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Although we firmly believe that Jesus has given us a share in his holy Spirit,       

sometimes things go poorly. In our very human households and families, in our very 

human ecclesial communities as within our all-too-human monastic communities, we 

know what it is to abandon that Spirit and so betray our core identity. In his wisdom, 

St. Benedict recognized the role that wisdom figures in the monastery must play in 

helping wayward companions from getting lost. Wise family members and friends do 

the same.  

Mary Collins, OSB, p,17 
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Do not depend on the hope of results. You may have to face the fact 

that your work will be apparently worthless and even achieve no   

result at all, if not perhaps results opposite to what you expect. As 

you get used to this idea, you start more and more to concentrate not 

on the results, but on the value, the rightness, the truth of the work 

itself. You gradually struggle less and less for an idea and more and 

more for specific people. In the end, it is the reality of personal      

relationship that saves everything. 

- Thomas Merton 
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Regaining Hope in a Changing 

Church 

“Hope arouses, as nothing else can arouse, a passion for the 

possible.” 

— William Sloan Coffin  

 

I 
 look nostalgically on the exciting days of the Second Vatican 

Council and the changes in the  liturgy and religious life and theol-

ogy that it brought about. Pope John XXIII truly brought a breath 

of fresh air into a sometimes stuffy and stodgy Catholic church. He 

opened doors too long shut, changing Latin to the language of the cul-

ture, bringing the celebrant of the Eucharist to face the people, challeng-

ing religious orders to rekindle the spirit of their founders, calling the la-

ity to reclaim their baptismal priesthood. Now, after almost fifty years, 

some feel we are losing ground and in some cases returning to the pre-

Vatican II days of lock-step obedience and hierarchical control.  

 

How do we remain hopeful in a divided Church? Sister Mary Collins, 

OSB, liturgical theologian and scholar, offers  some glimmers of hope in 

her article, ―Recovering Hope under Dim Ecclesial Horizons.‖ She re-

calls past controversies in the church such as Paul's disagreement with 

Peter over obedience to the law of Moses and the new covenant of Jesus. 

She uses the experiences of Elie Weisel, Dorothy Day, Julia Kristeva, 

John Donne, and Ernst Becker to show how they too struggled coura-

geously in the midst of opposition and confusion in the church. As 

monastics we too struggle to be faithful to our church battered by scandal 

and controversy. ―Church history indeed tells us the story of frequent 

false turns among pilgrims, yet every generation gives us reason to trust 

the way of Christ despite our discouragement,‖ Sister Mary reminds us. 

Always ―grace abides‖ no matter how murky and cloudy the horizon.  

 

John Dear, SJ, also finds his stance of non-violence frequently at 

odds with church leaders. He has studied Thomas Merton's writings ex-

tensively and shares five callings he has learned from Merton. Although 

Merton was writing in the 50s and 60s, his words on non-violence still 

resonate today. ―The empire wants the church to be indifferent and pas-

sive, to be divided and fighting and silent, even to bless wars and injus-
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tice,‖ Dear writes. But Merton, through his study of Gandhi, believed 

that ―non-violence is a life-force more powerful than all the weapons of 

the world, that when harnessed, becomes contagious and disarms  

nations.‖  Dear tells us not to be discouraged, not to be afraid, but to 

―become contemplatives, teachers, apostles, prophets and visionaries of 

Gospel non-violence.‖  

 

F 
ive Benedictine leaders share their reflections about hope in the 

face of the challenges they face at the beginning of the 21st cen-

tury. They speak of what is life-giving, how they view the voca-

tion crisis, and how Benedictines influence the Church and society. Ab-

bot Jerome Kodell believes that in our noisy technological society, the 

main monastic task is to help people come into quietness and experience 

God's presence.  Sister Patricia Henry, prioress of a small Benedictine 

community in Mexico,  says that her sisters ―are striving to inculturate 

the monastic charism and at the same time to be counter-cultural.‖ Abbot 

Gregory Polan thinks that the monastic commitment to Liturgy of the 

Hours, Eucharist, lectio, work, and community of goods are ―prophetic in 

an age of rampant individualism.‖ Sister Anne Shepard  hopes that ―our 

history will include contributions in ecology, environmentally-friendly 

practices, best health care practices, liturgical music, efforts to confront 

injustices on many levels, spirituality training, advocacy for women and 

children in need.‖ Abbot John Klassen sees interreligious dialogue as one 

of the great contributions monastics make to the Church. All of them 

agree that we monastics must be authentic, must be who we say we are, 

faith-filled, contemplative men and women who pray for and serve the 

real needs of people. 

 

And so we continue the struggle to be faithful to the Gospel and the 

Church founded by Christ. It is never easy to live in the midst of conflict 

and controversy. But we have the assurance that the Holy Spirit abides 

with us as we strive to listen to God's will for us in this age of cell phones 

and iPads, Facebook and Twitter, smart phones and e-readers. We need 

always to be open and supportive of one another on this journey of faith. 

Can we keep reaching out and connecting with those who think differ-

ently and to remember that we are all children of the same God who al-

lows rain to fall on the just and the unjust, who lavishes His love on all 

His creatures?    
  

      Barbara Mayer, OSB 

 



BENEDICTINES 

6 

Recovering Hope Under Dim  

Ecclesial Horizons 
by Mary Collins, OSB 

Sister Mary Collins raises questions regarding our existential fears, 

especially of dying and “the Other,” as we cling to hope in the midst 

of conflict and controversy in our Church and in our world. She     

delivered this address to retreat directors at Sophia Center in         

Atchison, Kan., in August 2011. 
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s pending our time viewing the ―dim 

horizon‖ can be seductive. It is 

certainly more newsworthy to fo-

cus on the dim horizon for the morning 

news, the evening news, and the 24-hour 

news keep reminding us of how badly 

things are going in society and in the 

Church. Teresa of Avila once observed 

— even without the twenty-four hours 

news feed — that ―Life is a night spent in 

a disorderly inn.‖ On the other hand, 

Julian of Norwich was more encouraging: 

―The worst has already happened and 

been repaired.‖ These two holy women 

were comforters to our contemporary 

Dorothy Day, whose life experience con-

firmed the wisdom of both. Meanwhile, 

we face the reality of the abiding chaos: 

continuing wars and rumors of wars, 

fraud and deception, murder and may-

hem, impending economic disaster, and 

yes, our divided Church. The media make 

clear for us, if we had any doubt, that the 

―evil that men do,‖ as Shakespeare‘s 

Marc Anthony named it, is almost limit-

less. 

 

The Hope We Have 

 

M 
ost of us would prefer to avoid 

thinking about the daily acri-

mony within our divided 

Church – ―a bitterness most bit-

ter‖ (Is.38:17). Given the mess, can we 

still dare to hope? Our sad ecclesial real-

ity surely has led you to ask in your own 

dark moments: what is the basis for the 

assumption we in this room share that we 

have sure access to a reservoir of tran-

quility to which we can lead others? For 

it surely seems that the ecclesial Body of 

Christ, of which we are all members one 

of another, is being torn to pieces from 

within.  

The problem of disorder in the church 

is not new. This spring and summer I‘ve 

been reading the recently published letters 

and diaries of Dorothy Day. The two vol-

umes, more than a thousand pages, are a 

compilation of Dorothy Day‘s personal and 

mostly unpublished writings over the 

course of more than forty years. During 

those years she notes often her heartbreak 

about the state of the Church she loved. Yet 

she was not afraid to draw upon the di-

vinely inspired imagery of the prophet Ho-

sea to name ―mother church a harlot,‖ dur-

ing an era when the bishops of every nation 

uncritically supported the arms race and 

unlimited warfare. Discouraged, Dorothy 

Day never lost hope.  

 

Her lamentations were not simply over 

the hierarchy. She lamented just as much 

the numbers of naively idealistic Catholic 

Workers who left the Church in the later 

decades of the 20th century because they 

were disillusioned, feeling betrayed by sen-

ior churchmen who were supposed to be 

leading the way toward justice and peace. 

Nor did Dorothy think of her own behavior 

as impeccable. Her diaries record without 

flinching her own judgmentalism, harsh-

ness, impatience, and bluntness with others. 

How could anyone who knew her think of 

her as saint? What is remarkable is the hope 

that flourished in her heart as she grew 

more and more to trust the power of God‘s 

love. 

 

Sister Mary Collins, OSB, is a          

Benedictine of Mount St. Scholastica, 

Atchison, Kan. She is a past prioress and 

Professor Emerita of the School of    

Theology, Catholic University of      

America, Washington, DC. She holds a 

doctorate in theology from the Catholic 

University of America.  
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When church life is playing some days 

as a bad reality show, I myself recall St. 

Paul‘s lament near the end of his letter to 

the Galatians. He observes, ―If . . . you bite 

and devour one another, take care  

that you are not consumed by one an-

other‖ (5:15). This good advice — still 

relevant today — was originally offered 

when Paul had to intervene during an up-

roar in the not-well-evangelized Galatian 

church he himself had founded just a few 

years earlier in a not-terribly-important 

province in Asia Minor. When I am dis-

couraged by our seemingly endless and 

sometimes slanderous petulance, I can 

again find my best reason for hope in 

Paul‘s conversation with the Church at Ga-

latia. Reread it if you haven‘t looked at it 

straight through recently. His tone as he 

begins his letter is surprisingly quarrel-

some, bitter and argumentative. So it is all 

the more instructive to listen to it —tone 

and all — as the inspired Word of God.  

 

F 
irst, Paul goes after troublesome 

members of the Galatian church who 

advance a viewpoint about the way 

of salvation that is contrary to his own. He 

flexes his ecclesial muscle, reminding the 

young church of his apostolic credentials in 

order to establish his God-given authority 

among them. He means to show them that 

he is a formidable presence with an impres-

sive track record, having come out on top, 

by his account, of how in an earlier dis-

agreement, he had confronted notables like 

Peter, James, and John. (―When Cephas 

came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face 

…‖ Gal 2:11). Nor was he afraid to call 

their behavior ―their hypocrisy.‖ 

 

Then, like a nimble bantamweight 

boxer, Paul feints, suddenly coming at the 

dissenting Galatians from another direction 

where they have no guard up. He 

launches into a rabbinic-like  

theological reflection on obedience to the 

law of Moses in order to contrast it with 

the power of the Gospel he had preached. 

Here he is evidently aiming to impress 

and to overwhelm these Gentile converts 

with his erudition, reviewing the Mosaic 

tradition for them and contrasting it with 

the Jesus‘ tradition as he received it from 

the Holy Spirit and had personally 

handed it on to them.  

 

J 
ust as suddenly he changes direction 

a third time, perhaps sensing, as he 

listens to himself, that in the end nei-

ther his proud authority nor his esteemed 

erudition will wear down the resistance 

of those who disagree with him. He now 

calls the disruptive Galatians his 

―friends‖ and clearly and peacefully re-

states the vision of what God intends for 

the Galatians and for all who belong to 

the Church of Jesus Christ. 

Well, what does God intend, accord-

ing to the now-less-argumentative Paul? 

He starts by pointing out what should be 

obvious to every disciple of Jesus. Each 

of us must first look to our own selves to 

examine our self-justifying behavior. 

Have they who are now promoting re-

turning to the Law of Moses forgotten 

that ―the whole law is summed up in a 

single commandment, ―You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.‖ It is not their 

love of the first covenant (under which of 

course, they had never lived) but their 

own proud self-righteousness that makes 

Too many called to be leaders in 

their communities let themselves be 

diverted from the gospel way and 

onto the way of self-advancement. 
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them so ready to ―bite and devour‖ one an-

other.  

 

T 
o underscore his point, Paul goes on 

to itemize a whole arsenal of mutu-

ally destructive behaviors that hu-

mans typically employ in order to protect 

and assert themselves: fornication, impu-

rity, every kind of licentiousness, idolatry, 

making enemies, infighting, jealousy, anger 

and quarreling, dissension, factions, and 

worse. Certain that these can have no posi-

tive outcome for the community, Paul ad-

vocates instead what he names ―the fruits of 

the Spirit.‖ These are the attitudes and be-

haviors proper to Spirit-filled disciples of 

Christ. They are in sharp contrast to the 

human strategy to use self-righteousness as 

a means of self-promotion. Where the Holy 

Spirit of the Risen Jesus is guiding, so Paul 

says, there will be ―love, joy, peace, pa-

tience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 

gentleness, and self-control.‖ 

 

Lest he himself had sounded too self-

righteous in his admonishing the Galatians, 

Paul now admits to those he has been chas-

tising that honoring the way of discipleship 

is not easy. He calls his own efforts to live 

like Jesus ―the cross of Christ.‖ From first-

hand knowledge of his own failures, he ac-

knowledges how hard the cross of Christ is, 

gently encouraging the quarreling Church, 

―… let us not grow weary in  doing right, 

for we will reap at harvest time if we do not 

give up.‖ Paul‘s message to the Galatians in 

the first Christian century resonates for me 

today as I try to pay attention and not grow 

weary. The way to find hope in difficult 

times – whether in our monastic communi-

ties, our family households, our local par-

ishes and dioceses, and in the universal 

Church, as well – is identifiably ―the cross 

of Christ‖ in the form of self-emptying. Yet 

self-promotion, self-protection, self-

aggrandizement, self-obsession, and self-

assertion to the point of aggression are 

high values in a culture of individualism, 

and we have not escaped being formed in 

that culture as Americans.  

 

It is not just modern and post-modern 

western culture that wears the mantle of 

self-assertion. The Church of Christ lost 

its way in earlier centuries when it culti-

vated a clerical subculture and sustained 

structures of dominance in classical and 

medieval culture. It continues to wander 

in the diverse global cultures of the twen-

tieth century. The uncritical assumption 

of higher and lower status among Chris-

tians has wittingly or unwittingly fostered 

the self-aggrandizement of community 

leaders, teaching them to be proud that 

God had called them to take responsibil-

ity in the church. Too many called to be 

leaders in their communities let them-

selves be diverted from the gospel way 

and onto the way of self-advancement. 

They are frequently bewildered or even 

angry that the ones they assumed were 

sheep are going off without them.  

 

Individualism and elitism are cer-

tainly cultural escapes from the way of 

the cross, the way of self-emptying. Yet 

societies formed to value the common 

good, even monastic communities, are 

not necessarily better off than cultures of 

self-protective individualism in respond-

ing to the message of Jesus.  

 

I 
 have been haunted by the story of 

the Rwandan Benedictine Sisters in 

the l980s during the tragic period of 

ethnic cleansing. When the prioress of the  

indigenous monastery was faced with 

desperate neighbors seeking asylum in 
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the monastic compound, she and her 

council admitted the neighbors standing 

at their doorstep. But then armed gangs 

arrived whose tribal members were domi-

nant among the community‘s leaders. 

They demanded that the women who 

were their sisters and clan members give 

them access to the minority tribe, the 

―others‖ who crouched in fear in the mo-

nastic church. The prioress was torn. 

What to do? Fearing for herself and her 

clan members and trusting their own 

tribal loyalties to save them, the prioress 

ordered the gates open and let the slaugh-

ter begin.  

 

The Belgian sister from whom I first 

heard the story in detail rued her failure 

as she recounted the tragedy of the Rwan-

dan Benedictines. ―Our Belgian commu-

nity trained them to be religious,‖ she 

said, ―but we failed to evangelize them.‖ 

I have thought about that conversation 

often and now judge that she took too 

much responsibility. We have all been 

evangelized, and we listen to the Word of 

God daily. But fear is powerful, and our 

fall back position when we are deeply 

afraid of standing alone, apart from the 

crowd, is the decision to do what we need 

to do to survive with ourselves intact. In 

all the circumstances of our lives, we 

may try not to grow weary. But we are all 

vulnerable when we are afraid at the core 

of our being. We live now in a church, in 

a society, even in communities who carry 

fear at our core. 

 

St. Paul has shown in his own life 

that the way to find hope even in the 

darkest moments is to embrace ―the cross 

of Christ.‖ I would like to probe more 

deeply the question of our fears, for it is 

our fears that cloud our sense of       

hopefulness. It is a deep-seated fear for 

our own existence, safety and well-being 

that is the source of our contemporary 

spiritual impasse as a church of disciples 

of Jesus, as I hope to show even if all too 

briefly. We consciously or unconsciously 

calculate what we have to lose if we are 

not self-protective or self-assertive. Who 

has not wondered, ―Will a difficult deci-

sion cost me (us) my (our) reputation, the 

esteem others show (us) me, what I (we) 

most value and enjoy, perhaps even my 

health and my life?  

 

M 
y goal in thinking about some-

thing as gloomy as fear that 

can overwhelm hope is to take 

note that the retreat guests who come to 

our spirituality centers cannot but arrive 

with their own bundle of fears. The 

guests consistently tell you they are    

attracted to our Benedictine communities 

because they find us peaceful, safe places 

for them to be. But we, too, have our   

personal and communal fears of loss and 

failure, often unrecognized and so       

unacknowledged. Without our being alert 

and making solid choices about what a 

Benedictine retreat center can (and     

cannot) do, we may fail those who come 

to us.  

 

If the retreatants‘ affirmation of our 

Benedictine peace has any truth, we must 

trust it is because we are living what St. 

Paul calls ―the cross of Christ‖ with our 

monastic brothers and sisters. We do it as 

authentically as we can under the      

We consciously or unconsciously  

calculate what we have to lose if we 

are not self-protective or                 

self-assertive.  
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guidance of the Gospel and the Rule of 

Benedict as part of a Church at odds with 

itself about its identity and purpose, sur-

rounded by a self-protective and combat-

ive society. Consider this.  

 

A recent guest here at the Mount for 

several days made the observation that 

we were ―too good to one another.‖ 

Could she have noted that some among 

us acted selfishly, or thoughtlessly, even 

boorishly and got away with it? As she 

saw us, we were clearly covering for or 

overlooking bad behavior in the monas-

tery when by her standards the behavior 

should have been confronted. Perhaps we 

are guilty as charged. Are we really too 

good to one another?  

 

Dorothy Day struggled with receiv-

ing such criticisms whether she failed to 

challenge and when she ventured to chal-

lenge Catholic Worker members, volun-

teers and guests. Dorothy, like St. Paul 

and St. Benedict, knew what were the 

behaviors into which we who want to 

mature in Christ have to grow: respecting 

one another, not striking one another, 

doing what is good for the other and not 

simply for oneself, and coming to cherish 

Christ above all else.  

P 
erhaps, despite our foibles, our 

retreatants‘ being attracted to the 

monastic community can be a 

means to their maturing in Christ. But we 

are no more than a means; only ―the cross 

of Christ‖ is the way. I have come to be-

lieve that deep existential fear for       

ourselves is the great obstacle to living 

life in Christ. 

 

In the next section, we will be leav-

ing the world of biblical discourse and 

monastic wisdom temporarily, in order to 

look at our subject of hope and fear from 

the viewpoint of five different late twen-

tieth century writers. Our sources are 

each focused on fear, asking ―what is go-

ing on here?‖ They have distinct starting 

points and use different lenses to survey 

the human condition of fearfulness empa-

thetically, non-judgmentally yet with un-

flinching realism. Each one makes only a 

cameo appearance.  

 

Existential Fear  

 

H 
uman horizons have always been 

cloudy and unsettled, whether 

for cultures or nations, for fami-

lies or communities. The prevailing 

storminess of the human condition — 

since the time of St. Augustine we have 

named it original sin —- obscures our   

vision and impedes any reason for opti-

mism or dreams of progress. Whatever 

grace sustains our Catholic church, the 

church of Jesus Christ has never escaped 

that human condition.  

 

We‘ll look at deep existential fear 

first by drawing on Elie Wiesel‘s one-act 

stage play Zalman, or The Madness of 

God. Wiesel you recognize as a        

Holocaust survivor, Nobel Peace Prize 

winner, and a master story teller. His 

play‘s setting is a small synagogue some 

place in Soviet Russia sometime after the 

rise of the totalitarian state. The day of 

the action is the eve of the great Jewish 

feast of Atonement, Yom Kippur. The 

Day of Atonement itself is a time for the 

Individualism and elitism are       

certainly cultural escapes from the 

way of the cross, the way of           

self-emptying. 
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covenant people to humble themselves, 

acknowledging their sins before God, 

those known but even those sins commit-

ted unwittingly.  

 

T 
ired of the villagers repenting in 

their all-too-routine and ritualistic 

ways, the old rabbi starts the feast 

with a jolt. He publicly cries out against 

the State‘s injustice. In doing so he 

means to give the people the permission 

to stand up, speak the truth, and with him 

to acknowledge their complicity with 

evil. They are all culpable not because 

they are evil but because they see the suf-

fering caused by the tyranny of others 

and do nothing. The leaders of the syna-

gogue community are shocked. How 

could the rabbi have put them all in dan-

ger by denouncing authority in such a 

public act? 

 

A group of officials show up to inter-

rogate the synagogue members, who tell 

the Soviets that the rabbi had acted with-

out their support or involvement. The 

synagogue president assures the visitors 

that there will be no further outbursts 

against the State forthcoming. These 

Jews are peaceful people, he tells them, 

and have no intention of revolting. The 

rabbi had acted impulsively and on his 

own. Asked how he can be so sure, the 

synagogue leader explains, ―Because they 

are afraid. It is as simple as that.‖ He 

clarifies even further. ―I know my people. 

I know the boundaries of their courage… 

Fear is the safest of boundaries.‖ 

 

As the drama unfolds the men of the 

village one after the other explain how 

they are busy, not involved in the rabbi‘s 

world. They only participate in the syna-

gogue rites as the holy days roll around; 

otherwise they mind their own business. 

The Soviet inspector is assured by listen-

ing. As he leaves, he lectures the aban-

doned rabbi: ―I pity you. You were 

beaten from the start ... And now you 

know it. You know that you cannot count 

on anyone, and what‘s more, that you 

don‘t count for anyone … It is as though 

[your outburst] simply did not take 

place!” The playwright‘s message: Our 

fears of impending danger keep us in 

line. Do they? Wiesel‘s story establishes 

a context for others who want to say 

something about the power of fear.  

Our existential fear as humans is the fear 

of death, although we face many lesser 

fears along the way. Holy Cross priest, 

teacher and spiritual writer John Dunne 

explored the matter at length by looking 

at a cross section of ancient civilizations. 

On the basis of what he says, he proposed 

that the journey of every life, in every 

civilization, is our answer to the question, 

“If I must die, what can I do to satisfy my 

desire to live?”  

 

S 
imilarly Ernest Becker, a mid-

twentieth century contemporary of 

Dunne‘s pursued a similar line of 

thought. What motivates humans‘ exis-

tential fear? He based his approach more 

narrowly on his years of clinical practice 

as a psychologist in the United States. 

The argument of his work The Denial of 

Death is that male members of world 

civilizations have typically made it their 

life‘s work to create something that will 

burn them into the living memories of 

later generations after they are gone. (Do 

you hear Dunne‘s question here: “If I 

must die, what can I do to satisfy my de-

sire to live?”)  
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T 
hese authors made some impact 

on my thinking, enough for me to 

recall Becker and Dunne‘s ac-

counts of the inner drive to head off hu-

man fear of non-existence when I visited 

the medieval town of Hildesheim in the 

rural north of Germany, some years later. 

The modern provincial town of a few 

thousand people has three monumental 

and brilliantly decorated Gothic churches 

in very short walking distance from one 

other. There had never been the popula-

tion density in the region to fill them, so 

these vast architectural wonders dedi-

cated to worship had never been 

―necessary‖ in any public service sense. 

They came into existence from the 9th to 

the 14th centuries as extravagant equiva-

lents of the ―Kilroy was here‖ graffiti that 

ordinary American foot soldiers had left 

across western Europe at the end of 

World War II. Someone‘s bold efforts to 

be remembered worked, for as a tourist I 

found myself asking, ―Who built these?‖ 

And it was easy to find the answer. They 

all but shouted ―Remember Emperor 

Louis the Pious. He started this,‖ and 

―Bishops Gunthar, Bishop Gotthard, and 

Bishop Heinrich have been here too!‖ 

The assembled stones proclaimed, ―See 

what we have done!‖ And I had marveled 

appropriately. 

 

Next, we turn to look at a comple-

mentary viewpoint from a woman author. 

(Does gender make a difference?) Twen-

tieth-century Romanian-French philoso-

pher Julia Kristeva writes of our existen-

tial human condition just as concretely as 

did Wiesel, Becker and Donne. While the 

first three had each named the drive that 

grows from the human fear of falling out 

of existence, Kristeva looks at the exis-

tential terror that lies behind the drive to 

survive. She writes at length, but boils 

down her insight in the sentence, ―I who 

am speaking defecate.‖ These five words 

sum up the realization that no matter how 

gifted, creative or blessed I am, I am 

mortal. My life will come to an end, and I 

will indeed die.  

 

F 
or Kristeva, this is not an abstract 

thought. She finds it no wonder we 

humans are bewildered and fearful 

as we both notice and conceal the fragil-

ity and mortality of our bodies, which 

constantly leak bodily fluids and some-

times bleed. From birth we have been 

disintegrating, coming apart bit by bit. 

But we who are embodied spirit, con-

scious of what is going on, yearn for 

more. Call it salvation; she doesn‘t, being 

part of a secular French society. But she 

agrees that we want to transcend our hu-

man condition, to escape our finitude. 

(Doesn‘t this resonate with the biblical 

story of Adam and Eve?) With good rea-

son, we fear being vulnerable, fear being 

found worthless and abandoned, and ulti-

mately fear dying. Who or what can save 

us? Is there anything I can do to save my-

self? 

 

Wiesel, Dunne, Becker, and Kristeva 

have made cameo appearances, each sug-

gesting how our existential fear weighs 

against hope that all will be well and 

drives the human quest for self-protection 

through self-promotion. My fifth and fi-

nal voice is that of another eastern Euro-

pean post-Holocaust-survivor-become 

philosopher named Emmanuel Levinas. 

For Levinas, the problematic issue for us 

as humans, what we fear, is relationship. 

The paradox is that we all depend on  

relationship for survival. Yet relationship 

places daily danger before us. He names 
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the paradox abstractly, as fear of ―the 

Other.‖ 

 

W 
hat is the problem with an 

―Other?‖ The question was 

not an abstract one for Levi-

nas, a Lithuanian Jew who like Wiesel 

was caught up in the Nazi drive to exter-

minate Jews. Jews like him and Wiesel 

were among the dangerous ―Others‖ 

whose very existence was perceived as 

threatening the being and well-being of a 

presumed pure Aryan culture. Jews were 

foreigners, impure and unclean, outsiders. 

That outsider status of the ―Other‖ is the 

lot of most of us at one time or another, 

so we have some inkling of what Levinas 

is talking about. Some ‖Other‖ at some 

time perceived us or our families as 

threatening or dangerous because we are 

not ―the Same‖ as they.  

 

Irrational fear of difference has often 

had lethal consequences, history shows 

over and over again – in Rwanda in our 

lifetime, in Nazi Germany, most recently 

in Oslo, Norway, the city where the No-

bel Peace Prize is awarded, recently at-

tacked for fear of ―the Muslims.‖ So the 

question ―what is the problem with fear-

ful Others?‖ is a life and death question. 

Every Mexican or Guatemalan living 

near the southwest border of the U.S. 

knows this. By contrast, consider what is 

it about our Benedictine retreat centers 

that makes guests feel ―safe‖ and ―at 

home?‖ Back to Levinas. For a brief time 

linger before returning to that question. 

He reminds us that every person we meet 

is inevitably an ―Other,‖ for no two of us 

are the same. Every ―Other‖ is a ―not 

me.‖ If I dare to enter into relationship 

with a human ―Other,‖ – starting with the 

mother / child pair – I am faced with 

what Levinas has named an always al-

ready impossible relationship. What is he 

getting at? Is it really true that each new 

relationship and also every continuing 

relationship is ―impossible?‖ To open 

myself to relationship, I must be prepared 

to die a bit to my self-preoccupation, to 

be frustrated in my self-assertion. In 

short, Levinas is naming from another 

vantage point what Paul had recognized 

in himself and in that early Church in 

Galatia. The real engine driving our per-

ception of menace is the threatened self. 

Who can be trusted to respect me and not 

to harm me? 

 

D 
oes that sketch of the human 

condition seem too extreme? We 

need only consider the matter of 

unwanted pregnancies in our self-

concerned society. Why would a harm-

less baby threaten an adult — unless the 

―I‖ I have made of myself must die? Ex-

pectant parents must themselves face loss 

of the carefully constructed self. They 

must make room in their world for an 

―Other.‖ The parent cannot simply stay 

the same ―I‖ of an earlier life and also 

enter into real relationship with a depend-

ent infant. Or consider the                      

all-too-recurrent erosion of family ties. 

Why is divorce so common and previous      

commitments so readily abandoned? 

Why are children abused?  

 

Given the reality of the vulnerable 

human condition which makes us keep up 

our guard, letting that guard down to 

To open myself to relationship, I 

must be prepared to die a bit to my 

self-preoccupation, to be frustrated 

in my self-assertion. 
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make room for welcoming an ―Other‖ is 

an always already impossible relation-

ship. How can two frightened, vulnerable 

selves — the father as well as the son, for 

example — dare to remove whatever ar-

mor protects each one from the ―Other‘s‖ 

seeing how vulnerable each really is? Yet 

despite our best defenses we all know 

down deep that we are not the self-

possessed persons we parade in our pub-

lic presentations of self. We know the 

real truth  — that ―I who am speaking am 

mortal.‖ Yet I want to live — forever. 

Many who arrive at Benedictine retreat 

centers come because they know this. 

Others come hoping we will help them 

conceal what they do not want to face. 

 

We can go on and on about the end-

less manifestations of our human defen-

siveness. But enough of the bad news 

about the human condition. It is time to 

look beyond ourselves to the dawning 

reign of God, toward the horizon where 

hope is to be found despite our human 

condition. Yes, it is reasonable to fear. 

But fear does not have the last word. We 

believe there is a way to move beyond 

the hidden terror that will not simply dis-

appear as we work to conceal it. 

 

Deliverance for Believers  
   

B 
y faith we have come to know 

that our deliverance comes 

through Jesus Christ, in whom 

God has revealed the mystery hidden for 

all ages. Trusting in the revelation, that is 

Jesus himself, we see acted out in time 

and place the drama of Jesus‘ relationship 

to his Abba. We see at its core both ―the 

cross of Christ‖ and the boundless love 

that gives hope. Ours is a marvelous sal-

vation story. Yet we cannot help our   

occasional doubt that the story might be 

too good to be true, if we consider our 

own behaviors and attitudes as well as 

those of our companions in the commu-

nity of Jesus‘ disciples. We who aspire to 

be disciples of Jesus find others of his 

disciples threatening. Although ―Die to 

myself‖ is the summons addressed to 

each of us, we are ready to hedge our bets 

with the response, ―Okay – but you go 

first!‖ Jesus once asked during a hard 

time with his disciples. ―When the Son of 

Man comes, will he find faith upon the 

earth?‖ 

  

Dorothy Day grew in hope and holi-

ness when things around her often 

seemed hopeless. What gave her courage 

to trust? By her own account, she was 

often bewildered and grieved in the 

1940s and 1950s, the 1960s and 1970s, 

when so many Catholics, even priests and 

laity among the Catholic Workers, were 

abandoning the sacraments, effectively 

giving up on the Church to commit itself 

to non-violence in the pursuit of justice 

and peace. She would undoubtedly be 

even more grieved looking at the church 

in the 21st century, for she had a radical 

faith in the sacraments to protect us from 

our worst foible – trusting in ourselves 

more and in God less. For Dorothy the 

sacraments were about the relationship 

that gives us our deepest identity. 

 

Perhaps because Dorothy was a con-

vert, she had not learned about the       

sacraments in conventional ways. For 

example, you‘ll find nothing in her writ-

ing about sacramental character as an 

indelible mark on her soul, nothing about 

sacramental character at all. Still she 

clearly believed in a relationship that had 

given her a new identity. She trusted that 
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she had sealed a new relationship when 

she was baptized and she had invested 

herself in it. She knew she had been wel-

comed into profound relationship with 

the God of Jesus Christ and she trusted it 

as she grew in it. She had no naive pre-

sumption that the waters of Baptism, the 

chrism of Confirmation, the unction of 

Holy Orders magically eliminated the 

human condition. Nor was she cynical 

about trusting the sacraments as magic. 

She simply knew from her experience 

that daily engagement in prayer and ritual 

celebration with a community of living 

faith gave her reason to hope in Jesus‘ 

promise. Daily acts of the wounded but 

living Church – both its prayer and its 

dying to self through ordinary good 

works – guided her into the saving rela-

tionship with God that we all seek.  

 

Core Identity 

 

W 
hat the concept of 

―sacramental character‖ points 

to is the permanence of the 

divine-human relationship as it is medi-

ated and sustained by a relationship with 

living ecclesial communities. Your re-

treatants know that, whether consciously 

or intuitively. Sacramental character 

speaks to identity formed through rela-

tionship with Jesus and his disciples, and 

this is all it guarantees – ecclesial iden-

tity, not any superiority. How many have 

been misled by thinking otherwise! To 

enjoy baptismal character is to have a 

share with others in the Holy Spirit of 

Jesus and to be sent with them to bring 

Good News to the world. To enjoy the 

character of ordination is to maintain and 

be fed still by the network of relations 

among the baptized, but also to grow into 

a new network of all those, ordained and 

lay, who have undertaken pastoral minis-

try – teaching, guiding, and correcting, by 

example and ―by word if necessary,‖ as 

St. Francis of Assisi taught his brothers.  

We have heard words about character 

making us ontologically – whatever we 

thought that meant – ―better than‖ lesser 

folk. I heard it interpreted most tragically 

in a summer school classroom thirty 

years ago. During a discussion about or-

dination and ministry, a young priest 

blurted out in anguish – shocking the 

whole room in turn – ―If I am not better 

than ordinary Catholics because of my 

ordination, I have wasted my life!‖ How 

tragic a misunderstanding. What is new 

about our ―being,‖ our ontological differ-

ence upon being baptized or being or-

dained, is the irrevocable transformation 

in us because of our new way of being in 

Christ and in the church. It gives us a 

radically new core identity.  

 

O 
ur monastic communities may be 

getting smaller; our members 

may be getting older. Yet our 

experience as maturing ecclesial men and 

women has told us that we are not supe-

rior to others in our generation. We strug-

gle to be faithful, even as many of our 

contemporaries are disillusioned by our 

struggles and mock the Church. Church 

history indeed tells us the story of fre-

quent false turns among pilgrims, yet 

every generation gives us reason to trust 

the way of Christ despite our  

discouragement. Every generation shows 

its own measure of ―pilgrims‘ progress‖ 

For it surely seems that the ecclesial 

Body of Christ, of which we are all 

members one of another, is being 

torn to pieces from within.  
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not because we monastics are good or 

―better than‖ but because God, who has 

irrevocably chosen us to embody the 

Good News, is faithful.  

 

We tell the story of Jesus as the one 

who is ―like us‖ — yet with the signifi-

cant proviso ―like us in all things but 

sin.‖ Jesus is remembered and cherished 

among us as the one who trusted himself 

totally to the one he called ―Abba.‖ Even 

when he faced scorn, humiliation and the 

threat of death, he trusted as reliable what 

had always been a mutual relationship of 

love. Jesus shows us that his relationship 

with his Abba was never an ―always al-

ready impossible relationship.‖ He knew 

that early, with the elders in the Temple, 

at the river Jordan, at Gethsemani and at 

Calvary. That loving relationship was at 

the center of his identity, and so centered, 

Jesus never lost his bearings.  

 

We who aspire to follow his way are, 

by contrast, pulled in various directions 

whenever we succumb to self-protective 

fear and try to provide for our own well-

being. Although we know, because we 

have been told, that God is indeed nearer 

to us than we are to ourselves and that we 

are irrevocably loved by the God who 

created us and saves us, humans are 

caught up in and add to the sins of the 

world. When we become frightened by 

others or by the world around us, we try 

to take control. Although we firmly be-

lieve that Jesus has given us a share in his 

holy Spirit, sometimes things go poorly. 

In our very human households and fami-

lies, in our very human ecclesial commu-

nities as within our all-too-human monas-

tic communities, we know what it is to 

abandon that Spirit and so betray our core 

identity. In his wisdom St. Benedict    

recognized a role that wisdom figures in 

the monastery must play in helping way-

ward companions from getting lost. Wise 

family members and friends do the same. 

So also do people involved in Benedic-

tine retreat ministry – which is always a 

ministry of the whole community.   

 

Some Final Thoughts 

 

M 
ost members of the local mo-

nastic community will never 

have occasion or adequate flu-

ency to put into words for retreat guests 

the doctrinal, theological and ethical  

convictions that are embodied in their 

own life stories. So few can or will say 

these things to retreatants. Those who 

direct Benedictine retreat centers for their 

communities may be equally conscious of 

their own inadequacy in finding words of 

encouragement for those who come for a 

short stay among the monastic commu-

nity. But the local brothers‘ and sisters‘ 

ways of being and living together – 

whether in the refectory, serving meals 

and doing dishes, at the front door, in the 

hallways and in the library, and at times 

of prayer – is sure ground for the hope 

they have for their ministry. If the solid 

ground is not there, the most brilliant pro-

gramming cannot make up for the     

missing foundation. So our own life with 

and within a ―pretty good community,‖ – 

not a perfect one to be sure – gives us 

reason enough for our guests to hope that, 

despite the burdens they arrived with and 

are probably carrying home, ―all will in-

deed be well.‖ Grace abides. It will be 

seen embodied in joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentle-

ness, and self-control, and that should be 

enough reason to hope.   
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Thomas Merton and the Wisdom of 

Nonviolence 
by John Dear, SJ 

Father John Dear has devoted his life to the Gospel of nonviolence. 

He urges us not to be concerned about results, but to be faithful to 

Jesus’ admonition, “Put down the sword,” and to realize that        

violence only begets further violence. 
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W 
hen I entered the Jesuits, I was 

on fire with a desire to pursue 

the life of peace and justice. I 

started to study the writings of the great 

peacemakers, such as Gandhi, Dr. King, 

Dorothy Day, the Berrigans and from day 

one, Thomas Merton. I've been reading 

Merton ever since. I think I have read 

everything that he has published, and I 

am amazed how he still speaks to me. In 

contrast to the culture, to the TV, even 

the whole world, Merton remains a voice 

of sanity and reason and faith and clarity 

and hope, and I cannot put him down.  

I agree with what the great theologian 

David Tracy said recently when he was 

asked what the future of theology in the 

U.S. would look like. He answered spon-

taneously, "For the next 200 years, we'll 

be trying to catch up with Merton."  

 

Over the years, Merton has helped 

me not only in my work for peace but 

also in keeping me in religious life and 

the church because whenever I get in 

trouble for working for peace and justice, 

or whenever I get discouraged about the 

church or religious life, I recall how 

much trouble Merton was in for writing 

about war, racism, nuclear weapons and 

monasticism, how he stayed put, re-

mained faithful, did what he could, 

prayed and carried on. So I take heart 

from Merton because he endured it all 

with love, with a good heart, and now we 

see how his life and sufferings and fidel-

ity have born great fruit. I think we can 

all find new strength and courage from 

him to carry on and be faithful in our ser-

vice to the God of peace.  

 

 

When I think of Merton's "Revelation 

of Justice and Revolution of Love" and 

what Merton has taught me, I return once 

again to the wisdom of nonviolence. I 

would like to share five simple callings 

that I have learned from Thomas Merton. 

  

Contemplatives of Nonviolence  

 

F 
irst, Merton invites us to become 

contemplatives, mystics, of non-

violence. Merton's whole life was 

based on prayer, contemplation and mys-

ticism, but it was not so that we could go 

and hurt others, or bomb others, or domi-

nate the world, but so that we could com-

mune with the living God. I spent my 

first ten years as a Jesuit praying by tell-

ing God what to do, yelling at God for 

not making the world a better place, until 

finally, a wise spiritual director said, 

"John, that is not the way we speak to 

someone we love." A light went on in my 

mind: prayer is about a relationship with 

someone I love, with the God of love and 

peace. So my prayer changed to a silent 

listening, a being with God, which is 

what contemplative nonviolence is all 

about.  

 

Merton knew that prayer, contempla-

tion, meditation, adoration and commun-

ion mean entering into the presence of the 

God of peace, dwelling in the nonvio-

lence of Jesus, in other words, that the 

spiritual life begins with contemplative 

nonviolence, that every one of us is 

called to be a mystic of nonviolence.  

The God of peace is never glorified 

by human violence. 

Father John Dear, SJ, is a peace activist 

who was nominated for the Nobel Peace 

prize by Archbishop Tutu in 2008. He is 

the author of Living Peace, Put Down 

Your Sword, and his autobiography,  A 

Persistent Peace.  See his website: 

www.johndear.org 
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So in prayer, we turn to the God of 

peace, we enter the presence of the one 

who loves us, disarms our hearts of our 

inner violence, transforms us into people 

of Gospel nonviolence, and then sends us 

on a mission of disarming love and crea-

tive nonviolence.  

Through contemplative nonviolence, 

we learn to give God our inner violence 

and resentments; to grant clemency and 

forgiveness to everyone who hurts us; to 

move from anger and revenge and vio-

lence to compassion, mercy and nonvio-

lence so that we radiate personally the 

peace we seek politically.  

 

Conversion to Compassion  
 

I 
n the end, as Merton knew, peace is a 

gift from God. As the Twelve-Step 

model teaches, if we are addicted to 

violence, we need to turn to our Higher 

Power, confess our violence, support one 

another through communities of nonvio-

lence, and become sober people of non-

violence."The chief difference between 

violence and nonviolence," Merton 

writes, "is that violence depends entirely 

on its own calculations. Nonviolence de-

pends entirely on God and God's word.‖1
 

 

When Jesus calls us to love our ene-

mies, he said we should do so because 

God does so. God lets the sun shine on 

the just and the unjust, and the rain fall 

on the good and the bad. God is compas-

sionate to everyone. This is the heart of 

contemplative nonviolence. Then we are 

able to see everyone as a human being, 

and to see God and become like God.  

As we pursue contemplative peace 

like Merton, we learn, contrary to what 

the Pentagon tells us, that our God is not 

a god of war, but the God of peace; not a 

god of injustice, but the God of justice; 

not a god of vengeance and retaliation, 

but the God of compassion and mercy; 

not a god of violence, but the God of 

nonviolence; not a god of death, but the 

living God of life. We discover a new 

image of God. As we begin to imagine 

the peace and nonviolence of God, we 

learn to worship the God of peace and 

nonviolence; and in the process, become 

people of peace and nonviolence. "The 

great problem is this inner change," Mer-

ton writes. "We all have the great duty to 

realize the deep need for purity of soul, 

that is to say, the deep need to be pos-

sessed by the Holy Spirit.‖2 

 

O 
n his way to Asia, Merton told 

David Steindl-Rast that "the only 

way beyond the traps of Catholi-

cism is Buddhism." In other words, every 

Catholic has to become a good Buddhist, 

to become as compassionate as possible, 

he said. "I am going to become the best 

Buddhist I can, so I can become a good 

Catholic.‖3 That is the wisdom of Mer-

ton's contemplative life, to become like 

Buddhists, people of profound compas-

sion, deep contemplative nonviolence.  

 

This is what Merton meant when he 

wrote about Gandhi: "Gandhi's nonvio-

lence was not simply a political tactic 

which was supremely useful and effica-

cious in liberating his people. On the con-

trary, the spirit of nonviolence sprang 

from an inner realization of spiritual 

unity in himself. The whole Gandhian 

concept of nonviolent action and satya-

graha is incomprehensible if it is thought 

Nonviolence is much more than a 

tactic or a strategy; it is a way of life. 
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 to be a means of achieving unity rather 

than as the fruit of inner unity already 

achieved.4 

 

Students of Nonviolence  
 

Second, Merton teaches us to be-

come students and teachers of nonvio-

lence. Merton was not just a great 

teacher, but the eternal student. He was 

always studying, always learning, always 

searching for the truth. So when he 

started reading Gandhi in the 1950s, and 

then meeting peacemakers like Daniel 

Berrigan and the folks from the Fellow-

ship of Reconciliation and the Catholic 

Worker, he became a student and teacher 

of Gospel nonviolence, and I think that is 

what each one of us has to do — to study, 

to learn, practice and teach the holy wis-

dom of nonviolence. 

 

The lesson starts off with the basic 

truth: Violence doesn't work. War doesn't 

work. Violence in response to violence 

always leads to further violence. As Jesus 

said, "Those who live by the sword, will 

die by the sword." Those who live by the 

bomb, the gun, the nuclear weapon, will 

die by bombs, guns and nuclear weapons. 

You reap what you sow. The means are 

the ends. What goes around comes 

around.  

 

War cannot stop terrorism because 

war is terrorism. War only sows the seeds 

for future wars. War can never lead to 

lasting peace or true security or a better 

world or overcome evil or teach us how 

to be human or as Merton insists, deepen 

the spiritual life.  

 

U 
nderneath this culture of war and 

injustice is a sophisticated spiri-

tuality of violence, a spirituality 

of war, a spirituality of empire, a spiritu-

ality of injustice that has nothing to do 

with the living God or the Gospel of   

Jesus. In this false spirituality, we believe 

violence saves us, war brings peace, 

might makes right, nuclear weapons are 

our only security, God blesses wars, we 

seek not forgiveness and reconciliation 

but victory and domination, and the good 

news is not the love of enemies but the 

elimination of enemies. This is heresy, 

blasphemy and idolatry. The empire al-

ways tries to instruct the church on sin 

and morality, telling us that certain per-

sonal behavior is sinful or immoral, while 

saying nothing about the murder of hun-

dreds of thousands of Iraqis in recent 

years, as if that were not sinful or im-

moral.  

 

In a spirituality of violence, the 

Church rejects Jesus and the Sermon on 

the Mount as impractical, takes up the 

empire's just war theory, launches       

crusades and blesses Trident submarines 

and remains silent while Los Alamos 

churns out nuclear weapons and enjoys 
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the comforts of the culture of war and 

injustice rather than taking up the cross of 

Gospel nonviolence. Adherents of this 

kind of the spirituality of nonviolence 

have a private relationship with God, ful-

fill their obligations and go right along 

with the mass murder of their sisters and 

brothers around the world.  

 

The empire wants the Church to be 

indifferent and passive, to be divided and 

fighting and silent, even to bless wars and 

injustice. Unless we speak out and teach 

the wisdom of peace and nonviolence, the 

church will become like Hazel Motes' 

church in Flannery O'Connor's book Wise 

Blood, the "Church without Christ," 

where the lame don't walk, the blind don't 

see, the deaf don't hear, and the dead stay 

dead. That's what Merton learned.  

T 
he wisdom of nonviolence teaches 

that war is not the will of God. 

War is never justified. War is 

never blessed by God. War is not en-

dorsed by any religion. War is the very 

definition of mortal sin. War is demonic, 

evil, anti-human, anti-life, anti-God,    

anti-Christ. For Christians, war is not the 

way to follow Jesus. "The God of peace 

is never glorified by human violence," 

Merton wrote. In other words, peaceful 

means are the only way to a peaceful fu-

ture and the God of peace.  

 

So like Merton, we have to study 

nonviolence, define it, talk about and 

think about how each one of us can be-

come more nonviolent, and how we can 

create a church of nonviolence, even a 

new world of nonviolence. So Merton 

studies it and concludes: "What is impor-

tant in nonviolence is the contemplative 

truth that is not seen. The radical truth of 

reality is that we are all one.‖5 

 

Merton's Vision  
 

M 
erton's nonviolence begins 

with the vision of a reconciled 

humanity, the truth that all life 

is sacred, that we are all equal sisters and 

brothers, all children of the God of peace, 

already reconciled, all already united. 

The inhabitants of such a vision could 

never hurt or kill another human being, 

much less remain silent while their coun-

try wages war, builds nuclear weapons, 

and allows others to starve.  

 

Nonviolence is much more than a 

tactic or a strategy; it is a way of life. We 

renounce violence and vow never to hurt 

anyone again. It is not passive but active 

love and truth that seeks justice and peace 

for the whole human race, resists sys-

temic evil, persistently reconciles with 

everyone, insists that there is no cause, 

however noble, for which we support the 

killing of any human being. Instead of 

killing others, we must be willing to un-

dergo being killed in the struggle for   

justice and peace; instead of inflicting 

violence on others, we must accept and 

undergo suffering without even the desire 
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to retaliate as we pursue justice and 

peace for all people.  

 

Nonviolence is active, creative, 

provocative, and challenging. Through 

his study of Gandhi, Merton agreed that 

nonviolence is a life force more power-

ful than all the weapons of the world, 

that when harnessed, becomes conta-

gious and disarms nations. Nonviolence 

begins in our hearts, where we re-

nounce the violence within us, and then 

moves out with active nonviolence to 

our families, communities, churches, 

cities, our nation and the world. When 

organized on a large national or global 

level, active nonviolence can transform 

the world, as Gandhi demonstrated in 

India's revolution, or as Dr. King and 

the civil rights movement showed.  

I worked for several years as ex-

ecutive director of the Fellowship of 

Reconciliation (FOR), which I think 

through John Heidbrink, helped to 

bring Merton and the Berrigans into the 

work for peace in 1960 and 1961. I 

learned like Merton that all the major 

religions are rooted in nonviolence. 

Islam means peace. Judaism upholds 

the magnificent vision of shalom, 

where people beat swords into plow-

shares and study war no more. Gandhi 

exemplified Hinduism as active non-

violence. Buddhism is all about      

compassion toward all living beings. 

Brace yourselves, Merton teaches, even 

Christianity is rooted in nonviolence.  

 

Nonviolence of Jesus  

 

T 
he one thing we can say for sure 

about Jesus is that he practiced 

active, public, creative nonvio-

lence. He called us to love our neighbors, 

to show compassion toward everyone, to 

seek justice for the poor, to forgive eve-

ryone, to put down the sword, to take up 

the cross in the struggle for justice and 

peace, to risk our lives if necessary, in 

love for all humanity, and most of all, to 

love our enemies. His words to the com-

munity, to the Church, to us, as the sol-

diers dragged him away, could not be 

clearer or more to the point: "Put down 

the sword."  

 

Some might say this is the one mo-

ment where violence is justified. Peter 

was right to take up a sword, to kill to 

protect the Holy One. But Jesus issues a 

new commandment: "Put down the 

sword.‖ That is why they run away; they 

realize he is serious about nonviolence, 

that they follow a martyr. Jesus dies on 

the cross saying, "The violence stops here 

in my body, which is given for you. You 

are forgiven, but from now on, you are 

not allowed to kill." And God raises him 

from the dead, and he says, "Peace be 

with you." Then he sends them forth into 

the culture of violence on the mission of 

creative nonviolence.  

 

In one of his journals, in the early 

1960s, Merton calls himself "a professor 

of nonviolence," determined to teach the 

church, even the world, the wisdom of 

nonviolence. We too need to teach     

nonviolence, and to call the church to 

practice the nonviolence of Jesus, and to 

help it reject the just war theory and ac-

cept the risen Christ's gift of peace.  

“What is important in nonviolence 

is the contemplative truth that is 

not seen. The radical truth of  

reality is that we are all one.” 
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Apostles of Nonviolence  
 

T 
hird, Merton invites us to become 

apostles of nonviolence. We re-

member Merton's famous article 

for Dorothy Day and The Catholic 

Worker, where he wrote: "The duty of the 

Christian in this time of crisis is to strive 

with all our power and intelligence, with 

our faith and hope in Christ, and love for 

God and humanity, to do the one task 

which God has imposed upon us in the 

world today. That task is to work for the 

total abolition of war. There can be no 

question that unless war is abolished the 

world will remain constantly in a state of 

madness and desperation in which, be-

cause of the immense destructive power 

of modern weapons, the danger of catas-

trophe will be imminent and probable at 

every moment everywhere. The church 

must lead the way on the road to the non-

violent settlement of difficulties and   

toward the gradual abolition of war as the 

way of settling international or civil dis-

putes. Christians must become active in 

every possible way, mobilizing all their 

resources for the fight against war. Peace 

is to be preached and nonviolence is to be 

explained and practiced. We may never 

succeed in this campaign, but whether we 

succeed or not the duty is evident.‖6
 

 

I think we are called to be activists 

for peace like Thomas Merton. Jim 

Douglass told me that Merton, alone in 

his hermitage in the woods, did more for 

peace than most peace activists. I think 

that whatever we do, wherever we are, 

we have to be involved in the movements 

for peace and justice. None of us can do 

everything, but all of us can do some-

thing, like Merton, whether through our 

prayer vigils, marching, leafleting, pro-

tests or civil disobedience.  

 

Visionaries of Nonviolence  
 

F 
ourth, Merton invites us to be-

come visionaries of nonviolence. 

One of the many casualties of the 

culture of war is the imagination. People 

can no longer imagine a world without 

war or nuclear weapons or violence or 

poverty. They can't even imagine it, be-

cause the culture has robbed us of our 

imaginations.  

 

We live in a time of terrible blind-

ness, moral blindness, spiritual blindness, 

the blindness that will lead us over the 

brink to global destruction. Our mission 

is to uphold the vision of nonviolence, 

like Merton, to point the way forward, the 

way out of our madness, to lift up the 

light, to lead us away from the brink.  
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 that is good in the world and in human-

ity.‖7 

 

I think that just as Merton learned to 

make his life a rejection of war by speak-

ing out for peace, we must do the same 

thing and make our entire lives a rejec-

tion, a protest against the crimes and in-

justices and wars and nuclear weapons of 

our country and so become prophets of 

nonviolence to the culture of violence.  

 

Merton teaches us to break through 

the culture of war and denounce the false 

spirituality of violence and speak the 

truth of peace and nonviolence. He once 

wrote to Jean Le Clercq that the work of 

the monastery is "not survival but proph-

ecy," in the biblical sense, to speak truth 

to power, to speak God's word of peace to 

the world of war, to speak of God's reign 

of nonviolence to the anti-reign of vio-

lence. I believe that is our task too — not 

survival, but prophecy.  

 

Merton wrote to Daniel Berrigan 

in1962, "If one reads the prophets with 

ears and eyes open then you cannot help 

recognizing our obligation to shout very 

loud about God's will, God's truth and 

God's justice.8 
 

I am sure Merton would have some-

thing to say about everything that is hap-

pening in the world today, in this whole 

culture of war. So like Merton the 

prophet, our job is to call for an end to 

war, starvation, violence and nuclear 

weapons; to say, bring the troops home, 

end the U.S. occupation of Iraq and    

Afghanistan, cut off all military aid to the 

Middle East and help the U.N. pursue 

nonviolent alternatives to these crises.  

 

We need to be the community of 

faith and conscience and nonviolence that 

lifts up the vision of peace, to help others 

imagine a world without war or nuclear 

weapons, the vision that teaches us to 

resist our country's wars and nuclear arse-

nal.  

All my life, I have been trying to up-

hold a vision of a world without war, by 

serving the poor and homeless, visiting 

the war zones of the world, organizing 

protests and getting arrested 75 times, 

engaging in a Plowshares action, and 

working at the Fellowship of Reconcilia-

tion. We all need to become new aboli-

tionists who imagine a world without 

war, poverty or nuclear weapons.  

 

Prophets of Nonviolence  

 

F 
ifth, Merton invites us to become 

prophets of nonviolence. Here is 

one of my favorite Merton quotes: 

"It is my intention to make my entire life 

a rejection of, a protest against the crimes 

and injustices of war and political tyr-

anny which threaten to destroy the whole 

human race and the whole world. By my 

monastic life and vows I am saying no to 

all the concentration camps, the         

bombardments, the staged political trials, 

the murders, the racial injustices, the        

violence and nuclear weapons. If I say no 

to all these forces, I also say yes to all 

Merton teaches us, like Ezekiel and 

all the prophets, that whether we are 

heard or not, whether our message is 

accepted or not, our vocation is to 

speak the truth of peace, to become 

prophets of nonviolence, a prophetic 

people who speak for the God of 

peace. 
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Merton concludes his great essay, 

"Blessed are the Meek" on the roots of 

Christian nonviolence, by talking about 

hope, saying our work for peace and jus-

tice is not based on the hope for results or 

the delusions of violence or the false se-

curity of this world, but in Christ. Our 

hope is in the God of peace, in the resur-

rection.  

 

Merton gives me hope, hope to be-

come a contemplative and mystic of non-

violence and commune with the God of 

peace; hope to teach the wisdom of non-

violence to a culture of violence; hope to 

practice active nonviolence in a world of 

indifference; hope to speak out propheti-

cally for peace in a world of war and nu-

clear weapons; hope to uphold the vision 

of peace, a world without war in a land of 

blindness and despair.  

 

M 
erton's concluding advice to 

Daniel Berrigan in one of Mer-

ton's letters can give us all en-

couragement: "You are going to do a 

great deal of good simply by stating facts 

quietly and telling the truth," Merton 

wrote to Berrigan. "The real job is to lay 

the groundwork for a deep change of 

heart on the part of the whole nation so 

that one day it can really go through the 

metanoia we need for a peaceful world. 

So do not be discouraged. Do not let 

Siding with the Poor  

 

I 
 am on the side of the people who are 

being burned, bombed, cut to pieces, 

tortured, held as hostages, gassed, 

ruined and destroyed," Merton wrote in 

the 1960s. "They are the victims of 

both sides. To take sides with massive 

power is to take sides against the inno-

cent. The side I take is the side of the 

people who are sick of war and who want 

peace, who want to rebuild their lives and 

their countries and the world.9 

 

Like Merton, I think we too have to 

take sides. We have to side with the poor 

and the children, with the innocent, with 

our enemies, and be like Christ, who took 

sides when he said: "Whatever you do to 

the least of these, you do to me."  

 

"It is absolutely necessary to take a 

serious and articulate stand on the ques-

tion of nuclear war, and I mean against 

nuclear war," Merton wrote in the 1960s 

to his friend Etta Gullick. "The passivity, 

the apparent indifference, the incoherence 

of so many Christians on this issue, and 

worse still the active belligerency of 

some religious spokesmen is rapidly be-

coming one of the most frightful scandals 

in the history of Christendom.10 

 

Speaking the Truth  

 

M 
erton teaches us, like Ezekiel 

and all the prophets, that 

whether we are heard or not, 

whether our message is accepted or not, 

our vocation is to speak the truth of 

peace, to become prophets of nonvio-

lence, a prophetic people who speak for 

the God of peace.  

 

We need to be the community of 

faith and conscience and             

nonviolence that lifts up the vision 

of peace, to help others imagine a 

world without war or nuclear    

weapons, the vision that teaches us 

to  resist our country's wars and   

nuclear arsenal. 

“ 



BENEDICTINES 

27 

yourself get frustrated. The Holy Spirit is 

not asleep. Keep your chin up.‖11 

 

We must not despair, not be afraid, 

not give in to apathy, not give up, but 

instead, become contemplatives, teachers, 

apostles, prophets, and visionaries of 

Gospel nonviolence, to take up where 

Merton left off, to go as deep as Merton 

did, to stand on Merton's shoulders, to 

transform the church and the world into 

the community of Gospel nonviolence, so 

that we might do God's will, and an-

nounce like Merton, with Merton, the 

revelation of justice, the good news of the 

revolution of love.  

 

(Excerpted with permission from the web-

site of Father John Dear, SJ.)      
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Circus of Faith 
 

A squirrel scampers through a circle of trees, 

 chattering vociferously 

 as branches give way. 

Balancing precariously, she flies 

 between earth and sky. 

 

Does she catch a glimpse of the hawk 

 circling majestically 

 above her? 

Does she long for the wonder  

 of being held 

 on the wings of the wind? 

 

Or is she content 

 with the daily challenge 

  in her trapeze 

  act of faith? 

 

  Lillian Englert, OSB 

  Cottonwood, Idaho 
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Monastic Leaders Comment 

In this article, five Benedictine leaders respond to three questions 

about monastic life today. Three of the responders are abbots, 

Jerome Kodell, Gregory Polan, and John Klassen; two are prior-

esses, Anne Shepard and Patricia Henry. Their insights are  

thought-provoking, challenging and hope-filled.  

 

Abbot Jerome Kodell looks at the questions as a unit; the other four 

respond to each one individually.   
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The questions posed to the five leaders 

were: 

1. What do you see as life-giving in mo-

nastic life at the beginning of the 21st 

century? 

2. What do you think is the key to at-

tracting more vocations to monastic life? 

3. How can Benedictines have a greater 

impact on the Church and society? 

Abbot Jerome Kodell: 

In my view, a lot can be learned from 

the Christian elder‘s story of the hounds 

and the rabbit. A dog saw a rabbit and 

took chase, at the same time barking 

loudly. The dogs in the neighborhood did 

not see the rabbit, but they knew what the 

barking meant and they took chase as 

well. The rabbit ran through thickets and 

briars to elude the dogs, and as they be-

came tired and scratched, one after an-

other the dogs began to turn back.  Even-

tually only the dog which had seen the 

rabbit continued the chase. The rabbit is 

Christ, said the elder, and only the one 

who keeps his eyes on Christ will keep 

up the chase. 

 

This story has an echo in a report 

from a Catholic studies program con-

ducted by a religious order in India some 

years ago when it was found that some 

participants were visiting a Hindu guru 

for spiritual direction. When the students 

were asked why they didn‘t seek the 

spiritual help of their priest professors, 

they replied, ―Oh, we mean no disrespect. 

Your classes are marvelous and we are 

learning so much about spirituality. But 

the guru is teaching us how to pray.‖ 

We have had a lot of surprises in the 

post-Vatican II Church. Those of us who 

entered religious life before 1970 are sur-

prised that some of the elements of the 

life that attracted us have lost their appeal 

to the generations coming after us.  

 

In any event, a key difference be-

tween the youth of this time and that in 

the western world is the sense of church.  

We were very conscious of being Catho-

lic, and the Church had intact credibility 

for us. Our Catholic culture not only sup-

ported but esteemed vocations to the reli-

gious life. We were not so much con-

scious of giving something up as of re-

sponding to a divine call to something 

great.  

 

We did not, however, have a deep 

understanding of the spiritual life or the 

meaning and place of personal prayer in 

our vocation. Our spirituality was very 

Abbot Jerome Kodell, OSB, is the spiri-

tual leader of New Subiaco Abbey in 

Subiaco, Ark.  

  

Abbot John Klassen, OSB, is the spiritual 

leader of St. John's Abbey, Collegeville, 

Minn. 

 

Abbot Gregory Polan, OSB, has served 

as the spiritual father of the monastic 

community at Conception Abbey, Con-

ception, Mo., since 1996.  

 

Sister Patricia Henry, OSB, is a founding 

member of Monasterio Pan de Vida in 

Torreón, Coahuila, Mexico, where she 

presently serves as prioress.  

 

Sister Anne Shepard, OSB, is the prioress 

of Mount St. Scholastica, Atchison, Kan.  
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communal in family and parish. We partici-

pated in and performed all the religious 

rituals, and we did not do so only by rote or 

superficially. We believed in what we were 

doing. When we perceived a call to the reli-

gious life, it was as members of a faith 

community. The radical sense of individu-

alism in our world developed later. 

 

That communitarian sense was not a 

bad thing. The Church and the monastic 

community carried us along and gave us a 

context and support in which to sink the 

deeper roots of prayer in the search for 

God.  When the wheels came off in the 

1960s that support fell away and we had to 

scramble, and we did so in many different 

directions. Those of us who stayed had to 

find the main support for our vocation in-

ternally from then on. 

 

That continues today. Karl Rahner said 

the Christian of the future will be a mystic 

or will not exist.  A mystic is not an eso-

teric figure, but just a believer who seeks to 

know the Mystery more and more. In ear-

lier times we could depend much more on 

the Church or the monastic community to 

carry us in that search. The faith commu-

nity still gives important support, but from 

now on the search will have to be intensely 

personal. No matter what the other dogs do, 

those who want to stay the course will have 

to keep their own eyes on the rabbit. The 

Christian and the monk of the future will 

have to pray, and the role of the monk on 

behalf of others will be, as it has always 

been, to provide a place for people to seek 

God, and even more than in the recent past, 

to help people learn to pray. 

 

We are still way too intellectual in our 

approach to the search for God. That is un-

derstandable; it is our history and how we 

were raised. We think the more we under-

stand the holier we will be. Youth of today 

are not anti-intellectual, but they are much 

more interested in the direct experience of 

God. They are of the information age, and 

they know that no amount of information 

will give them what they are seeking.  

 

Lectio divina was dropped into our laps 

after Vatican II as a very effective method 

to lead people into that experience, but it 

has been only partially successful because 

much of our focus has been on the intellec-

tual aspect. The late Mother Kathryn Sulli-

van, RSCJ, a pioneer in the renewal of 

Scripture study after Vatican II, was in her 

90s in the infirmary when a physical thera-

pist asked her, ―How can I know that I am 

reading Scripture properly?‖ Mother Kath-

ryn replied: ―You will become very quiet.‖ 

Helping people come into that quietness is 

the main monastic task on the horizon. 

 

What do you see as life-giving in monastic 

life at the beginning of the 21
st
 century?  

 

John Klassen: Benedictine monastic life is 

focused on creating and sustaining a 

healthy community life that is focused on a 

Trinitarian faith and nurtured by a life com-

mitment to praying the Liturgy of the Hours 

and Eucharist in common, lectio divina, 

work, and a community of goods. These 

commitments are prophetic in an age of 

rampant individualism – ―you pick your 

god and I‘ll pick mine.‖  

  

In an age of post-modern thought, 

where there is less and less confidence in a 

larger narrative that gives meaning and pur-

pose to life and to a spiritual journey, as 

Benedictine monks we are convinced of the 

Christian story, the Christian and monastic 

narrative. We believe in stories, big ones 
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public. Our fidelity to common prayer is a 

source of strength and the focus of our 

lives. Throughout the day we pause to pray 

together for the needs of the universal 

church, our communities, our world and 

our planet. Our guests comment on the sa-

credness of the Divine Office, the chant 

that is sung softly and as one voice, the in-

tentions for the expressed needs of our fam-

ily and friends. The prayer is peaceful and 

holy. 

 

Fidelity to community gives witness to 

our living with differences, our ability to 

resolve conflicts respectfully and nonvio-

lently. We are an intentional group of reli-

gious women seeking God together. 

 

We model how to disagree without de-

monizing the other. We welcome respectful 

dialogue which is a result of serious study 

and critical thinking.   

 

Hospitality is a hallmark of our lives. I 

have often said that if the day comes when 

we can no longer be hospitable, that is the 

day we close our doors. By receiving all as 

Christ we are awakened to so many new 

possibilities. We reconnect with friends and 

family. We are introduced to people who 

are curious about who we are and how we 

function. 

 

Gregory Polan: In recent years, we have 

received several fine young vocations to 

our monastic community. These are young 

men filled with joy and hope, zealous for 

the Work of God, and generous in their ser-

vice to others. Knowing that there are 

young men and women like this who see 

Benedictine life and its values as a vision 

for the future is a great source of life for 

me. It is also wonderful to see the number 

of people who come among us, not just 

and little ones. It is a fundamental mode of 

communication for us.   

 

In a loud, chattering age, we believe 

and practice silence and contemplative 

prayer. These are life-giving practices and 

heal the soul, the body, and the mind.  

  

Anne Shepard: In the preface to their 

book, The Benedictine Rule of Leadership: 

Classic Management Secrets You Can Use 

Today, economists Craig and Oliver 

Galbraith suggest that ―The Benedictine 

influence has gone much deeper than most 

people realize. The modern international 

banking system, the preservation of ancient 

documents, the great medieval universities 

that became the models for higher educa-

tion in the Western world, many of our ad-

vanced farming and construction tech-

niques, the design of the modern hospitals, 

and the treatment of non-combatants in war 

are just a few of the contributions that can 

be traced to the influence of the great 

monastics.‖   

 

We Benedictines balance the old and 

the new and in doing so we make history 

creative, alive and energizing. The accom-

plishments of the past, including so much 

in the fine arts, are recorded because we 

have always met the needs of the church 

and society in simple, practical ways. Years 

from now our hope is that our history will 

include contributions in ecology, environ-

mentally friendly practices, best health care 

practices, liturgical music, efforts to con-

front injustices on many levels, spirituality 

training, advocacy for women and children 

in need. Scholarship in theology, religious 

studies and liturgy will continue.   

 

Many aspects of Benedictine monasti-

cism give life to our members and our   
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here at Conception Abbey but to so many 

monasteries, because of the spirit of 

prayer and hospitality we foster and the 

spiritual ideals we embrace.  

 

Patricia Henry: I find many things life-

giving in our monastic life today. My 

response is both very local (my own 

monastery) and broadly international 

(International Conference of Benedictine 

Prioresses- CIB). In my own small com-

munity we are striving to inculturate the 

monastic charism, and at the same time 

be counter-cultural, and this challenging 

double effort nourishes and strengthens 

me.    

 

Our inculturation takes the form of 

living in a low-income, working class 

neighborhood. While not living in a man-

ner identical to our neighbors, we do 

share some of their hardships, such as the 

lack of security in the midst of violence 

that has led to innumerable kidnappings 

and deaths. In our case, inculturation 

takes the form of living in close quarters 

with our neighbors, with only a fence to 

separate us and no green lawn or woods 

so conducive to prayer and meditation 

surrounding our monastery. In this semi-

desert, densely populated urban sprawl 

that we call home, we have learned to 

create our own interior silence even as 

the gas trucks, street games, barking 

dogs, car stereos and hawkers carry on 

their unceasing medley that floats 

through our windows well into the night. 

 

Some people have said that we can‘t 

live monastic life in such a setting, but in 

a country in which almost half of the 

population (close to 50 million people) 

lives in poverty, most of them in condi-

tions much more difficult than ours, I say 

we are called to live monastic life in this 

setting.  

 

We also share in our neighbors‘ joys: 

when they celebrate the feast of their fa-

vorite saint, especially of Mary, by clos-

ing off the street, making a temporary 

altar, dancing sacred dances, praying the 

rosary and cooking enough food for eve-

ryone to share. We rejoice with them 

when they receive the phone call assuring 

them of a son‘s safe border crossing with 

the hope of finding work in the United 

States; when a daughter or son is married 

or when a healthy newborn comes into 

the world. 

 

I have been strengthened by their 

faith in the face of apparently insur-

mountable obstacles, especially ill health 

and the loss of loved ones; by their ability 

to laugh and enjoy life in the midst of 

hardships; by the women who have dis-

covered their dignity as beloved daugh-

ters of God as we pray and reflect and 

work together. I am in awe as they move 

forward and courageously begin to trans-

form the inhuman situations in which 

they live.   

 

I also find our monastic values that 

are particularly counter-cultural at this 

time in history, to be life-giving to me 

and to those around us. Let me mention 

only a few: 

 

 We have developed and shared 

with others the ability to find si-

lence and cultivate a listening 

heart in the midst of our noise- 

addicted society.  

 

 Monastic communities are one of 

the few groups who continue to 
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This is not an exhaustive list, but 

rather a sampling of what is life-giving to 

me in our monastic communities today. I 

am nourished by this both at home and in 

other monasteries that I have the opportu-

nity to visit. When our federation comes 

together I am encouraged and inspired by 

the vision of the Benedictine women who 

are facing these challenging times with 

wise minds, open hearts and helping 

hands. In September of 2010, I had the 

opportunity to participate in the VI Sym-

posium of Benedictine Women from 

around the world. (CIB) As we reflected 

together on hope — young and old, ac-

tive and cloistered nuns, from every con-

tinent, very diverse and yet with a unify-

ing core, — my spirit was nourished and 

enriched by what I saw, what I heard, and 

what I was able to share.   

 

What do you think is the key to attract-

ing more vocations to monastic life? 

 

John Klassen: We have to be truly uni-

fied and ―walk the talk.‖ We have to do 

and be what we say we are.  We have to 

have a strong visual identity, for at least 

some of our prayer together.  This visual 

identity is not about power but service.   

 

We have to have a presence on the 

web – prospective candidates have to be 

able to glimpse into our lives with U-

Tube clips of important rituals and visual 

cues that communicate what we are 

about, what matters.  Each community 

needs to have ways to connect with peo-

ple in their 20s and 30s.   

 

I think that it is very important for us 

to be clear that, in good times and in hard 

times, we are ―in the Church.‖ We under-

stand its humanness, we believe that it is 

come together day after day to listen 

to God‘s Word in prayer and lectio, 

to share a meal, to support the mem-

bers, to bear one another‘s burdens; 

 

 Leaders, both elected and appointed, 

in the spirit of the Rule of Benedict, 

listen to the Spirit with the ear of 

their  heart, see their office as truly 

an opportunity to serve; encourage 

growth as each person discovers her 

gifts and develops them for the 

common good; empower others 

within community and in ministry.  

 

 Our stability in community encour-

ages honesty in our relationships. It 

is almost impossible to hide who we 

are over the long haul, when we 

share our lives day after day, year 

after year. As we grow in our ability 

to accept the truth about ourselves 

(sometimes not so gently expressed 

by our sisters or brothers) we tend to 

let go of our self-deluding fantasies 

and face reality. This honesty helps 

us to walk humbly with our God and 

avoid the pitfalls of self-justification 

and the cognitive dissonance so 

prevalent in our Church and society 

today.  

 

 We care lovingly for the elderly in 

our midst and they, in turn, encour-

age and support the newer genera-

tions. 

 

 We strive to be a hospitable pres-

ence to those in need, to others who 

are different from ourselves, to 

those who are overcome by fear in 

our extremely hostile society. 
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Spirit-guided, we understand from an 

historical point of view how the Church 

lumbers and staggers through history. We 

understand how the Church struggles 

with issues of fairness and justice,     

clericalism and other ills, and we aim to 

transform the Church from the inside out.   

 

Anne Shepard:  If there were a single 

key we would have found it. In my    

opinion we need to be patient and con-

tinue to pray that young women answer 

God‘s call. We can and must be inten-

tional in our inviting women to get to 

know us. We reach out to where the 

women are and not expect them to find us 

randomly. It will help if we understand 

their world of technology. Vocation is not 

a result of hard work or the worthiness of 

a community. It is a calling by our gener-

ous God to serve in a special way of life. 

If we continue praying and serving, we 

will attract new members.  

 

Gregory Polan: The key to attracting 

vocations to the monastic life is that the 

monastic life be lived authentically, and 

by that I mean in the spirit of The Rule of 

St. Benedict with appropriate adaptations 

for our own times. Second, a strong com-

mon life of prayer, work, and recreation 

together, showing in all of these things a 

love of God and neighbor, will attract 

new vocations to a monastic community; 

there is no stronger force in the world 

than true and authentic love. And third, it 

is essential to keep the liturgy central in 

our life, fulfilling St. Benedict‘s precept, 

―Nothing is to be preferred to the Work 

of God.‖ 

 

Patricia Henry: I think we need to have 

a clear, united vision of what monastic 

life looks and feels like in our commu-

nity, and that vision needs to be genuine 

and evident to those who come to the 

monastery as guests, as workers, as ob-

lates, as candidates, in whatever capacity. 

In this age of communication and 

corporate image, we need to get a mes-

sage out to those who are seeking God 

and for whom monastic life might be an 

option. When I speak of image I am re-

ferring to the manner in which we are 

perceived by outsiders. It is more than 

our reputation or our beautiful buildings. 

It has to do with what others see and hear 

when they watch us interrelating, praying 

as a community, serving within and be-

yond the monastery.   

 

You may wonder how I can talk 

about being counter-cultural in one para-

graph and having a ―corporate image‖ in 

the next. Our community image should 

contain two elements that distinguish it 

from many others. It needs to reflect solid 

monastic content as well as integrity.  We 

are not about (or should not be about!) 

slick advertising, but rather seriously 

striving to be and do what we say we are.  

 

How can Benedictines have a greater 

impact on the Church and society? 

 

John Klassen: We need to provide spiri-

tual resources, homegrown, that serve our 

respective oblates, friends, alums, and 

others in the local diocese. We have to 

share in a variety of ways, complex and 

simple, the fruits of our lectio, silence, 

and prayer.  

  

I think we need to be praying com-

munities for the real needs of people we 

know and are close to. I think that people 

of all faiths respect prayer and those who 

do it. It is a real service.   



Monastic Leaders Comment  

35 

In our time many leaders in our 

Church are not of an ecumenical or inter-

religious bent. We must be. Our charism 

of hospitality is a gift for Christians from 

different churches, to provide a space to 

pray, to listen to the Word together, speak 

openly about religious experience in the 

first person. For interreligious dialogue, 

our commitment to centering prayer and 

silence allows us to speak from a shared 

experience.   

 

Anne Shepard: If our intention is to have 

a greater impact, then we will not. I be-

lieve it is our life of humility and obedi-

ence to the will of God, our commitment 

to gospel values and our monastic heri-

tage that will impact the Church and soci-

ety. We must stay real, stay authentic and 

not cave in to ecclesial or societal re-

quests that do not make sense or that 

damage our inner life of prayer, commu-

nity and service. We impact the church 

by our bold refusal to perpetuate unjust 

practices, by our work to change unjust 

systems. We impact the church by having 

strong lives of prayer, both communal 

and private.   

 

Gregory Polan: When we live the mo-

nastic life with joy and fervor, it is an 

invitation for people to see how The Rule 

of St. Benedict can speak to their lives in 

our own day and age. Monasteries are 

essential places in our society and culture 

today, as they provide a place for people 

to step aside from their very busy and 

intense lives to pray, to be silent, and to 

reflect in an atmosphere of peace. 

 

Patricia Henry: I think we will have an 

impact by continuing to be inculturated 

and at the same time counter-cultural. It‘s 

not a matter of just stating a position in 

our community philosophy. We need to 

live this way in our personal lives, our 

community and our ministries. We also 

need to ask ourselves periodically why 

we do what we do. In the light of our an-

swers, we can share with others the value 

of the many facets of the Benedictine 

charism for our Church and society to-

day.   

I believe it is important to give our 

new community members a solid prepa-

ration in theology and monastic studies; 

and that those who have the ability to do 

so, be given the opportunity to continue 

their academic formation and go on for 

advanced degrees. Our Church and our 

society are desperately in need of persons 

and communities with a well-grounded, 

coherent monastic spirituality combined 

with a strong academic formation.   

   

There is an abundance of literature 

about St. Benedict on the market today, 

some of it written by lay people. We can 

find everything from  exhaustive exegesis 

on the Rule in books like Around the Mo-

nastic Table by Sister Aquinata 

Bӧckmann, OSB, to St. Benedict’s Rule 

for Business Success, a “How To‖ book 

that offers tools for organizational im-

provement. But I am not so sure that our 

communities are always vibrant centers 

where people can come and drink deeply 

of Benedict‘s spirituality. I know there is 

a certain amount of romanticism sur-

rounding many writings on monastic life, 

and the real thing can come as a shock to 

those who come to our communities 

searching for a utopian ideal. But there 

are also some sincere well-meaning seek-

ers in our Church and our society who 

want to drink from the monastic well in a 

real monastery. Let us be sure there is 

good, clean water in our wells! 
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Book Reviews 

WORK: A Kingdom Perspective on 

Labor. By Ben Witherington III. Grand 

Rapids, Mich. William B. Eerdmans, 

2011, $18.00. 

On the day I finished reading Ben 

Witherington‘s Work: A Kingdom Per-

spective on Labor, I had devoted several 

hours to trimming hedge near the monas-

tery. It was hot and humid. I like this kind 

of manual labor. Helping other monks in 

their grounds work gives me satisfaction, 

and as one of our elders used to say, 

―[Work] Lets others know someone lives 

here.‖  

 

Witherington‘s small book gives the 

reader an opportunity to reflect on work 

as something all of us do, and helps us 

see it as a vocation, as a call from God, a 

means of establishing the Kingdom 

through ministry. His book, both direct 

and approachable, is based on scripture 

and is aptly supported by contemporary 

authors such as Gene E. Veith, God at 

Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of 

Life (2002) and B. Brown Taylor, An Al-

tar in the World: A Geography of Faith, 

(2009). He quotes Taylor‘s personal ex-

perience of a calling during her seminary 

studies in which God said to her, ―Do 

whatever pleases you, and belong to me. 

You see, if we belong to the Lord, then 

we know that what truly will please us is 

the residue of what God has placed in our 

hearts, what God has meant for us to be.‖ 

 

Witherington's optimistic Christian 

views help the reader gain an enriching 

perspective on the value and perspective 

of his or her work. ―It is right to take  

satisfaction from a job done well … It is 

no accident that there is a dialectic estab-

lished in Genesis between work and rest, 

between work and play, between work 

and worship. Work should never be a be-

all and end-all experience, or else it will 

indeed be the end of us all, prematurely, 

as we work ourselves to death.‖ 

 

The organization of the book allows 

for a natural flow of the topics which in-

clude ―The Goodness of Work,‖  

―Vocation,‖ ―Slackers and Sloths,‖ 

―Work as Ministry,‖ ―Work as Culture 

Making,‖ and finally, ―Finding Balance.‖  

 

―Seeing the World from the Crouch 

Position: Work as Culture Making,‖ is 

the author‘s title for chapter six. This be-

gins with a brief summary of Niebuhr‘s 

classic 1957 book on Christ and Culture, 

with its five basic understandings of the 

relationship between Christ and culture. 

Witherington quotes Christian Smith, a 

professor of sociology at the University 

of Notre Dame, ―American evangelicals 

in the last hundred years have found it 

easy to condemn culture, critique culture, 

copy culture and consume culture. It has 

been much harder for them to actively 

and imaginatively create culture.‖  

 

Witherington knows the world of 

seminary teaching in which the future 

minister will be challenged to deal with 

people who work daily and express     
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satisfaction or despair, seeking the Chris-

tian value of work and its relationship to 

the mission of sanctification. However, it 

is a book quite easily read by readers 

with a wide range of interests. 

 

Some Benedictines might take excep-

tion to his reference to the Rule and his 

comments on the hours of work done by 

monks each day, concluding that Bene-

dict‘s monks were not very contempla-

tive. One might respond that the Benedic-

tine cenobitic life which respected both 

work and prayer, brought culture and 

civilization to Western Europe.  It was, 

after all, a cenobitic value to be active in 

the lives of those around them and to re-

tain community prayer and lectio divina 

as essential to their spirituality.  

 

Witherington‘s book reflects the de-

sire of a man in ministry to help others 

see that the world is good and that the 

―lifeboat mentality‖ of our Church is lim-

iting and unattractive to many. We are 

called to actively engage others in build-

ing the Christian kingdom and sharing 

with them our own enthusiasm for the 

work that is involved.  

 

  Barnabas Senecal, OSB  

  Atchison, Kan. 

 

NUMBERS, By Irene Nowell, OSB. 

New Collegeville Bible Commentary. 

O.T., vol. 5. Series editor, Daniel Durken, 

OSB. Collegeville, MN:Liturgical Press, 

2010.  

 

If you are somewhat put off by the 

thought of reading something in the Old 

Testament called The Book of Numbers, I 

dare you to read the Introduction to this 

commentary. It will be hard for you, I 

think, not to feel hooked. In six pages, 

complete with cross-references, a table of 

chronology and an itinerary for Israel‘s 

trek through the Sinai desert, a quick look 

at sources and content, and a succinct 

―why‖ for reading this book, Sister Irene 

accomplishes a compelling biblical invi-

tation. Her clear focus and lucid exposi-

tion will allow you to follow the shaping 

of a people, and her cross-references to 

other Biblical texts enhance understand-

ing of Scripture. Her commentary on the 

trials of Moses and the people, failures 

and successes, their trying to follow (or 

not) what is perceived as God‘s will helps 

us to appreciate the idea of desert, where 

God lures us and speaks to our hearts. 

Perhaps think about The Book of Num-

bers  as the ―book for Lent‖ that Benedict 

suggests. 

 

  Joan Offenburger, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan. 

 

WELCOME TO THE WISDOM OF 

THE WORLD: And Its Meaning For 

You. By Joan Chittister. Wm. B. Eerd-

mans Publishing Co., 2007, 186 pages, 

$15, ISBN 978-0-8028-6646-2. 

 

It is always interesting to see what 

another Benedictine sister writes, since 

often our formation and community life 

experiences have so many similarities. 

This book is not disappointing. Chittister 

has used a novel approach to share her 

wisdom. In this volume she starts from 

dual interests. One interest is the five ma-

jor religions of the planet: Hinduism, 

Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and 

Muslim.  
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At times the author over-explains the 

meaning of a tale or example, but it is 

worth the repetition for the conclusive 

challenge that emerges near the end of 

each short chapter. A few quotes illus-

trate such insights. From Buddhism: 

―Rigidity is simply another kind of 

pride.‖ And, ―The truth is that we grow 

into goodness by being good to others, by 

being willing to start over again ourselves 

every time we do less than the world de-

serves and decency demands.‖ 

 

 Barbara McCracken, OSB 

 Atchison, Kan.      

      

LECTIO DIVINA: Contemplative 

Awakening and Awareness. By Chris-

tine Valeers Paintner and Lucy 

Wynkopp, OSB. Mahwah, NJ: Paulist 

Press, 2008, 209 pages. $18.95. 

 

St. Benedict‘s invitation ―to listen 

with the ear of the heart‖ finds a worthy 

companion in the book Lectio Divina: 

Contemplative Awakening and Aware-

ness by Christine Valeers Paintner, a 

Benedictine oblate, and Lucy Wynkopp, 

OSB. 

 

People have a tendency to separate 

the seeking for and listening to God from 

ordinary life. This dualism places our 

seeking of God in a different realm from 

our ―real‖ life. Often the result is that 

God becomes pushed further away from 

our consciousness, and the voice of God 

becomes drowned in a sea of discon-

nected activity. 

 

It is refreshing to read a book that 

connects the different movements of 

daily life: Scripture and other spiritual 

reading, as well as journaling, movement, 

The other interest is the universal 

questions that the earth‘s inhabitants 

share. The questions vary from what is 

happiness and where is God, to how can I 

learn to let go of the past and what does it 

take to succeed. 

 

The questions alone make one feel 

that here is the ultimate self-help book. If 

one had the answers to these questions 

our problems would be solved and we 

could coast through our remaining years. 

Alas, an assumption that having the an-

swers solves our problems is misleading. 

Living the answers given in this book 

becomes the real challenge for all hu-

mans on a serious spiritual quest. 

 

In probing the universal insights of 

the great religions, Chittister does not 

judge or compare the wisdom of the vari-

ous traditions. Rather she provides a peek 

into the depths that a serious seeker of 

truth and wisdom develops when living a 

reflective life. The insights in this book 

illustrate the common wisdom of these 

faiths. 

 

Through carefully chosen stories, 

myths, old tales and parables from each 

tradition, the question posed in each 

chapter invites us into a deeper look at its 

meaning for today as well as a realization 

that generations past and earlier ages 

wrestled with the same issues, though in 

different outer aspects.  

 

This book would serve well as an 

introduction for those wishing to better 

understand other faith traditions. The ba-

sis of each tradition is given in a brief 

explanation that is easy to read. Each tra-

dition is treated with the respect their an-

cient wisdom deserves. 
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music, film, art, and life experience with 

the seeking for God. The book includes a 

good background of Lectio Divina from 

classical to contemporary voices. Some-

times after being in the monastery for a 

number of years, or being close to a mo-

nastic community, we forget the reason 

why we do things. This slipping into for-

malism takes away from the savor of the 

moment. 

 

Even more important, the authors 

expand our horizons. The subtitle is in-

formative of the nature of the book. To 

awaken and be aware are daily steps for 

each of us. If we ever stop awakening 

daily, we will simply go through life 

asleep, on automatic pilot. But the second 

part of the subtitle is equally good: 

awareness. The awareness of God‘s pres-

ence in every aspect of life frees us to 

trust in that goodness that surrounds us. 

The book includes a wonderful quote 

from Thomas Merton on awareness: ―[It 

is] an awakening to the real that is within 

all that is real. A vivid awareness of infi-

nite Being at the roots of our own limited 

being…Contemplation is also the re-

sponse to a call: a call from Him Who has 

no voice, and yet Who speaks in every-

thing that is, and Who, most of all, speaks 

in the depths of our own being: for we 

ourselves are words of His.‖ 

 

We can feel guilty for trying to find 

God‘s actions in such beautiful activities 

as listening to a piece of music, watching 

a film, engaging in motion, or in ponder-

ing our life experience. Especially in a 

culture that prizes doing over being. As 

the authors say: ―When your heart is 

filled with gratitude at the beauty of the 

world and God‘s gifts, you have become 

fire.‖ 

Perhaps my favorite feature of this 

book is the Appendix, where the authors 

give a summary of ways to practice Lec-

tio Divina from each chapter. This could 

be a great aid for one‘s own personal 

prayer life, as well as for helping plan 

retreats to guide others to a greater con-

templative awakening and awareness. 

 

  Meinrad Miller, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan.  

 

  

THE MONASTERY OF THE 

HEART: An Invitation to a Meaning-

ful Life. By Joan Chittister, OSB. Blue-

Bridge: United Tribes Media, Inc., 2011.  

 

This book is, in a sense, unlike what 

Sister Joan has previously written. At 

first glance, its layout might tempt one to 

see a book designed to help speedreaders. 

Its wide margins on both sides of cen-

tered lines might lead one to think that by 

reading straight down the center of the 

page, one will be able to get through the 

book in a hurry. Wrong! Each thought is 

a precious nugget not quickly mined, 

linked to its adjacent ideas by an invisible 

golden thread spun by someone whose 

understanding of the Rule of Benedict 

comes to readers from her own  ―cave of 

the heart.‖ 

 

In addition, The Monastery of the 

Heart has prompted a study guide whose 

use is encouraged by those who have be-

gun the movement known as 

―monasteries of the heart‖ (either on site 

or online) –  small groups of those who 

wish to live the values expressed by 

Benedict and who are guided/helped/

inspired by the book and by participating 

Benedictines of the Erie, Penn., commu-
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nity. This daring, innovative use of tech-

nology blends the possibilities of distance 

learning and/or face-to-face sharing the 

search for Benedictine values that people 

want to live by. It is not a mere intellec-

tual pursuit; we are meant to change and 

be changed. (More than two hundred peo-

ple are already part of the ―monasteries of 

the heart.‖)  Further information is avail-

able on its website and those interested 

are encouraged to acquire the guide 

which may be downloaded free of charge. 

(www.monasteriesoftheheart.org) 

 

In her introduction, Sister Joan ac-

knowledges that every age seeks to pro-

vide ways of seeking truth, God, the One 

–  with language and symbols, with a life-

style that it could understand. Benedict 

maintained that ―the spiritual life lay in 

simply living this life, our daily life, 

well.‖ (viii)  Her book ―is meant to be a 

new way to live a meaningful    spiritual 

life in the center of the world today, 

rather than withdraw from it . . . anchored 

in the Rule, rooted in its values.‖ (ix) 

―May the women and men, the families, 

the intentional communities who seek to 

create within themselves a Monastery of 

the Heart, find there the God who is for-

ever seeking them.‖(x) 

 

Six major sections provide the gen-

eral outline for this ‗small guide‘: Our 

Search, Our Interior Life, Our Commu-

nity, Our Service, Our Promise, Our 

Spiritual Growth. Some 25 chapters ad-

dress major Benedictine values. The lan-

guage and its rhythm is the rhythm of a 

life lived seeking the values that Benedict 

embraced, who treasures the seeking, and 

delights in sharing a way of life. If read-

ers let the language wash over them, if 

they surrender to the simple, gentle, yet 

passionate invitation to find God accord-

ing to Benedict, lives will be changed. 

Even if the reader lives alone, as many 

seekers do, the possibility of a virtual 

community is promise of understanding, 

vision, support and strength that commu-

nity discussion and living can provide. 

 

A reader new to Benedict will begin 

to see what values are emphasized; those 

familiar with the Rule will recognize the 

chapters/ideas furnishing sources for ma-

jor themes (the prologue, chapters 1-7, 

20, 48, 71-72). In addition, the familiar 

themes of work, hospitality and commu-

nity service occur throughout (48, 53, 57, 
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66), as do community living and caring (31, 

32, 33-41) and the loving concern of the ab-

bot/prioress and the monastic‘s individual 

responsibility (2, 3, 21, 64).  

 

The citations listed above are really un-

necessary for one to appreciate the message 

of this book. Its overall impact on the reader 

could well be its poetic evaluation of a life-

style revered, practiced, and loved by one 

who shares its Scripture-based story of hu-

man relationships and who invites readers of 

many types to take part in a ‗monastery of the 

heart.‘ In her ending, Sister Joan reiterates 

Benedictine values. She writes: 

 

These values are clear ones: 

community, 

prayer, 

stewardship, 

equality, 

conversion, 

peace— 

all make for communities of love. . . . 

 

community out of a collection of strangers  

a slice of life 

that crosses age levels,  

economic backgrounds,  

and ethnicities— 

to where differences 

can be honored,  

and differences 

can be broached, 

and peace can come 

to both the person 

and to an entire population 

at the same time . . .  

(209-211) 

 

One comes to realize that this book is a 

present day wisdom psalm, crafted in praise 

and thanksgiving, to be shared in every 

"Monastery of the Heart" by readers of 

Benedict and Sister Joan.  

 

 

  Joan Offenburger, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan. 
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