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Brother Benet Tvedten and Father Benedict Fischer in the Abbey cafeteria.

The Unique
Special
Individual

 As of one o’clock in the
afternoon, July 30, 2022, while
this article is being written, the
world population is nearly eight
billion souls. You can see a
current world population meter
on worldometers.info as it
escalates. For some people the
increase is a source of pride: that
our species has done so well,
being so intelligent and
adaptable that we have pop-
ulated virtually every corner of
the earth. For others we are like
a teeming giant anthill wherein
nearly eight billion people
crawl, voraciously consuming
resources that other species
depend upon, leaving a barren
and littered landscape.

 One cannot fail to notice
how humans are herd animals.
Our survival depends upon
coordinated grouping; we pick
up social cues and cooperate,
aligning our behavior with
others, enough that social
disapproval quite easily shames
us. We naturally gather together
for sporting events, town hall
meetings, church attendance,
demonstrations, summits and
riots. All the time and every-
where we are witnesses to a
human impulse to sociability:
large numbers of people acting

the same way at the same time.
Investments and stock market
bubbles display this herd
instinct when people begin to
hoard or partake in frenzied
buying and selling during a
crisis. There are economic
theories of herding connected to
information cascades. Investors
respond to the behavior of
others and try to outguess the
market. Information aggre-
gation assumes that most
consumers are alike and want
what everyone else wants.
Retailers know that we buy
what others buy, and in
advertising they appeal to the
common dimensions of the
market, even though com-
mercials tell us that each of us

is making an individual and
unique choice that proves we
are our own person, our own
boss because we know what we
want and are free to choose it.
But the sad truth is more like,
“Show us what to buy and we’ll
buy it.”

What gives any single
person meaning among so
many people in the world?
How do I dare think that I am
unique and lovable among
eight billion others?

Does God love me, myself
alone? Or does God love
humankind in general: that big
anthill, without reference to any
names or birthdays? Am I
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unique and irreplaceable? Or
does there exist types of me,
and probably several near
duplicates within the almost
eight billion people currently
alive?

Perhaps in reaction to the
giant milling crowd there’s the
narcissist with an inflated sense
of self. We all know people like
this, and it could be that we
ourselves, unknowingly, are
too big for our britches. We
become comical when our egos
are swollen. We worry about
details that don’t matter and
believe that the whole world
revolves around us. We feel
cheated if not given the special
attention we think we deserve.
We’re envious but turn envy on
its head by believing that others
are envious of us. We insist
upon being recognized as su-
perior when our achievements
do not warrant such rec-
ognition. We are loud and find
it difficult to regulate our
tempers. A bloated ego can
become dangerous when one
begins to take advantage of
people to get what one wants.
Granting that narcissism is not
good, is any yearning for
recognition egoistic? Is wanting
to be singled out at all part of
being too self-absorbed? Would
a mature spiritual person forget
him or herself completely?

humility, when a person insists
upon being last, deflects praise
that is deserved, or uses too
many self-deprecating refer-
ences. False humility is simply
a twisted form of pride, and
becomes particularly insidious
when one guilty of it might
bring himself to admit tiny sins
but ignores his mighty efforts
to appear pious and righteous.
Jesus had nothing good to say
about the outwardly pious and
self-righteous. False humility is
exposed when a person cannot
accept any compliment without
fussing. True humility is about
being honest because you know
who you are. There is a lot of
wisdom in what Aunt Eller
sings in the movie musical
“Oklahoma:”

I’d like to teach you all a little sayin’,
and learn the words by heart the way
you should. I don’t say I’m no better
than anybody else, but I’ll be danged if
I ain’t jist as good!

them. A good deal of self-
knowledge is required for such
a project, a self-discovery akin
to getting to know a stranger.
You need to develop a
compassion for that stranger;
you can hardly get to know him
if you hold an initial antipathy,
just as you can’t get to know
yourself under the burden of
any self-loathing. At the other
extreme, you can’t get to know
a stranger if you’re infatuated
with him. Infatuation is of the
realm of fantasy. Likewise, you
can’t really get to know yourself
if you suffer from a bloated
sense of self-worth, which is
fantasy, too.

 Hard as it may be to believe
that each snowflake is distinct,
God creates a human differently
each and every time, so that any
single individual on the face of
the earth is unique and irre-
placeable.

Procession after the Eucharistic liturgy.

Humility is certainly at the
heart of holiness. If we study
the lives of saints, one of their
distinguishing characteristics is
that they did not hold
themselves above others. The
virtue of humility is a
foundation, like tree roots: if
they are strong and deep the
tree will have a long and
fruitful life. If humility is
genuine, the soul will flourish.
The saints were aware of this,
and aware also of false

Yes, just as good. We all have
our virtues and our vices. To be
humble is to know one’s own
unique strengths and weak-
nesses, and not to under-
appreciate or over-appreciate

Our weathered faces are,
and should be, proof of this.
Whereas the model of ideal
human beauty is rather
uniform—the faces of fashion
models being perfectly sym-
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The end of the season for marigolds.

metrical and, for that much,
quite forgettable—the face of a
person who has had his or her
own unique sufferings is one of
a kind. Makeup is emblematic
of our modern society: it is used
to make us all look the same.
Acceptable. And our faces lose
their character the more
makeup we put on. Makeup
takes out the blemishes and the
wrinkles, everything that
really—taken as a whole—
makes us beautiful. As M. Scott
Peck would say, paraphrased
here from his book The Road
Less Traveled, our trials, our
challenges and our suffering
give us character and they make
us beautiful. We are here to
learn in this vale of soul-
making, and it is impossible to
lose when we realize that
everything can teach us
holiness, so that planet earth
becomes a great big school.
Every new day we ought to ask,
“What does it have to teach me?”

 That character in the
shaping results in something
beautiful. The deepest part of a
person’s character—sculpted by
each one’s challenges and
suffering—is hidden but
appreciated by God. The hidden
part is hinted at in the face, in
the hands and in the eyes. One
might say that the face, the
hands and the eyes of a person
are like the tip of an iceberg for
what we can see; what is
suggested is vast. That might be
why people say about the eyes
that they are windows to the
soul.

do we feel so alone? Why
doesn’t God reassure my
unique individual self, as a
mother encourages her child to
keep his chin up and be hardy?
With mother’s love and support
a child can do almost anything.
With God’s love and support
we could work miracles . . . if
only we felt that love and
support.

 Many canonized saints felt
alone and abandoned by God,
among them Saint Teresa of
Calcutta. David Van Biema,
author of Mother Teresa: the
Life and Works of a Modern
Saint, explains that Mother
Teresa experienced loneliness
and doubts for almost fifty
years, throughout her ministry
in the slums and until her death.
This possibly was a grace from
God to counteract the world-
wide fame she came to know.
Or perhaps it was a grace for her
to experience firsthand what she
saw as a deep dark truth: that
the most terrible poverty is not
physical but the loneliness and
feeling of being unloved. How
did she pull through fifty years
of feeling abandoned? How did
she keep functioning as a

veritable symbol of faith and
charity when she—inside
herself—felt alone and
unsupported? How does one
keep running on empty?
Perhaps her story was
something similar to the
Prophet Elijah and the widow
at Zarephath. He asked the
widow for bread and she
replied, “I don’t have any
bread, only a handful of flour
in a jar and a little olive oil in a
jug. I am gathering a few sticks
to take home and make a meal
for myself and my son that we
may eat it, and then die.” Elijah
told her not to be afraid, to go
and bring him bread and then
to make something for herself
and her son, “For this is what
the Lord the God of Israel says,
‘The jar of flour will not be used
up and the jug of oil will not run
dry until the day the Lord sends
rain on the land.’” She did as
Elijah told her, and the flour
was not used up, and the jug of
oil did not run dry.As things are, if we are

unique and loved by God, then
why do we so often feel
abandoned? Yes, we know we
must face challenges and trials
in life. And yes, suffering builds
character and all that, but why

Or, it could be that Mother
Teresa’s running on empty was
like the feeding of the multitude
in each of the Gospels: the five
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loaves and two fish that fed
thousands.

Look at someone you know
and love intensely—a spouse, a
son or a daughter, a parent, a
brother or a sister—and you
will see and understand how
unique and irreplaceable they
are. No one else in the world
could step in as a substitute. If
you love them so much, you
almost have to believe that God,
who created them, loves them
even more. And they, looking
at you, know how irreplaceable
you are, how loved you are in
the eyes of God.

God only seems absent, of
course, allowing saints a sense
of loneliness perhaps as a way
of proving their mettle, or as a
way of cleansing their souls for
greater things to come. To refer
to M. Scott Peck again, “The
uniqueness of the soul shows
itself most whenever someone
seriously elects a path of
psychospiritual growth for the
remainder of his or her
lifetime.” The metaphor he uses
for this path is interesting
enough to quote at length:

It is as if psychopathology of the ego is
like mud, and the more it gets cleared
away, the more the soul underneath will
shine forth in glory, in a distinct pattern
of glorious color that can be found
nowhere else on earth. And while I am
certain that God creates a human soul
differently each and every time, this
doesn’t mean there are no unanswerable
questions. Nonetheless, however
mysterious, the process of soul creation
is individualized. The uniqueness of
individual persons is undeniable . . .  and
cannot be explained by mere psychology
or biology.

Yes, we are unique. God holds
each one of us dear. Yet it is left
to us, in faith and in hope, to
remember how treasured we
are, so that we can, in turn,
value others and love them as
God loves them.                       �

MAY
CHRONICLE

 May 3: Until the Abbey has
renewable energy in solar and
wind power, we have to heat
the place somehow. Perhaps the
bridge is gas because, according
to the U.S. Energy Information
Administration, gas carbon
emissions are much lower than
other fossil fuels; they emit
almost 50% less CO2 than coal.
Pounds of CO2 emitted per Btu
show natural gas to be the
lowest. Cost is a factor, too. As
of today, our coal boiler is
suspended, and the inspector
for the gas boiler has given us
an ok. May the future bring us
emissions-free heat, whatever it
takes to get there. �

May 5: Meanwhile the
streets and avenues of
Richardton are being torn up.
Goodbye to all the potholes and
unintentional speed bumps that
have made the town a hazard
for the past forty years.
Unfortunately it’s a veritable
maze here, for the time being,
having to discover how to get
from A to G when B, C, and D
are closed, creating dead ends,
and lots of dust to go with it.
The price of progress. �

May 7: Potato planting has
begun, and met with a
downpour of heavenly rain.
Spirits are not dampened, they
are only whetted. �

May 14: Brothers Louie,
Symeon and Stephen are setting
out on a greenhouse tour,
looking for the best deals and
the best plants, but mostly
potting soil and soaker hoses.�

James and Brothers Jacob,
Joseph and Chris observe.
During a full lunar eclipse, the
moon passes through the
darkest part of the earth’s
shadow, the umbra as it’s called.
And when the moon is in that
umbra it takes on a reddish hue
for various reasons, mostly due
to dust particles in the
atmosphere. There will be seven
more full moons in 2022.
According to The Old Farmer’s
Almanac, they are: Strawberry
moon on June 14, Buck moon on
July 13, Sturgeon moon on
August 11, Harvest moon on
September 10, Hunter’s moon
on October 9, Beaver moon on
November 8, and icy Ice-Cold
moon on December 7. Why isn’t
there a month for the Man in the
Moon? �

May 16: The annual ditch
cleaning is in progress. Thirteen
monks show up to scour the
ditches adjacent to Abbey
property, mainly so that cows,
who eat the baled hay from the
ditches, do not swallow crushed
plastic or aluminum cans; they
get wrapped up in bales if the
garbage is not collected, and
once a cow starts chewing and
swallowing, everything goes
down the hatch. One ditch
cleaner found a discarded smart
phone. Another found a credit
card. (No, we did not try to use
it.) �

May 17: Covid booster shots
are made available for anyone
fifty or older. Eighteen monks
take advantage of these. �

May 20: The annual novena
for a good harvest begins. �

May 15: A total lunar
eclipse creates a dazzling
“blood” moon that Father

May 22: Our annual retreat
begins with Father Simeon
Gallagher who is a Capuchin
Franciscan friar. Capuchin
monkeys are named after the
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Gregorian, and a Licentiate in
Theology from the Angelicum.
He was ordained in 1996. Pope
Francis appointed him auxiliary
bishop of the Archdiocese of
Atlanta in 2017.

June 6: Brothers Joseph and
Stephen leave for Belmont
Abbey in North Carolina for the
2022 Junior Formation Seminar,
or “junior camp.” Many of us
have fond memories of junior
camp, wherever it was held in a
given year. Assumption Abbey
hosted junior camp twice, in
1984 and in 2000. At both junior
camps, young monks expressed
surprise at the vast open prairie
which was nothing like their
familiar city or woodland
country territory. �

June 7: Brother Symeon
helps with Camp ReCreation, a
Christian summer camp for
people with intellectual and
developmental disabilities.
Symeon has given his time and
support for years, as have
Fathers Anthony and Boniface
who believe in the life-changing
experiences the Camp provides.
The Camp pairs teenage
counselors to campers, with
their special needs, on a one-to-
one basis as they participate in
each day’s activities, building
bridges of understanding and
friendship. �

June 16: Father Damian
Dietlein enters the Club 90 as
the tenth member of the
community, in all our history,
to reach 90 years old, and
shooting for 100! (There is no
Club 100, as none of our monks
has yet lived that long.) �

June 22: Brothers Placid and
Jacob are out in the pasture
spot-spraying leafy spurge and
thistles. If they were good for
something then they wouldn’t
grow so well. �

June 24: With a tip from our
neighbor, Justin Hoff, Brother
Stephen captures a swarm of
bees for the Abbey apiary. They
are magnificent big bees, and
very light-colored, perhaps
Cordovan, a subset of Italian
bees, and somewhat gentler. �

June 27: Brother Placid has
been very busy giving tours,
but he seems to enjoy the task.
He says, “I am willing to give a
tour at any time . . . if you can
find me.” (That if is a big if.) �

JUNE
CHRONICLE

June 2: The main entrance
road to the Abbey is closed due
to the city roadwork project.
Delivery trucks must take a
circuitous route through the
church parking lot, behind the
library building, and north of
the Abbey cafeteria, turning into
the kitchen delivery area from
the north. This does not make
for happy relations with grocery
trucks who have enough
problems as it is. However,
there’s not a thing we can do
about it. �

June 5: The annual diocesan
priests’ retreat begins with
thirty-three priest participants
and their retreat director,
Bishop Bernard Edward
Shlesinger, auxiliary of Atlanta,
a down-to-earth, easy person to
talk to, no doubt due to his
experience. He received a
Bachelor of Science degree in
agricultural engineering from
Virginia Tech, then entered the
US Air Force as a commissioned
officer and flew Lockheed C-
130E Hercules air transport
planes. In 1990 he retired from
the Air Force as a captain and
began studies for the priesthood
at Catholic U. He continued
studies in Rome and received a
Bachelor of Theology from the

 July 4: Dark clouds squelch
the planned 4th of July picnic
under the big linden tree that
occupies the lawn on the west
side of the church. Nearly two

From the Archives: Two children standing
in front of the Abbey
Powerhouse circa 1910.
Directly behind them,
in what is now the
Carpentry Shop, used
to be the publication
office of Der Volks-
freund, a weekly news-
paper with 2,500 sub-
scribers. Br. Roman
Beran worked there. He
is barely visible to the
left of the door. Note
the old barn to the left
in the distance, where
the cafeteria is today.
That barn was pulled
down in 1928.

JULY
CHRONICLE

5



Please include the names of my loved ones in your 2022 November month of Masses
for the faithful departed:

Please return your names using the enclosed envelope and we will write them into our Book of the Living.

Your loved ones will be remembered in our prayers throughout the month of November.

Thank you for your petition and prayers.

Questions should be directed to Br. Michael Taffe, OSB, by calling

(701) 974-3315 or michael@assumptionabbey.com

�

                                        Br. Michael Taffe, O.S.B.

April, 1950: icicles hanging from  the
Powerhouse eaves, with a view of the old
roof turret that has since disappeared.
Building shingles are stacked near the
entrance.

 In 1910 Richardton gave a
franchise to the Abbey to
supply its electricity from five
in the morning until eleven at
night, under normal con-
ditions. Although the Power-
house was built for the needs of
the Abbey only, it kept the
lights on in Richardton until
Hughes & Deiters Company
stepped in to furnish full-time
electricity to the town in 1925.

 The Powerhouse is still in
use today. In fact, one might say
that it is the beating heart of the
Abbey, supplying heat to nearly
every building on the campus.
And it is an historical structure,
designed by the same
Milwaukee architect who
designed the Abbey church:
Anton Dohman.

 These days the Powerhouse
is in need of new windows, and
the system needs new return
steam pipes from the kitchen.
Your kind help is needed to
make these necessary changes
possible.                                      �

inches fell during the night,
and, lacking a big awning for
protection, it’s better to be safe
than sorry. Even so, it was not
lunch as usual. Picnic fare was
served, using disposable
utensils, and, with the windows
open, it was all but outdoors,
and bug-free thanks to the
window screens. �

July 7: A robin couple with
an old nest on top the capital of
one of the courtyard pillars
raised two clutches this year
before the nest was taken away
so that the pillar, the arch, and
the ceiling of the walkway
could be painted by the efficient
and hard-working Joan Messer
of Joan’s Painting in Dickinson,
ND.  Now everything looks
bright and clean in the court-
yard. �

July 8: Candidate Chris
Hartze became a novice at
Vespers, and now that he wears
a black cassock he blends in
with the rest of us. “Now I
won’t have to decide what to

6
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A few years ago when I was
in a bookstore in Bismarck, one
of the staff recommended, A
Gentleman in Moscow a novel
by Amor Towles. Over the
years I’ve learned to respect her
choices, but I was a little
hesitant about this one as it
sounded a bit odd. Be that as it
may, I really enjoyed the book
and so when I saw that the
author had another book out, I
was pretty sure I needed to read
it. I was not disappointed; The
Lincoln Highway by Amor
Towles is an incredible read.

The story begins with
Emmet Watkins just finishing
some months in a juvenile
center is Salina, Kansas in 1954.
His father had just died and
their farm in Nebraska was
being foreclosed by the bank.
All that Emmet had was his
younger 8-year-old brother,
Billy, and a Studebaker. Billy’s
plan was to try and find their
mother, who had left while Billy

was just a baby. To throw a
wrench in their plans, two of
Emmet’s co-prisoners, Duchess
and Woolly, had secretly
hitched a ride in the trunk of the
warden’s car and were now also
trying to go on their own
journey. I don’t want to give
more of the story as I do not
want to spoil the joy of it for
those who might read it.  The
character of Billy is totally
delightful and I think we would
all be better people if we had a
bit more Billy in each of us.

The author brings a sense of
honor and integrity to all the
characters, even Duchess. There
is also an element of innocence
in how the characters view the
world and each other and the
desire to balance one’s account
with others in this life. I have to
admit that I did not really like
the very end and I had to do
some exploration of Shakes-
peare to understand why the
author ended it as he did –
which made total sense, though
I still didn’t like it. But maybe
that is simply a sign of a good
book, that we feast and struggle
with it long after it is read.      �

wear each day,” Chris says.
Although he was born in
Eureka, SD, he has spent his
whole life living in ND. Before
entering Assumption Abbey as
a candidate, he worked for
fifteen years at MIDCO in
Bismarck. �

July 11: Today, we celebrate
St. Benedict in the church with
a solemn liturgy (as opulent as
we can make it) and in the
refectory with wine, steak and
apple pie, despite the fact that
the Rule of St. Benedict forbids
the eating of quadrupeds (cows,
horses, sheep, goats, hippos,
elephants). If it has two legs,
you can eat it. If it has fins, you
can eat it. If it has six or eight
legs, you can eat it. But NOT
four legs. �

July 16: Instead of Our Lady
of Mount Carmel, we celebrate
Our Lady of Einsiedeln with our
mother abbey in Switzerland.
The statue, a copy of which is in
the Assumption Abbey church,
was given to Saint Meinrad in
853 by the Abbess Hildegard. In
948, after a church had been
built around the site of
Meinrad’s hermitage, Bishop
Conrad of Constance arrived to
consecrate it, but a voice was
heard to say, “Stop brother! The
church has already been
consecrated by God.” Through-
out the centuries, miracles of
every nature have been
recorded through the inter-
cession of Our Lady of
Einsiedeln. The shrine there, in
Switzerland, claims the biggest
graces are those which in-
vigorate faith and devotion.   �

Only a botanist such as Brother Stephen Johnson would be excited to find a patch of
Rhus trilobata, or skunkbush, on the prairie. He is  stooping behind his stinky find on
Abbey land northwest of St. Mary’s Springs.

From the
Library
By Br. Michael Taffe
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Benedictine
Saints
 Saint Dodo was abbot of
Wallers-en-Faigne in the Liège
diocese. He was certainly not
named after the fat, clumsy bird
in Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland for he lived a
thousand years before Alice, in
the early eighth century. Dodo
responded to an inner call of
grace and bestowed all his
earthly goods on the church of
St. Peter attached to the
monastery of Wallers where he
took the religious habit, and
where he eventually became
abbot. After laboring many
years for the sanctification of
others, he became a recluse in a
cell attached to Wallers, until he
passed on to the Lord in the
year 737. His feast day is
October 1. As a name, Dodo is
ranked 36,498ᵗh most popular in
the United States, meaning that
there are 0.03 people named
Dodo for every 100,000
Americans. Little wonder since,
although it is in that cute
repeating-sound genre, Dodo is
a slang word for someone who
is brain-challenged.

The martyrs of Marmoutier
are remembered on November
8ᵗh. In the year 853 the invading
Normans killed one hundred
and sixteen monks, the entire
abbey of Marmoutier near
Tours. The abbey was pillaged
and destroyed. One hundred
and twenty nine years later the
abbey was restored by monks
from the abbey of Cluny and,
not without irony, acquired
jurisdiction over churches in
England soon after the Norman
Conquest of 1066. After
centuries of flourishing, the
abbey was dissolved in 1799,
during the French Revolution,
and the bulk of its buildings

were, over time, demolished,
used as material for other
buildings. The American writer
Henry James made a visit to
Marmoutier in 1883 and was
guided through the ruins by “a
chatty nun” as he describes her
in his book A Little Tour in
France.

 Monte Cassino in Italy,
founded by Saint Benedict him-
self, is perhaps the most famous
Benedictine abbey in the world.
In its heyday, many of its
monks became bishops and
cardinals. Three popes were
monks of Monte Cassino, and
one of them, Victor III, did not
relinquish his duties as Monte
Cassino’s abbot even after he
came to sit on the papal throne,
making the abbey a “papal”

abbey, where its superior is a
reigning pope. While Pope
Victor was abbot, Oderisius
entered the community. On
account of the newcomer’s great
learning and skills, he was soon
made prior of the abbey and
eventually became a cardinal as
well. This distinction changed
nothing in his manner of living,
however, for Oderisius con-
tinued to live the life of a simple
and observant monk. Years
later, when Pope Victor was at
the point of death, he appointed
Oderisius his successor as
abbot, in 1087. Monte Cassino
prospered under his care, and
in his public career, Oderisius
always supported the Roman
Pontiffs against antipopes. He
died in the year 1105. His feast
day is December 2.                   �


