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Preface

On a winter’s day, in which the sky hangs like a flat sheet over Norfolk, I look out at the remains of a 13th-century monastery wall in the field at the edge of my garden. Yew trees and ivy form a dark green curtain around the chalk-grey stone. There are two stone windows, in the shape of a four- and six-leaf clover, and some smaller holes beneath. Sometimes jackdaws dart out of these holes, and earlier in the year I heard harsh squeals. I crept towards the sound and found massively dilated eyes in flat, foetal faces staring out at me. In time, the baby barn owls fledged and flew.

Behind the wall are hazel and walnut trees; in January, sun-yellow aconites, February, a mass of snowdrops, in March, primroses, April, bluebells, then foxgloves, ferns and a crescendo of summer fecundity – poppies, nettles, cow parsley. I use a hacked branch of hazel to slash through a path. Its bark has been gnawed by the deer that leap over the field fence.

The wall is all that remains of Marham Abbey – a Cistercian nunnery destroyed by Henry VIII’s marital ambitions and schism with Rome. It went in the first wave, because it had no bargaining power. It was poor, and it housed women.

A wall and a cascade of discarded stones. Some of these were used in Victorian times to build my hotch-potch house. I have kept various larger pieces of masonry as door stops, and on the mantelpiece are a couple of glazed tiles, one pattern worn to yellow on a russet background. The shape could be many things but I trace it as an oak tree. The other is a much more detailed edging of medieval crosses and symbols.

When a friend and Norfolk neighbour, who is also an expert in historic buildings, came to see the house, he declared some of the brickwork in the chimney of historical interest. It was Tudor, retained by the Victorian builders. There was “nothing else of note”. I remember the term whenever I become too enthusiastic about the place. The wall is a scheduled monument, but the house is not even listed by the conservation authorities. Henry VIII certainly found nothing of note here. The total loot was worth 46 pounds.

Yet the wall exists as a centre of gravity in my life and the lessons of monastic life are contained within it. The Cistercian order followed the teachings of the French abbot, Bernard of Clairvaux, who said: “You will find in woods something you will never find in books – stones and trees will teach you a lesson you never heard in the schools.”

The great English Cistercian monastery is Rievaulx Abbey in North Yorkshire.

I read about it because my wall is a poor relation and I want to know about the distant and grandest Cistercian community. It is about a five-hour drive from my home, and one day I set off with an inexplicable sense of purpose.

My route takes me past Lincoln Cathedral, rising like a thunderous organ from the flat landscape. I say to myself: “I lift up mine eyes.”

I drive on, listening to one of Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos on the radio, along a monotonous road until I pass Wakefield, Leeds, Ripon, Helmsley. Then the roads become narrow and I miss several times the unmarked, unmade route, which is almost like a farm drive, past miles of skeleton trees, descending into a remote valley of the river Rye in the North Yorkshire moors. The hidden nature of Rievaulx makes its revelation all the more heart stopping.

Alone, I wander through the vistas of columns and framed views of stirring Yorkshire countryside. I imagine the first monks who sheltered here under the rocks of the valley and among the elm trees.

The remoteness of monasteries – best viewed from the heavens – is in their essence; it is a rejection of the material world, its rhythms and its values. The monks lived by sunrise and sunset and spent their time between in learning, meditation and manual labour. This inner concentration buoyed them in an extraordinary weightlessness. St Ailred, abbot of Rievaulx monastery, said: “Everywhere peace, everywhere serenity and a marvellous freedom from the tumult of the world.”

When I returned from Rievaulx, I was changed. I saw my wall in a different light – easy to do, for the relationship between solid stone and the canvas of the skies is an everlasting painting. My sense of kinship with it deepened and my curiosity tingled. I saw that it was part of a network of monasteries across the country; ruined, silent, consigned to history, they all had stories to tell. There was wisdom in these institutions and there was medicine, for the body and for the mind. After all, out of the monasteries came both universities and hospitals, our most humane and valued institutions.

The principle of caring for the ill was cited by Shenoute, the third-century Egyptian monk: “It is he [God] who will judge anyone who scorns those who are sick among us and among you…” Furthermore, the monks showed an early understanding of what we now call mental health. Illness is not always visible. Many things of meaning cannot be seen, such as love. Another quote from the desert fathers – those who first founded monasteries in the scorched emptiness of Egypt – was this: “Nor let us speak insults to one another, such as ‘You are not sick’ lest God be angry with us because of our ignorance. For who knows what is inside man other than the Lord…”

If monks fell ill, they would be cared for, while expected to exhibit stoicism in the face of sickness. Both knowledge of surgery and stoicism put monks at an advantage. Here is an account of a monk called Abba Aaronin from sixth-century Constantinople:


Once Aaron fell under a serious disease of gangrene in his loins; and he bore this affliction with great discretion, until his penis was eaten up and mutilated and had vanished down to its root, and his disease began to enter his inner organs… But he for his part, until his wound had worsened severely, held fast – constant in prayer and filling his mouth with praise and thanksgiving to God. Finally, when he could no longer pass water he was forced and so persuaded to reveal and make known his disease. Then the whole of his penis was found eaten away and consumed so that the physicians contrived to make a tube of lead and placed it for the passing of his water, while also applying bandages and drugs to him. And so the ulcer was healed. Furthermore, Aaron lived eighteen years after the crisis of this test, praising God, and having that lead tube in place for the necessity of passing water.



It has taken a global pandemic to remind us that affliction is part of life, although the symptoms are less grisly.

The monastic way of living intrigued me – it had become a secret corner of my life. My work is in London but Norfolk is my place of sanctuary. The wall represents something antithetical to my London life. It is the still small voice that provides a contrast to the needy, WhatsApping, power-conscious world of politics and media.

The job that I had was to edit the BBC’s flagship news and current affairs show, the Today programme, during the most politically and socially fractious of periods. People were angry about whether or not Britain should leave the European Union, and the Today programme was a lightning rod. Furthermore, I was responsible for the running order of the programme, which was a work in progress over 24 hours. My phone beeped incessantly. There were months when it buzzed hysterically between 3am and 5am, until I realised that, apart from all the journalistic messages, I had somehow become the switchboard for all the taxis ordered by the BBC news department.

Skimming six hours sleep a night and ever part of a jittery and constant news conversation, I was finding it hard to switch off. One night, during which I simply could not sleep, I picked up a book.

It was a slim volume, called A Time to Keep Silence, by the great adventurer Patrick Leigh Fermor. I had read all his books except for this one, considering it an aberration. Who cared about silence? Life was best lived at the centre of events, not at the margins.

I was sorry to have been born into a different age from Leigh Fermor, and indeed I had an unseemly crush on him, considering that he was dead.

He was described by one of his teachers as a “dangerous mixture of sophistication and recklessness”. His life was of celebrated daring and pleasure.

Yet, he was drawn to monasteries. A Time to Keep Silence, published in 1957, is an account of his sojourns at three of them: the Abbey of St Wandrille, Solesmes Abbey and La Grande Trappe. In the book, Leigh Fermor confessed to depression and anxiety; he yearned for peace and stillness. As the monks would say, who knows what is inside man other than the Lord?

I read his prose, puzzled. The man I understood to be conqueringly urbane wrote:


In spite of private limitations I was profoundly affected by the places I have described… The kindness of the monks has something to do with this. But more important was the discovery of a capacity for solitude and (on however humble a level compared to that of most people who resort to monasteries) for the recollectedness and clarity of spirit that accompany the silent monastic life.



He also experienced a higher plane of sleeping:


After initial spells of insomnia, nightmare and falling asleep by day, I found that my capacity for sleep became more remarkable and my sleep was so profound that I might have been under the influence of some hypnotic drug... Then began an extraordinary transformation: night shrank to five hours of light, dreamless and perfect sleep, followed by awakenings full of energy and limpid freshness.



Can you imagine that? City sleep resembles an operating theatre of lights, movement and bleeping devices. We seek instant remedies for sleep, as for everything else. Of course, I am not going to give up alcohol, but I will throw in a herbal tea, at the end of the evening. And I know to close the day with a book, although every few paragraphs my hand slides towards my iPhone, just to check messages or to Instagram. Sometimes I try to meditate for a few minutes, which only jolts my memory of the emails I should have sent. This is not the path to the dreamless and perfect sleep of which Patrick Leigh Fermor writes.

The following day, I happened to bump into my friend Tom Bradby, the ITV news anchor who had been off work for many months, suffering from extreme insomnia. He had recovered but had not forgotten his state or the causes of it. He had a new awareness of the meaning of what he called “the worried mind”.

I reflected again on what Patrick Leigh Fermor had written: “In spite of private limitations, I was profoundly affected [by the monasteries].”

This was how I felt about my Norfolk ruins. I knew they touched me deeply but did not know why and certainly did not attribute it to any virtue on my part.

There is a wisdom in the monasteries which answers the affliction of our times. Renouncing the world, the monks and nuns have acquired a hidden knowledge of how to live. They labour, they learn and they master what is described as “the interior silence”. Some orders are in permanent retreat, but others are expected to maintain the stillness of self in the midst of public bustle. How can they do that? Is the virtue of interior silence something that can prevail in an era of peak technological distraction?

I was beginning to question my 5G life. The connectivity, the drip feed of news, the superficiality of politics. In the middle of the Today programme, there is a three-and-a-half minute sermon by a religious figure. It is a peculiar anomaly in a daily news programme, and many atheists have protested over the years, sometimes holding polite banners outside the BBC offices. But I have come to appreciate its situation. It is an oasis of reflection. News counts but meaning matters more.

I experienced that juxtaposition of connectivity and meaning at a dinner for the tech industry in the same week that I had read Patrick Leigh Fermor’s book from cover to cover – properly read it, rather than speed-read it as I usually do.

I was satisfied that I had managed to cram in two social events before the dinner, travelling in a work version of the triathlon, by tube, bike and foot. Never mind that I only managed to wave at a couple whom I had not seen for a long time. Whatever had happened in their lives in the past couple of years, I did not have the time to hear about it. At the second event I queued to sign in and then immediately turned and left. I was content with this level of productivity. I gave myself an hour and 40 minutes at the dinner, before making the nightly late call to the office to check how much had changed in the world in that precise hour and 40 minutes.

But the setting stopped me in my tracks. It was Lambeth Palace, seat of the Archbishop of Canterbury. An artery road separates the palace from the river and the view of Parliament across the bridge. It is the wrong stretch of the wrong side of London. And yet behind the wall, hidden from the polluting traffic, is a garden second only to Buckingham Palace’s, and a library that has the largest collection of religious books outside the Vatican.

I walked into the hall half full with mostly male, mostly open-shirted entrepreneurs; progress assembled in human form. I talked to a fin tech guy from Nigeria, to the creator of Alexa, to the inventor of Wikipedia, to the founder of Carphone Warehouse. The speaker, a cabinet minister, dryly explained to the room that the objects around the edge of the great hall were called books. We moved to a fashionably decorated tent in the garden for dinner. Many guests were checking their phones.

Then the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, arrived to welcome the slightly nonplussed room. It was, after all, his home. He had worked in the City in a previous life. He talked of the importance of connectivity in places such as Africa. Then he said that he hoped people would not find it awkward if he said a prayer. This was not a natural congregation, so the Archbishop of Canterbury made a concession. He said for those who did not share his faith a contemplative silence would do. Some guests gingerly put down their phones at this point. There was not hush but silence. All you could hear was birdsong.

It was a moment of calmness before everyone struck up again. I longed for that calm.

I found a quote from RS Thomas, the Welsh poet and Anglican priest:


The silence of the mind
Is when we live best.



I could not explain its meaning but I understood its significance.

And I recognised his description of the opposite state, a mind filled with noise, chaos and anxiety. The modern condition.

The conversation at the tech gathering was all about pace of change and personal realisation. We are driven by multiples of success and scale. Meanwhile, at my table, a broadcaster was looking furiously at her Twitter feed because a political joke had started a bush fire of condemnation. By the end of the evening, her resignation from the BBC was being demanded. This was a time of maximum hubris, before the arrival of the great reckoning.

What if I were able to step away, even in the midst of political and media battle? There is a history of spiritual retreat after all.

“Attentiveness is the heart’s stillness, unbroken by any thought,” said Hesychios of Sinai. It is only when you stop, when you lay down your phone, that you can hear the birdsong.

In the Middle Ages, solitude and contemplation were regarded as necessary for enlightened living. The monasteries were admired as places of scholarship and spiritual ascent. The historian Tom Holland writes in his book Dominion:


Throughout Christian history, the yearning to reject a corrupt and contaminated world, to refuse any compromise with it, to aspire to a condition of untainted purity, would repeatedly manifest itself.



If repeated through history, it must be an innate impulse. There is the world that we know and cannot challenge, except through laws, governments or revolution. But some can live outside it, according to different rules.

The former Conservative strategist, Lynton Crosby, who campaigned for Boris Johnson as mayor and later as prime minister, said to me that people were motivated by jobs, money and family. His candidates won, he said, because he and they understood this.

The remarkable thing about the monasteries is that they are inspired by none of these things. They are there on behalf of humanity, suspended between heaven and earth. Some, of course, have fallen beneath the spheres. The numbers of monks are dropping. In Britain, the taint of abuse at the great monastic schools of Downside and Ampleforth has put off potential pupils and monks.

Yet the yearning for those original monastic values has not disappeared. The tranquil message of my ruins of Marham Abbey and the great Rievaulx is humility. Personal ambition is an impediment, not a triumphant force.

There is an architectural reason for the monasteries’ serenity, even when in ruins. They were laid out on an east-west axis, considered a calming alignment. The cloister had two elements, the garden open to the sky and the cloister passage, to allow the procession of monks with their holy water. Monasteries were also built near water and had superior drainage systems – another good reason for peace of mind.

There is something about the melancholy ruins against a Norfolk sky that reminds you that a contemplative life has a natural setting and that the endless striving and building around it will not last.

A monk, who once complained to an abbot at Rievaulx that he could not sleep, was advised to imagine that he was already in the grave.

For monks, death was the ultimate solace. Ignatius Loyola, a 16th-century Spanish priest who founded the Jesuits, had no doubt that death was a state of bliss. He contracted malaria, which was to prove fatal, in 1556, but he had been ready for this end for years. His followers wrote:


Thinking about death at this time he had such grand joy and such great spiritual consolation at being due to die that he was melting totally into tears. And this came to be such a recurring thing that he often used to refrain from thinking about death so as not to have so much of that consolation.



Acceptance of death is something the world must learn anew. The enlightenment that makes the path between life and death one of aconites, snowdrops and bluebells requires the greatest effort but also provides the greatest reward.

The early monastic letters of St Basil of Caesarea, who lived in the desert in the fourth century, used three epithets to describe his existence: light, peace and happiness. How can we apply these principles to our worldly lives?

This is the chasm I am trying to close.

The monastic life demands an utterly different approach to the world. The Buddhist monk Gelong Thubten, who popularised the quest for profound happiness in his book A Monk’s Guide to Happiness, spent four years at a retreat on the Isle of Arran in Scotland. No phones, no internet, no newspapers. Twelve hours’ meditation a day.

He wrote:


I remember thinking it was like having open-heart surgery with no anaesthetic: you’re backed into a corner with your most painful thoughts and feelings, with no distraction or escape...



He mastered it, but while he was away he missed leaps of technology. The first thing he noticed on emerging from the retreat was the speed of things: “Everything and everyone moved so fast. Walking through London, I felt as if I had landed in a zombie apocalypse.”

These are two worlds. The great difference between monastic joy and ours is that we depend on external gratification rather than inward happiness – which Thubten describes as freedom.

As Thubten wrote: “We live in a culture of doing rather than being.”

Many have sought a solution in mindfulness but there is a crucial difference. Mindfulness does not help us escape our fight-or-flight existence – that demands a different state of being; a move from appetite, envy and anxiety to compassion and appreciation.

I am searching for the remedy to our digital age. I cannot live the experience of Gelong Thubten, but I can explore this parallel existence and see if I can bring back something to my own life.
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