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The motto of The Douai Magazine has for many years been Quidquid agunt homines
Duacenses which would suggest that the purpose of this magazine is to cover any affairs
that concern people connected with Douai.

This year, we are pleased to publish an article by a past pupil of Douai School, Richard
Lock-Pullan, of the University of Birmingham, on lay interpretations of the Rule of St
Benedict. It is a significant phenomenon that interest in monasticism is growing world-
wide. One has only to think of the television series a few years ago featuring Worth Ab-
bey, the birth of MONOS, the centre for the Study of Monastic Culture and Spirituality,
which holds its annual conferences at Douai, the new or secular monasticism which is
appearing in various guises in diverse places, and, of course, the exponential growth of
Benedictine oblates, worldwide since about 1980. The third international gathering of
Oblates in Rome is planned for 2013. We hope that this article will make a significant
contribution.

Last September saw the opening of the new library and archive building; we have writ-
ten a lot about this in previous issues, so Fr Abbot’s article and the various photographs
complete our coverage of this important venture.

Finally a moving piece by one of our oblates, Philip Sheppard, whose narrative of dying

is a powerful piece of writing and an expression of faith, which, it is hoped, will be
helpful to others.

We hope you will enjoy this issue of 7he Douai Magazine and we always welcome con-
tributions and suggestions for publication in future issues.¢
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“To Live Lives of Quite Extraordinary Value’- Lay Interpretations of Bene-

dictine Spirituality by Richard Lock-Pullan University of Birmingham

t Benedict (c480-547) is the father of

western Christian monasticism!. The Rule

that he wrote for his monastery was the

dominant form of European monasticism
until the Reformation. The interest generated by
the TV programme 7The Monastery and the grow-
ing plethora of books on Benedictine spirituality
show that a consideration of it for the laity has
timely resonance?. In this article the focus is on
Benedict’s Rule rather than on Benedictine monas-
ticism per se, as works such as Christopher Jami-
son’s on the monastery being a modern sanctuary
cover this3. The concern here is broader, as it seeks
to realise the claim of the Benedictine Basil Hume,
that “the Rule of St Benedict makes it possible for
ordinary folk to live lives of quite extraordinary
value.”

It is the argument of this article that Benedictine
spirituality can be followed by the laity because it
is a life of prayer and virtue based on the gospel,
finding God in the mundane routines of daily life.
The Rule can be legitimately adapted for those who
live outside the enclosed monastery that Benedict
originally envisaged. Furthermore it does not re-
quire a special programme, as do the Ignatian exer-
cises, or residence in a Benedictine monastery.

Any study of Benedictine spirituality has to ac-
knowledge that “it is impossible to include under
any single formula St Benedict’s idea, or the Es-
sence of Benedictinism.” One can only state vari-
ous aspects of it. There is a range of ways of read-
ing and interpreting the Rule, and these herme-
neutical approaches include adapting the Rule,
making selections to generate a didactic approach,
to very broad interpretations of the spirit of the
Rule. These approaches are the concern of this arti-
cle.

To consider the Rule’s potential for the laity, this
article opens by outlining key questions of defini-
tion and methodology, before examining Benedic-
tine spirituality and the various readings that focus
on: the three ‘tools’ of the Rule — the Daily Office,
lectio divina and work-; on the three vows of obe-
dience, stability and ‘conversion of life’ made by
monks; or on the basic themes of silence, commu-
nity, listening, hospitality and the virtues. It then
examines various tensions and examples. Following
the usual convention in Benedictine studies, Fry’s
authoritative translation of the Rule, the RB 19580,
will be used and references to the Rule are placed

within parenthesis [chapter: verse].6
What is Spirituality?

Traditionally spirituality is understood as a tradi-
tion of prayer, progress in which leads to ever
more intimate union with Christ.” However,
‘spirituality’ is now a “portmanteau term,”® as it
can refer to the creative and meditative elements
of life left over once technology has addressed our
material needs.” The work in the hospice move-
ment, for example, uses the term ‘spirituality’ to
refer to an individual developing their own under-
standing of meaning, place, purpose and relation-
ship with the beyond.!° In this article the theologi-
cal understanding of spirituality is used, which
sees it as a way of holiness, an authentic religious
practice where a person relates to God in Christ
through the Holy Spirit. This may lead to mysti-
cism, an unmediated experience of God, but not
necessarily. Spirituality is a “particular style of ap-
proach to union with God.”!! Key to spirituality is
“the experience of transformation in the Divine-
Human relationship as modelled by Jesus Christ
and inspired by the Holy Spirit,” which is then
“appropriated as a lifestyle within all relationships
in the broader Christian community as well as in
society in general.”!? Christian spirituality thus
involves self-transcendence, not just self-
realisation or peace-of-mind as in secular models,
as the ‘depth’ within a person is seen theologically
as being in God.!® As Thomas Merton says, “the
secret of my full identity is hidden in God.” Spiri-
tuality is a way of nurturing that perception.

Benedictine spirituality is a ‘spirituality’ because it
is a ‘system of living,” a way of living and structur-
ing a life to generate a potentially transformative
communion with God reliant on God’s grace. Like
all Christian spiritualities, that “do no more than
show how the Gospel can be lived,” the Benedic-
tine approach is shaped by its priorities.!* Theresa’s
Missionaries of Charity, for example, stress the
loving service of Christ with the poor. Benedic-
tine spirituality is appropriate for the laity because
its distinctive emphasis is a pursuit of “the ideal of
listening for God in the rhythms of work and
prayer throughout the day.”’> Before examining
this in detail it is necessary to address the question
of methodology for analysing this question.

Methodology



In the study of spirituality there are four main ap-
proaches that are used in combination and in a
multi-disciplinary manner.'® The anthropological
method, which focuses on a person’s experience
does not address the theme of this study. The his-
torical approach is used here to avoid the dangers
of ‘presentism’ where the text is taken out of his-
torical context.!” This article uses the historical
method to stay aware of the strangeness of the Rule
as a 6™ Century text as it is read today. The third
method is theological, where the spirituality is seen
as expressing a prior theology, especially of key
normative doctrines.!® This article is a work in ap-
plied theology and thus focuses on how the Rule
can be lived out today. On these terms the fourth,
hermeneutical, method is adopted because this
focuses on texts and how they are read. The her-
meneutical approach borrows from the work of the
philosopher Paul Ricoeur as has been pioneered in
the study of spirituality by Sandra Schneiders.”
The hermeneutical method requires an initial de-
scription, then analysis, leading to explanation and
evaluation and finally appropriation, that is, what
it means for us today.? This method deliberately
aims to assist the researcher’s own spiritual life, for
in spirituality “the questioning involved ... is not
an interrogation of the data, but its interrogation of
us.”?! What is stressed is that the interpretations of
the text are essentially performative and not pas-
sive, and sees reading the text as a life-long process
of learning to be a wise reader capable of embody-
ing that reading in life.2 The narrative that is gen-
erated and lived does not provide reductionist an-
swers but questions the reader and from this ten-
sion comes the lived life of faith. Modern herme-
neutical scholars such as Gadamer and Ricoeur
have brought the dimension of personal involve-
ment in reading back in, whilst using historical-
critical methodologies.?® A faithful reading can
once again mean more than a philologically correct
one as the reader and text are both questioned by
each other.

Benedictine Spirituality

One has to ask by what authority a text questions a
reader, and Benedict’s Rule draws upon his own
experience, scriptural authority and the leading
church traditions of his day. It has been hugely
influential too.

Benedict was born in c480 in Nursia in modern day
Italy, a time of great political instability.? The only

certain date in Benedict’s life is 542 when the Goth
King Totila visited him on his way to attack
Naples. After school in Rome, Benedict became a
hermit for three years. Monks from a local monas-
tery asked him to become their abbot, which he
did, but after they tried to poison him he returned
to his cave. His reputation for sanctity was such
that locals flocked to him in such numbers that he
built thirteen monasteries with approximately 12
monks in each. Jealousy eventually broke out, and
his bread was poisoned, so he moved his monks to
Monte Cassino. In ¢530 Benedict wrote his Rule,
revising it over the years. Traditionally 21 March
547 is regarded as the date of Benedict’s death.
Monte Cassino was destroyed thirty years later, but
the Rule survived.

For Benedict the monastery was a dominici schola
servitii ,[Prologue: 45] ‘a school for the Lord’s ser-
vice,” and the Rule draws on his experience as both
a hermit and as a monk. He was a man aware of the
limitations of human nature and wrote a balanced
Rule so that “the strong have something to yearn
for and the weak have nothing to run

from.” [64:19] He was countering the extreme as-
ceticism of the Egyptian eremitical monks.?> He
was not a founder of a religious order in the way an
Ignatius or Dominic were in later periods, as the
Rule was a product of being asked to bring order to
a collection of lay people, not clergy, who wished
to live a faithful life. Key to this was a vow of sta-
bility to the particular community, thereby creat-
ing a family rather than a transitory body of peo-
ple. [4:78] Communal prayer was central to the
monastic life and was called the opus Dej, ‘the
work of God.” [43:3] Benedict also stressed that all
monks should work, itself a revolutionary idea for
those coming from wealthy backgrounds. [48:8]

Benedict’s Rule is a substantial re-writing of an
earlier rule for monks, the Rule of the Master.26
Benedict’s Rule is shorter, more humane and flexi-
ble and modern scholarship suggests that it is a
revision of the earlier rule he wrote himself. 2 The
key source for him is scripture, as the Rule, which
is approximately 9,000 words in English, quotes or
alludes to the Bible 572 times in the 73 chapters.?
For Benedict the Bible was to be studied, memo-
rised and applied to one’s own life in a pre-
scientific manner.?”

Nowhere in the Rule is there an ordered exposition
of the spiritual life, as Benedict found that in Cas-



sian (c365-c435).30 For Cassian “the Lord locates
the primary good not in activity... but in the truly
simple and unified contemplation of Himself.”3!
The influence of Cassian is seen in the idea that the
objective was ‘purity of heart’, a simplicity and
unity of focus of the will and desire united with
the Trinity, and that the goal of the Kingdom of
God could be possessed by the practice of virtue.3?
Benedict drew upon Evagrius’ teaching on the vir-
tues, seeing his perception of the ‘deadly sins’ as
the persistent problems we all face in leading a
virtuous life. The aim was to be free from the in-
ner turbulence caused by these sins, and humility
is key to overcoming them. For Benedict, one re-
nounces what one is and then develops the virtues,
whilst being “rooted in the routines of the daily.”

Benedictinism was the dominant form of European
monasticism, especially once Charlemagne (768-
814) decreed that monasteries should have a uni-
form rule to Christianise (and Latinise) the popula-
tion.® It later became the authoritative rule for all
monasteries in France and Germany. The history of
Benedictinism has been punctuated by reforms as
to how the Rule is lived out; some have emphasised
the development of liturgy in the office, as with
the Cluniacs in 910, or a revival of manual work as
the Cistercians did in 1098. Further reforms, such
as the Trappists in the seventeenth century, advo-
cated a ‘strict observance’ requiring silence and no
meat. Devastated in the Reformation and French
Revolution, most modern monasteries are actually
a product of the nineteenth century revival.3
Benedict is a patron saint of Europe and is the
name taken by the current Pope.

Interpreting Benedict’s Rule.

As Benedictine spirituality is hard to pin down, it is
necessary to appreciate how the laity can approach
it, before going on to examine what the main fea-
tures are. The hermeneutical method enables one
to outline four basic secular interpretive ap-
proaches to the Rule that can be used by the laity
to ‘performatively’ read it. One is to be an Oblate,
which is a person with a formal link to a particular
monastery which provides a supervised reading
and offers support and guidance from the monks in
living out a Benedictine rule of life.” Another in-
terpretation is to focus on the practical ‘tools’
within the Rule and turn them into a program-
matic method of spirituality, such as in Jane To-
maine’s St. Benedict’s Toolbox, where parts of the

Rule are practiced.® Furthermore, one can take the
key tools or vows found in the Rule and adapt
them to an individual discipline of life, as found in
Brian C. Taylor’s Spirituality for Everyday Living.*®
Finally, there is the popular broadly thematic read-
ing where the text is used to address the reader’s
concerns. For example, Esther De Waal’s book Ziv-
ing With Contradiction opens by seeing one of our
concerns as being about healing and showing how
the Rule can nurture this.** Benedict’s Rule is in-
herently flexible and these approaches show the
differing hermeneutical methods that can be used
by the laity to performatively read the Rule and
thus live Benedictine spirituality outside the mon-
astery with varying degrees of commitment. Each
interpretation places a different emphasis on the
tools, the vows or the themes found in the Rule.
Ultimately, however, Pax, peace in God, is the aim.
[Prologue: 17]

Tools.

Silence is central to the Rule and monks should
“cultivate silence at all times” [42:1]. Benedict is
clear that “the disciple is to be silent and lis-

ten,” [6:6] which is an act of renunciation done to
avoid sinful speech, develop humility and develop
the art of listening.#! The three ‘tools’ Benedict
provides are to enhance the monk’s ability to stand
within this silence and to listen and absorb the
Word and be transformed.

The Daily Office

The key emphasis of Benedictine spirituality is
prayer; “nothing is to be preferred to the Work of
God,” [43:3] as he called it. The monk is obediently
to drop everything to attend the divine office,
whatever he is doing. [5:8] Benedict devotes twelve
chapters to how the whole monastic day is to be
structured by going to church to pray communally,
which is an expression of the whole church as the
Body of Christ at prayer. Following the Psalmist’s
injunction in Psalm 118(119):164 [16:1], there
were seven times of prayer (offices) a day plus Vig-
ils, a night office of praise. Each office involves
Bible readings, canticles and repetition of the Psal-
ter.

Fundamental to this office is the Psalter, which is
seen Christologically, with Christ as the singer of
the psalms, and their recitation is a bringing to-
gether of the love for Christ and the monk’s “Work
of God’.#2 Previously, appropriate psalms had been



used for services but Benedict distributed the
whole Psalter throughout the offices of the week,
keeping some particularly apt ones for certain
times, such as Psalm 94 (95) during the office of
Vigils. The Psalter provides a daily rhythm of
prayer that is unlike the gathered Sunday prayers
of congregations. By chanting all the psalms the
monk is immersed in the mystery of God, and ab-
sorbs the rhythms into their very consciousness. It
is a very mundane approach avoiding the distrac-
tions of novelty. Benedictine spirituality is not
revolutionary and spontaneous like that of the
Franciscans, but is based on “creative monotony.”*
This approach of patience and slow formation goes
against the modern quest for immediate results.*
The laity can replicate this daily commitment by
using a breviary themselves. St John’s Abbey, Col-
legeville has now produced one for the laity, with
all the daily offices and a weekly Psalter.*> Ironi-
cally St John’s themselves have reduced their daily
offices to morning, midday and evening prayers,
showing the inherent flexibility of the Rule and
the provision for adaptation.

The Benedictine approach to communal prayer is
good psychology as it provides structure and repe-
tition, gives a shape to each day and enables the
community to function effectively. Furthermore, it
is an expression of the whole church being at
prayer enhancing the Body of Christ. Thomas
Cranmer recognised its strengths and in 7he Book
of Common Prayer condensed the offices into the
services of Matins and Evensong, placing the Bene-
dictine spirit at the heart of Anglicanism spiritual-
ity.* The huge sales of the Anglican Franciscan’s
Celebrating Common Prayerin the 1990s confirm
the popularity of generating a sense of a disparate
community prayerfully gathering via a communal
daily office.#” This style of prayer is appropriate
because it provides a deep stable rhythm which
consecrates time, in a society where social forms,
structures and time itself are seen as fluid and
brief.48

Lectio divina

Community prayer is balanced by individual Jectio
divina, divine reading, and for many this is the
heart of Benedictine spirituality. It follows the
Rule’s opening statement, “Listen carefully ... to
the master’s instructions, and attend to them with
the ear of your heart.” [Prologue: 1]. Benedict was
clear about the importance of the Bible and the

books of the Fathers as being guides for life. [73:3-
4]

Lectio divina is not study in the modern sense, but
is time set aside to listen carefully and attentively
to God through scripture and holy writings. It has
been described as “the prayerful meditation on the
text.”# Benedict outlined that this should take up
about three or four hours of the monk’s day. [48]
The aim is to read the text and then assimilate it
through repetition, bringing the inner themes to
consciousness, which leads to more recognised
prayer and contemplation. It is fundamentally af-
fective rather than cognitive as it is closer to read-
ing poetry and generating the inner assonances and
connections that this brings.>* It is an embodiment
of the hermeneutical method where the text inter-
rogates the reader, creates an understanding and
helps bring to birth that which is referred to in the
text.’! As De Waal says, the goal is to “hear keenly
and sensitively that Word of God which is not only
message, but event and encounter.”? It is a practice
that can be easily adopted by the laity and many
publications support this. >3

Work

The motto of the Benedictines is Ora et Labora.
This translates as ‘prayer and work’ not ‘prayer is
work’, a nineteenth century reading.>* Benedictines
believe that hard work is ennobling. “When they
live by the labour of their hands ... then they are
really monks.” [48:8] Benedict’s Rule is one of har-
mony and balance, and the daily pattern should
involve time for work, study and prayer recognis-
ing the varying demands of body, mind and spirit
in each of us.” Benedict gave approximately five
hours to manual work, which was a great equaliser
of all monks whatever their social station, but the
increasing clericalisation of monks led to its de-
cline.

Work is an extension of the Divine Office, a spiri-
tual exercise and not simply necessary toil, or a
filling in of time, as it is an act of charity.>¢Itis a
way of giving expression to God’s own image, like-
ness and love.>” Benedict’s stress on manual work,
and its complement leisure, is reflective of a need
to live gently rather than be driven or obsessed,
and is a call to be open to the present.>® Overwork
goes against the Rule’s emphasis on balance and
moderation. [4:52] The Rule shows a way to live
with contradiction, the differing demands of life,



and how to hold them in tension so they become
creative and life-enhancing> This is extremely im-
portant for lay followers to recognise, and the Rule
provides a way of aiming for a balanced and crea-
tive approach to life and work.

The practical tools of the Rule are realised by the
vows that monks make. Obviously the laity do not
make these vows but the reasoning behind them
and their aims challenge lay readers and question
them and their commitments.

Vows

In the monastery where “no-one may presume to
give, receive or retain anything as his own, nothing
at all” [33:2-3], poverty and chastity are taken as
read, so Benedictines take the vows of obedience,
stability and “fidelity to monastic life.” [58:17]
These vows are not viewed separately and legalisti-
cally, because a vow in Benedict’s time was a
promise to live the life proscribed by the Rule with
these three key elements.®

Obedience

Key to Benedictine spirituality is the life under the
authority of the abbot and the Rule. For Benedict
obedience is not a question of sanctioned authori-
tarianism, it is the “first step of humility,” [5:1] and
it is undertaken to return one to God. [Prologue:
2]. Obedience is about transcending the self-will,
renouncing the self to follow Christ. [4:10] “For
love of God”, obedience is given to the abbot of the
community, who formally has many powers. [7:34]
The role of the abbot is to arrange and command
the community as he is the spiritual guide and
teacher within it. [2:4]°! Benedict’s understanding
of obedience is different from the vertical model of
authority which is found in the ‘Rule of the Mas-
ter.’®2 For important issues the whole community is
called together and all heard, especially the young,
[3: 1-3] and monks are to live in mutual obedience
to each other [71: 1]. Monastic obedience is the
similar to marriage, as it is a life of vowed commit-
ment to another.®® The abbot rules in a similar
manner to primus inter pares, the first among
equals.

For the laity the role of the abbot has to adapted
and can be taken on by a spiritual director to
whom one would be accountable and guided. Sec-
ond, Benedict’s emphasis on the mutual nature of
authority shows how to use authority well. Fur-

thermore, obedience can be understood in a
broader manner, seeing it as an admonition to lis-
ten to others and then act upon what is heard.®* In
the Rule obedience is understood as a way of open-
ing up the monk (or laity) not a suppressing them
and is easily applicable both in the context of a
leadership position and as a devotee of Benedict.

Stability

Benedict’s vow of stability was his most “special
and tangible” contribution to monasticism as it is a
commitment to a particular monastery, not an or-
der, creating a permanent family and community.%
He wanted monks to avoid the failings of those
who “spend their entire lives drifting ... and are
slaves to their own wills and gross appetites.” [1:10-
11] He also admonishes those that “have a character
as soft as lead... Their law is what they like to do,
whatever strikes their fancy.” [1:6, 8]

Benedict seems to be heavily criticising what many
currently see as legitimate spiritual paths, but his
emphasis on stability, obedience and humility, is a
commitment to, as the Benedictine Bede Griffiths
puts it, adapt “to those circumstances in which by
divine providence” one is in.% Stability is a crucial
vow for the laity as it can be read as a commitment
to not run away, meaning that one has to live in
the present and to accept one’s self, one’s brethren
and God’s will.*” One can draw a parallel with the
commitment to the divine office where the same is
met again and again and the depth is slowly re-
vealed, transforming those involved within a
broader community. Stability is part of the broader
‘creative monotony’, and a commitment to encoun-
ter God here and now, continually.

Conversatio morum suorum

Where stability means staying in one community
for life, the third vow is to “fidelity to monastic
life.” [58:17] The original Latin is conversatio
morum suorum, a much debated trope.® It is often
translated as ‘conversion of life,” to live as fervent
monk.® It can be seen as a vow to metanoia, to
change, to repent and turn to God’s will, requiring
a basic openness to continual transformation.” De
Waal’s broader reading sees in it a recognition of
“God’s unpredictability, which confronts our own
love of cosiness or safety.””! The laity are thus able
to take this vow and be questioned by it, raising
issues of how committed they are to God and the
Benedictine life.



One can see that Benedict, through the three vows,
is calling for a stable life of activity whereby one, in
obedience, is re-enacting Christ’s submission, and
through conversatio one continually picks oneself
up and starts again.”? It is fundamentally a vow to
keep changing oneself whilst staying in one place, a
spirituality of transformation in the conjunction of
divine grace and human struggle in the everyday.”
The tools provide the means to realise this aspira-
tion.

Themes

Fundamentally, Benedictine spirituality is a spiritu-
ality of lived community. It emphasises community
because it is there that the incarnate Christ can be
found and adored in others.” It does not follow
recent theologians in arguing for the replication of
the divine perchoresis found in the relationships
within the Trinity, as this struggles with the crea-
tive and constructive role conflict can play in com-
munity.” Benedict is well aware of the conflicts
that can take place in communities - he outlines
punishments for monks caught striking another
[70:6] - but for him God is found in others and so
his emphasis is on listening and hospitality. A
monk must “accommodate and adapt” himself to
the character and intelligence of each of his fellow
monks. [2:32]

Listening places us within the creativity of God,
who is incarnated in others; it is a “sacred art.””®
Benedict opens his Rule with “listen.” [Prologue: 1]
For listening to God and to God in others to take
place there needs to be silence, as noted above, and
hospitality, and “hospitality is at the centre of what
it means to be a monk.””” Benedict gave clear in-
structions as to how guests were to be treated, in
terms that today would be seen as extravagant (the
whole community washing their feet). He was clear
that it is in the guest that we find Christ. [53] This
is a very important themes for lay followers and
can be widely implemented.

Benedict combines his communal theology with
basic psychology, as monks need to encourage one
another. [22:8] Human frailty is borne and known
in community, and we know God via understand-
ing ourselves, so we need to rely on the help of
others.”® The spiritual methodology Benedict uses
fits a broader development in applied theology
where the community is the place where theology
is made active, as the foundational Revelation in
Christ, individual perception and the role of the

community are brought together by ‘reading in
communion’.” It is a weaving together that gener-
ates virtuous character formation through being
questioned by the texts, and the practices and ritu-
als of the community help the story of one’s life to
take shape.® For Benedict, even hermits have first
to live for a long time in community before setting
out on their own. [1:3-5]

The basic virtues of Benedictine spirituality are not
radical. In Chapter Four, “The Tools for Good
Works,” Benedict advocates firstly loving God and
your neighbour, then the Ten Commandments.
After that one is to renounce oneself to follow
Christ and learn to discipline oneself; the tasks of
helping the poor, the naked, the sick and to bury
the dead follow. The aim is to love Christ and not
act in anger, nurse a grudge or practise deceit, and
to bless those that curse you. Monks are called to
not be proud, or given to wine or too much eating,
sleeping or laziness. One must not grumble but be
moderate in speech. Fundamentally he is calling
for the monk not to “gratify the promptings of the
flesh; but to hate the urgings of self-will.” [4:59-60]
He sees these virtues and tasks, amongst others, as
the “tools of the spiritual craft” [4:75], the virtuous
means by which character is formed and spiritual-
ity practised. It is the advocacy of these basic
Christian values and the means he provides, which
allows the Rule to be enacted outside the monas-

tery.

In various places in his fundamentally practical
Rule, he outlines the qualities that his spirituality is
aiming for. He writes that the cellarer is to be
“wise, mature in conduct, temperate, not an exces-
sive eater, not proud, excitable, offensive, dilatory
or wasteful, but God-fearing.” [31:1-2] He rejects
the “excitable, anxious, extreme, obstinate, jealous
or oversuspicious.” [64:16] Benedict writes clearly
of the aim of his Rule:

after ascending all these steps of humility, the
monk will quickly arrive at that perfect love
of God which casts out fear (1 John 4:18).
Through this love, all that he once performed
with dread, he will now begin to observe
without effort, as though naturally, from
habit, no longer out of fear of hell, but out of
love of Christ, good habit and delight in vir-
tue. All this the Lord will by the Holy Spirit
graciously manifest in his workman now
cleansed of vices and sins. [7:67-70]



Left The opening of the Library, the
Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan
Williams is addressing the gathering,
Bishop Arnold, Titular Bishop of Lindis-
farne, and Patron of the Catholic Archives
Society stands below. Photo courtesy of
The Newbury Weekly News.

Below The Reading Room, showing the
bookshelves which have recently been in-
stalled.

Above right The monastery cloister can
now be seen for its full length, the first
time since the provisional bookshelves
were installed in 1968.

Below right The rock garden which can
be seen from the Reading Room, and also
can be accessed from the library by those
who wish to read outside.
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Tensions

Though it has been hugely influential, readers of
the Rule have to be aware that some see limitations
in Benedictine spirituality. These are not the cor-
ruptions of the Rule that even Dante complained of
in the Divine Comedy;® but issues of religiosity,
lack of mission, abstractism and formalism. They
are critiques that question the suitability of the
Rule as a modern spirituality.

We live in a time of deregulated religion, where
many see that they have responsibility for their
own spirituality.®? This picks up on the Reforma-
tion call to take personal responsibility rather than
simply defer to the authority of the church (or the
abbot).®3 However, in previous ages it would have
been incomprehensible to hive spirituality from its
religious origins, and Benedictinism is a reaffirma-
tion of a ‘religious’ approach to spirituality, both in
anthropological terms with the ritual of the daily
office, and in the normative authority of the
broader church. Furthermore, an approach of self
autonomy has problems with the theology of sin
and its products, such as discipline and asceticism,
which are seen as dangerously negative and world
and body denying. Ironically, though Benedict was
challenging the austerity of the Egyptian hermits
he required a monk to recognise that “I am a
worm” [7:52], and called for a daily reminder that
you are to die [4:47], rather supporting the nega-
tive and life denying reading of the Rule. 8

With the rise of feminist theology the criticism
goes deeper as it has stressed that the self needs to
be celebrated as God’s creation and that the task of
spirituality is self-realisation.®> Grace Jantzen, for
example, shows that the ‘self’ that self-
mortification fights is a far more fluid (and less
male) entity than much theology recognises.?
There is a need to reorientate theology from its
obsessesion with death to one of birth and creativ-
ity, or ‘natality’ as she puts it.

These are serious charges that need to be ad-
dressed, and in the context of this article four key
points can be made. In the case of the laity follow-
ing the Rule it is a self-chosen authority, as it is
ultimately with monks. It is not absolute. Second,
humility can quite legitimately be understood by
the laity as a commitment to listen to others, rather
than as an act of self-suppression.®” Third, Chris-
tians hold that God has “prior claim” over self-
realisation because there is a recognition of the

need for salvation.® Benedict’s emphasis on humil-
ity is an important corrective to this. Finally, it is a
question of providence, as one needs to accept
where God has placed one now. In these terms,
obedience is an opening up of the individual not a
suppression of one, because renunciation in fact
allows the channelling of energies to allow prayer,
creativity and love.®

Others have criticised the lack of mission in the
Rule. As the missiologist Bosch points out, Benedic-
tines may appear to have little to do with mission
but they actually have effected mission in profound
ways® The theology of mission in Benedict is close
to a kenotic response of love and service as the
monks are a serving community building up an
eschatological community whilst surrounded by a
corrupted and unstable society, as was the case
when Benedict was founding his monasteries dur-
ing violent and unstable times. The monasteries are
cultured exemplars and models for others to follow,
as are individuals who follow the Rule. This
‘service’ model can slip into complacency, as the
history of Benedictinism shows, but it is not an
illegitimate model of mission historically, especially
as his Rule helped to spread Christianity through-
out Europe and was for so long the yeast of Euro-
pean values.

Some have seen the influence of Cassian and Eva-
grius on Benedict as making him an heir to the tra-
dition of prayer in the head, where God is an ab-
stract intelligence and we are trained to come into
union with him.”! However, Benedict’s advocacy of
‘work’ beyond the divine office undermines this
critique. He outlines a demand to live with “faith
and good works,” and “we will never arrive unless
we run there by doing good deeds.” [Prologue: 21-
22] The spirituality of this is shown in the details of
the monk’s daily life, where the goods of daily life
are sanctified and the monk “will regard all utensils
and goods of the monastery as sacred vessels of the
altar.” [31: 10] This is reflective of his theology of
seeing the “divine presence everywhere.” [19:1]
Like Cassian he avoids the charge of being Pelagian
because he has such a strong sense of God’s re-
deeming grace, and the need to work in co-
operation with it.”2 For the laity this is crucial, as
this means it is a spirituality that can be placed in
the heart of one’s daily working life.

Finally, many have a problem with the inherent
formalism of Benedictinism with its emphasis on



‘creative monotony, emphasising external duties
rather than spontaneous and creative acts. For
someone from the charismatic tradition, for exam-
ple, the daily office can be unholy as they regard
the work of the Spirit as free and spontaneous.”
Even taking a vow would be for some seen as tak-
ing over the freedom of the Spirit.

Part of the critical tension is due to quite legitimate
differences in psychological types and liturgical
needs and the concurrent favouring of extempore
over formal liturgies. The difference also reflects
varying priorities in the understanding of God. For
supporters of the Rule the Holy Spirit is giving the
gift of fidelity, with a reaffirmation of the baptis-
mal vows and so it re-affirms the work of the
Spirit.* Benedictine spirituality can bring a differ-
ent dimension to the current debate when its talks
about repetition and slow transformation through
regular prayers and practice, as it draws ‘praise’
away from just being in the church and out into
every aspect of everyday life — a deeply counter-
cultural perspective.

Application.

The power of the Rule is found in its application
rather than analysis. Individuals can make commit-
ments to enact various readings of the Rule but
Benedictine spirituality’s strength lies is communal
practice. Two examples are given of people using
various communal readings of the Rule, to create
transforming relationships with God: the Catholic
Workers and the Manquehue movement.

Dorothy Day (1897-1980), a Benedictine oblate,
established the Catholic Worker movement in
1933. Her life and the movement were based on
radical hospitality as she found Christ in the poor
and she aimed to create a world where it is easier
to be good.”> She saw the task as an individual tak-
ing responsibility by doing physical acts of mercy
and living a life of voluntary poverty in the com-
munity. Benedictine spirituality, with it emphasis
on hospitality, manual labour (especially farming)
and liturgical prayer was a great influence, without
which “there is very little left in the Catholic
Worker program.”® The Houses of Hospitality for
the poor and destitute were rather anarchic tran-
sient communities but places where all were lis-
tened to. It is still running years after the death of
the founder. The Catholic Worker worked on
very monastic time as it aimed for the slow trans-
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formation of people and society, by living in loose
community without vows. The Catholic Worker
was a key influence on Thomas Merton - himself
an influential Trappist spiritual writer - becoming a
Catholic.”® Day is currently being considered for
beatification.*

The Manquehue movement is an extended lay
Benedictine community and was founded in Chile
as a lay movement of all ages following the princi-
ples of Benedict’s Rule. Especially powerful for
them is the personal encounter with God found in
lectio divina, as it “is an effective response to the
individualism indicative of high modernity.”1%
The Manquehue visit prisons, help the sick and
elderly, are engaged in mission and service, and
work for communities in need, especially in educa-
tion. They have set up three schools.

These accounts show the resilience, flexibility and
depth of the Benedictine tradition, and how it can
be lived out by the laity today in community or
alone with varying degrees of commitment and
reliance on the tools, vows or themes. It gives sub-
stance to Basil Hume’s claim that,

The Rule... has been and can continue to be,
that instrument which we may use to explore
the mystery which God is. Understand its fun-
damental principles, live by its spirit and value
its doctrine, and you will catch a glimpse of
that glory of God which He accords from time
to time to those who strive, humbly and obedi-
ently, to serve Him!0!

Conclusion

This article has shown, via a hermeneutical
method, that Benedictine spirituality has a place
outside the monastery walls. It has shown how the
tools, the vows and themes can be read, interpreted
and committed to in such a way that it is an au-
thentic spirituality for the laity to be transformed
by God through the Holy Spirit. It is an avowedly
traditional religious model of spirituality, based
upon scripture, and challenges secular understand-
ings of spirituality as it aims for self-transcendence
not self-realisation.!%? It puts basic Christian teach-
ings into action and it avoids neo-medievalism.!% It
is not a universal spirituality because it appeals to
certain psychological types and needs to be highly
adapted to cope with the transition from the 6
century monastery. It is a spirituality that cannot
be reduced to an essence but places prayer at the



centre, and emphasises humility, silence, balance,
stability, moderation, openness, growth, listening
and hospitality. Benedict’s Rule helps us to listen,
respond and grow.104

As with all great texts one is aware that in reading
the Rule there is a tension between the ‘open
proclamation’ available to all and the ‘repository
of secrets’ open only to those who are trained.!®
A Benedictine monk or nun will read the Rule
differently from the laity, but pax, peace in God,
is still the aim. Benedict’s Rule helps us by mak-
ing us humbler and more hospitable through the
tools and virtues he promotes and provides. It is a
spirituality of applied theology that is not sepa-
rated from lived experience, and it reminds us of
this by showing us how to live.!% After all, God is
concerned with “our purity of heart and tears of
compunction, not our many words.” [20:3] In a
time where there is a growing interest in monas-
ticism but a declining numbers of monks and
nuns, lay ‘readings’ of, and approaches to, the
Rule may well be the very future of Benedictine
spirituality.¢
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The Library by Abbor Geoftrey Scott

The new monastery library and archive build-
ing was opened by Dr Rowan Williams, the
Archbishop of Canterbury on the afternoon of
Sunday September 12, 2010, and it was blessed
by Fr Abbot, in the presence of many of those
who had donated to the appeal. Ed

mmediately after the opening of the li-

brary building in September 2010 we

began the long haul of transferring the

books and the various collections from
the temporary accommodation where they had
lain since 1968, the year that Father Wilfrid
Sollom OSB constructed ingenious provisional
shelving in the Gibberd monastery cloister and
when, about the same time, Father Leo Ark-
wright OSB began a comprehensive inventory
of our art and coin collections. Father Oliver
and his team’s labours in rebuilding shelving
and in moving furniture after the opening
needs to be recorded.

To date (August 2011), the main working li-
brary, which is predominantly theological, has
been shelved and the coin collection trans-
ferred. In place too are the archives of the Eng-
lish Benedictine nuns of Dunkirk and Teign-
mouth, the Augustinian Canonesses of Louvain
and Haywards Heath, and the Anglican Bene-
dictine monks of Nashdom and Elmore. The
papers of the Benedictine nuns of Princethorpe
and Fernham are due to be transferred in Au-
gust 2011, and negotiations are in train with
the Passionists of the English Province about
the eventual deposit of their archive. Mean-
while, the archive of the Community at Douai
has been shelved and roughly sorted and a start
has been made on shelving the rare book col-
lection. There was an early delay in transferring
the various archives because the humidifier
originally installed in the alarmed and secure
archive room was unable to cope with the ex-
treme temperatures of last winter and a new
humidifier had to be procured.

The second stage in the completion of the
building was to provide furnishings of a quality
which would reflect the beauty of the building.
Funding for these has come from generous
benefactors, especially from parents of the
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Catholic pupils of Winchester College, whose
chaplaincy we serve. The solid Croatian oak
shelving designed and made by Benchmark of
Hungerford has been built into the reading
room, and tables will be arriving from the
same firm in August 2011. Once the furniture
is installed, we shall be hanging various por-
traits in the principal reading room.

Meanwhile, the library committee is inspect-
ing various types of library and archive soft-
ware in order that new electronic catalogues
can be compiled. This will be the third, and
we hope last, item covered by the appeal.

The new library has proved a restful and com-
fortable place to work, warm in winter and
cool in summer. Its collections are easy to ac-
cess and it is provided with delightful views,
to the east, the ‘gothick’ rockery and its pool,
and to the west, by contrast, something akin
to an eighteenth-century landscape garden. It
has had many satisfied readers since its open-
ing. One has been struck by the predominance
of those conducting archival research who
have been more numerous than those wishing
to use the library as such. Researchers using
the archives have come from Belgium and
Holland, as well as from the United States, and
we have welcomed historians of the East India
Company and a Cambridge liturgist studying
the library's medieval holdings. The new li-
brary is set to become an important resource
for the Community and its friends, and we
continue to be grateful to all those who have
brought the project to fruition.

The building was given a prominent place in
the general survey of religious archives in
England published by the National Archives
in Kew in early 2011. It has won a Civic
Award principally on account of its striking
relationship to its surroundings. Next year all
the new monastic buildings, designed by
David Richmond, will be submitted for a
RIBA award. ¢



Conclusion of a Life's Journey by philip Sheppard

Philip Sheppard was an oblate of Douai for
many years, this is an account of his terminal
IlIness. Philip died on December 31, 2010, he
wrote this while he was still able, and said we
could publish it for any who would benefit
from it.

his is a brief account of my recent

life journey written for friends who

want to know how I am getting

on. It covers from September 2009
to August 2010; about 1.5% of my 76 years of
life on earth so far. A lot can happen in 1.5% of
a life journey.

I see life as a continuous learning process. I
learn how to live in the process of living. The
learning is lifelong and continues until the
end. There is something unknown waiting to
be discovered when the journey is com-

plete. And so the journey of life is like a Who-
Done-it? There is an unfolding mystery that is
only fully revealed on the last page. Life is full
of mystery until the very end.

Life is a natural process that happens all by it-
self. The process can be trusted; it knows what
it is about. The process teaches us how life is
to be lived. Itisa cyclic process revealed in the
cycles in nature; life ebbs and flows. The dying
of the old and the rising of the new are phases
in a cycle of life. Life is continually being re-
newed. The ups and downs, highs and lows we
experience in life are part of the natural flow of
life.

This account is a piece of my learning jour-

nal. Isee every experience in life, whether
good or bad, as a teacher sent by God to teach
me a lesson. My journal is where I record what
I have learned from these lessons; what God
has revealed to me in the process of life. It is
my personal scripture. This is another chapter.

In September 2009 I was enjoying life. Philo-
mena and I had both just recovered from can-
cer. I felt well and people told me I looked
well. My body still felt young; I was still doing
the physical exercises I began in my 20’s, albeit
with less haste and more grace. Iloved my life,
I loved my wife, I loved my home and I loved
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my friends. Then the first cloud appeared on
the horizon. Philomena’s scans had shown up
an aortic aneurysm that seemed life threaten-
ing. She began a series of hospital tests with a
view to an operation. The tests gave contradic-
tory results. Our uncertainty began to grow.

December was a difficult month for us. Some
friends died, and we went to a pilgrimage reun-
ion at which we lit candles to friends who had
died before us. We ended up with a whole tray
full of lighted candles, more than there were
people in the room. So December left us shell
shocked with bereavements. It was also the
month I discovered that there was something
seriously wrong with me. I was typing on the
computer one day when suddenly the characters
appearing on the screen were not the ones I was
typing. Ilooked at the keyboard and tried again
but the same thing happened. I had lost control
of the fingers on my right hand. I felt scared.

In January a neurologist said that it was proba-
bly motor neurone disease (MND), but he
needed to be sure. I had a series of hospital tests,
some unpleasant and painful, and on March
22nd, after an age of uncertainty, the diagnosis
was confirmed.

MND destroys the motor neurones in the brain
with the result that muscles atrophy and ten-
dons stiffen. Fine movements become difficult,
while the body feels heavy, stiff and difficult to
control. MND is progressive and incur-

able. Once you have it things can only get
worse.

In March the symptoms were mostly confined
to difficulty with my right hand and arm, and to
a barely perceptible slurring of speech. Now it
affects my whole body. I can’t speak nor eat
normal food. Breathing is becoming diffi-

cult. My legs can barely support the weight of
my body. If I sway slightly off balance twelve
stones of soft flesh and fragile bones go crashing
to the ground with potentially disastrous re-
sults. If I am in pain in the night I can’t move, I
just have to live with it. Handling paper and
cloth is difficult and it is surprising how much
paper and cloth are handled in the course of an
ordinary day. Just imagine going to the toilet! I



can see, hear and think as clearly as ever, but I
am increasingly helpless to respond to what is
happening around me.

As I become increasingly helpless to deal with
the world “out there”, the world “in here” be-
comes increasingly intense. A minor frustra-
tion can trigger infantile rage. I want to strike
out but am helpless to do so. And so I am
forced to deal with the rage internally. I am
forced to face my inner demons. Carl Jung
says that my worst enemy is within me. Jesus
tells me to love my enemies. If I love the en-
emy within — my inner demons, I love myself
as God loves me, because God loves all of me.

Meanwhile, after nearly a year of tests and un-
certainty we now have a date for Philomena’s
operation.

The speed of these changes is turning our lives
upside down. The rules of the game are chang-
ing faster than we can adapt. And in the midst
of this chaos, some patterns are becoming
clear. One is to do with time. I am getting a
sense that there is no limit to the depth of now;
no limit to the journey into the deep. We are
both being drawn to live more deeply in the
here and now. And as we live more deeply in
the here and now, we come closer to one an-
other, and closer to God. This is the God who
is closer to me than I am to myself, who makes
his home in the depths of my heart. This is the
God who goes with me wherever I go. Even if
I pass through the gates of hell, this God will
not abandon me. To live more deeply in the
here and now is to make the journey into the
depths of the human heart where God is al-
ways here now, patiently waiting to welcome
us home. And for some, the journey passes
through hell.

Another clear pattern is to do with loving
friendship. I have become amazed at the love
that surrounds me. And this is not just from
Philomena, nor close relations and friends, but
also the health professionals who care for me,
and even people I meet occasionally who re-
member me. And so I am becoming aware that
my death is much more than the death of a
solitary individual. It affects many people. It is
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a disruption in a web of loving relation-

ships. And this web is not limited to those
friends who are still living; it includes those
who have died before me. Recently, while I
was still able to drive, I was driving down the
Avenue into Southampton. Suddenly I had the
sense of being surrounded by a host of friends
who had died before me, who loved me, and
who were waiting for me to join them. It was
a subliminal glimpse, then it was gone and I
was back on the road surrounded by moving
cars. But it left a trace in my memory.

If my intuition is correct, then maybe, just
maybe, those who have died have not gone
away. They are walking among us. They can-
not be seen but their love for us can be felt in
the depths of our hearts. That’s how we know
they are there. My mission in life is to express
the love that I have in my heart. When I die,
the love I have expressed does not die with me;
it lives on in the hearts of those I have loved.
So death is no barrier to love, love transcends
death and flows from those who have died to
those who are living.

This is the inheritance that is passed from one
generation to the next. So love cascades down
the generations, leaping from heart to heart,
from deep to deep, on its way from the original
lover to the final beloved; from God the lover
to God the beloved, drawing us all together in
love.

All love comes from God in the beginning and
returns to God in the end. The love we re-
ceive from God in the beginning is our inheri-
tance. We did not earn it and we do not de-
serve it. It is freely offered; it can only be
freely received. But it cannot be possessed; it
does not belong to us; it belongs to God. If we
freely offer, it will be freely received.

So God loves God through us, and God loves us
through one another. There is only one love,
and that love is gathering all things into itself.

Philip Sheppard, 29 August 2010 ¢



Monastic Community 2011

Abbot Geoffrey Scott is infirmarian, librarian
and archivist. He teaches Church History at
Wonersh Seminary and Blackfriars, Oxford,
and is President of the Catholic Archives So-
ciety.

Prior Bernard Swinhoe is bookbinder.

Subprior Romuald Simpson is Cathedral Prior
of Coventry and organist.

Fr Louis O’'Dwyer is resident at the monas-
tery, preparing to write a book on Heidegger.

Fr Terence FitzPatrick has the pastoral care of
East Hendred and East Ilsley.

Fr Gervase Holdaway is oblate director, Pas-
toral Programme director, editor of 7he
Douai Magazine, organist and gives retreats
and lectures.

Fr Nicholas Broadbridge is a retreat giver and
responsible for the Healing Workshops.

Fr Boniface Moran is assistant priest at Orm-
skirk and Sacrisbrick, Lancs.

Fr Finbar Kealy is Prior Administrator of
Quarr Abbey and Cathedral Prior of Canter-
bury.

Fr Peter Bowe is superior of the Maison St-
Benéit in Douai, France.

Fr Godric Timney is parish priest of Orm-
skirk and Scarisbrick, Lancs, and Episcopal
Vicar for Religious in the archdiocese of Liv-
erpool.

Fr Austin Gurr is priest in charge of Andover,
Hants, parish.

Fr Oliver Holt is bursar and organiser of mu-
sic concerts in the Abbey Church.

Fr Edmund Power is Abbot of St-Pauls-
outside-the-Walls, Rome, and Procurator-in-
Curia for the English Benedictines.

Fr Alexander Austin is parish priest of Strat-

ford-upon-Avon, Warks.

Fr Francis Hughes is parish priest of Kemer-
ton, Glos, and a member of the marriage tri-
bunal for the diocese of Clifton.

Fr Dermot Tredget is Parish Priest of Wool-
hampton parish, baker and jam maker.

Fr Richard Jones is parish priest of Alcester,
Warks.

Fr Alban Hood is novice master, choirmaster
and organist.

Fr Paul Gunter teaches liturgy at Collegio
Sant’Anselmo, Rome, and is a consultor for
the papal liturgies.

Fr Benedict Thompson is parish priest of
Studley, Warks.

Fr Benjamin Standish is assistant guest master
and gardener.

Br Christopher Greener is guest master.

Br Simon Hill is administrator of the Abbey
Church, assistant bursar, assistant oblate di-
rector, and has responsibility for the monas-
tery cars and is the brewer.

Fr Hugh Somerville-Knapman is sacristan
and shepherd.

Br Damian Banks is assistant infirmarian, as-
siatant librarian and is studying theology at
Blackfriars, Oxford.

Br Gabriel Wilson is gardener and is studying
theology at Blackfriars, Oxford.

Br Anselm Strudley is a novice and is
baker.0
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