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Introduction

I am writing this book at a time when the country and the world have just witnessed the frailty of contemporary society and, at the same time, the endurance of the human spirit. Shaken off our social foundations by a global calamity, an invisible virus we could not see coming, we each found ourselves at the end of certainty and the beginning of faith. Where do we go now as individuals to find our way out of the shadows and toward a new light?

The challenge is to determine what is being asked of the human spirit when the pressures of the time seem insoluble and our inherent energy begins to fray. What internal resources can we rely on then if we are ever to become the fullness of ourselves again. It is time to remember what it means to go on when going on is all we can do. It’s time to discover what it takes to nourish the vein of tenacity that change requires as it reshapes the systems around us and to face having to cultivate a future we did not seek or imagine.

In every beating heart is a silent undercurrent that calls each of us to the more of ourselves. Like a magnet it draws a person to a place unknown, to the vision of a wiser life, to the desire to become what I feel I must be—but cannot name. The truth is that this deeper part of everyone does not simply develop in us like wild grass. It needs to be cultivated, to be cherished, to be sustained. Clearly, the satisfactions of social success or unassailable security or even the trappings of control are not the acme of the good life. Those things vanish like the horizon on a misty day—once so surely there, now just as surely gone. It is the spiritual part, the elusive part, of the human enterprise that brings peace in the midst of turmoil, that does not strive to avoid the world but only to live in it well.

Sometime or other in every life comes the raw awareness that to live in a world ever clamoring, seldom settled, always in flux, it is only the depth of the spiritual well in us that can save us from the fear of our own frailty. And yet, ironically enough, the very challenges that wear us down, the very winds that threaten our stability of soul are also exactly what, by our confronting them, by our besting them, prepare us spiritually to face a muddled life with equanimity, with fortitude, with hope. But where can we start to become what we know, down deep, ourselves to be—spiritual seekers in search of a way through a serious period, an astounding eruption of normalcy in our lives?

In every age there are those who have known the road before us and passed its signs on. It is that kind of wisdom sunk in bedrock and tested by the centuries that we ourselves now need to discover. More than any of the things we’ve been assured for decades would be our lives’ collateral—the certificates, the promotions, the money, the network of contacts—we need the things that last. We need depth of heart. We need stolidity of soul. We need what the forays of time cannot take away.

At this crossover point in every person’s life emerges the need to prioritize our values. We need a way of living life and seeing life that brings more human entirety than it does popular acclaim. We need soul.

It is those things this book seeks to explore, to test, to offer for consideration as we grow from stage to stage, from emptiness to wholeness.

The truth is that every major spiritual tradition in the world has a monastic stream that feeds it. This book is for those who are not necessarily looking for a church or an ashram or a monastery or even a study group to join; they may already have one. They may not really want one. What they are looking for is simply the wholeness of their spiritual selves that dwells within them already, often overlooked until the well goes dry.

It is finding the rest of the self—the self we need most under pressure—that the monastic heart seeks out.

This small book carries the weight and wisdom of a great spiritual tradition into the twenty-first century. The Western tradition of monasticism has served all forms of the spiritual life—both individual and communal—across all cultures and all eras. It is a tradition that serves the seeker who desires a vibrant spiritual life but does not want to become the keeper of a system.

To invoke the insights of so revered a tradition invites the reader to understand the past, yes, but not to stay there. It beckons the serious spiritual seeker to examine an ancient lifestyle asking what it has that can enrich the present, once thought impermeable, now thought shattered.

Monasticism is the single-hearted search for what matters in life. Any life. Every life. It emerged in Rome in the shadow of a broken society centuries ago. It is possible, in the light of this period, that it has never been more needed than it is now.

Benedictine monasticism—Christian monasticism—was founded in the early days of the sixth century by a man of high ideals in search of personal growth and moral integrity. Benedict of Nursia came into Rome, the center of the empire, as a young student and found it eroded to the core, a broken and disappointing place. Disillusioned by the political corruption of Rome and the collapse of its character, he went off by himself to contemplate what to do next with his life.

In the end, Benedict never set out to conquer Rome. On the contrary. He set out to create a new way to live the good life in the shell of the old, in a society not unlike ours. Not unlike us. People from every rank, looking for security, stability, sanity, sanctity, flocked to this new way to live a totally human life, a life free from slavery, inequality, and dangerous individualism. And people have been flocking to it still, in our own time, in multiple ways, from various levels of society, all serious in their search for the good life, the happy life, the productive life, the holy life.

Clearly, when anything—any institution—lasts over fifteen hundred years, someone ought to ask what it has within it that can possibly go on from age to age. What is it that can respond to each era in turn and, at the same time, constantly attend to the distinct spiritual questions and quests of each?

The key to understanding this life in our own time is to realize that what is asked of us in this ancient Rule of Benedict is simply to begin to live an ordinary life extraordinarily well. We are not expected to leave society. We are meant to live in it in a new way, in a way that can survive the shifts and turns of the system because the soul is grounded in the ultimates of life rather than in its inessentials.

To withdraw from the chaos of an age is one way to create a new life, but isolation is not the only way to find a path to wholeness. Most of all, in this century of huge urban centers and digital connectedness, it is clearly no longer the most common way. Instead, we must each seek to discover what spiritual sanity means for us, so that whatever changes around us does not change our best longings, does not corrupt our best selves.

This book invites that reflection. To become what we seek to be for this age, we need to look at what each of the elements of the monastic mindset meant in its own age. Then, we will be prepared to maintain the tradition and, at the same time, expand it. We will be able to apply it to our own lives as so many have done before us over the centuries. We can offer this great, newly emerging moment of global transition in our own society the wisdom of the past on which to be grounded.

To live a mature spiritual life requires that we choose the values that will ground our hearts, stretch our vision, and give new energy to our hopes.

This little book will explore the elements of the monastic mindset. By coming to understand the basic components of the kind of life cultivated in monasteries for centuries, we may come to know the kind of spiritual and social consciousness needed now and here, as we grapple with the built-in uncertainties of a commercial world in the throes of philosophical division.

In our own time, then, we ourselves can grow in wisdom, equanimity, and strength of soul by refusing to be drawn into the clamor and chaos of a world on the brink. Then nothing of the raucous will be able to drown our souls in noise. Nothing of self-centeredness will blind us to the work of the Creator, who began creation but left it for us to complete. Nothing of the inherent beauty of life will be found in the grasping for life’s gadgets.

While we look at the ways that have been used to cultivate a monastic heart for centuries, we can begin to reshape them for our own. Without going to a monastery, we can become, like those before us, deeper, freer selves—richer souls—and, as a result, bequeath to our world the most monastic twenty-first-century monastics of them all.

The pages that follow will present the components of monastic life and not only the impact it had on the human condition centuries ago but also the grounding of humanity and monasticism we are seeking yet today in our own lives, in our own ways.

So let us begin, as chapter 57 of the Rule of Benedict cites: “That in all things God may be glorified.”
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BELLS

On Remembering


In every Benedictine monastery around the world, bells and bell towers are a common part of the architecture—even now when bells are no longer a common part of human communication.



Every afternoon, as I sit in my upstairs office, I hear the old monastery bells begin to ring in the once Benedictine church that then adjoined this inner-city monastery. In fact, the bells from Benedictine monasteries everywhere still peal out around the world. Our original monastery moved over 50 years ago from an in-town property to the edge of the city. So we have another bell tower and a new electronic carillon. The big old brass bell, “Theodore,” shipped here from Germany ages ago, now rests retired and reverenced on a brick base in the memorial garden of the new monastery. New bells go on ringing over our lakeside property daily, just as the old one did here in the inner city for more than 150 years. No bedroom clocks, no personal watches take their place as harbingers of spiritual time.

But why?

The monastic heart is a heart that goes through life on a wave of common time. Its hours are counted out and set up in unchanging and perpetual order. In the monastery, over and over again, every day of a monastic’s life, the community bells mark the passing of the moment, of the work, of the hours of prayer, of our lifelong promises, of life’s important things. No, we don’t ring bells because monastics can’t tell time. We ring them because we are as prone to being swept away from the center of life by all its tempest and trivia as is anyone else in the modern world.

The purpose of Benedictine bells is not to spell out the hour of the day at all; that task is left to horologists. Our bells, on the other hand, are there to wrench our attention back to what is really important in life: The memory of God in our midst. The memory of the purpose of life. The memory that time is moving on and so must we. The recognition that life today is different than life was yesterday and we must not try to hold life back. The bells jog the memory that there are actually more important, more meaningful, more demanding dimensions of life than anything ordinary we can possibly be doing as they ring.

The bells stop us in midflight to prod us to ask ourselves again if what we are doing is what we are really meant to be doing. But most of all, they are begging us to listen to the great issues of life, to the rest of life. They are asking us to hear the cries of those in need, to confront our own reservoirs of pain.

When loss drains the dregs of the heart, the bells remind us that another day is coming and with it the grace we need to confront it. When fear captures us, the bells are there to remind us not to be afraid. When the past has disappeared from our sights and there is not even a glimpse of the future to be found, the bells remind us that the only way to deal with the future is to accept its call to shape it.

Integrating the Practice

It’s what you pay attention to in life that determines both your commitments and your inner happiness. Time is its indicator. One of the most important questions of life is surely, Where do I spend my time and what am I doing there? The second is, What calls me back to where I’m meant to be? Money? Work? The crowd? What …?

Monastic bells can draw your attention again and again to what is really of great concern: the call of God in you to remember the suffering; to comfort the grieving; to feed the underfed; to continue the work of God’s love for all the earth. If those are the bells of life that waken our hearts, then, perhaps, we will finally become a country again, a people again, families again, and reflect more signs of humanity than of nationalities and clans and colors.

Monastic bells are meant to remind you to get back up on your feet and go on.

It is time to reach across borders and backyard fences and family separations and refuse to allow politics and viruses and the hurts of the heart to destroy your humanity, your community, your role in life. The bells you choose to listen to deliberately interrupt what you’re doing and make you listen to life as it goes on around you, to make you think again about what must be dealt with now if you are ever to go beyond the chaos that threatens you, beyond the pain and confusion within.

The questions should nag at you: What needs are around me? What pain, what sorrow, what grief must be dealt with before life can ever become life again? What is weighing me down? Here. In my private little world? Now.

The truth is that what consumes your thinking controls you. What is getting your attention now? Status? Personal success? Loss? Fear? Better yet, what should be getting your attention now? The Benedictine bell is there to interrupt your distractions, to put you back on course.

When the sound of these bells rings in your heart a message of obligation, a signal of God’s call to you to be aware of your task in life, then you shall have come to the point of spiritual adulthood. Then the presence of God will be a living, breathing grace in you. You will know that, whatever the struggle of doing what must be done, you are being called to do it. And doing it will change your little part of the world and make it better in the end.

Then the world will grow on because you have been here and listened to the bells call you to that other part of yourself where what you do really means something to someone. The bells remind you that though God created the world, God did not finish it. That part of creation was left to you and me to do for ourselves. For that great enterprise we all need a bell to ring us awake.

Bells and gongs bring the soul to attention. But they do more than that; they interrupt what is purposeless in life and focus your heart. They make you ask yourself what it is that is absorbing you now and, then, what it is that should be centering you now.

In every life there is something that takes more of your attention than anything else. Which brings you to the real question: Should it? What is really important now? What means more to you: the value of your work or the amount of money you get for doing it? Or, better yet, what is really more important to you: what you do to make a living or the way you live life when you’re not working?

The truth is that we all need a bell: the one we set on our watches, the chime we put on the windowsill to invite the call of the wind. The one that’s programmed on our cellphones to remind us to say a prayer for strength before we begin the first effort of the day. We need some kind of bell that not only distracts us from the worry, the irritation, the boredom, the fear, the disappointment of the day. We need something that calls us to something greater than the little worries of life and so brings our soul to its center again.

The important thing is that you put some sound into your life that stops you and turns you toward the real purpose of life. Then, when the tiny ring of it comes, you will pause long enough to thank God for life, to ask for the strength to commit yourself to a greater question than what the daily brings.


We each need a personal call at specific moments to point us to life as it should be, not simply life as it is. The bells remind us that though God created the world, God did not finish it.
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