentle as silence. 

  

 

                            

 

FROM THE GUESTHOUSE 

Sybil and Jim advise that it will be closed from 18 December until 29 December 

Then in 2021 the likely dates for the Guesthouse will be closed are: 

Monday 22nd March to Wednesday 31st March. 

Tuesday 8th June to Sunday 20th June 

Monday 20th September to Wednesday 29th September 

Saturday 18th December to Wednesday 29th December 

As always, please email Sybil if you want to book in (including for Associates’ Retreats) 

kopuabookings@gmail.com. 

 

NEWS OF ASSOCIATES 

CHAPTER 2021 will be held at Kopua on Saturday 1 May.  This three-yearly meeting is 

very important in the life of the Associate community and all Associates are invited to 

participate in hearing reports, discussing them, and making decisions about the life of 

CASSAK. More information in the New Year. 
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HANDOVER:  Mike Stone will take over as Coordinator of CASSAK after a blessing at 

Kopua Community Mass on Saturday December 19.   

 

A CASSAK SEMINAR/RETREAT DAY was held in August.  Two of the Associates 

share their reflections… 

From Anthony Kriechbaum:  

On Monday August 31st, 2020, eight Associates journeyed to Norsewood, converging on the 

gracious and picturesque Norsewood Memorial Hall (because Level Two restrictions meant we 

could not go to Kopua).      Central Hawkes Bay enjoyed absolutely magnificent weather with the 

Norsewood Memorial Hall drenched in winter sunshine, throughout the day.  

Our retreat-day leader was golden jubilarian priest Fr. Eddie Condra, who had led the 

monks in retreat over the weekend.   Fr. Eddie shared that he was ordained in Ireland in 1970  

(in fact from an English-speaking seminary – i.e. with an expressly missionary vocation to the 

English-speaking world).    He initially served the Rangitikei town of Marton, together with the 

Catholic chaplaincy to the Lake Alice Hospital. 

The CASSAK seminar was essentially a deep encounter between Fr Eddie and 

Associates.   There was excellent sharing from the CASSAK  members present, with a real, and 

gentle dynamic, and the pooling of wisdom, and theological experience, from everyone present.  

Topics covered during the day included: 

(a) The Sacraments, and Sacramental Theology – Baptism, Confirmation, and Eucharist, as 

well as the Church’s ministry of Mercy and Healing - Reconciliation and Anointing. 

(b) Church history – especially (i) Vatican Two (1962 – 1965), as well as (b) before , and (c) 

after Vatican Two, with particular exploration of the 21st Century Church, in New 

Zealand. 

(c) The CASSAK regional gatherings – with a brief exploration of “household liturgies”  

It was indeed an extraordinary, memorable and magnificent day of encounter and wise 

reflection, in the humble yet sacred (RSA) space of the Norsewood Memorial Hall.  Our sincere 

“Thank you” to Fr. Eddie Condra, and to the CASSAK leadership team  all of whom were present, 

on the day, for their efforts and their wisdom in requesting and arranging this CASSAK 

encounter.  

From Hazel Wyatt: 
Many thanks to the Leadership Team for organising the day with Fr Eddie at the end of 

October.  He said many interesting things.  I would like to share some points from the talk that 

other Associates may find worthy of contemplation.  

Some thoughts on Understanding: Understanding is more important than knowledge. 

Understanding is the most under-rated aspect of love.        Understanding is love incarnate. 

 

A little exercise: 

If we consider how we see ourselves, say this morning .... 

Then consider what we were experiencing at the time .... 

Then consider how the experience would have been with God there too .... 

The twist is this: God was there all along!   And the trick is – experience the now. 
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Disillusionment is the road to conversion.  Disillusionment means change.  Disillusionment is a 

process of the heart.   

Loving our neighbour is a process that is to do with change, within. 

Reconciliation (or Confession as it has been known) is about healing.  Healing means there has 

been hurt.  We need to get into hurt.  To loosen it.  Experience it.  Explore and identify it.  And 

each person’s hurt is their hurt, no one else’s.  Forgiving is how hurt is eased. 

 

                      

Fr Eddie Condra, Mike Stone, Jenny Dawson, Anthony Kreichbaum, Nick Polaschek, Erika Locke, 

Jim Fuge, Hazel Wyatt. Many will remember Jim who was previously a Companion at the 

monastery.  Our newest Associate Stephen Close was with us but not in the photo. 

 

2020 RETREATS – THE PSALMS  

 

In this year of 2020 our retreat theme was The Psalms, but in the end, we held only 

two retreats. Three will be held again next year (including one in the last week of April 

which will end with our three-yearly Chapter). The reflection below from Fr Paul 

Quenon of Gethsemani Abbey may be helpful if our 2020 retreat theme ignited your 

interest in committing the psalms to memory: 
 

St. Benedict in the Holy Rule recommends that a novice spend the period after Vigils in studying 

the psalms, if needs be.  I believe a large part of this "study" implied memorization.  This was 

common practice in earlier ages, and has greatly diminished in our time.  Printed texts and Google 

place texts ready to hand.  Why memorize? 

  

Yet this practice in the past was as much a spiritual discipline as it was a mental one.  Memory like 

a mould informs the mind in a fixed linguistic pattern and forms the soul that contains the 

mind. Consequently, prayer is enriched by a store of luminous words, ready to hand in its own 

interior store room as something precious to own.  The process of persistent effort and patient 

repetition consolidates the words in the mind and makes for a more complete assimilation of 
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meaning.  There are subtle nuances and undercurrents of meaning that can only be had in reciting 

the words just as they are.  Like music, it is good if you can read it on the score, but better when 

you hear it with the ear and best when you can play or sing it by heart. 

  

One eventually builds up a treasure chest of gems to lift out when occasion demands, or when the 

heart needs medicine, a comfort, or a good shot of bourbon-the Celestial Maker's Mark.  I find 

it helpful when I am driving to town or on a long trip, to recite the psalms for the Little Hours as 

I go.  And to do it aloud for a fellow passenger is always well appreciated.  

  

The biggest obstacle to this worthy practice is finding the time to memorize, and the motivation 

to do it.  Except for pop songs, most of us are out of practice and flabby.  For the latter, lifting 

lighter weights will lead to strength for heavier, start with shorter texts; for motivation, a desire 

to interiorize prayer, and to have mental independence and resources for prayer amidst a busy 

day is motivation enough.  Beyond that, the satisfaction of having a "word icon" to contemplate as 

time allows is beyond price. 

  

But there is no gain without pain.  Moreover, vanity might slip in just knowing you've done it -a 

spiritual bodybuilder.  Yet God works good in people influenced by mixed motives.  In the long run 

it is better take the time and do it.  And a quote at hand might be good for a friend or neighbour 

as well. You might later think time has been wasted once you discover a passage you worked on so 

hard has been forgotten.  But refreshing that memory comes easier the second time around, or 

the third.  Nothing is lost entirely. 

 

Contemplative living is dependent on contemplative practice. Memorization is just one of many, 

but it is likely the most neglected one.  Reading scripture, keeping silence, or saying psalms are 

more common practices and easier to employ.  They are "tools of good works" as St. 

Benedict might say, which in this case, are tools for a contemplative life.  In the long run, I myself 

am the work produced, shaped and made to exist in this world.  Not someone set forth for display 

and recognition, but one who completes God's creation by being who I am meant to be.  It may go 

unnoticed by most, but when the work I am is there in truth it works as the hidden leaven in the 

mass of this rising dough of the 21st century. 

 Relationship to God as well as to myself ground my relationships to others and to the world at 

large.  And an important part of myself is that atrophied limb which we call memory, become a 

disability endemic at this time in the west and increasingly so in the east.   
 

                             BENEDICTINE DAY 

This day, held at the request of Chapter 2017 and after being postponed from March 

but eventually held on Saturday October 31 at Kopua, involved representatives from 

oblate/associate communities of The Calmaldolese (John McKay), Cistercian Associates 

(Erika Locke, Jenny Dawson, Mike Stone, Nick Polaschek), The NZ Community of 

Christian Meditation (Jo Ward, Linda Polaschek), Conversi (Peter Stuart), and The Order 

of the Holy Cross (Erice Fairbrother), with members of the CASSAK Ruahine Group 

(Anthony Kreichbaum, Hazel Wyatt, Margaret Anderson-Hall, Stephen Close. Not in the 

photo below: Sybil Gibson (OHC).  All groups had received for prior reflection a paper 

written by the first Coordinator of Kopua Associates, Martin Davies, entitled “Monastic 

Associates and the Rule of Saint Benedict Today” (available to anyone on request from 
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Jenny) which both reminded us of our common understandings and offered a challenge 

about life in the 21st century. 
  

It was clear that the groups sought a regular annual gathering at a future time to be 

decided. The sharing of resources and information, networking and ways to engage in 

joint formation in the Benedictine tradition was sought. It was agreed that contact 

details of all present would be circulated. There will be a full report at Chapter on May 1 

2021 with updates on shared life as it unfolds. 

                            

In Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, Merton writes: "There is nothing whatsoever of 

the ghetto spirit in St. Benedict. That is the wonderful thing about the Rule and about 

Benedict himself, the freshness, the freedom, the sanity, the broadness, and the 

healthiness of the Benedictine life." 

 

                                  BOOK REVIEWS 

TOWARD GOD – The Ancient Wisdom of Western Prayer by Michael Casey (Ligouri, 

Michigan: Triumph Books, 2nd edition 1986) When I was at Kopua earlier this year, the 

book was being read at Vespers and I warmed very much to the chapter about the 

importance of being able to tell our story to somebody.  When I bought it, I found a 

primer in contemplation.  Anyone seeking to pray could find this book offers an accessible 

approach, allowing God to be God, from the first chapter where we find “When we talk 

about prayer or contemplation we are really talking about those moments when God 

enters our life” and “We were created with an orientation toward God, an so actions that 

direct us toward God accord with the imperatives of our nature.”  Prayer is thus seen by 

Michael Casey as an essential part of being human, adding a new dimension to human 

experience.   Never presenting praying as easy, but natural, and indeed claiming 

discontent as a key factor in praying, this book offers practical tools which enable us to 
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respond to God in a contemplative way.  I was reminded of the deeper explorations in 

some of Casey’s many other books - taking time, lectio divina, meditation, models of 

prayer that include both scripture and the fathers and mothers of the Western prayer 

tradition – all shared in Casey’s very readable style. Highly recommended.    Jenny Dawson 

                                                      

A TIME TO KEEP SILENCE by Patrick Leigh Fermor (London: John Murray, 1957, 

Paperback 2004)  

It was a joy to discover this author whom Wikipedia tells me was “a British author, 

scholar, soldier and polyglot who played a prominent role behind the lines in 

the Cretan resistance during the Second World War.” He was also a 

delightful travel writer whose journeys and reflections on travels in 

Europe mid-twentieth century continue to speak to us. This book tells of 

travels with the Cistercians in France (St Wandrille de Fonatnaelle, 

Solesmes, La Grand Trappe) and then to the rock monasteries of 

Cappadocia.  

We as Cistercian Associates will not be surprised to read of how he was “profoundly 

affected” what he calls “monastic sojourns”, specifically by kindness, solitude, and 

silence. His writing is beautiful, both about the human soul and the details of the 

monasteries. I enjoyed the insights from one who knew little about 

monasticism but asked a monk to sum up his way of life: the monk’s smiling 

response began “Have you ever been in love?” in a Benedictine Priory in 

Hampshire reflecting on the writing of St Basil of Ceasarea.                                                             

I obtained this book through my local library so you might be able to get it    

through yours (otherwise try a good bookshop).   Jenny Dawson 

                                                       

A MONK IN THE WORLD – Cultivating the Spiritual Life by Wayne Teasdale (New 

World Library, 2002) 

Wayne Teasdale wanted to remain in India because he found it easy to detach himself 

from the world when he was with Benedictine Monk, Father Bede Griffiths. Father 

Bede told Wayne that the real challenge was for him to be a monk in the world, known 

as a sannyasi in India. These monks live amid society, at the very heart of things. 

Wayne accepted the challenge although he knew it would be difficult. As was the Indian 

practice he was given a new name. “Paramatmananda” which means “bliss of the holy 

spirit”.  

The sannyasi or sannyasini (nun) path is not of this world. It transcends the values, 

attachments, and obligations of worldly existence. As in their Christian counterparts, 

the way of the sannyasi and sannyasini is a path of withdrawal, a radical extraction from 

the ways of selfish, purely individualistic pursuits. This withdrawal makes possible a focus 

on the eternal, changeless, reality of the ultimate. The way of the sannyasi concentrates 
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one’s life and energy on this eternal quest and the difficult work of transformation, a 

lonely, often desolating activity. 

The renunciate’s commitment is absolute and final like that of Francis of Assissi in the 

thirteenth century and Benedict of Nursia in the fifth. This otherworldly orientation is 

found throughout the Christian monastic and contemplative tradition and serves as the 

basis of the Carmelite Order and the influential teachings of the Spanish mystics of the 

sixteenth century, Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, as also of the English mystic 

Julian of Norwich. It is a less contemplative, more active approach, a way of formulating 

this calling is to be in the world, but not of the world. 

According to Wayne Teasdale there is great value in spirituality that 

emphasizes and supports withdrawal from society. He thinks that for our time, 

with its special needs, we require a spirituality of intense involvement and 

radical engagement with the world. He describes this relationship as being one 

where one is engaged in the world but free of it, engaged in the world and with others, 

but not attached to the world’s greed, indifference, insensitivity, noise, confusion, 

pettiness, unease, tension and irreverence.           Colin Morais (in Preliminary Formation). 

                                                         

BEDE GRIFFITHS: An Introduction to his Interspiritual Thought by Wayne 

Teasdale (Skylight Paths Publishing 2003) 

This book examines Bede Griffiths’ ideas as they grew from his own experience of the 

dynamic encounter between Christianity and Hinduism. It is an attempt to uncover his 

profound understanding of how they converge together in the depths of contemplative 

consciousness, or in the essential character of both religious traditions. The author then 

proceeds to study, experience, meditate on, and assimilate the Hindu concept of 

“Vedanta” (i.e. our real nature is divine) as taught by the “Vedas” (ancient Indian 

scriptures) in the light of Christ and the Trinity. Wayne explores the validity of Bede 

Griffith’s Indian Christian theology, that is also a Christian form of Vedanta. 

According to Father Bede Griffiths, the Trinity is complementary to the Hindu belief of 

the unity of the three persons in one God (advaita) that leads to “Saccidananda” (the 

mystical experience of Being-Consciousness-Bliss), to the inner reality of the Trinity, a 

reality that we must first come to know through faith. Father Bede believed that in some 

essential way these two great traditions are united, and that this unity centers on the 

experience of Advaita, which flowers into the mystical realization of “Saccidananda”, the 

mystical experience of the Trinity in contemplation. An Indian Christian theology would 

have to relate these two traditions on this level of the Absolute, the level of greatest 

depth and penetration of the mystery. Is Saccidananda an equivalent realization that 

lacks the personal connotations? And is the personal dimension of the experience 

reached when one’s consciousness of Saccidananda is probed further and deeper? Or is 



10 
 

the realization of the Trinity a more ultimate plane of mystical consciousness? The book 

explores these and other questions. 

According to Bede Griffiths, the trinitarian doctrinal insight, intuition, experience or 

profound contemplative illumination in God is at once complimentary to Advaita and 

Saccidananda, and yet surpasses it by revealing a deeper dimension in the Godhead, 

communion or love. The Godhead as Trinity is personal. He felt that we must discover 

whether in fact these two approaches are complementary in the experiential depths of 

contemplation and, if they are, precisely what that would mean.  

How to relate and reconcile Advaita and Trinity was an important point 

of Father Bede’s life’s work. Wayne Teasdale’s task is to see if this 

reconciliation is possible.                                      Colin Morais        

 

TO PONDER 

"We are called to be contemplatives, that is see-ers, men and women who are called to 

see the coming of God. The day of the Lord is indeed always coming. It is not a coming 

which will occur in some distant future, but a coming here and now among us. The Lord's 

coming is an ongoing event around us, between us, and within us. To become a 

contemplative, therefore, means to throw off — or better, to peel off — the blindfolds 

that prevent us from seeing his coming in the midst of our world." Henri Nouwen, 

“Thomas Merton’s Call to contemplation and Action”, preached at St Paul’s Episcopal 

Church, Columbia University, New York City, on December 10, 1978.  Published in 

Cistercian Studies Quarterly 55.1 2020 “The Bomb(s) This Time: An Invitation to 

Peace: A Meditation on Thomas Merton’s Cold War Letters” by Tim Vivian. 

"A guest house is not an optional extra in the Rule of St Benedict. He sees it as an integral 

part of the monastic scene. There will always be guests. Indeed, the more remote the 

setting of the monastery, the more do people seek it out. And so St Benedict considers 

the guest house as much an important part of his monasteries that he devotes one of the 

longer chapters of his Rule to the reception of guests. We must not forget the 

importance of silence at the guest house, abbey and surroundings. But, through its guest 

house, the monastery provides a place which is at once a hospital for sick souls; a training 

ground for strong ones; a refreshing haven for the tired and weary ones; a rock of 

salvation for the desperate ones; and an inspiration for zealous ones."  (Fr. Jaconelli, the 

Guestmaster at Nunraw Monastery in Scotland) 

“If one ‘trains’ and disciplines his faculties and his whole being, it is in order to deepen 

and expand his capacity for experience, for awareness, for understanding, for a higher 

kind of life”...Thomas Merton in Contemplation in a World of Action 
                                           

                            


