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ñWe must do our part to contribute to the integrity of 

the sacramental signs in our community life. Part of 

this is just being there physically, but in the full sense 

it means really being there, giving ourselves from the 

heart to what the community is doing. It takes grace 

to be alert to the many signs of Godôs work in our life 

and to be open to receive the gift of transformation 

they transmit to us.ò 

     -Jerome Kodell, OSB 
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In Memoriam 

 
Sister Mary Paul Ege, editor of Benedictines magazine from 1964 to 1980, died 

on March 26, 2009, at the age of 91. During her long life, she served as Federa-

tion delegate, community senate leader, director of scholastics, oblate director, 

development director, teacher and mentor.  

 

Her writing was always passionate and clear, incisive and challenging. She chose 

words carefully and appreciated the insights and craft of other writers. During her 

years as editor of Benedictines, she solicited manuscripts from renowned authors, 

including Joan Chittister OSB, Matthias Neuman OSB, Rosemary Haughton,  

Demetrius Dumm OSB, Nathan Mitchell OSB, and Augusta Raabe OSB. 

 

During the exhilarating years after Vatican II she took to heart the call to update 

and renew religious life. A woman of deep faith, she was not afraid to take risks 

and to move forward. She was feisty and fearless in the face of criticism or vacil-

lation in implementing the changes she believed would make women religious 

more authentic and prophetic.  

 

In the 1500th anniversary edition of Benedictines in 1980, she wrote an editorial 

on humility. In it she states: ñSteeped in the paradox of Christian life, humility 

accepts all as gifts from God, treasures many, embraces few, yet clings to none ï

whether position or place or person, sorrow or joy ï but in wonder and gratitude 

holds each óas water in the hand.ôò That is the way she lived her life ï receiving 

everything in wonder and gratitude without clinging. We remember her with 

grateful appreciation. 
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óIt doesnôt have to be the blue iris éô 

 
 
e are all called to holiness, Vatican II reminded us, professed 

religious and lay people alike. We are fellow travelers on a 

journey and the path is far from smooth. There are dangers 

lurking at every bend in the road and sometimes God seems 

very far away. In addition, we have our own lethargy to cope with as the 

way looms long and wearisome. The authors in this issue have some prac-

tical advice and reflections for the monkôs search for God. 

 

Abbot Jerome Kodell writes of monastic rituals that assist in keeping us on 

track. He explores monastic profession, the Work of God (Opus Dei), the 

community meal, and the community of goods as reminders of our cove-

nant relationship with God. Fidelity to these and other sacramental signs is 

the monkôs means of attaining holiness. Abbot Jerome stresses the impor-

tance of sharing everything in common and ñgiving ourselves from the 

heart to what the community is doing.ò The discipline of the ñcommon 

lifeò is a daily challenge, but it carries the grace of transformation. 

 

Abbot Bernard Olivera shares some lessons he has learned after serving 18 

years as Abbot General of the Cistercian Order. His vision and perspective 

shed light on topics such as decentralization, inculturation, complementar-

ity, unity, and mysticism. His international experience and deep sincerity 

give his words relevance and profound meaning. He extols spousal mysti-

cism as the means to ñfree us from the sloth of acedia, from sterile chas-

tity, from loveless intellectuality, from stagnant novelties, from disembod-

ied spiritualism, from soulless ritualism and legalism without the spirit.ò 

 

A 
bbot Owen Purcell writes of how to overcome the acedia or spiri-

tual dryness that often afflicts monks and others who tire from the 

arduous journey. He believes that living in the present moment, 

rather than ruing the past or worrying about the future, is the way to over-

come aridity. He reminds us that God speaks to us in the Now, and that we 

need to ñallow God to touch us in that present moment and lead us where 

God wants us to go.ò 

 

Maxine Walker, a scholar and educator, explores the concepts of sacred 

time and space through the eyes of Benedict and the poet Kathleen Norris.   
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She believes the balanced rhythm of work and prayer of 6th century monks fills a 

need of 21st century Christians whose overstimulation often drowns out the mes-

sage of the Liturgy of the Hours. According to Norris, ñThe words of the Psalms, 

spoken aloud and left to resonate in the air around me, push me into new time 

and space. I think of it as the quantum effect: here time flows back and forth, and 

out of both past and future, and I, too, am changed (Cloister Walk).ò Walker re-

lates the ascent of the spiritual life to Jacobôs ladder and Benedictôs 12 steps of 

humility, both reminders of the struggle to attain holiness.   

 

All of these authors are pointing us toward holiness or wholeness, toward seeing 

the ordinary times in our lives as grace-filled. We may need to change the lens in 

our spiritual glasses to perceive our daily routine as the way God speaks to us, as 

the asceticism necessary to bring about our transformation. Since there will al-

ways be bumps in the road and burdens that weigh us down, we need others to 

encourage and support us. But we donôt have to do anything extraordinary as the 

poet Mary Oliver reminds us: 
 

  
It doesn't have to be 

the blue iris, it could be 

weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 

small stones; just 

pay attention, then patch 

  

a few words together and don't try 

to make them elaborate, this isn't 

a contest but the doorway 

  

into thanks, and a silence in which 

another voice may speak. 

  

- ñPrayingò by Mary Oliver  

 
 

 

       Barbara Mayer, OSB 
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Monastic Sacraments 
 

by Jerome Kodell, OSB 

 

Abbot Jerome Kodell reminds us that the ordinary rituals and 

actions we perform each day are sacramental signs of grace in 

our lives. It is in doing these ñsymbolic actions that our faith 

is strengthened and our vocation renewed daily.ò  
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O 
ur monastic life is filled 

with sacramental signs. I 

donôt mean only the seven 

sacraments or even the sacramen-

tals we use in devotion. In non-

religious terms, a sacrament is an 

action or gesture which implies a 

deeper unspoken meaning, like a 

handshake or the pinning of a 

medal. The ashes on Ash Wednes-

day are a prime example of a sim-

ple ritual with deep meaning. St. 

Benedict has built into our monas-

tic life many signs, gestures and 

rituals which carry a deeper mean-

ing we easily understand without 

needing an expression in words. In 

this, he followed the tradition of 

the prophets and of Jesus, who 

used parables and parabolic ac-

tions in their teaching. 

 

The many sacramental signs 

and actions of the Rule remind us 

of our commitment and carry us in 

our spiritual discipline often un-

consciously. But it is in perform-

ing the symbolic actions that our 

faith is strengthened and our voca-

tion renewed daily. In an article 

entitled ñCommunity Therapy,ò 

Father Ron Rolheiser made this 

comment: ñMonks, with their mo-

nastic rhythm, have long under-

stood this, namely that program, 

rhythm, public participation, the 

demand to show up, and the disci-

pline of the community bell have 

kept many a man and woman sane, 

not to mention relatively happy.ò1 

 

Jerome Kodell, OSB, is the   

abbot of Subiaco Abbey in 

Subiaco, Ark. He gives retreats 

and has written frequently on 

monastic themes.  

Profession 

 

S 
olemn profession is for each of 

us a major defining moment in 

our life and our relationship 

with God. St. Benedict emphasizes its 

importance by the rituals with which 

he surrounds profession in Chapter 

58. The novice must give away all he 

owns to others or to the community, 

and be clothed with the clothing of the 

monastery. He draws up his profes-

sion statement in a formal document 

and reads it before all ñin the presence 

of God and his saints.ò He intones the 

Suscipe: ñReceive me, Lord, as you 

have promised, and I shall live; and 
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disappoint me not in my hope.ò The 

community repeats it after the monas-

tic as a confirmation and a sign of 

acceptance. Every time we hear these 

words, our profession comes back to 

us, and the profession of new mem-

bers reminds us of our own.  

 

We prostrate under the pall, illus-

trating by powerful symbolism our 

dying to the world with Christ. We 

conclude with a loving embrace 

which states our new covenant rela-

tionship in a moving way. The appli-

cant must spend four or five days 

knocking at the door as a sign of the 

seriousness and difficulty of what he 

is signing up for. This is replaced to-

day by the series of visits, tests, gath-

ering of documents and interviews 

which make the prospective candidate 

take stock of what he or she is doing. 

All of this combines to emphasize in 

sign and ritual the awesome, other-

worldly character of monastic profes-

sion.  

 

Work of God 

 

T 
he first thing listed in Chap-

ter 58 as a criterion for the 

noviceôs true search for God 

is eagerness for the Work of 

God. That this is mentioned even be-

fore obedience is striking. In a com-

munity, faithfulness to the common 

prayer is a prime expression of obedi-

ence to God. The axiom of Chapter 43 

is second nature to Benedictines: ñLet 

nothing be put before the Work of 

God.ò A ritual action or object, once 

understood, does not need words 

every time to explain the meaning. 

When we see a picture of a priest at 

the altar, we know exactly what it 

means. The same is true for a crucifix 

or a prie-dieu.  

The many sacramental signs 

and actions of the Rule remind 

us of our commitment and 

carry us in our spiritual       

discipline often unconsciously.  

The Work of God provides the   

sacred framework within 

which we situate all the actions 

of our life. This framework 

builds and  protects our inner 

stability.  



MONASTIC SACRAMENTS  

9 

  

When we gather for the Work of 

God, we know what it means in our 

monastic commitment. In the third 

verse of the Rule, St. Benedict says, 

ñThis message of mine is for you, if 

you are ready to give up your own 

will,ò in favor of Godôs will. He de-

termined that the best way to train us 

to do Godôs will is to give up our own 

project several times a day when the 

bell rings, and come to the Work of 

God. This is very hard to do, espe-

cially during the prime hours of work. 

But if we donôt, we are in danger of 

fooling ourselves, doing good and 

necessary things but not ready to stop 

when God calls, which means we are 

doing our own will and not ready to 

give it up for God. 

 

W 
e do not have to remind 

ourselves of this each 

time. Nor do we have to 

make a new decision each time we 

hear the bell. The Work of God pro-

vides the sacred framework within 

which we situate all the actions of our 

life. This framework builds and pro-

tects our inner stability. Years of 

faithfulness enable us to face the ups 

and downs of the day and tragedies of 

the age with inner peace, which is dif-

ferent from complacence. The Work 

of God in community (including in 

our day the conventual Mass) is 

Godôs work in us and has its meaning 

and grace whatever we happen to be 

thinking or not thinking, and this 

meaning and grace reach us and re-

new us. By being present hour after 

hour, day after day, no matter what 

our own priorities of the moment, we 

confirm the priority of God in our life. 

We are on Godôs time. Someone has 

said: obedience and disobedience are 

in our shoes.  

 

Community Meal 

 

S 
t. Benedict aligns the commu-

nity meal closely with the 

Work of God and with the 

Eucharist. After the Work of God, the 

community meal is the strongest sac-

ramental sign of our life together. In 

Chapter 35, the monks beginning their 

week of table service intone the verse 

that begins the Office, ñO God, come 

to my assistance; Lord, make haste to 

help me.ò In Chapter 38, the reader 

After the Work of God, the      

community meal is the   

strongest sacramental sign of 

our life together.  
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  for the week begins his service after 

Mass and Communion with the words 

that begin the day of prayer, ñO Lord, 

open my lips, and my mouth shall 

proclaim your praise.ò 

 

The community meal is an oppor-

tunity to nourish the whole person 

while the food is being eaten. ñThe 

brothers should serve one an-

otherò (RB 35:1). They listen to-

gether to the reading, which in St. 

Benedictôs time was mainly from the 

Scriptures and the Fathers. There 

were few parchment books available 

in St. Benedictôs day, and not all the 

monks could read. So this reading at 

table complemented the Mass read-

ings in forming the community in the 

mind of Christ. 

 

B 
ecause of the sacred nature of 

the community meal, St. 

Benedict puts tardiness at the 

Work of God and tardiness at table 

together in Chapter 43. If tardiness at 

table is because of negligence, and if it 

happens repeatedly, the monk is ex-

communicated from the common ta-

ble: ñLet him not be permitted to share 

the common table, but take his meals 

alone, separated from the company of 

allò (43:15-16). In our day of fast 

food, the point of eating is often solely 

the food, without reference to the 

community nature of a meal. It may be 

harder in our culture to appreciate the 

seriousness St. Benedict intended by 

having a monk eat separately from the 

community. In fact, sometimes we 

might take it as a privilege. But his 

point is that in the monastic commu-

nity, separation from the monastic 

meal is akin to separation from the 

monastic liturgy. 

  

Community of Goods 

 

W 
hen the newly professed 

gives away his posses-

sions, he is admonished to 

make this gift ñwell aware that from 

Our community of goods is not 

a contractual relationship 

based on worldly possessions, 

but far beyond that it is a   

covenant commitment to give 

to one another all we have and 

are, being available for     

whatever serves the common 

good. 


