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CISTERCIAN ASSOCIATES of SOUTHERN STAR ABBEY    

Newsletter December 2021 

 

Associates seek to  

shape their lives by the principles enshrined in the Benedictine Cistercian spiritual tradition;  

live a balanced lifestyle combining worship and prayer, study and reflection, work and recreation; 

live out in their own circumstances the values of community, solitude, simplicity and hospitality; 

embody the Cistercian charism as lovers of their families and local communities, and of the place in 

which they live, as well as the monastery at Kopua. 

(from the Constitution of the Associates of Southern Star Abbey, Kopua) 

 

  

From the National Coordinator  Mike Stone 
 
The Season ahead and our Heritage 
 
As the month-long season of Advent begins, may we be drawn to the infant Jesus and find the time to 
reflect on the presence of Immanuel (God-with-us). The article and the book reviews featured in this 
newsletter draw us both to the problems we and others face but also remind us of our rich 
Benedictine/Cistercian heritage and the hope and promise that is found in a deep spirituality and 
theology. 
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 Thomas Merton, who corresponded with the Kopua Abbot of the day, reminds us in Seeds of 
Contemplation that "Dogmatic and Mystical theology or Theology and Spirituality are not to be set apart in 
mutually exclusive categories…. This fallacious division perhaps explains much that is actually lacking in 
both theology and spirituality, but the two belong together. Unless they are united there is no fervor, no 
life and spiritual value in theology, no substance no meaning and no sure orientation in the contemplative 
life."   
 
One of the Saints, who life was celebrated in the church in recent months, was Hildegard of Bingen. She 
remarkably combined these two faces of the same coin. She corresponded frequently with St Bernard and 
she was asked by the Church to write theological books and document and preach about her visions. Her 
scientific writing is still used in Germany today as a text for medical doctor training. Her music is still heard 
throughout the world and her art work is still viewed. Commissioned by the first Cistercian Pope (Eugene 
3rd) to draw especially those within the church to a more authentic Christian life. She became a Doctor of 
the church alongside Teresa of Avila, Catherine of Sienna and Theresa of Liseux in 2012. 

 
Kopua Habitat Restoration 
 
There has been good support for the Kopua Habitat Restoration Project. Planned with support from the 
Monastic Community and Companions. A Palmerston North contingent led by Associate Stephen Close has 
been responsible for completing Stage One (A and B) and it is hoped to install the first walkway signs 
around 26th January, the Feast of the founders of Citeaux. A couple of La Roche groups have made contact 
and wish to hear about our project and are wanting to share their historical efforts at Kopua. Currently we 
follow Ministry of Health Guidelines and use the Stone Trust Farm cabin nearby as a base for lunch etc. 
We will need assistance in early winter (June) for native tree planting and hope to involve other groups, 
who may be interested in assisting in accord with Ministry of Health Guidelines at the time. 
I enclose a before and after photo below that show the difference that can be made. Spanish broom has 
leaves and seeds which are toxic and it prevents any native plant regeneration. 
 
 
 

 
 
It is clear that in the 21 hours it has taken to complete stage One (A and B), that we are well on the way 
with the project.   An application to the Regional Council for traps for a trapline (mustids, rats etc.) and 
native trees for winter planting has been made. Other photos below also tell of the work to be done—and 
hint at the potential of a restored wetland. Stephen and Norm (Left) can see the broom cleared, but also 
the patches to clear for another time. 
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If there is an Associate who may wish to involve a group to work on light and/or heavy activities, then 
please let me know. We, of course, will need to follow MOH guidelines.  
 
Associate Matters 
 
In the last newsletter the leadership sought financial support for an updated website. Over $1000 was 
forthcoming. Together with a recent grant from the Palmerston North Catholic Diocesan Fund of $2,000 
we are well placed to launch a revised and more accessible website on 26th January. The Feast of St 
Stephen, Robert and Alberic. Thank you so much for your generosity. In readiness for a revised and 
accessible website, the Leadership Team has worked hard to update documents such as the Associates 
Handbook, Formation Resources for Associates, Guidelines for implementing Associate retreats and e-
retreats and other documents.  
 
I was fortunate to be invited to join a monthly zoom meeting with our Northern Cistercian Group of widely 
dispersed inquirers and associates. I hope that next year all Associate groups may contribute a small 
paragraph outlining content covered and news from the region. for our regular newsletters. Interesting 
topics are covered in a variety of ways. Regional Group participation was identified in the 2020 Associate 
Survey as one of the most preferred ways of formation in the Cistercian Charism.  
 
Looking ahead to next year. Due to lockdowns and Covid settings it has been very difficult for the Kopua 
Guest House to fit all potential visitors in, consequently it has been impossible to accommodate our usual 
and preferred retreat times for 2022. The uncertainty of a new regional settings with the use of traffic 
light colours and how this might translate into monastery access is difficult to predict. We may instead rely 
on two or three eretreat formats instead of the usual (on site) Monday to Friday (or Wednesday) format. 
It may be necessary to confirm 2022 and 2023 on-site retreats in the Lent 2022 Newsletter due out in 
February. The leadership Team has forwarded our preferences for both 2022 and 2023. 
 
I am hopeful that in 2022 Associates will continue to complete and support the development of Te Rau O 
Te Huia profiles (or a description of one's spiritual journey). Regional Groups could support and facilitate 
this work. It is often easier to complete some tasks within an encouraging group. Associate profiles would 
be accessible only within an associate password only section of the new website in 2022. This may assist 
to build community amongst us in these Covid times.  
 
Kind regards and with the peace of Christ, Mike 
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RETREATS  (Only proceeding if Monastery Covid settings allow) 

2022     Themes linked to Survey topics- Cistercian Writers, Aging well             

1. January - arriving Friday 21st Jan departing Monday 24th (3 twin rooms plus 3 single rooms) 
(Working Bee)  

2. June - arriving Thursday 17th June departing Monday 20th June. (Whole Guesthouse) 

3. August – arriving Thursday August 4th departing Monday 8th (1 twin plus 4 singles plus 
Hermitage) 

4. November – arriving Thursday November 3rd departing Tuesday 8th (Whole Guesthouse) 

Plus one e-retreat in planning –details to be shared through Lent Newsletter (February)  

2023    In October 2022 Associates will be surveyed for 2023 themes to be held below 

1. April 17th-21st  - 5day End of Term One -(2nd Week of school holidays)   

2. July 3rd-7th   - 5day  End of Term Two (1st Week of school holidays) Focus Kopua a special place. 
Cistercian writings about Earth our common home. 3rd July is relevant as the date for first arbour 
day in NZ.Tree planting as well 

3. October 2nd-6th  - 5day End of Term Three - (2nd Week of School Holidays)  

Plus one e-retreat in 2023 

 
KEY DATES 2022 
 

January 17th  Leadership Team meet in Wellington Full Day  
January 26th  Launch of revised website for  
January 26th  (about) installing signs for the walkways- St Stephen's Way, St    
                            Robert's Way and St Alberic's Way. 
February 23rd  Newsletter Deadline-Lent Newsletter 2022  
June   International Encounter at Benedictine University, Lisle, Illinois, USA   
July 4th   Newsletter deadline Benedicts Feast Day 2022 Newsletter Wednesday 
September 7th  Deadline for Feast of Triumph of the Cross Newsletter 
September 14th  Feast of the Triumph of the Cross. Celebration of 20 years of Cistercian Associates.  
October 2022     Associate Survey to complete 
November 23rd  Newsletter Deadline Advent 2022  

 
The Associates website can be accessed at: https://nztassak2015.wordpress.com/ 

The revised website ought to be more easily accessible by googling Kopua or associate after the Feast of 
Stephen, Robert and Alberic, 26th January. 

 

https://nztassak2015.wordpress.com/
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From the Monastery Sybil Gibson    

Dear Associates,  
 
Thank you all for your support during 2021, especially for your prayers during this season of COVID19. 
 
2021 began as a very busy year with the Guesthouse fully booked and a steady flow of Guests on retreat 
until August when suddenly we were dropped into lockdown. Since then the question on everyone's mind 
has been "when will the Guesthouse be open?"  
 
The honest answer is that we can't be completely sure yet, because we are feeling our way into the future 
just like everyone else. We are currently working on understanding the new traffic light system and how to 
make that work in the Monastery environment. 
 
At this stage the Guesthouse will not re-open before all NZ is at least on Orange, and even then opening 
may not be possible or desirable and the Community may decide to wait until NZ moves to Green. 
 
Vaccination certificates, pre-testing, reducing Guesthouse numbers to prevent shared bathrooms, masking 
in the church and Guesthouse, and distancing at meals are all being thought through, not just in the 
context of Guest safety, but also taking into account the safety of the Monks, and the Companions who are 
exposed to all comers at close quarters every day. 
 
When it is considered safe for Guests to stay at Kopua on retreat, people with bookings current at that 
time will have their retreats confirmed provided they can respect and comply with whatever conditions the 
Monastery has put in place. 
 
Our approach is simple - either it is safe to have the Guesthouse open to all Guests, or it is not safe to open 
to anyone. If it is considered safe then current bookings will be honoured first, and then any vacancies will 
be offered to those wishing to make new bookings. This seems like a fair approach. 
  
Some groups have suggested that they could come for “contactless” retreats - we’re not convinced of the 
practicality of this in reality, but more importantly it doesn’t seem fair to cancel some people’s retreats 
only to allow other people to stay in their place. 
  
While the Guesthouse has been closed people whose bookings have had to be cancelled in 2021 have 
usually automatically re-booked for the same time next year. This means that 2022 is already heavily 
booked, particularly in peak times like school holidays and we strongly urge the Associates to book dates 
for your 2023 retreats now, before the end of November 2021. 
 
We regard the making of bookings as part of our ministry at Kopua, and we try hard to make it work for 
everyone, but bookings are made strictly on the basis of availability - if the Guesthouse is already booked 
on the dates you hope for, we cannot help except by offering you an alternative date. 
 
So please, look ahead now to 2023 and book your group retreat dates now so that you can secure those 
prized school holidays in 2023! 
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Thank you again for all your support and prayers, and blessings to you and all your whanau for your 
continued good health and well being. 
 
Sybil and Jim 
Kopua Monastery Guesthouse 
 

 

 

Living like Benedict in everyday life; two book reviews   Rosie Dell 

A Blessed Life: Benedictine Guidelines for Those Who Long for Good Days. Will Derkse, 2009 

Benedictine Promises for everyday people: Staying put, listening well, being changed by God. Rachel M 

Srubas, 2019 

I have found it helpful to read relatively contemporary reflections which give real life examples of following 

the Rule in the midst of daily life. If this sounds like something you would find helpful, I commend both 

these books to you. 

A Blessed Life: Benedictine Guidelines for Those Who Long for Good Days. Will Derkse, 2009 
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If you have read Derkse's 2003 book, The Rule of Benedict for Beginners; 

Spirituality for Daily Life, which has a similar look, you might wonder if this 

sequel is worth your time. I have been quite entranced by the different 

feel in this second book. It is lighter in tone and seems to be more joyful. 

My interpretation of this movement is that it reflects some more years of 

being a Benedictine oblate and it is delightful to be an outside observer of 

the developing fruits of another's faith journey. Chapter One reflects this 

very thing, as it is all about how vital and attractive the Benedictine life 

can be. Indeed there appears to be a resurgence of interest in monastic 

spirituality and life. Derkse's Monastery Open Day attracted 2,500 visitors 

in 2006 and a German Monastery has over a million visitors a year. Even  

"a brief contact with monastic spirituality may touch people" (p2) with a 

typical response being to realise that it is possible to live in a different 

way. The chapter is peppered with expressions such as 'zest for life', 

'remarkable vitality', 'flexibility' 'fruit', 'love', and 'dynamic'. He likens the 

tradition to a river, rooted in its source but as a living tradition responding to its context thus remaining 

'fresh and lively'.  

When moving on to discuss the features of Benedictine spirituality, Derkse continues in this energetic vein. 

He continually gives contemporary examples of living out the Rule, beginning with  the first word, 'Listen', 

describing how a school director intentionally listens throughout his day at school and in this way is alert to 

nuances and needs that would be missed with a different attitude.  

The three monastic vows are described as: 'saying yes persistently even when it becomes somewhat more 

difficult' and 'persevering in the intention to bloom where you are planted'; 'persistent, daily search for 

possibilities that might be labelled a "micro-turnabout"'; 'listening very carefully' and 'hearing one another, 

alert and affectionate'. Described thus, I find Benedictine spirituality has a deep attraction with its 'no frills, 

but a leaven in everything' perspective. (pp11-12) 

The body of the book is full of my highlights and under-linings – perhaps it would make a good retreat! 

There are too many to cover here, so all I can do is pique your interest. There are signposts, steps and 

ladders; cautions about under-loading as well as over-loading; daily nurturing; ways to life; acceptance; 

stimulating training; rest and patience. The way opens for following a discipline that is truly life-giving. 

The final section is titled, 'Benedict: The Patron Saint of Humanity and Imperfection'. I let out a sigh of 

relief for I am welcome in my imperfection and here lies a guide for a joyful life. 

 

Benedictine promises for everyday people; staying put, listening well, being changed by God:  
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Rachel M Srubas (2019) 

This second review is of a more recent book, which I chose as it is by a 

female author and so inevitably offers another perspective.   

While the monastic life is not possible for me, I still experience a drawing 

towards it. When I am able to spend time on retreat in such a context I 

come away determined to carry something of it into my normal life. Hence 

my interest in living the Benedictine way in 'real life'. In this book, Srubas 

offers some engaging observations of her experience in doing just this, 

under four headings: A knock at the door; Staying put; Listening well and 

Being changed by God. 

A knock at the door 

The Benedictine monastery offers hospitality to all guests, it only needs a 

knock at the door. However the serious enquirer may not find entry so easy 

and will need patient perseverance in that knocking. Benedict's wisdom 

shines through, as the way of life itself requires patience and perseverance so it is fitting to exclude the 

casual passer-by at an early stage. Srubas extends the image such that each day can be seen as a new door, 

a new opportunity not encountered before. Sometimes that opportunity can develop into a knocking that 

requires perseverance for a considerable time, such that we identify it as a calling (from God). However 

caution is given over ascribing calling to that which is more truthfully a desire or means of escape. A period 

of time spent gaining entry allows for such discernment. To those of you experiencing an extended time of 

'knocking on the door', take heart! 

Staying put (Stability) 

For those of us who live in the world, rather than the monastery, stability can seem elusive. Circumstances 

beyond our control may require moving locality more than once. Srubas suggests that in today's world we 

might think of it as a vow 'to abide in Christ with others' and we can apply it 'to our significant relationships 

and commitments' (p15). She then goes on to share personal experiences and learnings from times she has 

stayed and times she has maintained stability while not staying. Stability that is deeply rooted in scripture 

and is Christ-centred can nourish the movement that may be necessary in our lives. 

Listening Well (Obedience) 

If you react negatively to the concept of obedience you might particularly enjoy this section where the 

emphasis is on listening in order to receive ' the love and truth of God, the teachings of Jesus, the wisdom 

of a mature Christian teacher, and the communications of others, all in the service of living the new life in 

Christ.' (p47) 

Listening well leads to a listening life, a life we can have whatever our circumstances. We do not need to 

live in a monastery in order to listen and to make choices that serve the greater good rather than our own 

interests. As Srubas says: 'I need Benedict's help … in order to resist the self-interested detours that often 

look more enticing than the life of humble reverence and service to which Christ continually calls me.' 

(p51) 

Personally I have found that through the practice of meditation, and of silence in general, I am more able 

to listen to God and to others. 

Being changed by God (Conversion) 



9 
 

This is about the 'lifelong process of transformation into the likeness of Christ [which] is not ours to 

accomplish.' (p78) While it is primarily God's work in us there are still things we can do. We can put 

ourselves in the way of transformation through the spiritual practices outlined in the Rule, we can 

intentionally turn away 'again and again , from temptations to revert to the unredeemed versions of 

ourselves' (p81) and turn toward the 'challenging practices presented by the Rule [that] are really 

promised of a blessed and meaningful life today and for eternity.' (p84) 

Srubas acknowledges change takes practice and that some changes come through those things that might 

need healing in us. However above all is the knowledge that it is through personal transformation that the 

world can be changed so 'we are to turn daily toward the One who changes us from within . . .  for the sake 

of the whole, beloved world.' (p113) 

In conclusion, both of these short and very readable books have offered me a refreshing interpretation of 

living the monastic life in the context of a full working life 'in the world'. If you wonder if anything new can 

be added to your engagement with Benedictine ways, I remind you of the spiritual discipline of repetition! 

Rosie Dell 

                                       

 
 

Cistercian Office, Glencairn Nuns, Ireland 

 

 Inside the Name of An Order   Jenny Dawson 
 
From the latest Cistercian Studies Quarterly (Vol 56.1), here are my notes on a helpful article called "The 
Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance: Inside the name of an Order" by Mark Scott, OCSO. 
 
A monk of New Melleray Abbey in Iowa, Mark looks in a personal way at the deeper meaning behind the 
use of Order, Cistercian, Observance, and Strict (taken in the order below).  OCSO usually comes after a 
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Trappist Cistercian monk or nun’s name, standing for “The Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance”, 
the religious family they belong to. 
 
‘Order’ is considered first, denoting a canonical institution with a specific organisation and particular 
practices. "The Cistercians created in the course of the twelfth century the first monastic order in the 
Western Church” (Brian Patrick McGuire), which happened gradually as the founders and their followers 
articulated a vision and made decisions.  The Carta caritatis of 1119 illustrates this understanding of order, 
putting an individual monastery into a network of monasteries and thus setting up a kind of stability. 
 
‘Cistercians’ relates to both a place, deriving from the name Citeaux, and a vision, which the early Cistercians 
linked to both the Biblical narrative and the ancient Christian monastic tradition of the desert around a life 
based on austerity, real poverty and meaningful manual work. 
 
‘Observance’ is a culture specifically based on the Rule of St Benedict, adhering to the Rule in an ongoing 
or continuous way.  In RB58 Bendict uses several synonyms for “observe”: militare – the image of a monk 
as a soldier; custodaire – the idea of protecting and guarding; and servare – to watch over, assist and 
preserve.  The word “observances” in the early documents of the Order refers to traditional monastic 
practices like silence, vigils, fasting and prayer.  The observances of the Rule were described by St Bernard 
as “relentless challenges”, but never as ends in themselves: rather without the sweetness of the Holy 
Spirit, the observances would seem to be “death in the pot”. 
 
‘Strict’ was used by the early Cistercians because it was their intention to adhere more strictly and 
perfectly to the Rule, noting that the observances were not ends in themselves but always means to an 
end, eternal life and the kingdom of God.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries decrees and 
official declarations set up the Cistercian Strict Observance which had begun to emerge centuries before as 
a voluntary grassroots movement in some monasteries of the Order.  Very early on the integrity envisaged 
by the founders of Citeaux and enshrined in the Charter of Charity was being strained by success: by the 
end of the twelfth century there were over 500 monasteries of men and many houses of Cistercian women 
across Europe, so that very quickly anything like a uniform observance became impossible.  The Hundred 
Years’ War, the Great Schism, and the Black Death had devastating impact, reducing numbers, creating 
divisions, and above all allowing the development of the commendatory system, whereby the monasteries 
and their holdings could be milked for revenue to support the pope, the bishop, the king and the feudal 
lord.  In the seventeenth century, Octave Arnolfini and Armand Jean de Rance’ were instrumental in the 
reform movement (the War of the Observances) that led to the “Strict Observance” and the “Common 
Observance”.  When Rance’ was eleven, he became commendatory abbot of five abbeys including La 
Trappe but following a spiritual and moral conversion, he gave up all but one – La Trappe which became a 
Strict Observance monastery, with a reputation for extreme asceticism. Men flocked to la Trappe, 
attracted by the teaching of Rance’: “Charity and peace are the main of all the practices we have brought 
back”.  The suppression of monasteries by secular governments led the novice master Augustine de 
Lestrange to move a group of monks from La Trappe to Switzerland, and the name Trappist began to 
supplant the name Cistercian.  Eventually in 1902 the Order changed its name to the Order of Cistercians of 
the Strict Observance. 
 
Mark Scott “For us OCSO Cistercians, our Order is a structure that bonds together in love persons and 
monasteries that share a vision, and that intends to assure through time the health of those persons so 
bonded and the continuity of that vision.”  
He also has two Appendices:  

(1) His own homily on the Feast of Robert, Alberic and Stephen, the Founders of Citeaux where, among 
other observations he says "The Founders created a way of life that was and is beautiful, and they 
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made sure the beauty stood out by giving it form...beauty (that) is recognised by proportion, integrity 
and clarity. The single Cistercian word 'simplicitas' sums it up."  

In the second he quotes Mother Monica, from an Italian monastery, speaking about the challenge of 

declining monasteries because of ageing, lack of new members, and irresolvable internal conflicts. Being 

both realistic and cautious, she dreams of "a form of life both traditional and open to the new, both solid 

and moderate."  

Note: Jim and I have a sub to CSQ and we are very happy to share copies of it with other Associates so please feel free 

to ask if you would like to read this full article or others. Jenny Dawson jenniferdawson@xtra.co.nz 
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From the RUAHINE  ASSOCIATES  of  SOUTHERN  STAR  ABBEY    Anthony 
Kriechbaum 

Summary of 2021 gatherings 

The Ruahine CASSAK regional group gathers monthly on a Friday afternoon for three hours (2pm to 5pm), 
in member’s homes.  There have been nine gatherings through 2021 – with Covid preventing two 
gatherings in September and October. 

Essential elements of each gathering follows the schema laid out by Peter Stuart:- 

• The sharing of food and fellowship 
• Prayer of the church (liturgy of hours, Friday 6th hour) 
• Study, reflection and discussion – education input 
•  Silent prayer – Christian meditation with Fr John Main. 
• Prayer of the Church (liturgy of hours, Friday 9th hour) 
• Further fellowship to finish 

Education topics have previously included the Cistercian “Experientia” series in 2019 and 2020.  In 2021 
education topics have included 

* principles of prayer (Fr Kieran Hynes) 

* Benedictine connecting habits 

* Experientia unit 7;  

* CASSAK profile(s)         

* exploring apophatic prayer “The Cloud of Unknowing” , and 

* Hildegard of Bingen.  

Members were encouraged to attend the CASSAK AGM on Saturday May 1st, 2021.  

Establishing a rhythym of monthly gatherings fosters a spirit of formation, fellowship and prayer, that is 
edifying for all present. 

Anthony Kriechbaum, Secretary 

 

Book Review  Anne Cave 

The Monastic Heart: 50 Simple Practices for a Contemplative and Fulfilling Life, Joan 

Chittister, Convergent Books, 2021 

 

I found this new book just sitting on the shelf in my local library, so I pounced on it but sadly will have to 

return it soon so others can enjoy it.  This is very much a book to read in short sections and chew over 
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throughout the day. Read too much at once, you get indigestion and it all starts running together in your 

head.  

Chittister defines her idea for the book as taking every monastic concept there is and translating each of 

them to lay life in the twentieth century (by the time she got round to writing the book it was the twenty-

first century). Each section is four to five pages long. Classic monastic topics such as Silence, Lectio and 

Hospitality are discussed but also less obvious topics such as Horarium, Candles and Marian Hymns. 

Chittister writes with her usual insight, and with her social and environmental consciousness to the fore. 

Her question in the Lectio section resonated with me: Are you simply going through the Gospel or is the 

Gospel going through you? Differently. With great impact. For the sake of the world? 

In the section on Private Prayer, Chittister realises that her spiritual life and writing life are very similar. The 

advice she was given by the sole writing teacher she ever had - to write in a set place, at a set time, every 

day, whether the words flowed or not - also applies to our prayer lives: “Find a space where you can 

concentrate; take the time every day to rest in God there; stay at it however elusive it may seem on some 

days… If you do these things, you will find your way to the Spirit who is awaiting you within you.” 

My favourite quote comes when Chittister is on a speaking tour in Africa, wondering whether to become a 

hermit as her term as Prioress is coming to an end “It had been a long twenty years of administration.” The 

hermit, also a former Prioress, looks her in the eye “You are not a hermit. If you went to a hermitage, you 

would be a hermit like Thomas Merton. You would have company every day.” 
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Jewish Drasha on Jonah 2021      Dave Moscovitz 

Recently members of the Abrahamic Council of Wellington visited the monastery. Below is a Drasha 

(sermon) on Jonah given by Dave Moscovitz on the afternoon of the high holy day of Yom Kippur at Temple 

Sinai in Wellington. For asscoites the drasha offers an example of contemporary Jewish spirituality. The 

picture below is of Dave talking with Fr Nicho during the Abrahamic visit.   

 
Shanah Tovah, and congratulations for making it this far into the day! 
 
There are many parallels between the story of Jonah, our current COVID saga, and some of the challenges 
to come that are even more important. Let’s explore some of them. 
 
God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh to prophesy against the people there to repent and mend their ways, and 
prevent the city’s destruction.  
 
Nineveh was a huge city in those days – 120K inhabitants, three days to walk across. In contemporary and 
local terms, consider it to be akin to Sydney. 
 
God is essentially asking Jonah to put the lives of people he doesn’t know – the people of Nineveh – ahead 
of his own personal desires. 
 
Jonah doesn’t want to do this. Instead tries to flee to Tarshish, a place more akin to Kalgoorlie or Las Vegas. 
 
Enroute to Tarshish, he is swallowed by a big fish, and is stuck in the fish’s stomach for three days and 
three nights, as he contemplates his fate. He longs for God’s holy temple, and in his troubles he calls out to 
God from the belly of the fish. His prayer concludes with, “They who cling to empty folly 
Forsake their own welfare”. 
 
How many of us have felt that we have been in the belly of a fish during lockdown? 
 
In other countries, some have laughed at Aotearoa New Zealand for starting our lockdown after only one 
case. Others call us a hermit nation, or admonish us for being a police state which restricts peoples’ 
freedoms. 
 
But we know that we are doing this, we are willing to temporarily delay the gratification of our own desires 
for the betterment of our fellow humans, for our long term good health and prosperity. Over the last year 
as the world has suffered so, we have enjoyed more freedoms than many – because we were willing to 
forego them when it counted. And God willing, working together, we will be able regain our freedoms 
again quickly.  
 
God hears Jonah’s prayer, and causes the fish to expel Jonah onto the beach. 
 
God again tells Jonah to go to Nineveh, in a sterner tone, which he does. Jonah prophesies against the 
people of Nineveh, and they listen to him. Even the King dons sackcloth, proclaims a fast, and tells his 
citizens to turn back from their evil ways and injustice. The king goes hard and goes early. The people fast 
and turn back from their evil ways, and God spares the people of Nineveh.  
 
The people of Nineveh learn to forego their own short term gratification for the benefit of their fellow 
residents. 
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Jonah is so upset by this, that he tells God that he would rather die than live. Perhaps he was hoping to see 
some exciting destruction. Or he had no faith in the ability of humans to practice repentance, and work 
together for the betterment of society.  Perhaps he was upset that God sent him on an errand of whose 
futility he was convinced beforehand, and crestfallen when he actually succeeded against all odds.  
 
And so we see it with Aotearoa in the pandemic. It seems as if many people are disappointed about how 
few people have died here. They argue that we need to join the rest of the world in their foolish ways, for 
the benefit of the economy and freedom. 
 
But our superpower as New Zealanders is to put the lives of people we don’t know ahead of our own. Even 
the petulant Jonah knows this when he prays, “They who cling to empty folly Forsake their own welfare”. 
We know that we’re only as safe as the most vulnerable among us. As if we let the virus take hold, we not 
only put the vulnerable at risk, we put ourselves at risk too. 
 
But this Drasha is not really about COVID. 
 
We will overcome COVID one way or another. 
 
We have a far more serious challenge ahead of us.  For this challenge, we will need to put the lives of 
people we don’t know ahead of our own. Not only do we not know them, many of these people haven’t 
even been born yet. 
 
The challenge is climate change, and it is urgent that we take action now. Science has shown time and 
again that ignoring climate change is empty folly, and by doing so we forsake our own welfare. We have 
several hundred years of reckless pollution we must remediate, and it will be neither easy nor cheap to rise 
to this challenge. We need to give up our evil ways, and start doing a much better job of tikkun olam, 
repairing our earth, the one planet we have. 
 
So as we think of our final New Years resolutions, we should plan how we will contribute to reducing the 
carbon footprint of ourselves personally, our families, our city, our country and the world, and put that 
plan into action smartly as we are out of time. 
 
The rest of the world may laugh at us for such a quixotic enterprise. But if we can overcome COVID, we can 
do this too, and inspire the rest of the world to join us. We did it with the women’s vote. We did it with our 
Nuclear Free Zone. We’re doing it with COVID. And we can do it for climate change. 
 
Ken yehi ratzon – may it be God’s will … 
 
That we choose life as Moses instructs us, and not beg God for death like Jonah. That we put the lives of 
others, even people we don’t know, ahead of our own personal desires. That we put the future ahead of 
the present. The choice is clear. Let’s do this. 
 
Shanah Tovah 

 
Thanks to all who have shared with fellow Associates 

by contributing to the newsletter this year. 
 
 Nick Polaschek    nandlpolaschek @gmail.com  
12x Everest Street Khandallah Wellington 6035  


