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MONK is a man of mystery.

Heisa mystery partl}', tl'nougl'l least importantly, be-
cause in our day and age he is lictle seen, little understood. He
seems to be a romantic anachronism living out some medieval
dream. To the oursider, monasteries are mysterious places and
the monks within are always curiosities. Those who visit the
Mmonastery expect to find, in the words of Saint Achanasius
written centuries ago, “an altogether different country, cut off
from the rest of the world, and the inhabitants of that country
have no d‘iougl‘lt than to live in love and justice.”

There is, however, a larger sense in which the monk is a
man of mystery. For it is the monk, more than other men, who
plunges his whole life into the very depths of the human adven-
ture, into depths where the human adventure is discovered to
be a response to a mysterious divine call. In that secret place, in
the very heart of our being, a Voice, full of quiet power, speak.s:

I love you. Before the world was made, before the first tick of
time, 1 loved you. I have made you for myself because I love you.
And when the universe lies cold and lifeless, I will love you stll.
Come, my beloved one. Walk with me. Give me your hearr.

To hear those words uttered in the stillness of our hearts is to
know real ter-ror. For, like any human love, they demand of us
a commitment of our very being. Yet unlike human love, their
demand on us is an infinite one. We are asked to surrender our-
selves utte l'l}«’ into those divine hands, to withhold nothing.

We are afraid of such a love:

For, though I knew His Love Who followed,
Yet was 1 sore adread
Lest, having Him, I must have naught beside.
(Francis Thompson, The Hound of Heaven)

In the face of this demand it is €asy to see Wl'l}-’ we flee from
God into busy-ness, noise, distraction. Who of us can bear to be
so loved? Or to offer such a love in return?

Yer this love and this demand are at the very heart of our
religion. God is love. And as hard as that is to believe, many
find it even harder to believe that this God, this Love, loves
them — infinitely (for God can do no less). This is a love that
asks us to die o eve r}'thing bur itself, to be willing to abandon
EVEry POssession, every security, every earthlj,r th ing and to leap
into the dark from which God calls to us. From this darkness,
from this call, from this unspeakabl}' demanding love, we try to
escape and flee.

The monk does not. And insofar as man’s final rest and ful-
fillment lie solely in God, the monk stands before us as a chal-
lenge and a sign of what we trul}' are and of where our lives will

trul}-r find their ending: in utter abandon-ment to the love of
God. Both the Christian monk and the ordinary Christian are

called to the same high and mysterious destiny.

When Christ orders us to follow the narrow patl'l, he ad-
dresses himself to all men. The monk and the lay person must

arrain the same heights. (St. John Chrysostom, In Epist. Ad He-

braeos)

The monk is different in that he commits himself to this goal
single-heartedly and in deadl}' earnest, surrendering all that

migl'lt hinder the search.

He who hears the voice of God must recognize thar he is
called to an adventure whose ending he cannot foresee because
it is in the hands of God. Thar is the risk and the challenge of
the monastic calling: we surrender our lives into the hands of
God and never take them back. (Thomas Merton, Cistercian
Life)

The monk is willing to suffer the loss of all things, if onl}'
Christ be gained (Ph 3:8). All the details of his life are simpli-
fied, streamlined, so that he lives with a clarit}-‘ and single—m ind-
edness often missing from the lives of other men and women.
The monk is called to be the unified, integmted man whose life
is centered on one thing orll}-r — the love and service of God.
And yet, for all this, we must not see the monk as special or
basically different from others. Rather, he is a sign, a kind of
sacrament or incarnation, of every person’s specialness and vo-
cation — to seek the God in whom alone the human heart finds
rest, life and joy.

Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord. And our hearts will
find no rest unril the}-' rest in thee. (Saint Augustine, Co?zﬁ.s—
sions)

The monk is also a man of despair. B}' being urterl}' honest
with himself, he has come to admit the hopelessness of what the
world calls good — the illu-sions, the empry marerialism — and
knows in his heart thar these values can bring no one to God,
bur often aid a man in hiding from the demands of the infinite
Lover. Yer chis despair for the monk is a salutary despair, for it
enables him to discard these conventional and false values and
to put in their place the only true values — love, mercy, justice,
peace, joy.

So the monk withdraws from the city into the desert, the
wilderness. He becomes an outlaw, a stranger. Yet his apartness
and withdrawal are, paradoxically, signs of his deep loyalty to
the famil}ir of man. In ref'using to live b}' the values that demean
human beings, the monk affirms in himself and for his broth-
ers and sisters the true value of men and women in God’s sight.
Qut of love for his brothers and sisters, the monk will not con-
sent to a life that enslaves in falseness and Futility.

Here too the monk enters upon a mystery. For he enters a
way he does not know, a journey without maps, a land untrav-
eled b}f most men and women, an uncharted wilderness. Like
the Chosen People of old, he is called and led b} God deeper
and deeper into this unknown country. Gone are all the famil-
iar contours of the human landscape and social life. Gone are






