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CISTERCIAN ASSOCIATES of SOUTHERN STAR ABBEY 
Newsletter, Lent 2023 

“Community amongst Associates is:       

• nourished by a common spiritual life; 
• celebrated in friendship and the Eucharist; 
• fostered by continuing formation in the charism; 
• expressed in prayer for one another and for the monastic community; 
• framed by monastic Hours of Prayer. 
• embodied in annual Associates Retreats and regional groups; 
• informed by regular newsletter.” 

 

Dear Kopua Cistercian Associate and Members of Kopua Whanau, 

As I write this contribution, on Tuesday 14th February, I am stuck in Norsewood in a small cabin with no 

cellphone coverage, hearing heavy rain, the occasional deep growl of thunder and surrounded by ponds of 

moving water, while cyclone Gabrielle swings by. I am here to mitigate any damage by water to ponds and 

culverts etc if I can.  I have also been reading a publication called The Coronavirus: Mirror of Beliefs.   I 

came across the words of Pope Francis that “God always forgives; humans sometimes forgive; nature 

never forgives.” and the context was the view “that the Laws of Nature must be studied, if we are to 

advance towards a healthier humanity and a more sustainable natural environment.” It added that the 

scientific community are “using the laws of nature in order to find medicines and vaccines against Covid 

19.” In another section there was a quote from the United Nations Environmental Programme that the 

following human actions are the principal origins of various viruses (like Covid 19) that affects one animal 

and then affects another animal: deforestation, careless handling of wildlife and climate change.   
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So, with the recent pandemic, still with us, and now suffering more acutely from climate change, we must 

ask the question: Does the Cistercian tradition offer any inspiration to those who seek to address the 

ecological crisis we are in today?   

I think there is. I have recently been alerted by Brother Jeffrey to an article in Cistercian Studies Quarterly 

Volume 37.2 (2002) by Jame Schaefer. This article comments on a 12th century description of the site and 

surroundings of Clairvaux (Clear view) abbey. The description was attributed to St Bernard by Dom John 

Mabillon (1623-1707), but if not St Bernard a “Cistercian in spirit, who was intimate with the site and 

surroundings”. 

 It is a charming and poetic description of how the monks interact, connect with and benefit from features 

of the natural world such as trees, water, animals, wildlife, and air that assures their mutual wellbeing. The 

author appreciates: the river for providing a setting in which the fish can swim, the trees for preventing the 

earth from crumbling, the tree branches for serving as perches for the singing birds ,..the cooperation of 

the river when “lending” the monks the water they need, the therapeutic services offered to the sick .. by 

..the shade trees, birds and fish, and the meadows that cooperate by soothing their weary minds and 

relieving anxieties, and the author appreciated the monks cooperation with the ground with (oak) trees by 

digging up the roots of other plants that were thought to impede the tree’s growth. All the site’s natural 

components were perceived as a means through which God’s presence was experienced and God’s 

goodness affirmed with explicit expressions of deep gratitude. “Appreciation, respect and gratitude were 

hall marks of a fitting response to the Clairvaux site that flowed from faith in God.”   

This Benedictine commitment to stability (ie. this people and this place will be my people and my place for 

my entire life.) is developed in the Cistercian notion of being “lovers of the place” in a spirit of “grateful 

cooperation with nature (including the indigenous wildlife and habitat)”. The deep Cistercian appreciation 

of God as Creator, Sustainer and Empowerer of all creation is obvious in the article. This view can also 

resonate with those familiar with Te Ao Maori and Pa Henare Tate’s – “te tapu o te whenua in its twofold 

relationship with Atua and with tangata.” 

Brother Jeffrey has also come across the enclosed passage from Cistercian Abbeys: history and architecture 

by J.F. LeRoux-Dhuys. (pg 104) 

“The demographic explosion of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries ravaged the environment of medieval 

Europe, destroying thousands of acres of woodland through excessive deforestation, and polluting rivers. 

The Cistercians deserve credit for playing no part in this devastation. Their use of watercourses and their 

efforts to keep the abbeys hygienic are well known. Less well known is the continual care they took not to 

destroy their forests. Rather than deforesting their land to increase the amount of cultivable land, they 

systematically set about improving heaths and wasteland, and ...the monks were more land improvers 

than woodcutters. Most importantly, they set up a system of forestry management...Today the sites of the 

majority of Cistercian abbeys are still surrounded by forests. They are the heritage of a system that 

respected the wooded environment.”  

I think the way Maori and the early Cistercians work in “grateful cooperation with nature” can inspire our 

efforts to assist the monastic community to restore the Kopua habitat and the places where we live in the 

light of the current ecological plight.                                                                                                                       
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Wednesday. A day later and the morning (Universalis) liturgy featured the story of Noah and like him I was 

able to “…realise that the waters were receding…” (Genesis 8). Our prayers are for those who are deeply 

and profoundly affected by the damage from Cyclone Gabrielle, especially for those affected in the years to 

come. 

International Cistercian Associate Matters 

The Leadership team were invited to participate in a zoom meeting for English speaking Cistercian 

Associates (also commonly called Lay Cistercian Communities). This meeting featured many 

representatives from Associate Communities in America and the Netherlands. It was chaired by Teresa 

McMahon, who is the English-speaking coordinator. If you would like to join the next zoom meeting in 

May, please let me know. We have been asked to send any requests for information we need from other 

communities.  I can now get an understanding of the “link of charity” that exists between Cistercian 

communities. I did a lot of listening, though I asked some questions (of participants after the meeting) and 

received very helpful responses and resources. 

Habitat Restoration 2023. 

 

This year the regional council are supporting the Kopua restoration with 700 trees (ie $2500 worth), as long 

as we do the weeding, spot spraying and the planting (at Matariki). The cost would be $400 only. Brother 

Bruce tells me someone donated $100 direct to the monastery (so eligible for tax rebate over Christmas) 

so we are well placed to get from external sources the $300 needed in a few months’ time.  If you wish to 

support this effort, the Southern Star Abbey account is: 06 0613 0037092 18   and include in on-line details 

habitat restoration donation and whether you wish a tax receipt as The Trust Board of the Cistercian Order 

in New Zealand  is a registered Charitable Trust No. CC34196. 

 

Tarrawarra Visit Next month. 

 

I had a useful meeting with Dom Steele Hartmann (Abbott of Tarrawarra) and explained our synodal 

process of identifying Associates preference for retreat and book study themes. We may be able to access 

their library and discuss with members of the community whatever topics emerge in our survey. Dom 

Steele Hartmann has written a book called. "An Introduction to Lectio Divina: Seeking God in Scripture" 

published in 2020.. He was interested in looking at our "8 Connecting Habits" as a snapshot of Chapter 4 of 

the Rule. He commented that " (Chapter 4 is) what the Rule is about, how to live scripture."  

 Currently we have four associates going to Tarrawarra. I mentioned to Dom Steele that we have invited 

some Tarrawarra Associates to join us there. 

Thanks 

 I would like to thank members of the current leadership team (Erika, Anne, Rosie and Nick) for their 

availability for meetings and their thoughtful and Cistercian contributions to the work of organising Kopua 

Associate affairs. We have a great team, and we are encouraged with the way the Spirit works. May the 

fruits of the Spirit flourish throughout our Kopua Associate community.  
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This newsletter 

In this newsletter our editor’s selections remind us of the need to pray from where we are, not as where 

we should be, to find time for periods of retreat to meet the One who holds the mirror. We are also 

reminded of the need for constant conversion and the “links of Charity” that are very real. We are also 

drawn to the crafted images of our monastic community and the natural world. 

Finally,  

I would encourage especially those in preliminary formation to consider booking in for a Kopua Monastery 

retreat as the Guesthouse is fully booked for groups this year already and becoming harder for individuals 

to get a spot when it suits.   

Have a blessed Lent.  Mike Stone 

 

 
 

Five components of Prayer   Henry Resink 
 

I am sure we all possess a deep desire to pray as authentically as we are able.  After all we are made to pray, 

the essence of which is the lifting of the heart and mind to God.  In fact, not to pray will end up destroying 

us spiritually. 

For this article I have reflected on five components of prayer which have buttressed my prayer life. I hope 

they may be of some help to the reader.  Especially those of us (all of us at times), who may feel on occasions 

they are wandering through the desert, in the darkness of faith, somewhat aimlessly.  

It is hard work. Persevere, keep knocking, keep asking, be passionate, at times in desolation, but above all 

don’t lose heart!   Expect temptation, the more you get into prayer the more you are tempted.  
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But to progress we have to keep on surrendering, out of love for God, to the true and LIVING God.  The 

danger otherwise is that we will find ourselves praying to a God we have created in our own imagination. 

• ‘Pray as you can’ based on the reality of our lives. 

• ‘Ceaseless prayer’ involves constant living in ‘Communion’ with God. 

• Our ‘Feelings’ do not authenticate our ‘Faithful’ prayer. 

• ‘Growth’ should be ‘Expected’ but it won’t be a straight line. 

• ‘Dis-satisfaction’. 

 

1. ‘Pray as you can’ based on the reality of our lives. 

 

Our prayer life must be firmly based on the reality of our lives.  We must always start where we are.  Not 

from where we might be, nor even from where we should be. Praying as we can, not as we think we ought 

to.  No matter how unhappy I might be with my current life or how dissatisfied I am with my progress, yet 

this is me ‘today’.  Prayer is opening our lives to 

God for insight and change. Prayer is recognition 

that God is God and we are not, and so in prayer 

we yield our desires to God's. Jesus prayed, ‘Not 

my will but yours’.  

 

It asks for an uncomfortably high degree of 

honesty. Real prayer is based on truth – no masks, 

no pretending. The critical necessity of so basing 

our prayer life, is that if we wish to be better, we 

have to work with today’s reality; where we are 

and who we are.   

 

If not, then we are subtly looking for a God other 

than the true God that we need to worship, the 

God of infinite goodness and holiness, who knows 

and cares for each of us by name. The true God 

who continually fashions and re-fashions us into 

the likeness of Christ. Otherwise, we end up in 

our private world of worshipping a God of our 

own making, a projection of our imagination, 

which is idolatry.  A trusted spiritual director or 

soul guide on our journey is imperative.  

 

 

2. ‘Ceaseless prayer’ involves constant living in ‘Communion’ with God. 

 

Ceaseless prayer is not complicated, although it does take practise and discipline.  It is not about saying the 

right words, or having the right structure, but rather a right orientation of our being toward God, in 

communion with God.  Prayers do not need to be flowery or long. Use simple, straightforward, short speech.  
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The psalms in particular use very direct speech, passionate and from the heart.  In general, the rule is that it 

should be short rather than long We can simply ask, ‘God, how would you like me to act in this situation?’ or 

‘God, how should I respond to that comment?’ There may be hours spent listening, waiting, watching in 

silence and solitude. Reading and reflecting on scripture. There may be momentary prayers for someone in 

a passing car or a neighbour. Our prayers may be spoken as we kneel (or sit, or lie) at our bed before we go 

to sleep. The same in the morning. They may be silently voiced as we walk into a meeting. There are many 

paths of prayer, because paths of prayer are the paths of life. 

Since praying is paying attention to God (silence, listening, watching, waiting), we really can ‘pray without 

ceasing’ (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18; Philippians 4:6; Romans 8:26-27).  In whatever we do, we do it with the 

awareness that God is present (Rule of Benedict Chap 19 & 20).  

f course, we can’t think about God all the time, rather it is the intention of living out that relationship.  The 

most important aspect, therefore, is not in what we do, but in what God does with our hearts and minds. 

Our thinking and prayer must begin, continue, and end with a request for God to guide our thoughts.  The 

heart and the mind become one. 

3. Our ‘Feelings’ do not authenticate our ‘Faithful’ prayer. 

 

Understandably, we can sometimes feel that our prayers are either ineffective or feel overwhelmed by what 

to pray for.  The great enemy of consistent, faithful prayer is our constantly shifting ‘feelings’ about the 

whole effort.  The danger lies in equating prayer, or the quality or effectiveness of our prayer, with certain 

feelings. It is not the purpose of prayer to cultivate feelings of inner peace and serenity, connectedness, 

mindfulness, or whatever the current catchword is.  It’s worth remembering we have not been asked to feel 

grateful; we have been asked to give thanks - whether we feel grateful or not. Prayer is an offering of 

worship, not a purchase.    

4. ‘Growth’ should be ‘Expected’ but it won’t be a straight line. 

 

We tend to think of good growth, as a general principle, being measured as a more or less straight line.  The 

straighter something is, be it a wall, a line of posts, a piece of furniture, our financial investments, the more 

perfect it is thought to be.  Indeed, a straight line could be considered a symbol of human pride.  The problem 

is we can carry our thought patterns about material things into our prayer life.  We like our spiritual life to 

go in a straight line.  We prefer mostly ups without too many downs.  We don’t want it to zig zag or wander 

all over the place.   

So, we need to learn, that if at times prayer seems hard or even impossible, that is normal and to be 

expected.  Prepare for a rhythm of (long) periods of dryness flowing into (short) periods of fervour.   Store 

up the reserves in your heart from periods of fervour when it is easy to say ‘Thy will be done’, to help you 

through periods when it is so difficult to pray thus.  Remember ‘Not my will’ always ‘Your will’.   

Be prepared for the fact that growth demands moving on (destruction) from what was before.  ‘I used to be 

able to pray but now I cannot’ is a normal growth pattern.  Methods of prayer that used to be successful, 

spiritual reading that once appealed, may need to be left behind as we advance to the next stage of prayer.  

Faith (love of God) and trust in God is the only medium for a deeper knowledge of God.   Instead of lamenting 
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for the previous easy and sweet ways of prayer that used to console us, we should rather desire to move 

beyond them, into the desert (the darkness of faith). 

5. Dis-satisfaction. 

 

Simply to briefly state that no matter how far or how we advance in the life of prayer, we shall never be 

satisfied with our progress.  Indeed, the reverse is true. The further we advance, the more dissatisfied we 

likely will be, because we realise more and more that we can never fully know God in this life.  We progress 

largely in the darkness of faith, which paradoxically is the only way in which our life of prayer can deepen, 

that and a complete surrender and trust in the LIVING God.   (And if we feel satisfied it usually means we 

have not made any progress!) 

May God bless you. 

Henry Resink  January 2023 

 

 

Personal Reflections on Retreats, written during my holidays, January 2023 Jenny Dawson 

Every retreat is a gift from God and a gift to God. 

Going on retreat requires time and organising.  Time means intentionality, in a life that is seen as flexible 

enough for one to choose to take space out from the usual routine, and organising means both by oneself 

but often also with a spiritual director and/or the leader of the retreat.  To make the decision to go on 

retreat is to respond to an invitation from God, by saying “Yes! I want to spend time with You.” 

Because, whatever the shape or content of it, any retreat in our Christian tradition is about prioritising 

God.  Most of us cannot do that in the “normal” weeks of the rest of the year.  This time is not a holiday, 

nor a course in prayer, although the days may certainly include both relaxing the body and discovering 
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more about the process of listening to God. 

The days of retreat, however many, are not necessarily spent in silence, although I am convinced that any 

time where people are committed to being fully with God will involve, for at least part of the time, the 

sacrifice of conversation and catching up with others. 

Many retreats happen in beautiful and/or isolated places.  In recent years technology has allowed for 

online options to be developed and Associate Andrew Pritchard led one of these not long before he died.  

Anything that allows more people to participate is probably a good thing.  Like us, retreats can be very 

diverse.  Different personalities have different preferences for how the time is spent and how one 

expresses the presence of God.  This diversity can show particularly in how we each handle the process, of 

“going in” at the beginning when one is often tired and “coming out” at the end when anticipation of what 

comes next can makes its presence felt.  When in a group, caring for difference overtly is important 

because we all have different assumptions and experiences of making retreats.  It can be a very intimate 

thing. 

In 2022, like other Associates, at the start of the year it seemed I would be unable to make a retreat at 

Kopua monastery.  However, other opportunities quickly popped up: one run by Spiritual Growth 

Ministries, several at Sister Eveleen Retreat House, and the retreat-like days of the spiritual directors’ Te 

Wairua Mahi course.  Somehow, hungrily I crammed in too many so that supposed quiet reflective time 

may have contributed to my tiredness at the end of the year! Perhaps I have realised again that the key to 

deciding what kind, where, and how much retreat time is good is in honest conversation with one’s 

spiritual director.  Bookending retreat with such reflection together is always very helpful. 

St Anthony talks about “seeing oneself as in a mirror”.  That happens significantly for many of us on 

retreat, but the perhaps greatest joy is to know that God is holding the mirror and will never let go.  Maybe 

God is the mirror? 

Jenny Dawson 

Entering the Twofold Mystery: on Christian Conversion by Erik Varden (Bloomsbury, 2022) 

Jenny Dawson 

Erik Varden is one of us.  Norwegian-born and now back in that country as Bishop of Trondheim since 2019, 

he has been a Cistercian monk, at Mount St Bernard Abbey, since 2004.  Nine years later he became the 

eleventh abbot there.  This book is a collection of talks and homilies given at the Abbey, to which 

Associates will relate, as he covers in Part One: What makes a Monk are Vows, Patrimony (or heritage), The 

Heart’s Expansion, and in Part Two aspects of A Monastic Year. 

In a time when many people are very tired, after three unusually demanding years, it is noteworthy that 

Varden’s consecration as bishop (pre-pandemic) was delayed ten months because of fatigue.  I read in an 

interview with CNA that at the time of his consecration, after recuperation, he said he was "struck, inspired 

and challenged by the Holy Father's insistence on the joy of the Gospel. This joy is not a superficial feeling, 

but an existential response to an immense, unmerited, ever-surprising gift," he explained. "To be capable 

of such joy is to be aware of one's poverty and need; it is to have a heart that is vulnerable and open, that 

longs for communion, for joy calls out to be shared, like a current that is passed on as depth calls out to 

depth." 
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Such vulnerability is found throughout this readable but challenging book. He begins with the story of his 

most life-changing experience, not in a monastery but in an encounter with a homeless man in Paris.  I 

could not help but remember the old challenge to those of us who say we care about the poor, “Yes but do 

you know their names?” This man was Emmanual. As Varden says, the monk – and I believe any associate – 

seeks constantly to be converted.  While this encounter was not overtly “religious” it led him to “a joy so 

profound it was painful” and the impetus to set off into the unknown which is fundamental to the 

monastic life. 

As these talks were written for his monks, there is a strong sense of being inside the monastery, in a 

context of devotion and diversity. Varden describes the monastic community as a communion, a body with 

many members, looking to one another for inspiration and good example. Drawing on Bernard of Clairvaux 

and the Scriptures, he describes the monastery as a Jerusalem: a holy place and a place of encounter, “the 

stable setting of our ceaseless conversion.” This is not a man struggling alone but one who finds his identity 

first of all in being a Christian and in monastic community.  He is also widely read and refers frequently to 

poetry as well as to many writers in the Benedictine tradition.  

 

Erik Varden earlier published The Shattering of Loneliness : On Christian Remembrance.  The honesty and 

scholarship of this earlier work which is what attracted me to this one. If conversion is about reorientation, 

I pray that for me this will increasingly come through deepening relationships, a deepening sense of my 

own humanity, and the invitation into the unknown that God offers me through books like this.

 



10 
 

 

Assisi 2022 - Commentary by the International Coordinating Committee January 2023 

 

In this commentary we would like to share with you our experience in Assisi 2022. We are not 

going to go into the details of the content or the documents because we think they are very 

well explained in the Information Letter that we sent you recently. We want to share with you an 

extraordinary experience that we could summarize in a series of adjectives: new, surprising, revealing, 

synodal, hopeful and Cistercian. 

 

New 

The international meeting in Assisi, composed of the two delegates elected by each language 

commission and the three members of the Coordinating Committee, was an "emergency" 

solution because of the cancellation of the International Meeting in Chicago due to the 

pandemic. In order to achieve this, prior to Assisi, the committee members had organized two 

meetings in each language region with a similar program and in which 6 delegates were elected 

to represent them. Such a meeting had never been held before. It was totally new, and it turned out to be 

surprising... 

 

Surprising 

We have to admit that before arriving in Assisi we were very concerned about the lack of 

knowledge and the generalized disaffection of many lay Cistercians towards the International 

Association and also about the discrepancies between the commissions on some topics on 

which it seemed to us that it would be difficult to reach a common vision. To our surprise, all 

our concerns began to fade away, the stumbling blocks were transformed into links and the 

International Association began to be perceived as the necessary common denominator that 

unites us. This was extraordinarily revealing... 

 

Revealing 

We realized that sincere and respectful dialogue and a profound knowledge of the different 

realities that we live, create currents of fraternal love that drive us to find shared solutions, 

generate closeness and transform differences into richness instead of barriers. The Association 

becomes an irreplaceable common forum and a privileged place of encounter and communion. 

The beginning of our own Synodal Path is revealed to us... 

 

Synodal 

All of us were able to understand the true meaning of the synodal journey, we were able to 

discover through practice what it means to walk together; that there is no longer "everyone 

else" but that we are all "us"; that the problems are not "of others" but "ours". And we 

understood that the Charter of Charity also defines our lay Cistercian charism. And a hopeful 

time is illuminated for us... 

 

Hopeful 

Difficulties do not disappear, on the contrary, they appear in all their dimensions, but suddenly 
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we give them a new name: necessary changes; challenges for the future; new proposals; that is 

to say, to work with hope towards a truly Cistercian future... 

 

Cistercian 

This adventure ended with our participation in the General Chapter. Although this was the 

seventh time that we were officially invited to represent all the lay Cistercian communities of 

the world, it was also, new, surprising, revealing, synodal and hopeful. New because for the 

first time our participation was in a panel format with much more time available. We were 

surprised by the warm welcome of Dom Bernardus, Abbot General, and his deep knowledge of 

our lay Cistercian charism; it was very revealing the growing interest that many abbots and 

abbesses showed in us and in how to support each other, that is, in how to strengthen our 

common synodal journey. In the words of Dom Bernardus their hope for us is based on "our 

fidelity to the charism and our perseverance, union with the monastic communities will come 

as a consequence..." We left the General Chapter with the certainty that we lay Cistercians are 

called to be Cistercians in fullness and without diminutives. 

 

Pope Francis has invited us to dream; Dom Bernardus has invited us to dream; and we have 

dreamed, but upon awakening we have seen that the dream has actually come true... Now it is 

up to us to build the dream so that it will come true. For this we count on all of you to build 

something new, surprising, revealing, synodal, hopeful and totally Cistercian. 

 

Tina, on behalf of the International Coordinating Committee of the International Association of 

Lay Cistercian Communities.    
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+++ 
Contributions for sharing with fellow Associates via the Newsletter most welcome. 
 
Send to Nick Polaschek    nandlpolaschek @gmail.com  
12 Everest Street Khandallah Wellington 6035  


