January 2008
Letter to Oblates of Christminster:

T IS MY HOPE, by means of a monthly lecter, to walk
with you meditatively through the holy Rule of St.
Benedict. T hope to reflect on the Rule as to how it might
shape and deepen the lives of those oblates who have
committed themselves to observing an appropriate Benedictine
way of life. St. Benedict’s word for such a way of life is
conversatio mornm — a phrase whose meaning has worried many
atranslator. A literal translation (change of manners) is so bland
as to be meaningless. But all agree that it refers to a profound
and radical (i.e., at the very roots of one’s being) conversion of
life, a turning away from worldly views and values to those of the
spirit, from the kingdom of this world to the Kingdom of God.
Someone has suggested the phrase be translated as “monasricity
of life” In any case, it includes precisely that transformation
of life, behavior and values that every oblate (indeed every
Christian) is called to and has made a commitment to do. This
commitment is made solemnly and publicly before the Abbot
or his representative and is publicly recognized by the Church.
An Oblate has chosen to stand out and apart and walk on a well-
defined pach toward holiness of life. You have chosen to swim
against the tide of modern, secular values, culture and customs.
For the professed monastic within a monastic enclosure,
tradition provides a fairly clear picture of what this commitment
to a new lifestyle entails. For an oblate, living one’s life in the
world and in each one’s unique circumstances, the picture is
harder to focus, and indeed each oblate must strive — even daily -
to be conscious of this calling and its demands on one’s own life
and circumstances. My focus in these letters to you will be to offer
reflections on the basic values, spirit, and ethos of Benedictine
monasticism, which you then can ponder, discuss and apply to
your own peculiar circumstances.
I would like to begin, in this first letter, where our holy Father
Benedict himself begins — in the first paragraph of the prologue
to the Rule:

Listen carefully, my son, to the master’s
instructions, and attend to them with the ear of
your heart. This is advice from a father who loves
you; welcome it, and faithfully put it into practice.
The labor of obedience will bring you back to him
from whom you had drifted through the sloth of
disobedience. This message of mine is for you,
then, if you are ready to give up your own will, once
and for all, and armed with the strong and noble
weapons of obedience to do battle for the true
King, Christ the Lord. (Prologuc)

There is enough powerful material packed into that one
paragraph to serve as material for several letters; but we can at
least make a beginning.



The first thing we might note is that we, having drifted away
from God, are deliberately seeking as oblates to turn ourselves
around and begin the return to God. This, writ large, is the story
of Adam and of our whole race. But it is the story and pattern for
each of us. All of us have drifted, not only through actual sins,
but also by what St. Benedict calls the “sloth of disobedience.” He
contrasts this with the “labor of obedience.”

Now most of us understand how obedience would be
laborious — not all of us find it easy to obey. But how is its
opposite — disobedience - slochful? After all, to positively
disobey someone would seem to require stamina and will power,
or at least some careful effort to conceal one’s disobedience.

The answer to this lies in the passage itself, especially in its
original Latin language. The first mighty word in the passage
is “Adusculta” — “Listen.” But chis is listening of a special kind.
It is the kind of serious and attentive listening your physician
does when he does an auscultation on your chest or heart or
lungs with his stethoscope. St. Benedict, like a great physician of
souls, having diagnosed our sickness, opens his Rule with that
remedial command. Listen — and above all listen with the “ear of
your heart.” This is not an attention to external things but inner,
spiritual realities, and these are best perceived by inner, spiritual
organs of attention — organs that, wounded and scarred by sin,
have lost their sensitivity and become dulled in their power to
perceive. (How we have come to lose this inner perception and
how we can regain it must be material for another letter.)

This is the purpose and goal of the oblate’s vocation — to
cast off the old man, scarred and paralyzed by sin — and to
be reclothed with that new man, dewy and fresh as Adam in
paradise, walking again in the cool of the evening, as we were
meant to do, with God. For this our souls are hungry, aching,
restless; and they will find no rest, no ease for heartache, no food
that truly satisfies, until they are restored to their true image and
nature.

But how did we become ill? How did we go astray? Benedict
the Physician tells us: we drifted away from God’s truth, goodness
and beauty by a slovenly and careless disobedience. And only a
turnaround and a readiness to fight, armed with “the strong and
noble weapons of obedience,” will bring us back to life in the
Kingdom of “the true King, Christ the Lord”

What does he mean by all this reference to obedience and
disobedience? One of the things he is likely thinking of is that
the very word obedience is rooted and grounded in an act of
listening. 'The word comes from the Latin ob +andire, the same
word from which we get audition and audience and auditorium.
At the heart of obedience lies an act of intent listening, a listening
full of expectation and receptiveness. For St. Benedict, obedience
— the labor of obedience — involves a quieting of self, a deliberate
and often laboriously achieved silence, and an intense waiting
upon the Lord to speak to us, just as he spoke to Adam in the
cool evenings of Eden.

God always stands ready to speak to us, to give us a word of
life. It is we who are turned away and tuned out, too intent on our
own chattering self to attend to the voice of God at our side. Itis

our own selfishly narrowed vision that fails to see the glory that
even now surrounds us. As the poet Francis Thompson says in
his poem “The Kingdom of God” (which I recommend for your
meditation):

‘The angels keep their ancient places —
Turn but a stone and start a wing!

“T'is ye, ‘tis your estranged faces,

That miss the many-splendoured thing.

Bishop Kallistos Ware tells us that “the great tragedy of the fall is
that we are not able to be fully present in the moment in which
we live.”

Our minds are busily reliving the past or anticipating the
future, but never resting and living in the present moment — and
that is precisely where God is, and where he speaks to us, if we
would but listen. Instead we lazily drift about on a sea of thoughts
and feelings and images. This is what St. Benedict means by the
sloth of disobedience — the lazy habit of not listening and of not
attending to the present moment and the voice of God. This lazy
habit is so ingrained in us that, as with any long-term habit, much
effort and labor are required to change it — and this is a part of
the labor of obedience St. Benedict calls us to.

So the first and great challenge is to subdue the chattering
voices of the old self so it can attend - in newly learned silence
— to the voice and call of God that comes to us in the present
moment. The demand of the present moment is always this:
how in this time and place, under these circumstances, with this
person — how am I being summoned to bring the love of God
into this moment, into this situation, into this other person’s life ?
To miss this moment is to miss an opportunity for obedience
— obedience to the great commandments: love of God and love
of neighbor. The present moment is where God waits for us,
it is where we are invited to encounter the “many-splendoured
thing.” But how often in our slothfulness, our busyness, our inner
chatter, do we miss the encounter with the living God?

It is not God who fails to be there. It is not our neighbor who
fails to provide the occasion for love. It is we — it is our “estranged
faces” — thar fail to see the present occasion of grace. By his holy
Rule Saint Benedict summons us to return to the path of life and
walk there with attention and care, so as not to miss the voice of
the Abba-Father summoning us in every moment to life and joy.

FOR DISCUSSION: Read and ponder the remainder of the
Prologue. Notice how it develops these ideas and ask yourself
how, in specific ways, you can learn to listen to the Abba’s voice
in each and every moment of your day, and respond to it in
obedience and in love.

With prayers and blessings to all,
Fr. James

Abbot of Christminster
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