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We are often tempted to describe ourselves as “aging communities” 

as if that is the only identity we now have. I would rather have us 

think of ourselves as communities having “come of age.” At no 

other time in our 150+ year history in North America have we been 

at this point of collective spiritual maturity and wisdom which can 

only come with age. 

     Ephrem Hollermann, OSB, p. 16-17 
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MY LORD GOD, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the 

road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do 

I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am following your will 

does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that the de-

sire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that de-

sire in all that I am doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart 

from that desire. And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the 

right road, though I may know nothing about it. Therefore I will trust 

you always though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. 

I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me 

to face my perils alone. 

 

    - Thomas Merton, "Thoughts in Solitude" 
    © Abbey of Gethsemani 
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Hope in the Midst  

of Uncertainty and Death 
 

I 
t is hard to have hope in these times of unemployment and fi-

nancial crises, diminishment and divisions, upheavals and 

revolutions. Sometimes it feels as if we are grabbing at straws 

or hanging on by unsubstantial threads to a world that is collapsing 

around us. Yet Jesus in the Gospel keeps telling us ,―Do not be afraid,‖ 

and spiritual writers encourage us to hold fast to the promise that God 

will be with us always. St. Benedict admonishes his followers in his in-

struments of good works never to despair of God‘s mercy. 

 

So where do monastics find hope to keep them vibrant and alive in 

these tumultuous times? Some of the younger members of Benedictine 

communities of women in the U.S. met in Atchison in January 2011 to 

share their hope for the future. Their perspectives and the views of a 

young sister from Lithuania and one from Australia are thoughtful and 

honest. Many of them find hope in the example of older sisters continu-

ing to be faithful to prayer and to be involved in community and in the 

world. Some find encouragement from the stories of our foremothers and 

their struggles in planting Benedictinism in a strange new world. Others 

find hope in the Rule Benedict gave us, in oblates who want to share our 

ideals, in listening to one another, in fidelity to our vows and to lectio, 

and in mutual forgiveness. They are realistic enough to know that what 

they hope for takes patience and endurance, but they trust that with a his-

tory of more than 1500 years, Benedictinism will survive and thrive.  

 

S 
ister Karen Joseph spoke to the ―55 and Under‖ gathering of 

sisters in Atchison about never despairing of God‘s mercy. She 

stresses that mercy is the ―key ingredient of Christian commu-

nity.‖ She encourages her listeners to let God use them, with all their 

flaws and limitations, to make sure that Benedictine life continues in 

North America. In the story of ―The Cracked Pot,‖ she reminds them that 

we are all ―cracked pots‖ that can add beauty to the world around us. Fo-

cusing on the importance of contemplation, ―the constant awareness of 

the presence of the Creator,‖ and ―genuine good zeal for the common 

life,‖ she calls them to be open to the God of surprises. 
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Sister Ephrem Hollermann, in her article ―Holding Fast and Letting 

Go,‖ shares her thoughts on the ―good news‖ of Benedictine monastic 

life. She says ―it is painfully ordinary much of the time; its essence is 

really a theology and spirituality more than a mere ‗lifestyle,‘ it can em-

brace a certain ‗disconnect‘ from mainstream religion, it is an antidote to 

the complexity of our world, and at its center it possesses a magnetism 

which has a way of ‗gathering in‘ the fragments of human life.‖ She chal-

lenges us not to describe ourselves as ―aging communities‖ but rather as 

communities that have ―come of age.‖ She believes that we have reached 

a ―point of collective spiritual maturity and wisdom‖ that helps us ―let 

go‖ of what needs to die, and ―hold fast‖ to what is essential to our being 

communities of hope and love. 

 

I 
n this ―desert time‖ of religious life, these sisters are finding grounds 

for hope and ways to witness the mercy and presence of God in our 

world. The path ahead is not smooth and clear, and the way is haz-

ardous and filled with uncertainty, but we are on this journey together, 

united in purpose and goal. When the way becomes difficult and seem-

ingly impossible, we need to recall the struggles of our foremothers who 

came to a new land in the aftermath of the Civil War, not knowing the 

language, with scarcity of food and resources, thwarted by bishops and 

abbots, planting the seeds of Benedictinism and never giving up hope 

that they would bear fruit a hundredfold.  

 

―Hope is not a dream but a way of making dreams become a reality,‖ 

Cardinal Suenens once said. May we Benedictines dream of a bright fu-

ture and have the hope we need to bring forth a new flowering of monas-

tic life in the 21st century.  

 

 

      Barbara Mayer, OSB 
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Holding Fast and Letting Go: 

 The Paradoxical  

Challenge before Us in These Times 
 

by Ephrem Hollermann, OSB 

Sister Ephrem Hollermann gave this address at the General Chapter 

of the Federation of St. Scholastica in Atchison, Kan., in July 2010. 

She finds hope in the challenge, change, and renewal of Benedictine 

life today, and believes Benedictinism “contains within itself a      

predisposition to adapt and so to avoid extinction.” (Michael Casey, 

OCSO) 
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American Benedictine Monasticism 

 

N 
early twelve years ago, at an 

American Benedictine Academy 

Convention at St. Meinrad 

Archabbey in St. Meinrad, Indiana, I was 

unexpectedly moved by the presidential 

address given by Father Eugene Hensell, 

a monk of St. Meinrad. I‘ve never forgot-

ten his message, and I regularly call it to 

mind whenever I find myself pondering 

the future of our beloved Benedictine 

communities. 

 

In his address, Father Hensell pon-

dered the meaning of the ―good news‖ as 

presented in chapter one of Mark‘s gos-

pel which reads: ―Now after John was 

arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaim-

ing the good news of God, and saying, 

the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 

God has come near; repent, and believe 

in the good news‖ (14-15). Noting the 

discouragement of the disciples in the 

chapters that follow in Mark, Father 

Eugene suggested that the disciples may 

have ―confused the task of being a disci-

ple with that of assuming the ultimate 

responsibility of God.‖ He went on to 

say: ―Disciples do not harvest; they just 

sow. [They] throw the seed everywhere 

and do not worry about it. Only God can 

make it grow, only God is in charge of 

the harvest...It might not be clear how 

God plans to do this, and it might not 

match up with our own wisdom and 

knowledge regarding optimal bushels per 

acre. But the good news is that all of this 

is out of our hands...the good news is that 

we are not God and so we do not have to 

try and act as if we were.‖  

 

Connecting the gospel, the parable of 

the sower, and Benedictine monastic life, 

Father Eugene suggested that a good deal 

of the discussion going on in monastic 

communities of both men and women 

tends to focus on the harvest. 

―Benedictine monastic life,‖ he con-

cluded, ―is first and foremost about sow-

ing and not about harvesting.‖1 We might 

ask ourselves: What have we ―sowed,‖ 

and what are we ―cultivating‖ as the leg-

acy of Benedictine women‘s communi-

ties with a 150+ year history in this coun-

try? Or are we worrying about the har-

vest? 

 

I was once asked by a Benedictine 

group to say something about the ―good 

news‖ of Benedictine monastic life. Be-

fore getting too studied about it, I chal-

lenged myself to ―let roll off the top of 

my head,‖ spontaneously, what I thought 

to be the ―good news‖ of Benedictine 

monastic life. I was somewhat surprised 

by what surfaced very quickly in my 

mind and heart. It is good news, I 

thought, 1) that monastic life is 

―painfully‖ ordinary much of the time, 2) 

that its essence is really a theology and 

spirituality more than a mere ―lifestyle,‖ 

3) that Benedictine monasticism can 

Ephrem Hollermann, OSB, is a member 

of the Sisters of Saint Benedict, in St. 

Joseph, Minnesota. She is an Associate 

Professor of Theology and the Koch 

Chair in Catholic Thought and Culture at 

the College of Saint Benedict in 

Minnesota. 

“Benedictine monastic life is first 

and foremost about sowing and not 

about harvesting.” 
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embrace a certain ―disconnect‖ from 

mainstream religion, 4) that it is an anti-

dote to the complexity of our world, and 

5) that at its center Benedictine monasti-

cism possesses a magnetism which has a 

way of ―gathering in‖ the fragments of 

human life.  

 

Doing that quick brainstorm on the 

spot actually put me in touch with all that 

I love about my way of life, those things 

that are ―good news‖ to me on a daily 

basis: the regular praying of the psalms, 

lectio divina, sacred space, monastic 

practice, silence and solitude, call and 

witness, stability and conversatio, com-

munity, and ongoing formation in the 

spiritual life. These really are the things 

that have sustained me in the past and to 

which I want to ―hold fast‖ as the future 

unfolds. Embedded in this, my personal 

list of elements that comprise the ―good 

news‖ of our Benedictine way of life, are 

what I believe to be some prophetic as-

pects of American Benedictine monasti-

cism in full view. 

 

To speak about prophetic monasti-

cism is not always comforting. It is usu-

ally a call to metanoia, and is always 

challenging merely to think about. Two 

aspects I am about to single out actually 

make me weak in the knees, at a time in 

my life when I had hoped everything we 

had struggled for in the post-Vatican II 

decades would finally be ―in order.‖ 

However, ready or not, I concede first, 

that it is ―good news‖ that American 

Benedictine monasticism is being chal-

lenged, changed, and renewed in our 

times (assuredly more from the outside 

than the inside). It is being challenged 

and changed by seemingly non-

conventional expressions of the human 

longing for God in today‘s society, at the 

dawn of a new millennium. Secondly, it 

is ―good news‖ at this particular time in 

our history that Benedictine monasticism 

has the ability to embrace what I dare to 

call an ―untamed‖ diversity of world 

views and approaches to the very search 

itself. Now allow me to ―unpack‖ these 

assertions, at the same time that I dis-

claim any certitude or definitude about 

anything I am about to say.  

 

Human Longing for God  

 

S 
peaking from the inside now, as a 

professed Benedictine monastic of 

forty-seven years, I‘m beginning to 

notice that we are learning more and 

more about the blessedness of our way of 

life from persons outside our monaster-

ies. We are being jolted, at times, out of 

our ruts and routines by those who come 

to our monasteries demanding ―an ac-

count of the hope that lies within us‖ 

(1 Peter 3:15). While we become dis-

tracted and sometimes lose our way in the 

sea of our idiosyncrasies, conformities 
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and even boredom, others are recognizing 

and drawing strength from the spiritual 

nourishment located in our very own 

Rule. While we are worrying about our 

ages and our physical facilities, others are 

swelling our ranks as guests, with eyes 

fixed on the search for God, the follow-

ing of Christ, and just wanting to be in 

relationship with us. 

 

You‘ve noticed, I‘m sure, the in-

creasing number of books about monasti-

cism rolling off the presses, most of 

which are being written by non-

monastics. I read a piece once by one of 

our own in The American Monastic 

Newsletter who said that this proliferation 

of books is just ―the current trendy pub-

lishing wave of monastic works,‖ and  

that ―many monastics find themselves 

embarrassed when they read the romanti-

cized reports which would have us living 

a blissful life of peace and prayer in 

warmly lit chapels far from the world and 

its turmoil.‖ The author went on to say 

that ―people may come to adore us in the 

ideal and set up expectations of them-

selves and us which have a weak basis in 

reality.‖2 

 

I admit that I am sometimes tempted 

to skepticism as well. However, I have 

had to turn myself around, to wonder 

whether these books are more about the 

human longing for God in today‘s culture 

than they are about us. If so, the plethora 

of books is, indeed, ―good news‖ about 

our way of life, and it takes a good dose 

of humility to admit that I could be learn-

ing about the blessedness of my way of 

life in what I think are unlikely places. 

Whatever we may think about the 

Chicken Soup for the Soul series, or Rick 

Warren‘s Purpose Driven Life move-

ment, or other literature of a similar ilk, it 

behooves us to pay attention to what is 

being ―packaged‖ here – the deep and 

widespread longing of postmodern peo-

ple to fill the spiritual void. On this topic, 

Sandra Schneiders has said: ―It repre-

sents, on the whole, a profound and au-

thentic desire of [contemporary] human-

ity for wholeness in the midst of frag-

mentation, for community in the face of 

isolation and loneliness, for liberating 

transcendence, for meaning in life, for 

values that endure.‖3 

 

C 
onsider for a moment what Sister 

Joan Chittister, writing in the Na-

tional Catholic Reporter over a 

decade ago, called ―the brave but bewil-

dering new world‖ of today‘s society. 

―We can see in embryo on the horizon of 

our lives,‖ she said, ―new electronic 

miracles, a new conjunction of nations, a 

new racial profile, a new universe to ex-

plore, a new display of angst and gain. 

We will have kinds of speed and light, 

power and control, supervision and com-

munication unknown in the history of the 

world.‖4 What has happened in the ten 

years since she wrote this is utterly aston-

ishing to me! 

 

Now, it would seem that in a world 

such as this we cannot be complacent 

about our ―tried and true‖ ways of seek-

ing God in the monastic context. We pro-

fessed monastics will be joined by     

We will be challenged, changed, 

and hopefully renewed by 

expressions of the human longing 

for God that may be 

unrecognizable to us at first. 
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seekers who are trying to find their way 

to God in a world of profit-mongering, 

electronic hell, planetary poverty, escalat-

ing violence and spiritual emptiness. We 

will be challenged, changed, and hope-

fully renewed by expressions of the hu-

man longing for God that may be unrec-

ognizable to us at first. We will have to 

―get out of the box‖ and ask ourselves: 

What elements of the search are most 

important now? What qualities of life 

does Benedictine monasticism have to 

give to a century so profoundly uprooted, 

awash at its moorings, caught in both a 

church and a society forced to rethink 

everything previously taken for granted?5 

 

Diversity as Prophetic 

 

T 
hese questions thrust me right into 

my second prophetic aspect of 

Benedictine monasticism-- that it 

has the ability to embrace what I often 

think about as an ―untamed‖ diversity of 

world views and approaches to the search 

for God itself. So, what‘s the news flash, 

you may ask? Adaptation has always 

been the hallmark of Benedictine monas-

ticism. It will adapt in the third millen-

nium just as it has in the previous two. I 

have that hope, at the same time that I 

think there is something qualitatively dif-

ferent about the times in which Benedic-

tine monasticism lives today. 

 

If the Benedictine monastic way we 

cherish is to flourish anew in a new cen-

tury and a new millennium, then I believe 

we have our homework cut out for us. 

We will have to give more than a passing 

glance to some trends in contemporary 

spirituality enumerated by Father Mi-

chael Downey in his book,                  

Understanding Christian Spirituality: 1) 

New Age spirituality, 2) psychological 

insights into the spiritual quest, 3) a turn-

ing to the East for inspiration and practi-

cal guidance, 4) deep appreciation of the 

sacredness of the earth and developing 

ecological consciousness, 5) proliferation 

of various self-help movements and 6) 

the emergence of feminist spirituality.6 

 

Having been schooled in a deep and 

rich biblical-liturgical spirituality to 

which I tend to cling, it is an enormous 

stretch for me to become educated about, 

and appreciative of such a diversity of 

approaches to the sacred and to the search 

itself. And the stretch is itself a good 

thing! It is the ―good news‖ of the bibli-

cal dimension of conversatio. Benedic-

tine monasticism itself has the ability to 

stretch, and to embrace diversity without 

losing its heart.  

 

Father Michael Casey, OCSO, has 

written about the capacity of Benedictin-

ism to be always in a state of flux. I be-

lieve he rightly asserts that it ―contains 

within itself a predisposition to adapt and 

so to avoid extinction.‖ Casey suggests 

―that Benedict identified sources in the 

Rule to widen the monk‘s mental horizon 

rather than to constrict it.‖ Benedict ac-

knowledges his own Rule to be incom-

plete. It is not a ―fixed deposit of monas-

tic wisdom,‖ says Casey. Rather it in-

cludes elements that ―call for an ongoing 

expansion of the frontiers of monastic 

[meaning].‖ The Rule, Casey says, ―is 

meant to provide direction to a movement 

beyond the initial starting point.‖ It is a 

―guidance system, a means of maintain-

ing the direction amid the variables of the 

real world… The world of meaning that 

Benedict owned was not a closed and 

orderly system but a ferment of 
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not-always compatible ideas at different 

stages of evolution.‖7 

 

I 
 was once interviewed by a relatively 

young scholar from the Ecumenical 

Institute in Collegeville, who I 

quickly judged to be an unlikely observer 

of monasticism. Though I had not heard 

of Fenton Johnson from Columbia Uni-

versity, he was a published novelist. So  

how could he possibly be serious about a 

topic of pre-eminent seriousness to me? 

When I agreed to the interview, he said 

he was going to send on ahead an essay 

he had published in Harpers magazine. 

Its title was ―Beyond Belief: A Skeptic 

Searches for an American Faith,‖ and he 

hoped I‘d have an opportunity to read it 

before our meeting. I read it, and was 

hooked. This young man was finding his 

way back to faith through his experience 

of monasticism at Gethsemani in Ken-

tucky and at a Zen Center in California. 

―My travels among American monaster-

ies have brought me to write,‖ he said, 

―not about belief but about faith; not 

about doctrine …but about the subsuming 

of self to a greater order.‖8 

 

Johnson‘s distinction between 

―belief‖ and ―faith‖9 caused me to appre-

ciate anew the good news of monasti-

cism‘s potential to enlarge its embrace, as 

I suggested earlier, to a certain  

disconnect‖ from mainstream religion. 

Asserting that monasticism is not about 

[mere] belief, Johnson goes on to say that 

―it is about constructing an integrated 

way of being founded on faith, which 

does not spring from or rely on a set of 

doctrines.‖10 

 

While acknowledging that American 

Christian monasticism is encountering 

the inevitable tension between loyalty to 

its roots and adaptation to the culture, 

Johnson believes that monasticism will 

not disappear because ―the longing it ad-

dresses is too great and growing...If it can 

successfully adapt to the American char-

acter and the American scene,‖ he says, 

―if it can successfully balance its respon-

sibility to tradition with the imperative to 

evolve, I can imagine its renaissance as 

repository and progenitor not of a belief 

but of faith.‖ The ―goal of monastic re-

form should be to re-discover, not re-

invent, in their purest forms the perma-

nent ideals of monasticism, which may 

act as a model for a more materially fru-

gal, spiritually engaged life, a living out 

not of doctrine but of faith.‖11 Referring 

to monastic men and women as ―the 

keepers of faith,‖ Johnson asks: How 

might the gifts of monasteries ―be more 

widely shared with the people who are 

eager to receive them?‖12 

 

Future Membership 

 

D 
uring the past forty-five years 

our Benedictine communities 

have been passionate about re-

discovering (as Johnson would have it, 

not re-inventing) and re-claiming the 

deepest roots of our Benedictine monastic 

tradition. We have persevered on that 

path and we have adapted where  

While we become distracted and 

sometimes lose our way in the sea of 

our idiosyncrasies, conformities and 

even boredom, others are 

recognizing and drawing strength 

from the spiritual nourishment 

located in our very own Rule. 
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necessary without losing our collective 

soul. But may I suggest that in these 

times, while the majority of members in 

our communities have been about this 

―project‖ together and are moving into 

the later decades of our personal lives, 

our future demands that we take seriously 

now that ―brave but bewildering new 

world‖ of which Sister Joan Chittister 

spoke about a decade ago. And for me, I 

confess, it gets more and more bewilder- 

 

ing with each passing year. I‘m not going 

to elaborate on that kind of world here 

(We are all living in it), but I do want to 

say a few rather random things about the 

influence of our culture on our Church 

and religious communities today 

 

I taught a course entitled ―American 

Catholic History and Thought‖ this past 

semester. In addition to the regular daily 

readings and class preparation, students 

were required to do a specified amount of 

outside reading of their choice relevant to 

the material we were studying. One 

woman discovered a recent book entitled, 

Seven Secular Challenges Facing 21st 

Century Catholics.13 The author‘s goal 

was to attempt to identify some of the 

troublesome elements that pose a threat 

to our spiritual lives, as well as to suggest 

strategies needed to address those       

elements. The troubling elements that 

surfaced for the author are the following: 

1) diminished respect for authority, 2) 

uncritical openness and the belief that 

one is free to experience everything, 3) 

cynicism, 4) the embracing of ideologies, 

5) learned helplessness, 6) anti-

intellectualism, and 7) political correct-

ness. The two elements my student most 

identified with in her paper were 

―diminished respect for authority‖ and 

―learned helplessness.‖  

 

A 
bout the ―diminished respect for 

authority‖ the author suggested 

the danger of individual Chris-

tians being separated from the Christian 

community of the past, the church of the 

present, and could cancel out its future — 

resulting in the abandonment of religion 

and replacing it with visions of secular 

fulfillment relating to self-satisfaction 

and self-achievement. My student, a self-

professed strong Catholic and not at all 

cynical by nature wrote: ―This sounds 

drastic, but I could relate to much of what 

the author posed as evidence‖ [for this 

assertion]. 

 

About ―learned helplessness‖ my 

student said: ―I could easily relate to the 

five symptoms that the author posed — 

superficial lifestyle, loss of initiative, the 

idea that nothing works and nobody ca-

res, depression and discouragement and 

thoughts of giving up and losing faith…I 

find myself guilty of [some of these] and 

can only wonder how many other indi-

viduals feel the same.‖ 

 

My intent in reporting this is not to 

―bum‖ you out, but to provide some grist 

for the mill. We know that there is much 
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good, as well, in our complicated and 

often intimidating world. But we are pon-

dering the paradoxical challenge before 

us here. 

 

While trying to be realistically aware 

of the current circumstances in our world 

and in our communities today, I‘m proba-

bly wondering more about our future and 

the paradoxical dynamic of ―holding fast 

and letting go‖ as it unfolds. And more 

often than not, the question of new mem-

bership seems to take over my mind and 

heart. From where will they come? What 

will they be looking for? Will we be 

ready for them? 

Cohort theories try to tell us some-

thing about our future membership pool 

— the Generation Xers, born between 

1965 and 1983, and the Millenials born 

after 1983. In the end, I don‘t find these 

labels with their characteristics particu-

larly helpful. So I just want to mention 

two other things for your consideration 

that come to mind in this context.  

 

The PEW Forum on Religion and 

Public Life published a report in 2008 on 

the topic of ―Faith in a Secular Age.‖ I 

was struck by a finding, that typical of 

the exodus of people in their twenties and 

thirties from Church identification, are 

young persons who seem not to have 

abandoned their basic beliefs or concern 

for the spiritual dimension of their lives, 

but instead reflect these in an attitude of 

search rather than commitment. We have 

to ask: What are the implications for us if 

this trend is fairly widespread?14 

 

 I couldn‘t get my mind off this for 

days after I read it. And it called to mind 

the following from Sister Sandra Schnei-

ders‘ book, Finding the Treasure: ―I sus-

pect that the monastic archetype …is sur-

facing today in [peoples‘] interest in 

‗pure,‘ i.e. religion-less, spirituality. 

Many people describe themselves as on a 

spiritual path or quest but want nothing to 

do with institutionalized religion. Such 

people, especially young people who 

have become disaffected with the rigidi-

ties of their familial religion but remain 

personally idealistic, often find them-

selves drawn to monastic communities, 

not in order to join them but simply to 

―hang out‖ in a context of ―the spiri-

tual.‖15 

 

Current Membership 

 

T 
he sentiment among many of us 

these days is that it is easier to be 

Benedictine than to be Catholic at 

this time in history. But I am becoming 

increasingly convinced that we must put 

a comparable kind of passion and energy 

into working for the reform and renewal 

of the Catholic Church today, as we did 

for the reform and renewal of our own 

religious communities over the past 45 

years. We know how to do this kind of 

work. We know what it means to have 

mandated change thrust upon us. We 

know how risky and fraught with pitfalls 

is the work of reform and renewal that is 

authentic and lasting. We know that the 

Holy Spirit requires nothing less than 

―laying down our lives‖ for the other. We 

know that the People of God, who may 

be perishing under the weight of scandal, 

Benedictine monasticism itself 

has the ability to stretch, and to 

embrace diversity without losing 

its heart. 
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disillusionment, betrayal and         

powerlessness, need us. It behooves us, 

then, not to waste any time as we ―read 

the signs of the times‖ and to strategize to 

bring our Catholic and Benedictine mo-

nastic charism to bear upon issues around 

us in society. 

 

Related to this challenge, I would 

like to share a few thoughts with you 

from my participation on a panel con-

cluding the Monastic Institute held in 

Collegeville in the summer of 2006. The 

theme of the Institute was ―One Heart, 

One Soul, Many Communities‖ and en-

gaged us in an exploration of and conver-

sation about old and new forms of mo-

nasticism based on the Rule of Benedict. 

The title of the panel was ―Into the Fu-

ture,‖ a fitting title for the conclusion of 

the Institute. There were four panelists, 

and our task was to reflect on and re-

spond to the major speakers‘ presenta-

tions. Among other things, I was most 

energized to speak from my experience 

of Benedictine women‘s communities 

across the country, and I zeroed in on 

something that is very dear to my heart–

our collective spiritual maturity and wis-

dom. 

 

Abbot Primate Notker Wolf had 

noted that there had been an increase of 

about 500 Benedictine women globally 

since the year 2000. What he did not say 

is that historically the largest Benedictine 

communities of women have been in 

North America. Further, he did not point 

out that the increase of global member-

ship today is largely due to burgeoning 

memberships in the African and Asian 

women‘s communities. Today there are 

approximately 3,000 Benedictine women 

in North America. In 1975 (just 35 years 

ago) there were approximately 6,400 of 

us. The median age in our communities 

across the country today is somewhere in 

the decade of the 70‘s, closing in on 80 in 

some communities. 

 

O 
ver the past 150 years we have 

helped to educate an immigrant 

Catholic Church, we have cared 

for the sick, and we have served in other 

roles too numerous to count. We have 

―hung in there,‖ we have ―shown up,‖ we 

have endured enormous change at the 

Church‘s bidding, we have been misun-

derstood, and we have clung fiercely to 

the vision of Vatican Council II with its 

focus on reform, renewal and inclusion. 

 

When the Abbot Primate spoke of 

monastic challenges and hopes and signs 

of life in our times, he used the image of 

a people on a journey — suggesting that 

we, at the dawn of the 21st century, are in 

the desert of a very changed world. Fa-

ther Columba Stewart had suggested that 

we are in a time of transition not at all 

unlike that of the 4th to the 7th centuries 

when Benedictine monasticism came to 

birth in the West. 

 

These images and insights gave me 

pause to consider that we North Ameri-

can Benedictine women today are, in-

deed, listening and straining to hear the 

new call of the desert. It might be well 

for us to embrace in these times, a kind of 

―remnant spirituality‖ that is pregnant 

with joyful waiting in communities of 

We know that the People of God, 

who may be perishing under the 

weight of scandal, disillusionment, 

betrayal and powerlessness, need us. 
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hope and love. To her surprise, our     

biblical foremother, Sarah, found herself 

pregnant in an advanced age and laughed. 

And let us not forget that North American 

Benedictine women were born out of a 

remnant German community. Thirteen 

elderly women survived the Napoleonic 

secularization in 1806 of their monastery 

in Eichstätt, and were ready to begin 

anew when the Decree of Restoration 

came to them in 1835. By the time 

Mother Benedicta Riepp made her first 

profession 10 years later, all 13 members 

of the old community had died and the 

―new wave‖ of members were thrust into 

the future. 

I 
 have pondered much about where 

our communities are at, at this time 

in history. We are often tempted to 

describe ourselves as ―aging communi-

ties‖ as if that is the only identity we now 

have. I would rather have us think of our-

selves as communities having ―come of 

age.‖ At no other time in our 150+ year 

history in North America have we been at 

this point of collective spiritual maturity 

and wisdom which can only come with 

age. In these times God is leading us at so 

many levels of ―letting go‖ in this desert 

time of our history. We are experiencing 

numerous deaths accompanied by an 

enormous sense of loss of our mentors 

and friends. We have been letting go of 

the esteem and appreciation we once en-

joyed at the height of our institutional 

commitments. We need to let go of our 

time-honored buildings, and in some 

cases are down-sizing and relocating to 

other places. Letting go of ―the way we 

were‖ is becoming a way of life. 

 

As I bring these unfinished reflec-

tions to a close, allow me to add a per-

sonal note. I simply want to say that I 

have come to feel enormously blessed to 

be living in this era of collective spiritual 

maturity and wisdom. God is leading us 

ever more deeply into desiring the one 

thing necessary − the search for God 

alone, in the paradox of a more focused 

and contemplative prayer life, and a more 

expansive and inclusive presence in the 

world. Ours is the search for God alone, 

while ―holding fast and letting go.‖ 
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In these times God is leading us at so 

many levels of “letting go” in this 

desert time of our history. 
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„Never Despair of God‟s Mercy‟ 

by Karen Joseph, OSB  

When Sister Karen Joseph spoke to the “Under 55” gathering of 

Benedictine women in January 2011, she challenged them to be au-

thentic and faithful to the life they have embraced. She encouraged 

them to cultivate a “monastic instinct” in order to become “vibrant 

Benedictine cenobites.” 
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N 
ever despair of God‘s mercy‘ is 

my favorite instrument of good 

works from Chapter 4 of the 

Holy Rule because it shows St. Bene-

dict‘s understanding of the human per-

son.1 If Benedict begins his list of instru-

ments with our love for God and our love 

for one another, we realize that it is 

God‘s merciful love for us which will 

sustain us and bring us to our goal. After 

St. Benedict lists all of his many instru-

ments of good works, starting with the 

greatest commandment (love of God and 

love of neighbor), he then proceeds with 

the other commandments and endless 

do‘s and don‘ts, telling us how in practi-

cal real ways we can live the Benedictine 

way. At the end of them all, all 73 of 

them, he adds one more: Never despair of 

God‘s mercy, because you are not always 

going to get it right. You are going to fail. 

You are going to make mistakes. And 

when you do: Never despair of God‘s 

mercy! 

 

In the words of Sister Joan Chittister, 

when referring to this particular verse in 

the Rule, she writes: ―What Benedict 

wants is simply that we keep trying. Fail-

ures and all. Fear and all. The God of 

Mercy knows what we are and revels in 

weakness that tries.‖2 

 

In our efforts to live a quality monas-

tic life, we will fail, but the true monastic 

keeps trying, believing in God‘s mercy. 

One of my favorite quotes from The Mys-

tery and the Passion is: ―God's mercy is 

not merely therapy for a few individuals 

beset by guilt … God does not dole out 

mercy like cookies only for good, repen-

tant children. God's mercy is not condi-

tioned by our response. God is mercy. So, 

wide is wider than we guess … Our 

calling is to live in mercy … Recalling 

God's unmerited mercy ... we absolve one 

another, enacting the good news. 'In Jesus 

Christ,' we say, 'we are forgiven.' So we 

look into each other's eyes without illu-

sions; we are sinners all. Yet we embrace 

each other in the mercy, the wide, wide 

mercy of God.‖3 

 

I 
 love to think of God as mercy per-

haps because I am a sinner and have 

struggled so hard all of my monastic 

life to live these instruments of good 

works, and I have failed many times. It is 

through my own long experience of fail-

ure that I have learned something of this 

God of Mercy and can understand even 

more clearly why St. Benedict concludes 

his instruments of good works with this 

particular one: Never despair of God‘s 

mercy. 

God‘s mercy, forgiveness, I have 

heard it said, was really the first fruit of 

the resurrection. Mercy is the key ingre-

dient of Christian community. For 

example, Jesus‘ own forgiveness on the 

Karen Joseph, OSB, is a member of 

the Sisters of St. Benedict in 

Ferdinand, Ind. She has served in 

various leadership roles throughout 

her monastic life and has given 

retreats and workshops in Benedictine 

spirituality to Benedictines 

throughout North America. Sister 

Karen works in the Spirituality 

Ministry Program of the Ferdinand 

Benedictines. 

‗ 

Benedictine spirituality is a call to 

courage, courage defined as “fear 

that has prayed.”  
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cross of those who had just killed him: 

―Father, forgive them for they know not 

what they do.‖ Or after the resurrection: 

Christ‘s forgiveness of Peter for his be-

trayal and of all the apostles for their lack 

of belief and their cowardice. Jesus 

showed them all immediate forgiveness 

and mercy. We, of course, know of the 

one apostle who did despair of God‘s 

mercy, Judas. Still, no doubt, our God of 

wide, wide mercy awaited him. 

 

H 
owever, after we fail, the hardest 

thing in my experience is forgiv-

ing ourselves. A quote I have 

found helpful in my own lectio runs like 

this: ―I was regretting the past and fearing 

the future. Suddenly my Lord was speak-

ing: „My name is I AM.‘ God paused. I 

waited. God continued, “When you live 

in the past, with its mistakes and regrets 

it is hard. I am not there. My name is not 

I WAS. When you live in the future, with 

its problems and fears, it is hard. I am 

not there. My name is not I WILL BE. 

When you live in the moment, it is not 

hard. I am here. My name is I AM.‖4 Liv-

ing in the present moment, with the God 

who IS, forgiving myself for my failures, 

accepting myself, with my limitations 

and gifts, is the key to hope and to living, 

never despairing of God‘s mercy. 

 

I would like to share a story, perhaps 

one you have heard before, but one that 

clearly illustrates how God uses each one 

of us: 

 

"The Cracked Pot" 

 

An elderly Chinese woman had two 

large pots, each hung on each end of a 

pole which she carried across her neck. 

One of the pots had a crack in it, and 

while the other pot was perfect and al-

ways delivered a full portion of water at 

the end of the long walk from the stream 

to the woman's house, the cracked pot 

arrived only half full. For a full two years 

this went on daily, with the woman deliv-

ering only one and a half pots full of wa-

ter to her home.  

 

Of course, the perfect pot was proud 

of its accomplishments. But the poor 

cracked pot was ashamed of its own im-

perfections, and miserable that it was 

able to accomplish only half of what it 

had been made to do. After two years of 

what it perceived to be a bitter failure, it 

spoke to the woman one day by the 

stream. "I am ashamed of myself, and I 

want to apologize to you."  

 

"Why?" asked the woman. "What are 

you ashamed of?" I have been able, for 

these past two years, to deliver only half 

my load because this crack in my side 

causes water to leak out all the way back 

to your house. Because of my flaws, you 

have to do all of this work and you don't 
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get full value for your efforts," the pot 

said.  

 

The woman felt sorry for the old 

cracked pot and in her compassion she 

said, "As we return to the house I want 

you to notice the beautiful flowers along 

the path." Indeed, as they went up the 

hill, the old cracked pot took notice of the 

sun warming the beautiful wild flowers 

on the side of the path, and this cheered it 

some. But at the end of the trail, it still 

felt bad because it had leaked out half its 

load, and so again it apologized to the 

woman for its failure.  

 

The woman said to the pot, "Did you 

notice that there were flowers only on 

your side of the path but not on the other 

pot's side? That's because I have always 

known about your flaw, and I took advan-

tage of it. I planted flower seeds on your 

side of the path, and every day while we 

walk back from the stream, you've wa-

tered them. For two years I have been 

able to pick these beautiful flowers to 

decorate my table. Without your being 

just the way you are, I would not have 

this beauty to grace my house."  

 

Our Hope Today  

  

A 
ll of these implications, these 

values, inherent in the Rule of 

St. Benedict are to be guarded 

and protected by those of us who must 

live them each day. We must live what 

we believe. We must protect our charism. 

The best definition I have ever heard of 

charism is that it is the profound intention 

of the founder, that is, not what we are 

doing or how we are doing it, but why we 

are doing it. In other words, we must 

understand why we choose to live a 

certain way: Why we choose to live to-

gether, why we choose to share all things 

in common; why we choose to be present 

at Liturgy of the Hours and the common 

table; why we choose to be home and 

available for communal meetings and 

celebrations, etc.  

I 
n times of transition, periods of de-

cline, everyone has choices. We can 

choose to do nothing, hence become 

extinct, or we can choose minimal sur-

vival which involves living our lives with 

lethargy, minimalism, becoming monas-

tic museums, going on exclaustration in 

our bedrooms. Or we can choose revitali-

zation/reform, going back to square one 

and refounding with renewed vision of 

the Christ life. We can re-energize our 

good zeal. We can live this life with great 

authenticity, with great passion, truly liv-

ing what we believe. We can become 

really real. We must be Benedictines 

willing to go back to the basics.  

 

We must evaluate our choices, from 

the perspective of our personal freedom 

over and against our commitment as mo-

nastic women. How authentic are our 

choices and how do our choices affect 

others in the community? For example, 

we might find it helpful to start by identi-

fying what are our communal and per-

sonal asceticisms. How well do we use 

our leisure time? In Benedict‘s day lei-

sure was often used for reading and/or 

The best definition I have ever 

heard of charism is that it is the 

profound intention of the 

founder, that is, not what we are 

doing or how we are doing it, but 

why we are doing it.  
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memorizing the psalms. In the 21st cen-

tury, for what is our leisure used? Com-

puters? TV? DVDs? Novels? Other new 

technological gadgets? And to what ex-

tent? Should our leisure time, our recrea-

tional time, be different than the world‘s 

way of leisure? In what ways? 

Call Today 

 

I believe we are called to:  

 

¶ A life of community: work out re-

sponses to create a just/gentle world. 

¶ A life of humility: let God be God; 

we must take our proper place on this 

planet. 

¶ A life of lectio that calls us to a depth 

of understanding, a quality response 

to God and to life. 

¶ A life of obedience that teaches dis-

cernment, holy responsibility, which 

brings standards of the Gospel to the 

issues of our time. 

¶ A life of monastic mindfulness that 

connects us to all creation and makes 

us present to the Presence in the pre-

sent. 

¶ A life of balance: a call to wholeness.  

 

Benedictine spirituality is a call to be 

spiritual giants, to know God here and 

now and respond accordingly. Benedic-

tine spirituality is a call to courage, cour-

age defined as ―fear that has prayed.‖  

Monastics as Contemplatives 

 

M 
onastic life is above all else a 

life of prayer. Monastics fol-

lowing the Rule of Benedict 

prefer nothing whatever to Christ. All of 

our common life is situated in the context 

of the contemplative vision, expressed so 

well in Upon This Tradition, III, Of All 

Good Gifts: "To see with the heart of 

Christ is perhaps the best definition of con-

templative vision. This contemplative ex-

perience is to be nurtured and shared; it 

makes an essential contribution to the 

church's call for justice and peace. Con-

templation reminds us that before a new 

earth can be born we must link our efforts 

at systemic change with a more fundamen-

tal need: transformation of the old person 

into the new. We as Benedictines have a 

special imperative in view of our vows of 

conversion.” 

 

Monastic mindfulness extends to all 

activities of life from the preparation of a 

meal to responsible concern for global con-

ditions. Contemplation, the constant 

awareness of the presence of the Creator, is 

of our essence as Benedictines. This en-

counter with God is the source of our pas-

sion and our power. To be in monastic life, 

faithful to the common life, one must be 

committed to those deep moments of 

prayer. It is not enough to have left Egypt. 

We monastics are called upon to enter the 

Promised Land, not with the feet alone, but 

with the heart. Stopping too soon aborts 

Monastic mindfulness extends to all 

activities of life from the preparation 

of a meal to responsible concern for 

global conditions.  
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the way to contemplation, a real and lov-

ing encounter with God under God's irre-

sistible attraction. There is absolutely no 

substitute for this intimate encounter 

with the God whom we seek and who 

seeks us. 

Agents of Transformation 

 

T 
he obituary of monasticism has 

been written many times. It has 

been dismissed as irrelevant in a 

world where the demands for social ac-

tion are emphasized. But monasticism 

continues to survive because the monas-

tic lifestyle is one choice among many 

for witnessing to the reign of God in the 

midst of the world. As Benedictine 

women and men today, we are chal-

lenged to do our part to respond to our 

world's injustices and oppressive struc-

tures.  

 

The change must, therefore, begin in 

the hearts and in the lifestyle of the con-

sumers. We, as monastics, are called to 

make choices to be faithful to the monas-

tic ideal in both personal and community 

living, choices that will enable us to 

counteract the forces of materialism, 

consumerism, individualism, and greed 

that lie at the root of world poverty. Our 

cenobitic life of common ownership has 

the power to communicate this message 

if verified by the authenticity of our 

lives. As Benedictines we do not take a 

vow of poverty, but this commitment is a 

vital part of our conversatio.  

 

Benedictine cenobitic life will live on 

into the 21st century through our own mo-

nastic communities and the shared vision 

that propels us together on our journey. 

Sister Mary Jo Leddy, herself not a Bene-

dictine, reminds all of us that a shared vi-

sion of the future will come from the deep-

est level of our lives, from the level where 

our communion with God coincides with 

our community with others. These words 

highlight both the contemplative dimen-

sion and the power of cenobitic life for us 

as Benedictines. She underscores the value 

of being together in prayer regularly and 

for a very long time, in order to hold our-

selves in readiness for a vision. "If commu-

nity is only functional, a base of mutual 

support for ministry or personal growth, 

we will probably be content with a func-

tional future. At the functional level of our 

existence we may become co-workers, co-

ministers, co-inhabitants, but we will not 

become co-authors of a vision for the fu-

ture."5  

I love to think of God as mercy 

perhaps because I am a sinner and 

have struggled so hard all of my 

monastic life to live these 

instruments of good works, and I 

have failed many times. 
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We Benedictines have chosen to live 

an "intentional" community lifestyle, 

which is cenobitic in essence, for the sake 

of contemplation and its fruits. There are 

certain essentials that are associated with 

the monastic lifestyle. And yet, in our age 

we are keenly aware that there are few ab-

solutes and no "one way" theories. Most 

things are not either/or, black or white; but 

are sometimes both/and. Each community 

must struggle to factor out the obstacles to 

being faithful to the cenobitic way of life. 

I 
 believe there is one "virtue" that needs 

cultivation in our lives if we are to turn 

the century as vibrant Benedictine 

cenobites. I have used this phrase often in 

my retreats and workshops, a phrase bor-

rowed from Basil Hume, OSB: a 

"monastic instinct."6 It is not easy to de-

fine, but you will know it. This monastic 

instinct is clearly recognizable in those 

who possess it. It's that inner something 

that lets us know what is appropriate to a 

monastic person. It is that instinct by 

which we are able to judge what action, 

ministry, attitude or behavior is fitting for a 

monastic.  

 

Sometimes it is difficult to give rea-

sons why a particular choice is not appro-

priate for monastic cenobites. It's just an 

instinct. Recognizing our responsibility to 

cultivate this monastic instinct has the po-

tential for stimulating a new enthusiasm, a 

genuine good zeal for the common life and 

the power it holds for our order, our 

Church, and our world in the 21st century. 

And always we remember that at the heart 

of our striving to live the cenobitic lifestyle 

is our search for God.  

In our search for God we are indeed 

united in hope. Hope, too, is an aspect of 

God‘s very life within us. If faith is trust in 

the Giver (a name of God we quickly rec-

ognize), hope is openness for surprise. The 

surprise of surprises is God within us. Ac-

cording to David Steindl-Rast, OSB, sur-

prise is another name for God.7 Be open for 

the surprises and cultivate a ―passion for 

the possible.‖ I use passion here in its dou-

ble sense: both the fervor and the anguish, 

both of which purify our hope. Life itself 

will purify our hope step by step if we live 

with a passion for the possible. Our pas-

sion to contribute to the continuation of 

monastic life in North America drives us 

on in our quest to do what we have to do, 

always motivated by our love for and 

search for God and our belief that this life 

can lead others to do the same.  

 

Hope as the virtue of the pilgrim     

accounts for both stillness and movement. 

The tension of hope, poised between the 

Living in the present moment, with 

the God who IS, forgiving myself for 

my failures, accepting myself, with 

my limitations and gifts, is the key to 

hope and to living, never despairing 

of God‟s mercy. 
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already and the not-yet, is basic for an 

understanding of the pilgrim‘s way. Stay in 

the present, with hope, passion, and re-

solve, remembering the God who is I AM. 
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Pieta 

 

I recall the night he was born. 

Naked, covered with my blood, 

He squirmed in my arms and cried 

While Joseph prepared the swaddlings and bath. 

 

Now he is down from the cross, 

And lies in my arms so limp and still 

When Joseph takes the body to wash 

and shroud; 

I am covered with his blood, 

And wonder about the widow‘s son 

He called back to life. 

  Marva Jean Hoeckelman, OSB 

            Watertown, S. Dak. 
 

http://www.unityfc.org/more/mallicoat.php
http://www.unityfc.org/more/mallicoat.php
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Prayer Haikus 

Mystery enfolds 

my every moment, 

gratefully I dance! 

 

The coming of God 

enlivens my restless heart 

to begin anew. 

 

My heart joyfully 

sings your message of profound 

hope and love to all. 

 

Draw me, Mystery, 

totally into your heart 

in cosmic embrace. 

 

My heart walks your way 

with loving perseverance 

joining others in. 

 

O Holy Mystery, 

transfuse my expectant heart 

with your awesome Love. 

 

  Priscilla Cohen, OSB 

  Cullman, Ala. 

 

 

 

 

 

Make of Me a Tapestry 

Weave me, O God, 

 on the loom of Your heart 

 into a tapestry ever-changing 

Intricate, 

 simple, 

 colorful, 

  somber, 

tightly connected … loosely knit. 

 

Weave the paradox that images You, 

 the One who creates. 

 

Open my eyes to the beauty 

         of the roughly textured underside 

 threads of journey, connected 

 threads of self, strengthened. 

 

Open my heart to ponder 

 your presence and love 

  woven into every fiber 

   of my being! 

 

 Susan Marie Lindstrom, OSB 

 Beech Grove, Ind. 
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Being Present 

 

I‘m usually on the way, 

thinking of future encounters, 

other possibilities, more  

interesting people, 

instead of being here and now, 

present to where I am and  

who I am with, 

 

missing the revelations,  

faces, questions, insights 

of those around me, 

desiring to hear more exotic 

tales of intrigue and excitement, 

never content to imbibe  

the ordinariness of life.  

 

Lord, teach me to live 

this day, to hear the now  

breaking into my tangents,  

to embrace whoever comes  

to my door, my table, my space, 

delighting in their stories, 

in wonderment at their beauty.  

 

 Barbara Mayer, OSB 

 Atchison, Kan. 
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Younger Voices Express  

Reasons for Hope  

Seven young Benedictine women from different monasteries voice 

their hope for the future as they struggle to live their dreams amid 

uncertainty and change. They appreciate the heritage they have     

received and the models of fidelity living among them. They find    

energy and hope for the journey in prayer, community, the Gospel 

and the Rule. 
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Change and Tradition 

 

I 
 can well imagine that there must 

have been many times when our fore-

mothers stood at that place where 

they could very easily have given up. 

That place where all the optimism they 

might have felt at the beginning was 

gone. It was at those moments when they 

must have touched into that hope that 

gave them life. It was faith and hope in 

the One who sent them forth on the jour-

ney, that gave them what they needed to 

go on though they knew not where they 

were going or what it would look like 

once they got there. Maybe as they stood 

at such a place they thought back to the 

chapel in their monastery back home, that 

holy place where they made their monas-

tic profession some years before. Maybe 

the memory of singing the Suscipe helped 

give them the strength they needed, 

“Receive me, Lord, as you have prom-

ised, and I shall live; and do not disap-

point me in my hope.” (RB 58:21)  

 

To know that God would never dis-

appoint them in their hope must have 

helped them let go of the dreams they 

might have had so that they could 

embrace the dream God had for them. 

Their human strength would falter but 

God‘s strength would uphold them on 

this journey of faith. It was the light of 

hope that called them forth and it was the 

light of hope that companioned them on 

the way. It was this hope founded on Je-

sus Christ that gave them the vision they 

needed and the endurance to work to ful-

fill it.  

 

As I have reflected on the stories of 

these powerful and amazing sisters, I 

have always been struck by how they had 

to deal with two powerful realities as they 

embarked on their call to found commu-

nities in the United States. First, they had 

to embrace and engage change. Second, 

this change that they embraced had to 

always be understood in light of the 

Benedictine tradition that formed them.  

 

Change was never engaged just for 

change‘s sake. Rather, through listening 

with the ear of their heart, our fore-

mothers had to listen to God and the 

needs of the time to discern how they 

were to move forward. Yes, monastic life 

would look very different in the United 

States than it had in Europe and yet it 

would be very recognizable because it 

was built on the foundation of the Rule of 

Benedict. It is this monastic instinct deep 

within them nurtured in their earlier 

years, that gave them the eyes to see and 

Although we do not know what the 

future looks like or what our 

communities will look like in the   

future, we can know for certain that 

God is already there waiting and 

calling us to follow. 
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“set out on this way with the gospel as 

our guide.” ( RB Prol. 21) 

 

And so we stand at the beginning of 

the 21st Century, trying to be faithful 

monastics just as our foremothers. Just as 

they did so many years ago we, too, stand 

in a place where things are shifting and 

we need to have faith in the dream that 

God has for us. What will our future look 

like? We do not know. Maybe that opti-

mism we had at the beginning has been 

dashed many times as we try to figure out 

what our place is in the Church and in the 

world.  

 

It would be easy to give into the 

voices around us and forget to listen to 

the voice of the one who first called us. 

Forget to listen to the voices of our fore-

mothers who so faithfully listened to 

God‘s call even when others would have 

called them foolish. We can even forget 

to listen to the voices of our sisters, who 

like us, have promised obedience, stabil-

ity and fidelity to the monastic way of 

life. Although we do not know what the 

future looks like or what our communi-

ties will look like in the future, we can 

know for certain that God is already there 

waiting and calling us to follow. As we 

move forward we must “hope for what 

we do not see; and we must wait with 

endurance.” (Romans 8:25). 

 

Jennifer Mechtild Horner, OSB 

Beech Grove, Ind. 

 

Humility and Surrender 

 

O 
pen any newspaper, turn on any 

news program or check into any 

news service and we come face 

to face with a world in need of hope. Our 

the ears to hear the change they would 

need to embrace. Prayer, work and hospi-

tality lived out through the common life 

were the hallmarks of monastic life 

whether lived out in Europe or in the 

United States and it was these gifts that 

these women would hand on to us.  

 

A 
s we engage and embrace change 

in our time and place, we can do 

so knowing that we are not 

alone. We stand together as our fore-

mothers did long ago. We know that mo-

nastic life does not look like it looked 

forty years ago or even twenty years ago. 

We also know that it will not look the 

same twenty years from now. And yet, 

monastic life today still proclaims the 

powerful message that Benedict shared 

with the world over 1500 years ago.  

 

Yes, the way we live out our Bene-

dictine charism today and into the future 

will look different. We don‘t have to be 

afraid of this difference as long as we are 

faithful to the Benedictine tradition given 

to us by Benedict and Scholastica. The 

world is so in need of Benedict. We must 

never be shy about sharing Benedict‘s 

vision through the lives we lead. To share 

Benedict‘s vision is to share Christ, to 



Younger Voices Express Reasons for Hope  

29 

duces endurance, and endurance, proven 

character, and proven character, hope, 

and hope will not disappoint. In Chapter 

8, St. Paul exhorts us that we wait with 

endurance if we hope for what we do not 

see. St. Paul is speaking about our gift of 

redemption by Jesus Christ, personal and 

corporate. We have been called to live 

this gift and share this gift with the world 

through the tenets of Benedictine life.  

 

M 
y love for the Holy Rule began 

during my initial formation 

classes as I studied its history, 

its historical impact and its present day 

relevance. The Holy Rule orders all 

things – waking, sleeping, leisure, prayer, 

work, everything – toward love of God. I 

find my stability rooted in my growing 

desire to please God. I relish obedience 

as being that deep listening with the ear 

of my heart – attentive to the whispers of 

my Beloved, especially in the silences in 

between the cacophonies in life. Conver-

satio, that never ending battle of grace 

and evil within me, is a realization that 

grace is my strength and my shield (2 Sm 

22:3) during this life-long struggle in my 

inmost being, allowing me to keep on 

trying, giving me the ability to get up 

when I fall, urging me on to seek forgive-

ness when I fail and offering me the re-

storative love I need to live peaceably.  

 

The humility in knowing our need for 

repentance and returning willingly to God 

is what is being asked of us. This is what 

was asked of past martyrs and saints; this 

world is filled with the darkness of apa-

thy, violence and immorality. So many 

people are turning to false gods – wealth, 

power, fame. Children the world over are 

being anesthetized by the brutalities they 

are witnessing. Everywhere we turn we 

see the human race overshadowed by 

death. We experience it in the political 

arena, see it weaken the business sector 

and hang our heads in grief over the ugli-

ness of it in our own churches. Our mis-

sion from Jesus calls us to be people of 

hope, ―Go and proclaim the good news to 

every creature.‖ (Mk 16: 16a).  

 

Hope can and does exist for those 

who dare to live radically for the God of 

mercy and love. We are that vibrant sign 

of hope to the world. This is a responsi-

bility too great for us to waste energy and 

time on the meaningless things. God 

alone can save.  

 

In the Letter to the Romans, St. Paul 

uses the term ―hope‖ fourteen times. In 

chapter 5 he postulates that suffering pro-

Hope can and does exist for those 

who dare to live radically for the God 

of mercy and love.  
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Like a Tree 

 

W 
hat is my image of hope? My 

image is a tall tree. These 

verses from the book of 

Jeremiah describe what I imagine: 

―Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, 

whose trust is the Lord. They shall be like 

a tree planted by water, sending out its 

roots by the stream. It shall not fear when 

heat comes, and its leaves shall stay 

green; in the year of drought it is not anx-

ious, and it does not cease to bear 

fruit.‖ (Jer 17:6-8) 

 

I‘ve lived in North Dakota all of my 

life and trees are scarce on the plains. 

Most were strategically planted to serve 

as protection from wind. Like other areas 

of the country, there are also trees that are 

near lakes and rivers. In order to survive, 

a tree will need a source of water, good 

soil, deep and sturdy roots, and sunlight. 

None of these things are a given. The tree 

must trust that it will get what it needs or 

it won‘t survive.  

 

What is the connection to the future 

of monastic life? I think there are many. I 

see the water source as our common 

prayer, the Liturgy of the Hours. The rich 

soil is our community life. The roots 

would be our promise of stability. The 

sun would be God‘s faithful presence in 

our lives. The rings of the tree trunk 

would come from our community‘s past.  

 

Water is essential for sustaining life. 

Growing up on a farm taught me the ne-

cessity of rain for the survival of plants. It 

is best if rain is consistent, but rain often 

isn‘t consistent on the prairie. There are 

days when only a few sprinkles fall, other 

days of nice, soaking rain, and plenty of 

is what God continues to ask of all those 

who profess faith in Christ Jesus. When 

we surrender all, we can realize how gen-

erous a lover God is; nothing is held back 

from us, not even God‘s beloved Son and 

his very life.  

 

So, what help do the tenets of the 

Benedictine life give us for our fidelity to 

Christ? What gives us the grace to hope 

in this world that seems to turn darker at 

every turn of the calendar? We need to 

intentionally pray lectio, the Divine Of-

fice and engage in spiritual reading; in-

tentionally balance our prayer, work and 

hospitality; mindfully celebrate daily 

Eucharist and share common table; inten-

tionally live mutual forgiveness and obe-

dience with our sisters; and mindfully 

share silence and dialogue. These are the 

earmarks of the Benedictine way of life, 

the outward signs of ongoing conversa-

tio, stability and obedience within.  

 

 Sophia Becker, OSB 

 Clyde, Mo. 
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T 
he sun provides the energy and 

warmth to help the tree use the 

water and nutrients to grow. I see 

God as being the sun. The sun rises and 

sets every day. Some days it may be hid-

den by clouds, but it is there, just like 

God. It is on those cloudy days, when I 

cannot see the sun that I can doubt if it 

will ever come again. I can feel the same 

way about God, but I need to remember 

that God will never abandon me or our 

communities. St. Benedict assures us of 

this in the prologue: ―…and even before 

you ask me, I will say to you: Here I 

am.‖ (RB, Prol:18) 

 

The growth of a tree can be traced by 

reading the rings in its trunk. From the 

rings, one can see the lean years and the 

abundant years. Reading our commu-

nity‘s history, talking to our elders, we 

can find out the same thing. We know 

there were years of expansion in terms of 

ministry and members and there were 

years of little growth. The past shows us 

that God has been with us through it all 

and this helps me remember that God will 

continue to journey with us.  

 

The image of the tree is a visual used 

by the 46 monasteries who trace their 

founding back to Mother Benedicta 

Riepp. It is said Benedicta had a dream 

dry days. Trees can survive droughts and 

floods, though it‘s not ideal. Common 

prayer is a part of Benedictine life that 

has been there forever. St. Benedict de-

voted 12 chapters of his Rule to it. The 

daily schedule in our monasteries is built 

around morning, noon, and evening 

prayer. 

 

In order for a tree to grow and thrive, 

it must be planted in soil that can sustain 

it. I believe our community life is that 

soil. It is in the soil of community that I 

find what I need – encouragement, sup-

port, love, relationships, and challenge. 

This is the part that may become more 

important, and perhaps even challenging, 

as some of our communities get smaller. 

There are fewer places to hide when the 

community is smaller. Community life is 

one of the reasons I came to Annuncia-

tion and it is one of the reasons I stay.  

Most trees have some roots that go 

deep into the soil to help them tap into a 

water source and other roots to spread out 

horizontally to support the trunk and 

branches as well as anchor it in storms. 

Our Benedictine promise of stability is 

the perfect analogy to the roots of a tree. 

Our stability is to the monastery, but it is 

primarily to the sisters in the community.  

I do not yet possess what I hope for 

and it may be difficult to achieve, but 

I do believe, like a tree watered, 

rooted, and sunned in God‟s faithful 

presence and with faithful 

participation in prayers and a stable 

community, I have a chance at 

having what I hope for.  
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about the future of Benedictine life in 

America: ―I saw a large tree growing up, 

covered all over with beautiful white 

blossoms. I believe that the dream is an 

image of the beautiful life of unity and 

love shared by all the members [of the 

new foundation in America].‖ (Adapted 

from the words of Mother Augustina 

Weihermuller, OSB, of Eichstätt, on Feb-

ruary 11, 1957.) 

 

R 
eflecting on the tree caused me to 

remember the Benedictine values 

and guiding principles my com-

munity identified as we planned and de-

signed our new monastery. I‘ve already 

mentioned two of the values – Prayer and 

Eucharist and community life – and the 

others are hospitality, solitude, and 

beauty. The guiding principles are state-

ments I use to hold myself accountable to 

my sisters. I won‘t read them all, but the 

ones I use to check my well-being are: 

Wherever we live, we will pray together, 

eat together, extend hospitality to each 

other and guests, and respond to the 

needs of each person.  

 

I become hopeful when I see mem-

bers of my peer group being called to 

leadership roles within our communities, 

federations, and other organizations. It is 

our time to step forward. We have a role 

to play in the future. This brings with it 

greater responsibility, the responsibility 

to nurture the charism that is ours as 

Benedictines and as individual monastics 

for the benefit of all God‘s people and of 

the earth.  

 

Author Michael Downey describes 

hope as a gift and an activity. He states 

the act of hope has three elements: First – 

recognize that what I hope for is not yet 

possessed or seen with any clarity. Sec-

ond – recognize that what I hope for may 

be difficult to achieve. Third – even 

though what I hope for may be difficult, I 

have a chance at having it.1 I believe 

those three elements describe my feelings 

about the future of monastic life. Hope 

can and does exist for those who dare to 

live radically for the God of mercy and 

love. I do not yet possess what I hope for 

and it may be difficult to achieve, but I 

do believe, like a tree watered, rooted, 

and sunned in God‘s faithful presence  

and with faithful participation in prayer 

and a stable community, I have a chance 

at having what I hope for.  

 
Endnote 

 

Michael Downey, Hope Begins Where Hope 

Begins ( Orbis Books, Maryknoll, NY, 1998). 

71. 

 

 Nicole Kunze, OSB 

 Bismarck, N.Dak. 
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Gospel and Rule 

 

I 
t is difficult to write about hope be-

cause I am a Lithuanian. Our speech 

is marked by despair because of long 

centuries of various occupations. This is 

the reason why I have a little fear to ex-

press myself positively. On the other 

hand, I belong to the generation that was 

on the front lines to fight for freedom. 

Therefore I try to search for hope even in 

hopeless situations. 

 

I see great hope for monastic life in 

returning to our evangelical foundation. It 

is not time to talk how special our monas-

tic life is. It is a time to consider what 

authentic Christians we are. To put it in 

Terrence G. Kardong‘s terms, 

―Monasticism is not some kind of nice 

addition to Christian life; it is an intense 

form of that life itself.‖1 I see hope for the 

future in my sisters who try to live the 

Gospel every day. I can realize that lectio 

is not only for personal insights but for 

living every day in communion with God 

and with the sisters. ―For what page or 

even what word of the divinely inspired 

Old and New Testaments is not a com-

pletely reliable guidepost for human 

life?‖ (RB 73, 3) 

 

In addition to the Gospel, we Bene-

dictines are trying to live our Rule. Dur-

ing the years of Soviet occupation, our 

monastery was closed and sisters were 

made to live in private apartments. They 

were not permitted to wear habits or have 

community meetings. It was so difficult 

to live as Christians and even more diffi-

cult to live the Rule. Fifty years of living 

in such conditions made monastic life 

nearly disappear from Lithuania. But 

when our sisters returned to live together 

as community, we felt a hunger for re-

reading the Rule. For me, a sign of hope 

in my community is its continuous effort 

to live the Rule and to read it in various 

situations of our daily life. I like the fol-

lowing idea of Terrence G. Kardong: ―I 

am not a student of Benedict; I am his 

disciple! His Rule is what I live by, not 

just what I dissect.‖2 

L 
ast September Radio Maria began 

live transmission of the Liturgy of 

the Hours from our community 

four times a day. It is a challenge that 

helped me discover another source of 

hope, i.e., liturgical prayer. The commu-

nity decided to pray in spite of any tech-

nical interferences or stressful sensibility 

of some sisters. The live transmission 

The value of human community is 

an inseparable part of a present day 

discussion about the monastic future. 
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Benedict. In Him I can find hope for the 

future of monastic life. 

 

 Celina Rasa Galinytǟ, OSB 

 Kaunas, Lithuania 

 

 
Endnotes 

 
1 T. G. Kardong, Day by Day with Saint Bene-

dict, ( Liturgical Press: Collegeville, Minne-

sota. 2005), 44.  
2T.G. Kardong, ix.  
3 Michael Casey, An Unexciting Life. Reflec-

tions on Benedictine Spirituality, (Petersham, 

Massachusetts, 2005), 23. 
4 Thomas Merton, No Man Is An Island, (A 

Harvest/HBJ Book, San Diego, New York, 

London, 1978), 148. 

 

 

Hoping Skills 

 

S 
t. Paul tells the Romans, ―If we 

hope for what we do not see, we 

wait with endurance.‖ Hoping and 

waiting, the two are inseparable. In Span-

ish, one word does double duty: espero—

I hope, I wait. What am I waiting for? For 

something good. And since I‘m a 

Brockwell, I‘ll even find ways to make 

the waiting itself good.  

opened up an opportunity for our sisters, 

who work outside the convent, to recon-

sider the challenge given to us by St. 

Benedict in his Rule: ―Nothing should be 

put ahead of the Work of God‖ (RB 43, 

3) . 

Michael Casey observes that ―as 

monks and nuns we are called to witness 

to the holiness of God through dedication 

to worship, but we are also summoned in 

a particular way at this period of history 

to be witnesses to the value of human 

community as the basis of our service of 

God.‖ 3 The value of human community 

is an inseparable part of a present day 

discussion about the monastic future. It is 

important to note that worldwide meet-

ings, such as the C.I.B. symposium and 

meetings for younger members play a 

significant role in encouraging our hope 

for the future. 

 

Thomas Merton writes: ―The monas-

tic life burns before the invisible God like 

a lamp before a tabernacle.‖4 Personal 

prayer in our convent is normally made 

as adoration, because we have adoration 

of the Blessed Sacrament all day long. It 

is the spring of all our strength and faith-

fulness. In the presence of Jesus in the 

Blessed Sacrament I can be who I am. 

Here I find a more profound source for 

my hope: Jesus Christ. He leads me to the 

renewal of the discipleship of St. 

When our faithfulness to the Liturgy 

of the Hours is rooted not in 

fulfilling a formal requirement but 

rather in the nature and yearning of 

our souls to worship the Lord, then it 

suggests hope for the monastic and 

Benedictine future.  
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For many years my siblings and I 

have joked that we Brockwells are a 

cheerful people. My dad can turn any-

thing into a convivial occasion, most fa-

mously, recent trips to the emergency 

room. While the doctors attend to Mom‘s 

needs, Dad is ―working the room,‖ chat-

ting with the staff. Every few minutes, 

Dad checks back in with Mom to report 

on his new friends. By the time they 

leave the ER, my parents have charmed 

every person they have encountered. 

 

W 
hen I was younger, Dad‘s lack 

of gravitas infuriated me. I 

have come to recognize that 

Dad‘s humor is both a coping skill and a 

hoping skill. He refuses to accept that the 

scariness that brought us to the ER is the 

whole picture. Even – or especially – in 

the midst of a crisis, there is goodness to 

be enjoyed. His goofiness is an expres-

sion of hope. 

 

We begin to imagine the kingdom of 

God by hoping in it, and in hope we be-

gin to see the possibilities which can 

make it real. The kingdom of God is in 

our midst, and hope helps us to recognize 

it and spread it. I tell my New Testament 

students that the kingdom of God is 

present whenever we live by God‘s law 

of love. Every act of kindness, the tiniest 

bit of generosity, anything we do or say 

that expresses God‘s love is adding to the 

kingdom of God. My father‘s relentless 

cheerfulness, his hoping skills, are signs 

of the kingdom. In believing that God is 

already present in this moment, however 

difficult, Dad shares God‘s love and de-

light with those he encounters. 

 

As I become more intentional in shar-

ing about community with the young 

women I teach, I am ever more grateful 

for the community I already have. I tell 

stories about my sisters, and as I tell the 

stories, I grow to love them and our life 

together even more. When our faithful-

ness to the Liturgy of the Hours is rooted 

not in fulfilling a formal requirement but 

rather in the nature and yearning of our 

souls to worship the Lord, then it sug-

gests hope for the monastic and Benedic-

tine future. What we hope for the future 

shapes us in the present. 

 

 Molly Brockwell, OSB 

 Atchison, Kan. 

 

 

Hopes and Concerns 

 

I 
 am energized when I know that I am 

loved in community and that means 

more than being accepted. I have lit-

tle to love others with, if being loved by 

God and others is not something I experi-

ence. When I am secure in this, then I am 

less in danger of falling into relationships 

that are inappropriate within my ministry 

and beyond.  

 

It gives me hope when I am aware of 

my sinfulness and that my sisters are 
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oblates and partners in ministry and this 

is energizing for me. I receive inspiration 

too, from the example set by our pioneer 

sisters. 

 

Yet I am concerned by sisters who 

―opt out‖ of community life and congre-

gational life, using workaholism 

(described as ―busyness‖) or age as an 

excuse (when they are still physically and 

mentally able to contribute), or people 

who are there in body only, but their 

spirit is long gone.  

 

D 
iminishment is another concern. 

As much as I rejoice with the 

older sisters in the community 

entering heaven, I also dread them dying; 

something of the spirit of the congrega-

tion goes with them. All I can do is try to 

absorb as much of it as I can while they 

are alive.  

 

There are less than two percent of 

sisters my age in the Congregation. We 

are often separated geographically by big 

distances. One cannot assume either, that 

we will have meaningful relationships 

with our peers. Other congregations have 

even fewer younger members or none at 

all; it can be very lonely at times. So it 

draws me back to having a deep prayer 

life. 

aware of our need of reconciliation and 

repentance, and we can work towards 

this. We are not perfect, but when we 

have avenues in place to address this, it 

leaves me feeling more secure.  

 

Older sisters who are still giving it 

―all they‘ve got‖ are a great witness to 

me. I am inspired when I see sisters sit-

ting in the chapel committed to a deep 

relationship with their God, and living 

lives that demonstrate an interest in the 

community and the world at large, no 

matter their particular circumstances, of 

age, or health or level of education. They 

know what grounds them in their voca-

tion and they are unwavering from this 

and passionate after eons of commitment. 

I love being with such people, absorbing 

this energy and endeavoring to emulate 

the gospel way of life, despite all of my 

personal hindrances and failings. I know 

that I am not alone in the journey and that 

I continue to want to be ―formed in 

Christ‖ by these sisters.  

 

We have been gifted with many tal-

ented women and together we are led by 

the Spirit. We are also blessed with     
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Another concern is seeing signs that 

our communities have absorbed too much 

of the surrounding secular culture, and do 

not live clearly enough from the Gospel 

position. When there is a lack of commit-

ment to communal and personal prayer, 

then I see that we have nothing really to 

offer potential inquirers to our way of 

life. 

As we are human, we are therefore 

sinful communities, but I don‘t see much 

of a way forward with structures that ad-

dress sinfulness. We are supposed to be 

mature adult religious, but the reality of 

life is such that I can live with people 

who do not want to know how they op-

press my energy for living the life, and 

there are no doubt days when I do not 

want to hear what they have to say to me 

– but this is an area of growth for us all. 

 

 Mutual obedience is a good vision to 

aspire toward, but so often I have experi-

enced and/or witnessed people without 

the necessary skills or levels of self 

awareness for this vision to reach its po-

tential. I need to be aware of how I im-

pact others, both positively and nega-

tively, and I can only come to this 

understanding with others. I need com-

munity to remind me of not only who I 

am, but who I am called to be by my 

Baptism. 

 

 Sharon Boyd, SGS 

 Australia 

 

 

 

óThe Unbearable Rightness of Beingô1 

 

O 
ur future is both beyond our sight 

and within our reach. It is linked 

inextricably to our present – to 

the faithful living out of our monastic 

profession here, now. The very act of 

being Benedictine today is the key to a 

rich and vital future. Irene Nowell, OSB, 

has called ours a ―wisdom life‖ in juxta-

position to the prophetic role of apostolic 

orders in the Church.2 The goal of wis-

dom is a life well-lived. Living a good 

Christian life changes things – changes us 

and the hearts of those around us.  

 

The Rule of Benedict is, from a sim-

plistic vantage point, just a ―how-to‖ for 

this intense Gospel living. Benedict‘s 

theology of being contained within its 

pages makes the preservation of love ab-

solute and the common good of ultimate 

concern. If we are meant for this way of 

life, it is an unrelenting ride into the heart 

of God. I believe living monastic life well 

now guarantees us a future of untold 

blessings. This idea is more eloquently 

expressed in the words of H. Spencer 

Lewis (with an implied edit toward the 

plural), ―I am tomorrow, or some future 

day, what I establish today. I am today 

what I established yesterday or some pre-

vious day.‖3  

 

I need community to remind me of 

not only who I am, but who I am 

called to be by my Baptism. 
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In Exodus 3:14, Moses learns God‘s 

―name.‖ There are several proper transla-

tions of the Tetragrammaton: ―I Am‖ ―I 

Am Who I Am,‖ and my favorite, ―I Am 

the One Who Will Be with You.‖4 God is 

with us now – in our time and place – as 

we strive to live the monastic life well 

amid a host of postmodern options and 

distractions. God is with us as new mem-

bers arrive and as elders are walked to 

their eternal rest. God is with us as we 

tear down beloved buildings and build 

spaces that reverence the precious re-

sources of the earth. God is with us as we 

close schools and embark on new cottage 

industries. God is surely with us and as 

God is, so we must be.  

 

Until the Kingdom comes in its full-

ness, we are with God‘s people in soli-

darity and as sign. Our very existence has 

a quiet ripple effect – each house proof 

that strangers can live together in love.5 

We who seek God in community through 

prayer and ministry are an icon of hope to 

those whose lives are consumed by worry 

and materialism. A content community 

offers the world a vision of 

―enoughness.‖ Needs are met, gifts     

nurtured and utilized. Resources are 

shared, every voice is reverenced and 

loving relationships are the priority. 

Benedictines exist, in part, to be a sign of 

God‘s presence and the hope God has 

that all people might know good days. 

Our common life offers a vision of peace-

ful coexistence, respectful dialogue and 

the love Benedict names, ―good zeal.‖ 

Our simple Gospel life – shared with joy 

and integrity – encourages those who 

come into our circle. Just being who we 

are – with them – is an extension of 

God‘s presence in the world.  

 

W 
hen I entered the monastery a 

professed sister said to me, 

―Watch the happy ones.‖ That 

advice has served me well. And, after 

seven years in vocation ministry, there is 

no better advertisement for the life than a 

happy sister. The happy ones have within 

themselves a measure of puritas cordis – 

purity of heart.6 The pure of heart are a 

bit like Saran wrap. We see to the soul of 

them and what we see is generally what 

we get. Artifice, guile and manipulative 

tendencies are far off on their horizon. 

These holy and humble hearts exude 

peace when the rest of us – who are not 

quite so far along – are looking for life-

boats! 

 

Being transparent means honing our 

true self in the light of God‘s love – ac-

cepting our gifts and wounds with equal 

reverence. Being transparent means al-

lowing those with whom we live to really 

see us – warts and all. It is a perpetual 

state of vulnerability that will come to us 

in our elder years – whether we like it or 

not. Being transparent now means more 

blessings sooner – not just in our own 

spiritual journey, but for our sisters in 
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community as well. Being transparent – 

pure of heart – is the goal of every mo-

nastic. By grace and with courage, it is 

accomplished in God‘s good time. Our 

effort to be real can only please God who 

longs for us to be really truly free. 

 

A 
 transparent community, by com-

parison, shares its joys and sor-

rows in faith. Being transparent 

means writing a press release when 

something wonderful happens and put-

ting our lamp on a lamp stand. Being 

transparent means making the effort to be 

visible in the local Church. Being trans-

parent allows the Church to experience 

the true gift of monasticism. A Gospel 

life that yields radical hospitality can 

only inspire the universal Church. Being 

transparent, as individual sisters and as 

communities, means a future with new 

vocations and the support of the institu-

tion that depends on our witness and fi-

delity.  

 

Ours is such a good life – everything 

in moderation, having just enough, sing-

ing God‘s praises throughout the day. 

When people step into our monasteries 

they feel a peace – perceive ―something 

different‖ about us. What they recognize, 

I believe, is the result of a million little 

choices we make collectively and indi-

vidually − each day and over the years − 

to be women of faith.  

 

It can be daunting to think that the 

future of Benedictine life depends on my 

fidelity, but I believe it is true. When I 

have failed to be faithful, my sisters have 

suffered – whether they know it or not. It 

takes all of us – each one who has raised 

her hands in the suscipe – to have a 

healthy community heart. So, for those 

who feel that the future will just happen, 

it is important, I think, to recognize our 

own power to inject hope and joy into our 

communities by simply living up to what 

we have freely promised. 

 

When I speak to new inquirers about 

our life, I love telling them that Benedic-

tine monasticism is over 1500 years old. I 

love that we have lived through most of 

Christian history by holding tight to the 

Rule. I love that we have seen the best 

and the worst and have kept praying 

throughout all of it. Though a peripheral 

life form within the Church, Benedictines 

have always been for the Church – even 

in her darkest hours. This long view is a 

grace in the present moment as we squint 

to see what God is doing in this human/

divine enterprise. ―Do not be afraid.‖7 

What Christ said, for some, seems a com-

fort. For me it feels more like a com-

mand. We who follow Benedict fear 

death only inasmuch as it limits the time 

we have to find God here. We trust that if 

we persevere in the monastery, God will 

bring us all together to everlasting life.  

 

Being with God‘s people, being 

transparent as individuals and communi-

ties, being faithful and being fearless – 
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this is how we can share the gifts        

entrusted to us right here, right now. It is 

how we can please God – just by being 

what we say we are. It sounds simple but 

it‘s not. It is the hard work of every mo-

nastic life and of every house. ―I am to-

morrow, or some future day, what I es-

tablish today.‖8 If we are good at being 

Benedictine today, then tomorrow there 

will most certainly be blessing. 

 

  Vicki Ix, OSB 

  Bristow, Vir. 

 
Endnotes 

 
1The title is a play on the 1984 novel by Mi-

lan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of 

Being. Kundera suggests that every life is a 

one-time journey – unrepeatable and it there-

fore has―lightness‖. 
2 Irene Nowell, OSB, Ph.D. Lecture notes 

from SSOT 416 01A Psalms. 
3 H. Spencer Lewis, PhD. "The Doctrine of 

Reincarnation, Part Three" in The Mystic 

Triangle: A Modern Magazine of Rosicrucian 

Philosophy, June, 1927, 115. 
4 Catherine Mowry La Cugna, God For Us, 

139. 
5 AIM USA, A Prayer of AIM for Monastic 

Life. 
6 RB 8.57. 
7 Jesus says this to one person or to the disci-

ples at least ten times in the gospels. This 

number is based on a search of the NRSV 

translation using Oremus Bible Browser 

www.oremus.org. 
8 H. Spencer Lewis. 
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PILLARS OF COMMUNITY: Four 

Rules of Pre-Benedictine Monastic 

Life. By Terrence G. Kardong, OSB. Li-

turgical Press, 2010., 259 Pages, $21.95. 

ISBN 978-0-8146-3315-1; ISBN 978-0-

8146-3921-4 (e-book). 

 

In his preface Terrence Kardong 

gives two reasons why he published this 

book. The second is practical. ―I woke up 

one morning and discovered that I had 

accumulated enough research on this sub-

ject to warrant a book.‖ The first and 

main reason: ―I like cenobitism,‖ a sol-

idly personal reason for someone who 

has been a professed Benedictine for fifty 

years. Many prospective readers in and 

associated with English speaking monas-

teries around the globe will recognize and 

share the primary reason. Librarians and 

scholars, teachers and students will be 

grateful that he acted on his early morn-

ing insight.  

 

St. Benedict‘s final chapter in his 

Rule - ―This Rule Only a Beginning of 

Perfection‖ - alerted his followers centu-

ries ago that there was a rich monastic 

heritage to be plumbed by advancing 

spiritual seekers. He names ―the rule of 

our holy father Basil‖ and alludes to John 

Cassian by citing the Conferences and 

Institutes. Then he speaks more generally 

of the teachings of the Holy Fathers. Un-

fortunately much of this monastic litera-

ture has been inaccessible in Benedictine 

communities until recently for various 

reasons, among them the lack of critical 

texts for scholars to work with and a scar-

city of English-speaking monastic schol-

ars equipped to deal with ancient lan-

guages.  

 

The work is not exhaustive of ―the 

teachings of the Holy Fathers.‖ It treats 

four bodies of monastic literature from 

the 4th and 5th centuries: the works of 

Basil, Pachomius, Augustine and their 

associates, and the unknown author of the 

foundational documents of the monastery 

at Lerins in Gaul. Kardong‘s approach to 

the materials results in a commentary that 

is both scholarly and lively. Making no 

claim to be an expert in each area but a 

serious student of the experts, he provides 

vast documentation for readers who want 

to go beyond his text to primary and sec-

ondary sources. Yet as a professed lover 

of cenobitism, he does not hold back 

from commenting on the social reality 

behind and motivation for specific direc-

tives and their relevance for twenty-first 

century cenobites.  

 

Basil‘s life and his short and long 

Rules are commented on in relation to 

biblical foundations, to his own cultural 

and ecclesiastical world, and to the influ-

ence on him of his family monastery 

headed by his older sister Macrina. Kar-

dong identifies and explores themes that 

have obvious influence on St. Benedict‘s 

understanding of monastic community: 

the demands of love, order in community, 

renunciation and self-control, and the 

authority of the superior. He does not 

hesitate to make timely reflections on 
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Basil‘s teaching and the patterns of con-

temporary Benedictine life in the West.  

 

The Egyptian cenobitic founder Pa-

chomius and his successors get appropri-

ately extensive treatment. This reviewer 

shares Kardong‘s judgment that the Pa-

chomian literature is ―one of the treasures 

of early monasticism.‖ His attraction to 

this literature is evident in his personal 

engagement in the details of the motiva-

tions, the struggles and the practicality of 

daily life in the Pachomian cenobium 

when he comments on matters like 

boundaries, the bakery, the use of boats, 

praying, group discussions and funeral 

processions. He also keeps his wry eye 

on what happens when the great transla-

tor St. Jerome agrees to translate the Rule 

of Pachomius into Latin for some Alex-

andrian monks who could not read either 

the original Coptic or the Greek. 

 

St. Augustine was a prolific writer on 

many topics, biblical, philosophical and 

theological. The North African bishop is 

less well known as the founder of urban 

monasteries and the author of a rule for 

monastic life. As Kardong observes, 

Augustine ―had very strong communal 

instincts and he was not about to abandon 

this value‖ just because he was a busy 

bishop. ―So he made the clergy of Hippo 

live in a common house with him, like it 

or not. Not all of them found it to their 

liking.‖ Kardong shows that living to-

gether in love is Augustine‘s core theme 

in his teaching on monastic life, a teach-

ing inspired by his reading of Acts 4: 32-

35. The Augustinian motif of loving com-

munity registers strongly in Benedict‘s 

next to final chapter of his cenobitic rule 

and in his second chapter (RB 64) on the 

abbot. As with Benedict the centrality of 

community is balanced by Augustine‘s 

identification of the cenobite as one 

whose core being is ―toward God.‖ 

 

Much less well known are the two 

documents from Gaul: The Rule of the 

Four Fathers and The Second Rule of the 

Fathers. The first of the two documents is 

presented (whether factually or ficti-

tiously) as the fruit of a formal discussion 

among four abbots, each man sharing the 

wisdom and experience that has come 

from his cenobitic leadership. While it, 

too, focuses on the values and require-

ments of community living, it also pre-

sents the monastic superior as a strong 

authority figure. The second document 

maintains the convention of a meeting of 

cenobitic leaders updating monastic 

teaching on additional topics, among 

them the Divine Office. Kardong‘s dis-

cussion of the context for French Medi-

terranean monastic culture in the 5th cen-

tury gives life to what might otherwise 

seem hopelessly obscure.  

  

The cumulative effect of this presen-

tation of four distinct pre-Benedictine 

rules for cenobitic monastic living is its 

strong witness to the truth that monastic 

community is local. It is inevitably im-

mersed in its time and place yet distinc-

tively in tension with local cultures. This 

is so because cenobitic living embodies 

evangelically grounded behaviors that 

transcend all human cultural achieve-

ments. For contemporary cenobitic com-

munities, it offers strong conversation 

starters on the current challenges to living 

wisely. 

 

  Mary Collins, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan. 
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COME AND SEE: THE MONASTIC 

WAY FOR TODAY. Brendan Freeman, 

OCSO. Collegeville, MN: Cistercian 

Publications/Liturgical Press, 2010. 

 

In the preface, Michael Casey OCSO, 

points out that it is the abbot's office to 

teach the community and to nurture their 

ongoing formation. Brendan Freeman, 

abbot of New Melleray Abbey, has pro-

vided an insight into how this task is 

worked out over time by gathering a vari-

ety of his conferences preached over the 

last couple of decades. He describes his 

purpose as an invitation to readers to 

"come and see" what keeps monastics 

going, why they live the way they do, and 

what they are seeking.  

 

His short, pithy reflections are organ-

ized under five headings, following the 

introduction: Tracing Our Roots (the mo-

nastic and Cistercian tradition); Celebra-

tions of Monastic Life (from reception of 

the habit to golden jubilee); Celebrations 

in Community Life (the gift of commu-

nity and thanksgiving day reflections); 

and Treasures of Monastic Values 

(silence, acedia, humility, etc.). The final 

chapter is a concise study of the Liturgy 

of the Hours that is both informative and 

inspiring. Abbot Brendan concludes with 

a personal reflection on "Night and the 

Monk." 

 

The intention in the chapter on mo-

nastic roots is to learn the story at "the 

heart level," to tap into "the bloodline" (p. 

1). The principles of Benedict's Rule are 

described, followed by the vision of the 

Cistercian founders, especially St. Ber-

nard, and the ongoing tradition, including 

Michael Casey and Bernardo Olivera. 

The homilies for various celebrations of 

transition in monastic life are clearly 

shaped to the personalities of those cele-

brating. These men and women have cho-

sen the biblical readings for the celebra-

tion and the abbot probes their pertinence 

for each individual. 

 

I find two topics in the section on 

community life particularly appealing. 

Abbot Brendan focuses on the love of 

community members for one another and 

the gift of friendship, with Aelred of 

Rielvaulx as a major resource. He out-

lines the characteristics of true friendship 

and its necessity as a support of commu-

nity life. His final homily in this chapter, 

"Status Quo Evolving," is a reflection on 

the life of the community during his 

twenty years as abbot. The hope in this 

homily will be encouraging to any supe-

rior. 

 

One of the "treasures" Abbot Bren-

dan explores in the fourth chapter is 

"Humility and Exaltation in Christ." The 

wisdom of a long monastic life shines 

through here. Abbot Brendan observes 

that we would much rather criticize one 

another than cultivate repentance for our 

own faults:"When we see something that 

we think is not right, we are quick to 

judge the individual involved" (p. 129). 

Who has not experienced this? But the 

abbot also advises that we need to bal-

ance our own feelings of guilt. "Either we 

have too much guilt and become discour-

aged or angry about it, or we feel no guilt 

at all and become coarse of heart or hard-

hearted" (p. 130). His concluding wisdom 

is:"We must forgive as we have been for-

given" (p. 131). 

 

I have used parts of this book with 

young sisters in formation and I have 
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found wisdom and inspiration for my 

own life. I recommend it to all those who 

want to deepen their monastic – or simply 

Christian – lives. 

 

  Irene Nowell, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan. 

 

 

THE LIFE OF ST. BENEDICT BY 

GREGORY THE GREAT. Translation 

and Commentary by Terrence G. Kar-

dong. Liturgical Press, 2009, 160 pages, 

$16.95, ISBN 978-0-8146-3262-8. 

 

The life of Benedict is so familiar to 

Benedictines that one may wonder why 

another translation. The stories in this 

book are very familiar, yet both Kar-

dong's translation and his commentary 

are done ―a la Kardong.‖ He has a fresh 

outlook on whatever he undertakes and 

here he does not disappoint. In the intro-

duction he states that the main purpose of 

this work is to build up ―one‘s spiritual 

life and to make her love St. Benedict.‖ 

So he ―strives to uncover the spiritual 

message of each story‖ for the edification 

of the reader. 

 

Kardong discloses in the introduction 

that he uses Adalbert de Vogue‘s com-

mentary and translation (1982) quite a 

bit. This does not surprise anyone since 

Kardong as a young monk had de Vogue 

as a teacher and told the man of his un-

comfortableness with all the miracles 

contained in the Dialogues of St. Greg-

ory. He tells us that de Vogue looked at 

him sadly and said, ―Yes, the ancient 

monks loved miracles – but we hate 

them!‖ The commentary Kardong gives 

is full of miracles with an explanation of 

how they can be interpreted as 

contributing to our spiritual life. What a 

switch from the young man who was so 

uncomfortable with miracles! 

 

In true Kardong style he speaks of 

Benedict's ―one upmanship.‖ Benedict 

appears in a dream to two monks to give 

them information they have requested of 

him, though they expected him to appear 

in the flesh. Kardong compares this to the 

story where John of Lycopolis appears to 

a woman to heal her; however, Benedict 

appears to two monks simultaneously in 

his dream. Gregory wants us to under-

stand Benedict's great power with his 

God. ―The spiritual life is more important 

than miracles.‖ 

 

Buildings are quite a theme with 

Gregory as Kardong sees it, since the dia-

logues go into some detail about the 

building of Monte Casino and Subiaco. 

He states that too much of monastic life 

is taken up with buildings, yet states their 

importance for the smooth running of this 

life.  

 

In the famous story of Benedict and 

Scholastica, Gregory makes Benedict 

look a bit chagrined, since Scholastica 

has worked her own miracle with God to 

spend some of her last hours with her 

brother. This section towards the end of 

the dialogues shows the purpose of mo-

nasticism is not just discipline, since 

Benedict wanted to keep the rule, but 

love for one another and divine contem-

plation. 

 

These dialogues with Kardong's com-

mentary lead the reader into a deeper ap-

preciation of the life of Benedict and as 

Kardong says,‖ Our contention through-

out this commentary is that these stories 
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are 'true' even if they never happened.‖ 

His reflections do bring the spiritual life 

of Benedict alive for the present day 

reader and in that way it does edify. 

 

The physical appearance of this book 

is also attractive with illustrations re-

printed from the art of Angelus Sangri-

nus, OSB, a 16th century monk. The 

cover and book design are by David 

Manahan, OSB, a 21st century monk. 

Kardong sets it out into sections so the 

story is easily followed with his commen-

tary. This is a useful tool to instruct any-

one interested in Benedictine life. 

 

  Janelle Maes, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan. 

 

 

A TIME TO PLANT: LIFE LESSONS 

IN WORK, PRAYER, AND DIRT. By 

Kyle T. Kramer. Ave Maria Press, 2011, 

192 pages, $15.95, ISBN 

9781933495262. 

 

After I examined Kyle T. Kramer's 

book, A Time to Plant, I knew that Elaine 

Fischer, OSB, an avid reader, whose life 

has not only embraced the land as a 

member of a farming family, but who is 

also a professed member of a Benedictine 

community in Kansas, was the best per-

son to review it. I asked if, after she read 

it, she would let me interview her for a 

review. She agreed. 

 

What impressed you most about Kramer's 

book? 

The author and his journey. This is a 

man who sees where he is and who he is 

and in his reflections shows how God has 

brought him to a point where he must 

make choices based on his values and 

ideals. Kramer was not a farmer, not a 

Catholic, and not a Benedictine; yet, all 

of these have been major components of 

his journey. 

 

How does he approach his book? 

It's his journey. He begins by telling 

how his childhood and his relationship 

with God gave him an interest in this 

earth. He explains how he was so driven 

to know and understand God that he went 

to Georgia to earn a master's degree in 

theology with the intention of becoming a 

preacher. In Kramer's life, God is a con-

stant as is his developing care for and 

stewardship of the land. God's call to 

Kramer's spirit took him on an incredible 

journey. 

 

Tell me about the journey. 

Kramer explains how he read 

Wendell Berry's books and was influ-

enced by Berry's work and a subsequent 

correspondence with him. A crucial, life-

changing part of the journey was his deci-

sion to buy a farm – twenty-acres. He 

shows through his reflections the difficul-

ties he endured in order to become a 

steward of the land. Because the farm did 

not have a house, he lived in the barn he 

built – using a sleeping bag, no electric-

ity, no plumbing. He worked the land 

organically. Eventually he married and 

now has three children. 

 

So he is a man of commitment? 

Oh, yes, but more than that. Because 

of his desire to answer God's calling he 

has experienced so much. His commit-

ments have led to conversions, to change, 

and to compromise. He has converted 

from one religion to another, from one 

type of work to another, and from the 

single life to a life as husband and father. 
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He has also assumed the Benedictine val-

ues of hospitality, stability, and steward-

ship. Because of some of his choices, he 

has had to compromise some of his val-

ues. For example, he wanted to live off 

the electrical grid, but when his wife gave 

birth to twins he realized he had to build 

a house and use electric power from the 

utility company. This book is about how 

a man's convictions and his quest for God 

have altered his life and brought him to a 

new understanding of creation and com-

munity. 

 

What's he doing now? 

Now he is the director of the graduate 

lay ministry formation programs at St. 

Meinrad's, taking care of his farm and his 

family. He describes himself as involved 

with the "vocation of location," husband 

and father of a family and steward of the 

land. 

 

Who would like this book? To whom is it 

addressed? 

Anybody who is interested in the 

stewardship of creation or in Benedictine 

spirituality. Kramer's prose is articulate 

and engaging. It is an important book that 

affirms all those who love the earth and 

want to care for it, those who strive for 

balance in today's challenging world. 

 

  Deborah Peters, OSB 

  Elaine Fischer, OSB 

  Atchison, Kan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIS WILL BE REMEMBERED OF 

HER, Megan McKenna, Wm. B. Eerd-

mans, 2010, 200 pages, ISBN 978-0-

8028-6469-7, $15.00. 

 

Megan McKenna is no doubt a famil-

iar name to many. She has written widely 

for over 30 years. She is internationally 

known as an author, theologian, story-

teller and lecturer; she teaches at several 

colleges and universities and does re-

treats, workshops and parish missions. 

She has graduate degrees in Scripture, 

adult education and literacy and System-

atic Theology.  

 

But more than all this she is, as her 

website says, a lover of words: the Scrip-

tures, stories and tales, poetry, images 

and phrases spoken aloud, written down 

and spun to make meaning, and of how 

these both convert and transform us and 

bring meaning and hope to the world. 

Underlying her love of words, written or 

spoken, is an abiding love for the earth 

and its peoples. She has travelled widely 

throughout the Americas, Europe and a 

collection of islands: Celtic, Japanese, the 

Philippines, Singapore, Haiti and the Ha-

waiian Islands as well as Malaysia, India, 

Marshall Islands, Thailand, Australia and 

China. She works with indigenous groups 

in base Christian communities. 

 

Much of this comes together for us in 

the form of her recent book, This Will Be 

Remembered of Her. The traditions of the 

planet and her people are woven beauti-

fully together to enflesh the themes of 

women, memory and resistance. These 

are certainly not, unfortunately, main-

stream topics but among the many ac-

complishments of this book is to leave 
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the reader wondering why they could not 

be such. 

 

One marvelous feature of this book is 

that the chapters taken individually make 

excellent points of departure for self-

reflection or cultural analysis. While 

serving the three themes well, each chap-

ter can stand provocatively on its own. 

Whether the stories be Moroccan, Peru-

vian, African, and so forth, McKenna 

adroitly brings Scripture in and together 

they illuminate one of her themes and 

vice versa. 

 

The briefest and yet most touching of 

the parables in this book is one taken 

from Ukambani in Kenya. An old woman 

encounters a young girl standing and 

looking into a well whose level was quite 

low because of a drought. "What are you 

doing, daughter?" the old woman asked. 

―I am waiting for the rains to come and 

raise the level of the water," the girl re-

plies. "You will have a long wait. During 

dry seasons you must approach the well, 

kneel, bow your head, and then drink."  

 

When our life-path finds us in a dry 

place, we must also learn to approach (as 

our Scriptures teach us in the story of the 

woman at the well) the source of life rev-

erently, get on our knees, bow our heads 

and then drink. 

 

Take this book and drink. 

 

 Richard Brummel, Obl.SB 

 Kansas City, Mo.  

 

 

 

 

Book Reviewers 

Mary Collins, OSB, is a Benedictine of 

Mount St. Scholastica, Atchison,  

Kansas, Past Prioress, Professor Emerita 

of the School of Theology, Catholic Uni-

versity of America, Washington, DC. 
  

Irene Nowell, OSB, is a Benedictine of 

Mount St. Scholastica in Atchison, Kan-

sas, where she is the director for the jun-

ior sisters. She is an adjunct Scripture 

professor of St. John's University School 

of Theology. She has written several 

books; her latest is 101 Questions and 

Answers on Angels and Devils. 

Deborah Peters, OSB, is a Benedictine 

of Mount St. Scholastica in Atchison, 

Kansas. She is professor of English at 

Benedictine College, Atchison, Kansas. 

 

Elaine Fischer, OSB, is a Benedictine of 

Mount St. Scholastica in Atchison, Kan-

sas, where she is director of maintenance. 

 

Janelle Maes, OSB, is a Benedictine of 

Mount St. Scholastica in Atchison, Kan-

sas. She is a licensed clinical social mar-

riage counselor and family therapist. 

 

Richard Brummel, Obl.SB, is an oblate 

of Mount St. Scholastica monastery in 

Atchison, Kansas. 
  



 

48 

Benedictines Magazine 

 
     Published by Mount Saint Scholastica,  

     Atchison, Kansas 66002 

 

 I am a new subscriber  

 

 I am renewing my subscription  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The enclosed check is made payable to Benedictines Magazine in the 

amount of $         . 

 

Name    

 

Address 

 

City, State/Province, Postal Code 

 

 

Please send to our circulation office at: Mount Saint Scholastica, 801 

South 8th Street, Atchison, KS 66002-2724. Telephone: (913) 360-

6200. Email: benmag@mountosb.org 

Subscription forms also available at: www.mountosb.org/benmagform.html 

  $15 (USA) Total   

  $18 (Canada/Mexico) Total   

  $20 (Outside USA) Total   


