
Peter of Montboissier was 
abbot of the famous Benedictine 
monastery of Cluny in Burgundy 
from 1122 to 1156. During his 
tenure as abbot, Cluny flourished 
as a spiritual center, while he 
secured for himself a reputation for 
administrative skills, scholarship 
and diplomacy. He undertook 
lengthy journeys in the service 
of the Church and maintained 
a vigorous correspondence with 
many religious figures of his day, 
including Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, 
and he provided a welcome refuge 
to Abelard, the controversial 
philosopher/theologian after his 
condemnation at the Council of 
Sens in 1140. Peter also promoted 
the study of Islam as an alternative to 
confrontation, and he commissioned 

a translation of the Koran into 
Latin. All of these manifold activities 
were marked by the personal 
gentleness, humility and kindness 
that have earned him the epithet 

“Venerable.” At a general audience 
on October 14, 2009, Pope Benedict 
XVI noted these qualities when he 
spoke of Peter’s love of peace, and 
he praised his “meekness, serene 
equilibrium, and rectitude” among 
other virtues that make this holy 
abbot “an example to the monks and 
Christians of our day.”

Peter the Venerable found time 
to compose poems and hymns, 
including two sequences (prosae) on 
the Nativity. He died in 1156, on 
Christmas Day.

Christmas Presents

This issue of the Desert Chronicle has contributions by oblates and friends 
of the monastery, who responded to an open-ended invitation to write 
something. We hope you will enjoy their contributions. As an additional 
gift, there are no articles by the editor. 

Blessings on all. Fr. Hugh
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Prior's Letter

Continued from page 1

Continues on page 3

Dear Friends of the Monastery,
Thanksgiving Day fell late this year, and Advent starts 

days later, giving us Lots of things to occupy our attention. 
We’re fortunate we can take the time to reflect on the 
spiritual meaning of these special times.

Pope Francis shared a message for the 8th World Day of 
the Poor, November 17, challenging us to pray for the poor 
among us. We are to become aware of their needs and find 
ways to meet them. 

“Prayer then is verified by authentic charity that 
manifests itself as encounter and proximity. If prayer does 
not translate into concrete action, it is in vain; indeed, ‘faith 
by itself, if it has no works, is dead’ (Jas. 2:17). However, 
charity without prayer risks becoming philanthropy, that 
soon exhausts itself.” [Rome, St. John Lateran, 13 June 
2024]

Pope Francis was not talking about Thanksgiving and 
Advent, but what he wrote makes sense as we prepare for 
those events. To seek and pray about the spiritual and 
practical meaning of these times, but then to translate our 
prayer into what we do.

That, I think, is a challenge and opportunity for us 
here at the monastery. Perhaps it will be for you, as well. 
Please know that you are in our prayers daily. May Advent, 
Christmas and the New Year be filled with blessings!

Peace and good things!
Fr. Boniface Lautz, O.S.B., Prior

Sequence on the Nativity of the Lord (III)

With a voice of joy, shout Alleluia!

Truth sprang out of the earth
When Christ was born in the flesh.
Let there be new glory in heaven,
Let there be new joys on earth.

The Creator of all things has appeared
Taking pity on his perishing creation,
And has offered the right hand of freedom
To those already captured by the Enemy.

Heaven poured forth its dew upon the earth,
And earth brought forth its Savior;
The choir of angels sings
When their infant King appears.

That virginal womb, the special chamber of God,
Is made fertile by the Holy Spirit, and
As a twig brings forth a flower, so also does
The Virgin bring forth the Redeemer clothed in the garb 
	 of flesh.

The God-Child is fed by the holy milk
Of a virgin Mother: an astonishing fact for the ages!
By this strange food He lives, through whom all things
Remain full: No wonders equal this one!

The One who bestows life on the flesh
Is nourished by the food of the flesh;
The lap of his Mother holds him
Whom the throne of the Father also holds.
The Virgin comforts her Son,
And also adores him as God,
Emmanuel, God with us,
The Salvation of Israel!

The mind and voice and eyes
Of the Christian people
Acknowledge You, Mother:
Through You they thirst for your Son,
They desire to have a gracious
And safe refuge.
Therefore, Mistress of the world,
Direct your merciful eyes toward us
By melting our sins away.

Let wickedness be put to flight,
Let justice return,
By the grace of Jesus Christ. Amen

Sequence on the Nativity of the Lord (IV)

Heaven, Rejoice! Earth, Applaud!
Let no one keep from praise:
Through a virgin, humankind returns
To its ancient beginnings.
A virgin brought forth God;
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Because of this, the old strife vanishes;
The old discord vanishes; peace and glory follow.

Then the sinner rises from the mud,
When God lies still in the hay;
Then the lowly stable protects
The nourishment of heavenly food.
The Virgin nurses the Creator
And Redeemer born of her;
Divine Wisdom lies hidden
In this Child.

The Mother’s breasts drip milk,
The Son’s inner parts pour forth milk,
When He bestows the sweetness of his grace
Through his assumed human nature;
And so, with sweet melody,
Let us shout out, O Maria!
With monastic voices
And clamorous affections.

Hail, Blessed Virgin,
You who put curses to flight;
Hail, Mother of the Most High,
Betrothed of the most gentle Lamb.
You vanquished the Serpent,
You bruised its head,
When God, born of You,
Became its destruction.
You are the Empress of the heavens,

You are the Restorer of the earth,
For whom humankind sighs, and
At whom wicked demons tremble.
You are the Window, the Gate, the Fleece,
The Palace, the House, the Temple, the Earth,
The Lily of Virginity and
A Rose through your martyrdom.

You are the Garden enclosed, the Fountain of gardens
Washing away the filth of sins,
Purifying the polluted and
Restoring the dead to life.
You are the Mistress of the angels,
The Hope of the ages after God,
The King’s Seat and
The Throne of the deity,

The Star shining in the East,
Routing the shadows in the West,
The Dawn preceding the Sun and
The Day that knows no night.
You are the Parent of our parent and
The Mother of the One giving us life;
Assurance of our Faithful Mother,
Reconcile your sons to their Father.

Mother, entreat God, your Son,
To wash away our guilt, and
After pardon has been granted,
May He bestow on us grace and glory. Amen.

Continued from page 2

By Ellen Martin, Detroit and New York City
Going through my grandfather’s papers, I found one 

letter of condolence upon the death of his wife that he 
had particularly saved.  He’d received many, for she was an 
animated, empathetic woman, a regular in character parts 
with community theatre.  This letter was not designed to be 
eloquent or penetrating.  Its writer followed his condolences 
with an account of his and his wife’s illnesses.  The subtext 
was:  you will not hear from me again; let us exchange our 
sympathies now.

Reading of these illnesses along with the condolence 
brought home to Grandpa a consolation more conventional 
remembrances of happy times had not.  He reached for his 
pen and wrote on the back of the envelope:  “Everybody has 
troubles.”

In Advent, season of Awe, what stance do we take to 
troubles?  Other things than stars and sheep are coming 
down the pike.  A first step is simply to see that everybody 
is in the boat with you.  One of Grandpa’s sisters contracted 
tuberculosis, went to Los Angeles for the climate, sewed 
costumes for the silent movies, recovered, returned, and 
when the disease recurred, took her own life.  Grandma’s 
mother had died of TB, and my 16-year-old grandmother 
then boarded with a family in exchange for playing the organ 
at the Methodist Church, while her younger brother lived 
with an uncle at the YMCA.  Today, well-connected people 
face intractable illnesses or freak accidents, talented people 
are distorted by neurotic families, jobs they don’t enjoy, or 
constrained finances.  You have your own stories to tell.

The ways people re-imagine life show that troubles 
are part of their identities.  That’s the second thing to 
see:  troubles shape us, sharpening our insight into one 
experience even as they render us clueless in another.  Fine 
trees grow steadily up around calluses.  Troubles are cousin 
to our talents, and both give us our idiosyncrasy, our 
divergence from a dead putative norm, and our motive to 
search out purpose.

We belong with the strange characters of Scripture:  
Jonah’s inspired rage, and the Ninevites who couldn’t tell 
their right from their left;  adopted Moses and the fractious 
people he herded through deserts and decades;  Paul 
surprised, and the uncertain, bickering congregations he 
wrote to;  David, Eve, Thomas, Judith, Peter.  All of us 
who’ve said at some point:  Who, Me?!?

We tackle and study our troubles.  Partly out of self-
fascination, but also because we sense their significance.  
Troubles are not sins, but jolts to awareness.  Reminded by 
this letter that troubles are universal, my grandfather was 
surprised, refreshed, and grateful enough to write it out:  

“Everyone has troubles.”  He was not alone, and was still his 
own self, a person who had chosen, been shaped by, and 
lost, a particular woman.

Seeing that notation reminded me of the day my 
grandmother herself gazed out the window and said:  “If 
our troubles were laundry hung out to dry, and it started to 
rain, we’d all run out to gather our own.”
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Gazan Dreams
O Angel of War, what am I fighting for, if death comes 
tomorrow, inform me before.

--Yusuf Islam

A week before the war, the potted olive tree died abruptly.
The day before the war, I fell to my knees wrenched by a 
sorrow I could not name.
How are you? How is your family?
Dream 1: I hesitated at the bottom of a hill, wanting 
to climb the steep path that led to the top. I saw others 
carrying heavy blocks before struggling upward. I reached 
for one, not knowing why, but you stopped me and said I 
didn’t need to carry more. My own weight was enough.
Where are you now?
Dream 2: Bent low under a loaded backpack, you 
persuaded me to trade it for a thin red vest. I can still 
signal to others where I am, but now walk faster without 
carrying everything.
Can you call? Can you text?
Dream 3: All night I lay pressed under layers of strange 
heavy material, like layers of rubble but also like thickest 
felt that rose slightly when I inhaled. I couldn’t free myself 
no matter how I struggled to raise my arms.
How are you staying warm?
Dream 4: I am walking with arms outstretched, feeling 
my way through dim, damp tunnels adorned with rootlets 
and worm ends. I keep entering cul-de-sacs. I am tired of 
dead ends.
What can you find to eat?
Dream 5: Your brother stopped speaking, the one with 
the voice like softest felt. Your mother tried to bribe him, 
offering her meager plate of food, but he still refused. 
Twice fed yet choking on the words caught in his throat.
How many are lost?
Dream 6: The dead children are playing on soft green grass 
beneath waving olive trees. They are laughing and running 
and pretending to be puppies pouncing on each other. A 
few women stand nearby and smile, watching over them. 
There are no dangers to protect them from.
Who is left?
Dream 7: The people are gently stepping into flat open 
boats that glide down a calm river. Sitting on cushioned 
seats, bright canopies ripple above their heads. Musicians 
play in each boat and festive foods are laid out on low 
tables in the center. Everyone smile and laughs as they 
catch up and tell stories, and everything they desire is 
within easy reach.
After three months, I stopped dreaming. Everyone stopped 
dreaming. There is no-one left to ask.

May I be wrong

May I misunderstand.
May the translation app be stupid.
May you still live.

May my shaking hand curl round a teacup filled from 
	 your pot.
May we ask all the questions we’ve saved for silent months.
May we never stop turning our children to face the light.

May we marvel at the miracle of simply breathing the 
	 same air
and laughing with no continents or oceans or screens 
	 between us.

May I be wrong.

The strawberries of Gaza

are heart-shaped and huge,  
luscious to the core and weepingly sweet.

The strawberries I cut this morning
are hard and bland, white-centered and juiceless.
But I have breakfast and you have none,
Beloved.

The California farm rows gleam green
beneath the hot sun,
and yours are cratered and suffocated 
beneath the dust of a million ruined homes,
beneath the ashes of a hundred thousand burnt tongues.



Oblates from the Monastery of the Ascension, 
along with Fr. Hugh Feiss, traveled north the last 
weekend of September to give presentations on core 
Benedictine values during a retreat held for the 
Oblates of the Center for Benedictine Life at the 
Monastery of St. Gertrude, Cottonwood, Idaho. 

Photos, clockwise beginning above left:

Lori Hudson, Joanne Draper and Diane Holley 
giving their presentation in the Johanna Room 
at Spirit Center, the Center for Benedictine Life’s 
retreat facility.

Robin Boies (right) chats with Sister Mary Frances 
Kluss, one of the Benedictine community living at 
the Cottonwood monastery.

Fr. Hugh had a pleasant visit with Fr. Meinrad 
Schallberger, and joined him in celebrating Sunday 
Mass, giving the homily.

The Jerome Oblates at Cottonwood. Top row from 
left: Lori and Guy Hudson, Diane Holley. Front row 
from left: Fr. Hugh, Robin Boies, Joanne Draper.

As part of the CBL’s hospitality, the group from 
Jerome received a tour of the historic monastery 
chapel from Cottonwood Oblate Bob Parrish (right).
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August 2024

August 3: Foundation Day. The MSPs joined us for 
Mass. Our Oblates came for a potluck lunch and some 
Bingo games. There were prizes enough for everyone to 
win one and bags of apples for everyone. 

August 4: Our monthly social, followed on the 5th by 
our annual budget meeting, for which by Diane, our business 
manager, skillfully prepared the necessary documents.

August 7: We celebrated birthdays for LuAnn and 
Linda Hurley at lunch.

August 8: The Marshalls combined the barley.
August 8-12: Several MSPs traveled to and from 

California. 
August 13: The first tomatoes from our garden 

were picked. Since then, we have been eating them and 
zucchini almost daily. 

August 16: Fr. Kenneth’s 55th anniversary of his 
ordination as a priest, commemorated with coconut desserts. 

August 17: Br. Tobiah’s birthday.  The MSPs 
conducted a retreat for couples.

	 August 18: A fierce rainstorm did some damage to 
the beets and corn and found a leak in our roof.

August 19: Fr. Hugh completed packing up our 
extensive archives (including the archives of Bishop 
Nicholas Walsh).

August 21: We had our regular community meeting. 
Our friend Kathy arrived. Br. Sylvester tripped and cut 
his forehead. The local ER stitched him up and did a 
precautionary CT scan, which came out negative.

August 23: Some good friends brought peaches and 
tomatoes from a local garden. Kathy left. Fr. Moises, MSP, 
held classes for the seminarians, including those assigned 
to Mountain Home.

August 29: Fr. Boniface and an MSP attended the 
Deanery meeting in Jerome.

August 30: There was a fatal accident at an intersection 
on the way we usually travel to Jerome. 

Also during August, with input from our legal advisor, 
we held a series of meetings regarding on our plans with 
the MSPs. 

September
During the month, we cleared the basement of things we 

didn’t need, which we gave to St. Vincent de Paul and others.
We are continuing to finalize plans for the transfer of 

the monastery to the MSPs. 
Most of the harvest on the farm has been completed. 

The MSP garden continues to produce tomatoes and a 
variety of greens. Our friends have shared generously with 
fruit and corn. The kitchen has made some salsa. 

We have made routine trips to health care providers. 
We’re blessed to have good providers and health insurance.

The MSPs have used of the guest facility for lay theology 
and biblical retreats. They continue to have Masses and 
devotions weekly. We have hosted some AA weekends.

September 19: Fr. Hugh began a six-week, Adult Faith 
Formation program. He also participated in a reading 
retreat in Pine on Thomas Merton. Participants read and 
reflected on selected passages and then gathered to share.

September 27-29:  Fr. Hugh and some of our Oblates 
gave retreat conferences to the Oblates at the Center for 
Benedictine Life at the Monastery of St. Gertrude in 
Cottonwood.

We had some major Internet problems, which John 
Wasko and Br. Roger, MSP, were able to fix. 

September 30: Fr. Jerome’s name day. 
  October

During the month we are replacing our computers, 
which are too old to be secure. John Wasko is overseeing 
the project.

Fr. Abraham, the MSP superior here, spent much 
of the month in Mexico renewing his Visa to be in the 
United States.

Some of us received flu, Covid, and respiratory disease 
immunizations.

The twice-a-year heat pump servicing was completed.
October 9: We had a conference call with some 

officials of the Swiss-American Benedictine Congregation 
about our plans with the MSPs. 

October 11: Fr. Kenneth’s name’s day. Final picking of 
peaches and tomatoes in the garden. 

October 17: A good sugar beet harvest is completed.
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Mid-October. A representative of the Magic 
Valley Land Trust met with us about the conservation 
easement on the farm. The weather is now autumnal.

October 18-20: Our oblates had their fall retreat 
here. The MSP had a Lay theology program, celebrated 
the feast of St. Luke, the patron of their seminary 
program, and then gathered for their feast of Christ the 
Missionary, in Mountain Home with Fr. Moises, the 
pastor, and on October 26 in California.

October 24: The staff of St. Edward’s Parish 
came for a retreat, which Fr. Hugh conducted on the 

“catholicity” of the Catholic Church.
We have been having discussions and consultations 

about the health care of our community.
November 

November 2. For All Soul’s day/El Dia de los 
Muertos, the MSPs set up a nicely decorated table in 
the main lobby on which they placed photos and other 
mementos of their deceased. They served special bread on the day.

November 28: A Thanksgiving dinner was shared by all.
November 30: Fr. Ezekiel’s birthday.

Oblates attended their Fall Retreat in October with Fr. Hugh.

How to Love Yourself
 
Stand barefoot in dewy grass
Just before dawn on a summer’s day
Feel your connection to earth,
To sky, to the choir of birds singing
Breathe deep, and know your home is here
Whatever troubles and mishaps the day may bring,
Whatever mixed messages your image in the mirror shows,
You are beautiful, and you belong

Crows
 
how did the collective name 
for crows become a murder?
yes, they’re big and black
with a raucous call
that is definitely not soothing
but murderous? not the crows I know
every morning when I walk through the park
I see a gang of them, scavenging 
around the picnic tables
calling to each other — look what I found!
or hopping through the spray from the sprinklers
some even get on top and ride them
squawking with glee like any kid
at a carnival — these guys
know how to party!
they’ve seen me often enough 
that they don’t immediately scatter
when I walk past — too busy 
to be bothered by some random human
with a funny hat — too busy just being themselves

How Good
(After Mary Oliver)

how good
it is to look up at night
and see the stars
arranged in their ancient patterns
when all else seems unsure
they remain — steadfast
in their glistening 
 
how good 
to look out the window
one winter morning
and see the world transformed 
all sharp edges and brown gloom
blanketed by fresh snow 
glistening in the early sun
 
how good
to gaze into the eyes
of one you love
and see that love
reflected back
joy rises in your heart
to see its glistening
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May your Advent preparation
for the coming of Christ

- and the celebration of his birth - 
be filled with joy and peace,
along with many blessings

for the New Year.


