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Columba Marmion


1858–1923


 


Columba Marmion was an Irish Benedictine monk, theologian, and spiritual writer, widely recognized as one of the greatest figures in 20th-century Catholic spirituality. Born in Dublin, Ireland, Marmion became known for his Christ-centered theology, developed especially through his writings, which combined monastic tradition, patristic doctrine, and a vibrant, accessible spirituality. His influence remains strong in the field of spiritual theology and in the formation of both religious and laypeople committed to living an authentic Christian life.


 


Early Life and Formation


 


Joseph Marmion was born into a devout Catholic family, one of nine children. From an early age, he showed a vocation for both religious and intellectual life. He studied at Clonliffe College, the diocesan seminary in Dublin, and later at the Pontifical Urban University in Rome, where he was ordained a priest in 1881. After serving for a few years as a diocesan priest and seminary professor, he felt drawn to the monastic life. He entered Maredsous Abbey in Belgium, taking the name Columba, where he deepened his life of prayer, study, and contemplation.


 


Monastic Life and Contributions


 


Dom Columba Marmion’s spirituality developed within the framework of the Rule of St. Benedict and the Church's tradition. In 1909, he was elected abbot of Maredsous Abbey, a position he held until his death. As abbot, he governed the community with both firmness and gentleness, becoming a renowned spiritual director and retreat preacher.


His theological thought found expression in a series of books that marked modern Catholic spirituality, especially Christ, the Life of the Soul, Christ in His Mysteries, and Christ, the Ideal of the Monk. In the latter, Marmion presents a profound and integrated vision of monastic life as a radical imitation of Christ, the true model for the monk. For Marmion, all Christian life — and especially monastic life — must be lived “in Christ,” with Him as the center of prayer, sacrifice, obedience, and love. With clear language, doctrinal richness, and deep spiritual insight, his works speak both to the heart and the intellect.


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Marmion’s spiritual theology, centered on divine sonship and union with Christ, had a lasting impact on the Church. His influence can be seen both in Benedictine monasteries and in the formation of seminarians and laypeople, especially throughout the 20th century. His writings anticipated in some ways the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, emphasizing the dignity of the baptized and the universal call to holiness.


Beatified in 2000 by Pope John Paul II, Dom Columba Marmion is regarded as a spiritual master for our times. His teaching remains relevant due to its theological clarity, fidelity to Church tradition, and capacity to profoundly nourish the interior life of readers.


Dom Columba Marmion died in 1923 at Maredsous Abbey after years of intense spiritual and pastoral activity. While many of his teachings were initially spread through retreats and conferences, his true legacy lies in his written works, which continue to be reprinted and translated into multiple languages.


Today, Marmion is remembered as one of the great spiritual masters of modern Catholicism. His legacy endures not only among monks and nuns but also among all those seeking a deep, Christ-centered spirituality rooted in tradition. His theology of life “in Christ,” grounded in the writings of St. Paul, invites every Christian to live fully as a child of God, nourished by grace and transformed by the contemplation of the Paschal mystery.


Dom Columba Marmion offered the Church a luminous theological and spiritual synthesis, capable of guiding generations in the pursuit of holiness. His teaching continues to inspire an authentic Christian life marked by prayer, humility, trust, and filial love for God.


 


About the work


 


Christ, the Ideal of the Monk is a profound meditation on monastic life, centered on the figure of Christ as the ultimate model of consecration, obedience, and union with God. Dom Columba Marmion, with theological depth and spiritual sensitivity, presents the fundamental principles of Benedictine spirituality, emphasizing the central role of divine grace, liturgy, and community life in the path to holiness. The work transcends strict monastic life and offers a rich and accessible vision of the Christian vocation as a call to conform one’s life entirely to Christ.


Since its publication, Christ, the Ideal of the Monk has been recognized as a classic of Christian spiritual literature. Marmion's clear exposition of themes such as obedience, humility, silence, and contemplation—combined with a deeply Christ-centered perspective—has made the book a reference point for monks, religious, and laypeople seeking a deeper life of prayer and union with God. Its pastoral tone and theological precision allow readers from diverse backgrounds to find guidance and inspiration in its pages.


The enduring relevance of the work lies in its ability to illuminate the heart of the Christian ideal through the image of the obedient and servant Christ. By presenting monasticism as a radical following of Christ, Marmion invites readers to reflect on their own call to holiness, to trusting abandonment to the divine will, and to communion with God through a life of prayer, discipline, and fraternal charity.





CHRIST THE IDEAL OF THE MONK





I – GENERAL VIEW OF THE MONASTIC INSTITUTION



I.— "TO SEEK GOD".


When we examine the Rule of St. Benedict, we see very clearly that he presents it only as an abridgement of Christianity, and a means of practicing the Christian Life in its fulness and perfection.


We find the great Patriarch declaring from the first lines of the Prologue of his Rule, that he only addresses those who wish to return to God under Christ’s leadership. And in ending the monastic code he declares that he proposes the accomplishment of this rule to whomsoever, through the help of Christ, hasteneth to the heavenly country: Quisquis ergo ad patriam caelestem festinas, hanc... regulam descriptam, adjuvants Christo, per pice.


To his mind, the Rule is but a simple and very safe guide for leading to God. In writing it, St. Benedict does not wish to institute anything beyond or beside the Christian life:  he does not assign to his monks any special work as a particular end to be pursued ; the end is, as he says, "to seek God":  Si rever a quaerit Deum.


 This is what he requires, before all, of those who come to knock at the door of the monastery to be there received as monks ; in this disposition he resumes all the others ; it gives, as it were, the key to all his teaching, and determines the mode of life he wishes to see led by his sons. This is the end that he proposes, and this is why we ought always to have this end before our eyes, to examine it frequently, and above all only to act in view of it.


You know that every man, as a free and reasonable creature, acts from some deliberate motive. Let us imagine ourselves in a great city like London. At certain hours of the day the streets are thronged with people ; it is like a moving army. It is the ebb and flow of a human sea. Men are coming and going, elbowing their way, passing to and fro, and all this rapidly — for "time is money," — almost without exchanging any signs among themselves. Each one of these innumerable beings is independent of the others, and has his own particular end in view. Quid quaerunt? What are they seeking, these thousands and thousands of men who are hurrying in the City? Why are they in such haste? Some are in search of pleasure, others pursue honors; these are urged by the fever of ambition, those by the thirst for gold ; the greater number are in quest of daily bread. From time, to time, a lady goes to visit the poor; a Sister of Charity seeks Jesus Christ in the person of the sick; unnoticed, a priest passes by, the pyx hidden upon his breast, as he carries the Viaticum to the dying... But out of this immense crowd pursuing created things, only a very small number are working for God alone.


And yet the influence of the motive is predominant in the value of our actions. See these two men who are embarking together for a far-off destination. Both leave country, friends, family ; landing on a foreign shore, they penetrate into the interior of the country; exposed to the same dangers, they cross the same rivers and the same mountains ; the sacrifices they impose upon themselves are the same. But the one is a merchant urged on by the greed of gold, the other is an apostle seeking souls. And this is why, although the human eye can scarcely discern the difference, an abyss which God alone can measure separates the lives of these two men ; this abyss has been created by the motive. Give a cup of water to a beggar, a coin to a poor man ; if you do so in the name of Jesus Christ, that is to say from a supernatural motive of grace, and because in this poor man you see Christ Who said:  "As long as you did it to one of these my least brethren, you did it to Me \" your action is pleasing to God; and this cup of water, which is nothing, this small coin, will not remain without a reward. But pour out handfuls of gold into the hand of this poor man in order to pervert him:  on this account alone, your action becomes abominable.


Thus then, the motive from which we act, the end that we pursue, and that is as it were to direct our whole life, is for us of capital importance.


Never forget this truth:  a man is worth that which he seeks, that to which he is attached. Are you seeking God? are you tending towards Him with all the fervor of your soul? However little removed you may be from nothingness by your condition of creature, you raise yourself, because you unite yourself to the infinitely perfect Being. Are you seeking the creature? gold, pleasures, honors, satisfaction of pride, that is to say yourself under all these forms? Then, however great you may be in the sight of men, you are just worth as much as this creature, you lower yourself to its level, and the baser it is, the more you debase yourself. A poor Sister of Charity, a simple Lay Brother, who, seeking God spend their lives in humble and obscure labors in order to accomplish the Divine will, are incomparably greater in the sight of God — Whose judgment alone matters, for He is eternal — than a man who has heaped up riches, or is surrounded with honors, or lives only for pleasures.


Yes, a man is worth what he seeks. This is why St. Benedict, who shows us the adepts of the cenobitical life as "the most strong race", coenobitarum foriissimum genus, requires so supernatural and perfect a motive from one who wishes to embrace this career: the motive and ambition of possessing God, si rever a Deum quaerit.


But, you may say, what is it to "seek God?" And by what means are we to find Him? For it is needful to seek in such a way that we may find. To seek God constitutes the whole program; to find God and remain habitually united to Him by the bonds of faith and love, in this lies all perfection.


Let us see what it is to seek God; — let us consider the conditions of this seeking; we shall next see the fruits that it brings to whomsoever applies himself to it. We shall have pointed out at the same time, with the end that we pursue, the path that will lead us to perfection and beatitude. For if we truly seek God, nothing will prevent us from finding Him, and, in Him, we shall possess all good.



I.


We must seek God.


But is God in some place where He must be sought? Is He not everywhere? Assuredly, as we know, God is in every being by His Presence, by His Power, and by His Essence. In God the operation is not separated from the active virtue whence it is derived, and the power is identical with the essence. In every being, God operates by sustaining it in existence.


In this manner God is in every creature, for all exist and continue to exist only by an effect of the Divine action that supposes God’s intimate presence. But reasonable beings can, moreover, know and love God, and thus possess Him in themselves.


However, this kind of immanence was not sufficient for God as regards us. There is a more intimate and elevated degree of union. God does not content Himself with being the object of a natural knowledge and love on man’s part, but He calls us to share His very life and His own beatitude.


By a movement of infinite love towards us, God wishes to be for our souls not only the Sovereign Master of all things, but a Friend, a Father. It is His will that we should know Him as He knows Himself, the source of all truth and of all beauty. It is His Will that we should possess Him, the Infinite Good, here below in the dimness of faith, and above in the light of glory.


To this end, as you know, He raises our nature above itself by adorning it with sanctifying grace, infused virtues and the gifts of the Spirit. God wills, by the communication of His infinite and eternal life, to be Himself our perfect beatitude. He does not wish us to find our happiness apart from Himself, the plenitude of all good ; He leaves to no creature the power of satisfying our heart: ego merces tua magna nimis  "It is I myself who am thy reward exceeding great." And Our Lord confirmed His promise when about to pay the price thereof by the sacrifice of His Precious Blood. "Father, I will that where I am, they also whom Thou hast given Me may be with Me; that they may see My glory... that the love wherewith Thou hast loved me, may be in them."


Such is the unique and supreme end to which we must tend; we have to seek God; not only the God of nature, but the God of Revelation. For us Christians, then, "to seek God", is to tend towards Him, not only as simple creatures who move towards the first principle and last end of their being, but supernaturally, that is to say as children who wish to remain united to their Father with all their strength of will urged by love, and through that mysterious participation in the very nature of God, of which St. Peter speaks; it is to have and to cultivate with the Divine Persons an intimacy so real and so profound, that St. John calls it, the "fellowship with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ," in their common Spirit.


It is to this the Psalmist alludes when he exhorts us to "seek the face of God" Quaerite faciem ejus semper: that is to say, to seek the friendship of God, to seek His love, as when the bride looking upon the bridegroom seeks to behold in his eyes the depth of his soul telling her of his tenderness. God is to us a Father full of goodness. He wills that even here below we should find our happiness in Him, in His ineffable perfections.


St. Benedict has no other views for his disciples. From the first lines of the Prologue, he warns us not to grieve by our evil deeds the God Who has vouchsafed to count us among His children.


“To attain to God," this is the end that St. Benedict wishes us to have ever before our eyes. This principle, like a life-giving sap, circulates through all the articles of the monastic code.


We have not come to the monastery then, in order to devote ourselves to science, nor the arts, nor the work of education. It is true that the great Patriarch wishes us at all times to serve God with the good things He has given us:  ei (Deo) omni tempore de bonis suis in nobis parendum est: He wishes the house of God to be wisely governed by prudent men ; doubtless this recommendation primarily foresees the material organization, but it can be equally applied to the moral and intellectual life of the monastery. St. Benedict does not wish the talents given by God to remain hidden, he permits the cultivation of the arts ; a constant tradition, which we ought humbly to respect, has in the same way sufficiently established for monks the legitimacy of studies and apostolic labors, and the Abbot, the head of the monastery, will certainly have it at heart to preserve the diverse manifestations of monastic activity ; he will endeavor to develop for the common good, for the service of the Church, for the salvation of souls, and for God’s glory, the various aptitude that he finds in each of his monks.


But once again, the end does not lie in this. All these works are only means in view of an end ; the end is higher: it is in God, it is God sought for Himself, as the Supreme Beatitude.


Thus as we shall see later, the Divine worship itself neither constitutes nor can constitute the direct end that the monastic institution established by the Rule wills to attain. St. Benedict will have us seek God, — seek Him for His own glory, because we love Him above all things. He would have us seek to unite ourselves to Him by charity. There is not, for us, any other end, or any other perfection. The worship of God proceeds from the virtue of religion, doubtless the highest of the moral virtues, and it is united to the virtue of justice, but it is not a theological virtue. The infused theological virtues:  faith, hope, and charity are the specific virtues of our state as children of God. Properly speaking, the supernatural life is based here below on these three virtues. They regard God directly inasmuch as He is the author of the supernatural order. Faith is like the root, hope the stalk, and charity at once the flower and the fruit of the supernatural life.


Now, it is this charity, whereby we are and remain truly united to God, that constitutes the end assigned by St. Benedict and the very essence of perfection:  Si revera deum quaerit.


This end establishes the true greatness of the monastic life ; it also establishes the true reason of its existence. In the opinion of the Pseudo-Denys the Areopagite, we are given the name of "monks" povo "alone, one" on account of this life of indivisible unity, whereby, withdrawing our mind from the distraction of manifold things, we hasten towards divine unity and towards the perfection of holy love.



II.


The ambition of possessing God:  — such is the primal disposition that St. Benedict requires of the postulant who presents himself at the door of the monastery; he sees in this a proof of a sure vocation ; but this disposition must extend to the monk’s whole life.


For the abbot himself, the great Patriarch wishes that first and foremost he should seek "the Kingdom of God" in charity, as Christ commanded; that he should have care, above all to establish this kingdom in the souls entrusted to Him.


 All material activity exerted in the monastery ought to have but this one end in view: Ut in omnibus glorificetur Deus: "that in all things God may be glorified, » for in all things love refers everything to His glory.


Let us carefully notice these words:  "in all things", in omnibus. This is one of the conditions of our seeking God. In order for it to be "true," as St. Benedict requires, our seeking after God must be constant; we must "seek His face evermore": Quaerite faciem efus semper. You may say: but do we not possess God from the time of our baptism, and as long as we are in possession of sanctifying grace? Undoubtedly. Then why seek God, if we possess Him already?


“To seek God", is to remain united to Him by faith, it is to attach ourselves to Him as the object of our love. Now we know that this union of faith and love admits of a vast number of degrees. "God is everywhere present," says St. Ambrose, "but He is nearest to those who love Him, He dwells far from those who neglect His service". Dominus ubique semper est: sed est praesentior diligentibus, negligentibus abest. When we have found God, we can still seek Him, that is to say we can always draw nearer to God, by an ever intenser faith, an ever more fervent love, an ever more faithful accomplishment of His will, and this is why we can and ought always to seek God, until the day when ‘He will give Himself to us in an inadmissible manner in the glorious splendor of His indefectible light.


If we do not attain this end, we shall remain useless and unprofitable. The Psalmist says, — and St. Benedict quotes these words in the Prologue in commenting upon them, — that "the Lord hath looked down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there be any that understand and seek God. They are all gone aside, they are become unprofitable together". Dominus de caelo prospexit super filios hominum ut videat si est intelligens aut requirens Deum; omnes declinaverunt, simul inutiles facti sunt. How many men indeed do not understand that God is the source of all good and the supreme end of every creature? These men have turned aside from the road that leads to the end, they have become unprofitable. Why is this? What is a useless being? It is one that does not correspond to the end for which it was created. For instance, in order to fulfill the end for which it is purchased, a watch must show the time. It may well be of gold, studded with diamonds, encrusted with precious stones, but unless it keeps time it is useless.


We too become useless beings if we do not tend unceasingly to the end for which we came to the monastery. Now, this end is to seek God, to refer all to Him as to our Supreme End, to place in Him our sole beatitude ; all the rest is "vanity of vanities ." If we do not act thus, we are useless, it is in vain that we spend ourselves ; even though this spending of ourselves should appear remarkable in the eyes of the world, in God’s sight, it would be that of profitless beings, who do not fulfill the conditions required by their existence, and have lost sight of the end to which their vocation predestined them. How terrible is the uselessness of a human life I And how much there is that is useless sometimes in our life, even our religious life, because God is absent from our actions !...


Do not let us, then, be of those foolish people of which Scripture speaks, who are stayed by vain and passing trifles. Let us be attentive to seek God in all things:  in the Superiors, in our brethren, in all creatures, in the events of life, in the midst of contradiction as in hours of joy.


Let us seek Him always, so as to be able unceasingly to put our lips to this source of beatitude ; we can always drink from it, without fear of seeing the waters exhausted, for, says St. Augustine, their abundance surpasses our need:  Fons vincit sitientem. It is of them that Christ Jesus said that they become in the soul "a fountain of water, springing up into life everlasting."



III.


Another condition of the sincerity of our seeking is that it be exclusive. Let us seek God solely; I look upon this condition as capital.


To seek God solely, that is without doubt the same as saying to seek God Himself. Notice the term "God, "not the gifts of God, although they help us to remain faithful; nor His consolations, although God wills that we taste the sweetness of His service; but we ought not to stop at these gifts nor be attached to these consolations. It is for God Himself that we have come to the monastery ; our seeking will then only be "true," as St. Benedict wishes it to be, it will only be pleasing to God, if we are attached to nothing apart from God.


When we seek the creature, when we are attached to it, it is as if we said to God:  "My God, I do not find all in Thee." There are many souls who have need of something with God, of something more than God ; God is not all for them ; they cannot, like the Saint of Assisi, look at God and say to Him, with all the truth of their being: "My God and my All”: Deus meus et omnia. They cannot repeat after St. Paul: omnia detrtmentum feci et arbitror ut stercora ut Christum lucrifaciam: "I count all things to be but loss for the excellent knowledge of Jesus Christ my Lord ; for Whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as dung that I may gain Christ.”


Never forget this extremely important truth:  as long as we experience the need of a creature, and are attached to it, we cannot say that we seek God solely, and God will not give Himself entirely to us. If it is our will that our search be sincere, — si revera quaerit, — if we want to find God fully, we must detach ourselves from all that is not God, and that would shackle in us the operation of His grace.


This is the doctrine of the saints. Listen to what St. Catherine of Sienna said on her death bed. Feeling her end approaching, she gathered her spiritual family around her, and gave them her last instructions which have been collected by her confessor, the Blessed Raymund of Capua: "Her first and fundamental teaching was that he who enters into the service of God, ought necessarily, if he truly wishes to possess God, to root out from his heart all sensible affection, not only for persons but moreover for any creature whatever, and tend towards His Divine Creator in the simplicity of an undivided love. For the heart cannot be given entirely to God if it is not free from all other love, and if it does not open itself with a frankness exclusive of all reserve. "


St. Teresa, speaking from the same experience says, "We are so miserly, so slow in giving ourselves to God that we never finish putting ourselves into the necessary dispositions. And yet Our Lord will not allow us to enter into the enjoyment of so precious a treasure (the perfect possession of God) without paying a high price for it. I see clearly that there is nothing upon earth wherewith it can be purchased." However, the Saint adds, "if we did all that depended upon ourselves not to cling to anything earthly, if our conversation and all our thoughts were in heaven, such a treasure I am convinced would be granted to us." The Saint next shows by some examples how it often happens that we give ourselves to God, entirely, but afterwards take back little by little what we have given ; and she concludes:  "A nice way forsooth to seek the love of God 


 We must have it at once and "in handfuls "as the saying is, but on condition of retaining our affections. To take possession of it, we do not make any effort to fulfill our good desires, we allow them to drag miserably upon the earth. And with all this, we must moreover have many spiritual consolations ! Truly, they will not be granted to us. In my opinion, these two things are quite incompatible. Therefore it is because our gift is not entire that we do not receive without delay the treasure of divine love."


It is to find God, "to please Him alone," that, after the example of the great Patriarch, we have left all: Soli Deo placere desiderans, says St. Gregory.


 We must always remain in this fundamental disposition. It is only at this price that we shall find God. If, on the contrary, forgetting little by little our initial gift, we allow ourselves to turn aside from this supreme aim, if we cling to some person, some employment, some charge, some work or occupation, some object, then, let us be convinced of this, we shall never possess God fully.


Oh, if we could say, and say in all truth, what the Apostle Philip said to Jesus: "Lord, shew us the Father, and it is enough for us ! "But in order to be able to say this in truth, we must also be able to say with the Apostles:  "Lord, we have left all things and have followed Thee..." Happy are they who carry out this desire to its end, to extreme, actual and perfect renunciation 


 But let them not say:  this trifle to which I cling is nothing. Do you not know the nature of the human heart? However little we leave to it, it will not be content till it has obtained all its desire. Tear all away, break all asunder, hold to nothing. Happy indeed are they to whom it is given to carry out this desire to the end, to pursue it even to attainment.



IV.


If we seek God in spite of every trial, if each day, each hour, we give Him this homage, so extremely pleasing to Him, which consists of placing in Him, and in Him alone, our beatitude ; if we never seek anything but His will; if we act, in such a way that His good pleasure is the true motive power of all our activity, God will never fail us. "God is faithful


He cannot forsake those who seek Him:  Non dereliquisti quaerentes te, Domine .


The nearer we approach Him by faith, confidence and love, the nearer we approach our perfection. As God is the principal author of our holiness, since it is supernatural, to draw near to Him, to remain united to Him by charity constitutes the very condition of our perfection. The more we set ourselves free from all sin, from all imperfection, from all creatures, from all human springs of action, in order to think only of Him, to seek only His good pleasure, the more, too, life will abound in us and God will fill us with Himself:  Quaerite Deum, et vivet anima vestra;


There are souls who so sincerely seek God that they are wholly possessed by Him, and no longer know how to live without Him. "I declare to you," a holy Benedictine nun, the Blessed Bonomo, wrote to her father, "that it is not I that live, but another in me Who has entire possession of me ; He is my absolute Master. O God ! I know not how to drive Him from me !..."


When the soul is thus wholly given to God, God also gives Himself to the soul, He takes a particular care of her; one might at times say that for such a soul God forgets the rest of the universe. Look at St. Gertrude. You know what a special love Our Lord manifested towards her; He declared that He had not then upon the earth "any creature towards whom He stooped with more delight;" to the point that he added He would always be found in the heart of Gertrude, whose least desires He loved to fulfill. One who knew of this great intimacy dared to ask Our Lord what were the attractions whereby St. Gertrude had merited a like preference. "I love her in this way" replied Our Lord, "on account of her liberty of heart wherein nothing enters that can dispute the sovereignty with Me.” Thus because, entirely detached from every creature, she sought God only in all things, this Saint merited to be the object of divine delight truly ineffable and extraordinary.


Let us, then, seek God always and in all, after the example of this great soul, herself a worthy daughter of the great Patriarch ; let us seek Him sincerely, from the depth of our hearts. Let us often say to Him like the Psalmist:  "Thy face, O Lord, will I seek". Faciemtuam, Domine requiram.


 "For what have I in heaven, and besides Thee what do I desire upon earth?... Thou art the God of my heart, and the God that is my portion for ever" Quid enim mihi est in caelo, et a if quid volui super terram? Deus cordis met et pars mea Deus in aeternum.


 My God, Thou art so great, so beautiful, so good, that, as Thou knowest, Thou dost fully suffice me. Let others cling to human love, not only dost Thou permit it but Thy Providence has established that it should be so, and this mission of preparing the elect for Thy Kingdom is a great and high mission:  Thy Apostle says: Sacramenlum hoc magnum est; Thou givest abundant blessings to those who observe Thy law in this state. As for me, I want Thee alone so that my heart may be undivided and solicitous only for the interests of Thy glory and may cleave to Thee without impediment.


And when created things present themselves to us, let us say inwardly:  Discede a me, 'pabulum mortis: "Deport from me, for thou art the prey of. death. "


If we act in this way, we shall find God, and with Him all good things. "Seek Me," He says Himself to the soul, "with that simplicity of heart which is born of sincerity, for I am found by them that tempt me not, and shew Myself to them that have faith in Me."


In finding God, we shall likewise possess joy.


We were made to be happy; the human heart has a capacity for the infinite ; only God can fully satisfy us. "Thou didst make us for Thyself, 


 Lord, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in Thee":  Fecisti nos ad te, et inquietum est cor nostrum, donee requiescat in te*. This is why when we seek anything apart from God or from His will, we do not find stable and perfect happiness.


It may be said that in any rather numerous religious community, different categories of souls are to be met with. You will see some living in continual gladness. Their inward joy radiates outwardly. I am not now speaking of that sensible joy which often depends upon the temperament, the state of health, or of circumstances independent of the will, but of joy abiding in the depth of the soul which is like a foretaste of heavenly bliss. Have these souls then never any trials? Have they no conflicts to sustain, nor contradictions to undergo? Certainly they have, for each disciple of Jesus Christ has to carry his cross ; but the fervor of grace and divine unction make them endure these sufferings joyfully. Other souls do not feel this gladness ; inwardly, and often even outwardly, they are troubled, distressed, unhappy. Whence comes this difference?


Because the first seek God in all things, and seeking Him alone they find Him everywhere, and, with Him, supreme good and unchanging bliss:  Bonus est Dominus animae quae-renti ilium*. The others are either attached to created things or seek themselves, by egotism, self-love, levity ; and it is themselves too that they find — themselves, that is to say nothingness, and this cannot content them, for the soul, created for God thirsts after perfect good. "What fills your mind? Where your thoughts naturally turn, there is your treasure, there is your heart. If it is God, you are happy; if it is anything mortal, unceasingly consumed by rust, corruption, mortality, your treasure will escape you, and your heart will remain poor and arid."


When a man of the world tires of his own hearth, he forgets his boredom by seeking distractions outside; he goes to his Club, or he travels. But the religious has not these resources; he has to stay in his monastery, where the regular life, with its successive exercises for which the bell inexorably rings, is uninterrupted by those natural distractions which people in the world may lawfully seek; with souls for whom God is not all, weariness easily slips into that monotony inherent to all regular life; and when the monk does not find God, because he does not seek God, he is very near estimating that the burden he has to carry is too heavy.


He could, doubtless, become absorbed in an occupation, torget himself in his work, but, says Blosius, this is an insufficient and illusory diversion: Quidquid praeter Deum quaeritur mentem occupat, non satiat. And why is this? Because, especially in the monastery, there are always hours when a man has to come face to face with himself, that is to say with his own nothingness ; the soul in its depths does not taste that transporting joy, it does not experience that deep and peaceful fervor which is given by the intimate nearness of God ; it does not go straight to God ; it hovers unceasingly around Him without ever finding Him perfectly.


But when the soul seeks God, and seeks Him alone, when it tends towards Him with all its energies, when it clings to no created thing, God fills it with joy, with that overflowing joy of which St. Benedict speaks when he says that in the measure wherein faith, and with it hope and love increase in the soul of the monk, he runs, "with heart enlarged and unspeakable sweetness of love, in the way of God’s commandments":  Dilatato cor de, inenarrabili dilectionis dulcedine cur-rilur via mandatorum Dei.


Let us then often repeat like that great monk St. Bernard:  Ad quid venisti? "Wherefore have I come?" Why have I left the world? Why have I separated myself from all who were dear to me? Why have I renounced my liberty? Why have I made so many and such great sacrifices? Did I come to give myself up to intellectual labours? To gain knowledge? To occupy myself with the arts, or with teaching?


No, we came, never let us forget this, for one thing, and one thing only: "to seek God". Si revera Deum quaerit. It was to win this one precious pearl of the possession of God that we renounced everything:  Inventa una pretiosa margarita vendidit omnia quae habuit et emit earn.


We should examine ourselves to see to what degree we seek God, to what point we are detached from the creature. If we are loyal, God will show us what there is in us that hinders us from going to Him with all our heart. Our end and our glory is to seek God ; it is a very high vocation, that of belonging to the race of those who seek God:  Haec est generatio quaerentium eum*; in choosing the one thing necessary, we have chosen the better part: Hereditas mea praeclara est mihi.


Let us remain faithful to this sublime vocation. We shall not arrive at the realization of our ideal in a day nor yet in a year; we shall not arrive at it without difficulty or without sufferings, for that purity of affection, that absolute detachment, full and constant, which God requires of us before giving Himself entirely to us, is only gained by much generosity; but if we have decided to give ourselves completely to God, without reservation, and never to bargain with Him for the least corner of our heart, to admit no attachment, however slight it may be to any creature, let us be assured that God will reward our efforts by the perfect possession of Himself, wherein we shall find all our beatitude. "With what mercy God treats a soul, "says St. Teresa, "when He bestows upon her grace and courage to devote herself generously and with all her might to the pursuit of such a good ! Let her but persevere, God refuses Himself to none:  little by little He will increase her courage, and finally she will gain the victory. "


When we are thoroughly resolved," wrote a soul who had understood how God is everything, and knew faithfully how to seek God alone, "it is only the first steps that count; for from the moment that our well beloved Savior sees our good will, He does all the rest. I will refuse nothing to Jesus Whose love urges me. You know how eloquent is the voice of Jesus. Besides, no one is foolish enough to give up the whole for a part. The love of Jesus, that is the whole ; the rest, whatever one may think, is but a negligable quantity, despicable even, in contrast with our unique treasure. I am resolved to surrender myself to the love of Christ. I am indifferent to all else; I wish to love Him even to folly ; men may break and crush my will and understanding, all that you will, but I do not intend to let go of the sole good, our Divine Jesus, or rather I feel that it is He Who will not let me go. It is needful that our souls should please Jesus, but no other person.”



V.


In this seeking after God, the principle of our holiness, we cannot find a better model than Christ Jesus Himself.


But, you will at once say, how is this, can Christ be our Model? how could He "seek God," since He was God Himself?


It is true that Jesus is God, the true God come forth from God, the Light arising from the Uncreated Light, the Son of the Living God, equal to the Father. But He is likewise man; He is authentically one of us, through His human nature. And although this human nature is united in an indissoluble way to the Divine Person of the Word, although the holy soul of Jesus has ceaselessly enjoyed the delights of the Beatific Vision, although it has been drawn into the divine current which necessarily bears the Son towards the Father, it remains true to say that Christ’s human activity, which was derived from His human faculties as from its immediate sources, was sovereignly free.


It is in the exercise of this free activity that we can find in Jesus that which we call the "seeking after God. "What are the innermost aspirations of His soul, those to which He Himself refers all His mission, and in which He sums up all His life?


St. Paul tells us; he raises for us a corner of the veil to enable us to penetrate into the Holy of Holies. He tells us that the first throb of the soul of Jesus on entering into this world was one of infinite intensity towards His Father: Ingrediens mundum, dicit:... Ecce venio, in capite libri scri-ptum est de me: ut faciam, Deus, voluntaiem tuam.


And we see Christ Jesus, like a giant, rejoice to run the way, in the pursuit of the glory of His Father. This is His primal disposition. Let us hear how, in the Gospel, He clearly tells us so. "I seek not My own will, but the will of Him that sent Me.


 "To the Jews, He proves that He comes from God, that His doctrine is divine, because He seeks the glory of Him that sent Him.


 He seeks it to such a degree that He has no solicitude for His own .


 He has ever these words upon His lips: "My Father;" His whole life is but the magnificent echo of this cry: Abba, (Pater). All for Him is summed up in seeking the will and the glory of His Father.


And what constancy in this search ! He Himself declares to us that He never deviated from it: “I do always the things that please [my Father]":  Quae piacita sunt ei facio semper ; at the supreme hour of His last farewell, at the moment when about to deliver Himself up to death, He telles us that all the mission He had received from His Father was accomplished .


Nothing, moreover, stayed Him in this search. It was to pursue it that at the age of twelve years He left His Mother, the Blessed Virgin, at Jerusalem. Never did child love his Mother as Jesus loved the Blessed Virgin. Put together all the love that can animate the heart of a son ; it is only a flickering spark beside this furnace of the love of Jesus for His Mother. And yet, as soon as it concerns His Father's will, or His glory, one would say that this love no longer counts for anything. Jesus knew into what an abyss of anguish He plunged His Mother’s heart during three days, but the interests of His Father required it, and hence He did not hesitate:  "Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s business?" These words fallen from the lips of Jesus, are the first that have been gathered up by the Gospel. Christ therein sums up all His Person, condenses all His Mission.


The sorrows and the ignominies of the Passion, even death itself, does not diminish this burning fervor of the Heart of Jesus for His Father’s glory; quite the contrary. It is because in all things He seeks the will of the Father, as manifested by the Scriptures, that He delivers Himself, out of love, to the torments of the Cross:  Ut impleantur scriptu-rae.


 The waters of a river do not rush towards the ocean with more majestic impetuosity than the soul of Jesus tended inwardly towards the abyss of sufferings wherein the Passion was to plunge Him. "That the world may know that I love the Father; and as the Father hath given Me commandment, so do I":  Et sicut mandatum dedit mihi Pater, sic facio.


If, as God, Jesus is the term of our seeking, as Man, He is the unique Exemplar wherefrom we ought never to turn our gaze. Let us take to ourselves these words and say: Ingrediens monasterium, dixi: Ecce venio. On the day of my entering the monastery I said:  Behold I come. In the head of the Rule, which is for me the book of Thy goodpleasure, it is written that I should seek Thee in doing Thy will, for it is to Thee, O My heavenly Father, that I will to attain.


And in the same way as Christ Jesus rejoices "to run the way "ad currendam viam  let us run in His train, since He is Himself the Way. "Run," says St. Benedict, "while we have the light of life ;" carried along by the holy desire of reaching the Kingdom where our heavenly Father awaits us, let us press forward unceasingly in the practice of good deeds; that is the indispensable condition for attaining the goal Nisi illuc bonis actibus currendo minime pervenitur.


And again in the same way as Christ Jesus, coming down from heaven, only finished His glorious course when He gained the height of heaven ; El occursus ejus usque ad summum ejusz, so let us not grow weary, as we follow after Him, in seeking God, in seeking Him solely, until we arrive at that which the great Patriarch so well calls, at the close of his Rule, the culmina virtuium, the celsiiudo perfectionis, the "lofty summits of virtue," "the heights of perfection." The soul thus "arrived" lives habitually united to God Whom she seeks, she has already a foretaste of the delights of the ineffable union which is attained in the beatitude of the Father’s Bosom: apud Patretn.


"O Lord, my God, my one hope, hear me so that I may never weary of seeking Thee, but that with unfailing ardor my soul may ever seek Thy Countenance. Grant the strength to seek Thee, O Thou Who givest the grace to find Thee after having more and more given the hope of attaining Thee."



II.— THE FOLLOWING OF CHRIST.


The object of our life is "to seek God;" that is our destiny, our vocation. This vocation is incomparably high, because every creature, even the angelic creature, is of its nature infinitely far removed from God. God is the fulness of Being and of all perfection ; and every creature, however perfect it may be, is only a being drawn out of nothing and possesses only a borrowed perfection.


Moreover, as we have said, the end of a free creature is, in itself, proportioned to the nature of this creature ; as every created being is "finite," the beatitude to which it has a right by nature is necessarily limited. But God, in immense condescension, has willed to admit us to share His intimate life in the bosom of His Adorable Trinity, to enjoy His own Divine Beatitude. This Beatitude, placed infinitely beyond our nature, constitutes our last end and the foundation of the supernatural order.


You know that from the time when He first formed man, God has called us universally to this beatitude:  Adam, the head of the human race, was created in supernatural "justice his soul, filled with grace, illuminated with divine light was entirely set towards God. He possessed the gift of integrity by which his lower faculties were fully subjected to reason while reason was fully subjected to the Divine Will: all, in the head of our race, was perfectly in harmony.


Adam sinned, he separated himself from God, and drew all his descendants after him into his revolt and misery. All — the Blessed Virgin Mary excepted — are conceived with the imprint of his apostacy; in each one of us God beholds the trace of our first father’s rebellion:  that is why we are born "children of wrath", filii irae, sons of disobedience, far removed from God, turned away from God.


The consequence of this state of things is that "the seeking after God" takes for us the character of a "returning to God" Whom we have lost. Drawn into the original solidarity, we have all forsaken God by sin in order to turn to the creature ; the parable of the Prodigal Son is but the picture of all the human race that has left the Heavenly Father and must return to Him. It is this character of a "return" deeply imprinted on the Christian life that St. Benedict teaches, as a master, from the first lines of the Prologue to whomsoever comes to him:" Hearken, O my son... incline the ear of thy heart... that thou mayest return to Him from Whom thou hast departed":  Ausculta, o fili... et inclina aurem cordis tui ut ad eum... redeas a quo... recesseras. This is the well-determined and precise end.


Now, by what path are we" to return to God?" It is extremely important that we should know it. In fact if we do not take this path, we shall not come to God, we shall miss our end. For we must never forget that our holiness is a supernatural holiness, we cannot acquire it by our own efforts. If God had not raised us to the supernatural order, if He had not placed our beatitude in His intimate glory, we might have been able to seek Him by the light of reason, and attain, by natural means, a natural perfection and beatitude. God did not will this:  He has raised man to a supernatural state, because He destined him for a beatitude which surpasses all the exigencies and powers of our nature. Outside this destiny there is nothing but error and damnation.


And what is true of the way of salvation, in general, is equally so of perfection and of holiness which are but a higher way of salvation:  they likewise belong to the supernatural order ; a man’s most finished perfection in the merely natural domain has of itself no value for eternal life. There are not two states of perfection for us nor two beatitudes, the one purely natural, the other supernatural, between which we may make our choice. Now, as God is the sole Author of the supernatural order, He alone" according to His good pleasure", secundum beneplacitum ojus, can show us the road whereby to arrive at it; hence we must seek God as God wishes us to seek Him, otherwise we shall not find Him.


This is one of the reasons why so many souls make such little progress in the spiritual life. They imagine a holiness for themselves, they want to be the architects of their own perfection, built up according to their personal conceptions ; they do not understand God’s plan as it concerns them, or else they do not adapt themselves to it. These souls make some progress, certainly, because the goodness of God is infinite and His grace ever fruitful; but they do not fly in the way that leads to God, they go haltingly all their life. The more I come in contact with souls, the more assured I am that it is already a most precious grace to know this Divine Plan ; to have recourse to it is a source of continual communication of divine grace ; to adapt oneself to it is the very substance of sanctity.


But has God made known to us His Will? Yes, as St. Paul says, He has revealed to us the secret "hidden from eternity":  Sacramentum absconditum a saeculis.


 And what is this secret? What are these Divine thoughts? St. Paul has disclosed to us the Divine Plan in four words:  Instaurare omnia in Chrisio .


 God has willed "to re-establish all things in Christ" or better, according to the Greek term "to recapitulate all things in Christ."


The Christ, the Divine Word, Son of God, become Son of Adam by being born of the Blessed Virgin Mary, is constituted the Head of the race of the elect in order to bring all those who believe in Him to God His Father. As Man-God, Christ will repair the sin committed by Adam, will restore to us the Divine adoption, re-open the gates of Heaven and bring us thither by His grace. This is in a few words the Divine Plan.


Let us contemplate for a few moments this plan of God for us and try to comprehend its height and depth, comprehendere... quae sit... sublimitas et profundum... ut impleamini in omnem plenitudinem Dei, that we "may be filled unto all the fulness of God." God wishes to give us all things, to give Himself entirely to us, but He only gives Himself by Christ, in Christ and with Christ: Per Ipsum, cum Ipso,in Ipso. This is God’s secret for us. Let us contemplate it with faith and reverence, for it infinitely surpasses all our conceptions. Let us also contemplate it with love, for it is itself the fruit of love:  Sic Deus dilexit mundum.


 It is because God loved us that He has given us His Son, and through Him and in Him, every good.


What then is Christ Jesus for us?


He is the Way ; He is the High Priest; He is the Fountain-


head of grace. He is the Way by His doctrine and example ; He is the supreme High Priest, Who was merited for us. by His sacrifice, the power to follow in the way which He has established ; He is the Fountain of grace wherefrom we draw strength to persevere in the path that leads to "the holy mountain":  Usque ad montem Dei.


We will first of all listen to the very words of the Holy Spirit; next we will take up in respectful parallelism the corresponding teaching repeated by the one who was, according to St. Gregory, his first biographer, "filled with the spirit of all the just."



I.


Christ is the Way.


God wills that we should seek Him as He is in Himself, in a way conformable to our supernatural end. But, says St. Paul, God "inhabiteth light inaccessible," He dwells in very holiness:  Tu autem in sancto habitas*. How then are we to attain to Him? Through Christ. Christ Jesus is the Word Incarnate, the Man-God. He it is Who becomes "our Way”:  Ego sum via.


 This way is sure, infallible, it leads to eternal light: Qui sequitur Me non atnbulat in tenebris, sed habebit lumen vitae, but above all, never let us forget, this way is unique, there is no other. As Jesus says:  “No man cometh to the Father but by Me":  Nemo venit ad Patrem nisi per Me.


 Ad Patrem, that is to say to life everlasting, to God loved and possessed in Himself in the intimate secret of His beatifying Trinity. So then in order to find God, to attain the end of our search, we have only to follow Christ Jesus.


And how is Christ the Way that leads us to God? By His teaching and His example: Coepit facere et docere .


As I have said, God wills that we should seek Him as He is. We must therefore first know Him. Now Jesus Christ Who is "in the Bosom of the Father", in sinu Patris, reveals God to us:  Unigenitus... ipse enarravit  ;God is made known to us by the word of His Son:  Deus... illuxit in cor dibits nostris ad illuminationem scientiae claritatis Dei in facie Christi Jesus


 Jesus tells us:  It is I Who reveal My Father, your God ; I know Him, for I am His Son ; "My doctrine is not Mine, but His that sent Me  ;”..."I speak that which I have seen with My Father":  Ego quod vidi apud Patrem meum loquor; I do not deceive you, for I "have spoken the truth to you":  Veritatem vobis locutus sum


"I am the Truth ’:  Ego sum veritas; those who seek God must do so "in spirit and in truth":  In spirit et veritate oportet adorare" the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. if you continue in My word... you shall know the truth" Si vos manseritis in sermone meo... cognoscetis veritatem.


"I have not spoken of Myself:  but the Father Who sent Me, He gave Me commandment what I should say and what I should speak. And I know that His commandment is life everlasting":  Quia ego ex meipso non sum locutus, sed qui misit Me Pater, ipse mihi mandatum dedit quid dicam et quid loquor; et scio quia mandatum ejus vita aeterna est.


The Father moreover confirms this testimony of the Son:  "Hear ye Him ;" for He is My own Son in Whom I have placed all My delights:  ipsum audite*.


Let us then hear this word, this doctrine of Jesus:  it is first of all through this doctrine that He is our Way; let us say to Him with ardent faith, like St. Peter:  "Lord, to Whom shall we go? Thou hast the words of eternal life":  Verba vitae aeternae habes.


 We truly believe that Thou art the Divine Word, come down on our earth in order to teach us ; Thou art truly God, speaking to our souls; for God "in these days, hath spoken to us by His Son":  Novissime locutus est nobis in Filio .


 We believe in Thee, O Christ, we accept all that Thou dost tell us of the Divine secrets, and because we accept Thy words, we give ourselves to Thee in order to live by Thy Gospel. Thou didst say that if we would be perfect, we must leave all to follow Thee; we believe this and we have come, having left all things  to be Thy disciples. Lead us, Thou, Indefectible Light, for in Thee we have the most invincible hope. Thou wilt not reject us; we come to Thee that we may be brought to the Father. Thou hast declared:  "Him that cometh to Me, I will not cast out":  Et eum qui venit ad me non ejiciam foras .


Again Jesus is the Way by His example.


He is perfect God, the sole-begotten Son of God:  Deum de Deo *; but He is also perfect Man ; He belongs authentically to our race. You know that from His two-fold nature flows a two-fold activity; a divine activity, and a human activity, but these two activities are not confounded, any more than the two natures are confounded, although ineffably united in one and the same Person.


Christ is the revelation of God adapted to our weakness; He is the manifestation of God under a human form. "He that seeth Me," Christ has said "seeth the Father also":  Qui videt me, videt et Patrem.


 He is God living amongst us and showing us by this tangible human life how we ought to live in order to please our Father in Heaven.


All that Jesus accomplished was perfect, not only because of the love wherewith He accomplished it, but also in the manner He brought it to fruition ; and all that Jesus did, even His least actions, were the actions of a God and infinitely pleasing to His Father:  they are consequently for us examples to be followed, models of perfection:  Exemplum dedi vobis ut quemadmodum ego feci ita et vos faciatis.


 In imitating Christ Jesus, we are sure of being, like Him, although under a different title, pleasing to His Father. "The life of Christ,” said a holy monk who spoke from experience, "is an excellent book for the learned and the ignorant, the perfect and the imperfect, who desire to please God. He who reads it carefully and frequently, attains high wisdom, and easily obtains... spiritual light, peace and quietness of conscience, and a firm confidence in God in sincere love."


Let us then contemplate in the Gospel the example of Jesus:  it is the norm of all human sanctity. If we remain united to Jesus by faith in His doctrine, by the imitation of His virtues, especially His religious virtues, we shall surely attain to God. It is true that there is an infinite distance between God and us ; God is the Creator, and we are creatures, the last rung on the ladder of intellectual creation ; God is spirit, we are spirit and matter ; God is unchanging, we are ever subject to change ; but with Christ we can bridge this distance and establish ourselves in the immutable, because, in Jesus, God and the creature meet in an ineffable and indissoluble union. In Christ we find God. "Unless you apply yourselves," says again the venerable Abbot of Liessies, "to imprint upon your soul the loveable image of Christ’s Humanity, it is in vain that you aspire to the eminent knowledge and enjoyment of. His Divinity." "The soul cannot see the Lord in the light of love, be fixed in God and clad, as it were, with the form of the Divinity unless it has become the perfect image of Christ, according to the spirit, according to the soul, and even in the flesh.".


For it is to the Father that Jesus leads us. Listen to what He says on leaving His disciples:  "I ascend to My Father and to your Father, to My God and to your God  ; ’’ the Word has come down from Heaven to take upon Himself our flesh and to redeem us; His work accomplished, He ascends to Heaven, but He does not ascend alone ; He virtually takes with Him all who believe in Him. And why? In order that — in Him again — the union of all with the Father should be accomplished: Ego in eis et tu in Me.


 Is not this Jesus’ supreme prayer to His Father? "That I may be in them, O Father, — by My grace — as Thou in Me, that they may contemplate, in the Divinity, the glory which Thou hast given Me*. "


Never let us wander from this way, for that would be to run the risk of losing ourselves ; to follow it, is to journey infallibly to the light of eternal life. When we take as our Guide the One Who is the true Light of the World, Lux ver a quae illuminat omnem hominem, we walk with sure and certain steps, and cannot fail to reach the sublime goal of our vocation:  Father grant they may be with Me, even to the sharing of My glory: Ut ubi sum ego et illi sint mecum 



II.


It is not enough to know the way, we must also be able to follow it. It is likewise to Christ Jesus that we owe this power.


St. Paul declares that the riches brought to us through the mediation of Christ, our Redeemer, are inexhaustible ; under the Apostle’s pen, terms abound which express the manifold aspects of this mediation, and give us a glimpse of its inestimable treasures. The Apostle above all reminds us that Christ redeems us, reconciles us with the Father, and creates anew within us the power of bearing fruits of justice.


We were the slaves of the devil — Christ delivers us from this bondage ; we were the enemies of God — Jesus reconciles us with the Father; we had lost our inheritance — the Only-begotten Son restores to us this inheritance. Let us for a few moments contemplate these aspects of Jesus’ work of mediation. These truths are doubtless known to us, but is it not always a joy for our souls to return to them?


When "the fulness of time" fixed by the eternal decrees had come, says St. Paul, "God sent His Son, made of a woman, that He might redeem them who were under the law.


 ’’ It was then that "the grace of God our Savior hath appeared to all men... that He might redeem us from all iniquity’."


Such is the essential mission of the Word Incarnate, signified by His very name:  "Thou shalt call His name Jesus," says the Holy Gospel — Jesus, that is to say Savior — "for He shall save His people from their sins ’." Therefore, adds St. Peter, "There is no other name under heaven given to men, whereby we must be saved;" this name is unique as the Redemption wrought by it is universal.


And from what does Christ deliver us? From the yoke of sin. What did Jesus say at the time of His Passion when about to consummate His Sacrifice? Nunc princeps hujus mundi ejicietur foras. "Now shall the prince of this world be cast out. And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all things to Myself"


It was indeed by His immolation upon Mount Calvary that our King destroyed Satan’s reign. St. Paul tells us  that Christ, snatching from the devil’s hands the sentence of our eternal bondage, destroyed it "fastening it to the cross":  Deiens quod adv er sum nos erat chirographum decreti... affigens illudcruci.


 His death is the ransom of our deliverance. What is the song that resounds in the holy splendour of heaven from the innumerable choir of the redeemed? To Thee, O Lord, be all honor, praise and glory for it is by Thy immaculate Blood, O Divine Lamb, that we have become Thy Kingdom


Christ delivers us from eternal damnation in order to bring us to the Father and reconcile us with Him. He is "the one Mediator between God and men”:  Unus mediator Dei et hominum. homo Christus Jesus.


Son of God, God Himself, enjoying all the prerogatives of the Godhead, Christ, the Word Incarnate, can treat as" an equal with the Father. When about to shed His Blood as the price of our redemption, He asks His Father that we may be united to Him. Volo, Pater; "I will, O Father." The absolute character of this prayer shows the oneness of the Divine Nature in which Jesus, as the Word, lives with the Father and their common Spirit.


He is also Man:  the human nature bestows on Jesus the power of offering to the Father all the satisfaction that love and justice demand:  Holocautomata... non tibi placuerunt, corpus autem aptasii mihi, ecce venio ut fact am, Deus, volun-tatem tuam\ The sacrifice of this Divine Victim appeases God, and makes Him propitious to us:  Pacificans per san-guinem cruds epus.


 As Mediator, Christ Jesus is Pontiff ; as Man-God, He forms the bridge over the gulf made by sin between heaven and earth. He binds us to God through His Manhood wherein "dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead corporeally”.


St. Paul also tells us that "God indeed was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself":  Deus erat in Christo mundum reconcilians sibi, so that we "who some time were afar off, are made nigh by the blood of Christ ":  Vos qui aliquando eratis longe, facti estis prope in sanguine Christi.


 At the foot of the Cross, justice appeased and peace restored give each other the kiss of reconciliation:  Justitia el pax osculatae sunt.


Rightly does the Apostle conclude by saying: In quo [Christo] habeinus fiduciam et accessum in confidentia per fidem ejus.


 Through faith in Christ we may indeed have the boldness to draw near to God with confidence. How can we lack confidence when Christ, the Son of the Father, having become our Surety and the Propitiation for our iniquities, has expiated and paid off all? Why should we not draw near to this High Priest, Who, like unto us in all things, sin excepted, chose to experience all our infirmities, to drink of the chalice of all our sufferings, to find, in the experience of sorrow, the power of compassionating our miseries more deeply?


So powerful indeed is this High Priest, so effectual is His mediation that the reconciliation is perfect. From the moment when Jesus paid the price of our salvation with His Blood we entered into the rights of the heavenly inheritance. When about to accomplish His essential work of mediation, our Lord reveals the inmost sentiments of His Sacred Heart in the prayer He addresses to His Father. He prays that He may be with Him:  Ut Uli sint mecum. And where does He desire this union should be realised. In the glory full of delights which, from all eternity, is His own: "That they may see My glory which Thou hast given me... before the creation of the world":  Ut videant claritatem quam dedisti mihi... ante constitutionem mundi.


Tertullian says  somewhere in his writings: Tam Pater nemo [quam Deus]: "No one is a father like God is." We might say too:  Nemo tarn frater quam Christus: "No one is a brother like Christ is." St. Paul calls Christ "the Firstborn amongst many brethren":  Primogenitus in multis fratribus; but, he adds, Christ is not ashamed to call us brethren:  Non confunditur fratres eos vocare .


 Indeed what does Jesus Himself say to Magdalen when already in the glory of His Resurrection? "Go to My brethren":  Vade ad fratres meos.


 And how great is His "fraternity !" God as He is, this Only-begotten Son takes upon Himself our infirmities, He makes Himself responsible for our sins, in order to be like unto us. Because, says St. Paul, we are formed of flesh and blood, Christ has willed to fake upon Himself our nature, sinful in us, that by His death, "He might destroy him who had the empire of death, that is to say, the devil," and restore to us the possession of the eternal Kingdom of Life with the Father.


And he concludes by bidding us who are called to be "partakers of the heavenly vocation" to "consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus," Who faithfully fulfilled the command of Him by Whom He was established Head of His Kingdom. This Kingdom, this house of God, continues St. Paul, "are we, if we hold fast the confidence and glory of hope unto the end."


Truly what a glory for us is this hope we have in Jesus, now that He is our Elder Brother, our High Priest filled with compassion for us, and our all-powerful Mediator. St. Paul is very expressive on this point. On the day of the Ascension, the Humanity of Jesus takes possession of this glorious inheritance in a wonderful manner. But the Man-God only enters into Heaven as our Forerunner:  Praecursor pro nobis introivit.


 And there, for the soul of each one of us, He offers to the Father the infinite price of His Passion in a perpetually living mediation:  Semper vivens ad interpeUandum pro nobis.


So our confidence ought to be boundless. All the graces that adorn the soul and make it blossom forth in virtues from the time of its call to the Christian faith until its vocation to the religious life, all the streams of living water that gladden the city of God which is the religious soul, have their inexhaustible source on Calvary: for this river of life gushed forth from the Heart and Wounds of Jesus.


Can we contemplate the magnificent work of our powerful High Priest without exulting in continual thanksgiving: Dilexit me et tradidii seinetipsum pro me:


 “Who loved me," says St. Paul, "and delivered Himself for me." The Apostle does not bay, although it be the very truth: dilexit nos: "He loved us ;" but "He loved me," that is to say His love is distributed to all, while being appropriated to each one of us. The life, the humiliations, the sufferings, the Passion of Jesus — all concern me. And how has He loved me? To love’s last extremity:  in finem dilexit.


 O most gentle High Priest, Who by Thy Blood hast re-opened to me the doors of the Holy of Holies, Who ceaselessly dost intercede for me, to Thee be all praise and glory for evermore 


Secondly, Christ’s merits are so much our own that we may justly appropriate them to ourselves ; the satisfactions of Jesus compose an infinitely precious treasure whence we can continually draw in order to expiate our faults, repair our negligences, provide for our needs, perfect our deeds, supply for our shortcomings. "The servant of God," says the Venerable Blosius, "should form the holy custom of offering all his works by a pure intention for the honor of God. He should be careful to j oin and unite all he does and all he suffers to the actions and sufferings of Christ, through prayer and desire. In this way, the works and trials that are in themselves, and when looked at as belonging to the servant of God himself, vile, worthless and imperfect, will become noble, of the highest value, and most pleasing to God. They receive an unspeakable dignity from the merits of Christ, to which they are united, as a drop of water poured into a vessel full of wine is entirely absorbed by the wine, and receives the full flavor and color of the wine. The good works of those who piously practice this union with Christ's actions incomparably excel the good works of those who neglect it."


Therefore this great monk, so versed in spiritual ways, does not hesitate to exhort his disciples to unite all their actions to those of Jesus:  it is the surest way of attaining perfection. "Confide your good works and exercises to the most holy and sweetest Heart of Jesus that He may correct and perfect them:  this is the most ardent wish of His loving Heart ever ready to complete our defective works in the most excellent manner. Rejoice and exult with gladness in that, poor as you are in yourself, you possess such riches in your Redeemer Whose will it is to make you a partaker in His merits... In Him is laid up for you an immense treasure provided you have true humility and goodwill".


This is what our Lord Himself said to a Benedictine nun, Mother Deleloe, whose wonderful inner life has but recently been revealed: "What more can you desire than to have within you the true source of all good, My Divine Heart?... All these great things are yours, all these treasures and riches are for the heart that I have chosen... Draw as much as you desire of these infinite delights and riches. "



III.


It did not suffice for our Heavenly Father to give us His Son as Mediator ; He has appointed Him the universal distributor of every gift; "the Father loveth the Son:  and He hath given all things into His hand": Pater diligit Filium et omnia dedit in manu ejus*. Christ communicates to us the grace that He has merited for us.


Many know that our Lord is the only way that leads to the Father: "No man cometh to the Father, but by me":  Nemo venit ad Patrem nisi per me; that He has redeemed us by His Blood ; but they forget — at least to all practical purposes — another truth of capital importance: it is that Christ is the Cause of every grace and that He acts in us by His Spirit.


Christ Jesus possesses in Himself the plenitude of every giace. Hear what He Himself says:  "As the Father hath life in Himself, so He hath given to the Son also to have life in Himself":  Sicut Pater ha bet vitam in semetipso, sic dedit et Filio habere vitam in semetipso.


 And what is this life? 


 is an eternal life, an ocean of divine life containing all the perfections and beatitude of the Godhead. Now Christ Jesus has this Divine Life "in Himself" in semetipso, that is to say by nature, being fully entitled to it, for Christ is the Incarnate Son of God. When the Father beholds His Christ, He is ravished, for this Infinite God beholds His equal in Christ His Son, and He declares:  "This is my beloved Son":  Hie est Filius meus dilectus .


 He sees nothing in His Son except what comes from Himself:  "Thou art My Son, this day have I begotten Thee":  Filius meus es tu, ego hodie genui te.


 Christ is truly "the brightness of His glory, and the figure of His substance ; and it gives the Father infinite joy to behold Him:  In quo mihi bene complacui.


 Thus Christ, because He is the Son of God, is "Life "supereminently:  "I am the Life", Ego sum vita .


This Divine Life that Jesus possesses personally and in its plenitude, He wills to communicate and lavish upon us:  "I am come that they may have life, and may have it more abundantly":  Ego veni ut vitam habeant et abundantius habeant; He wills that the life which is His through the hypostatic union, should be ours by grace, and it is "of His fulness we all have received":  Vidimus [euml plenum gratiae et de plenitudine ejus nos omnes accepimus.


 Through the Sacraments, through the action ot His Spirit in us, He infuses grace into us as the principle of our life.


Bear this truth well in mind:  there is no grace of which a soul can have need that is not found in Jesus, the Fount of every grace. For if "without [Him] we can do nothing "that brings us nearer to Heaven and to the Father, in Him are laid up "all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge ":  In quo sunt omnes thesauri sapientiae et scientiae absconditi .


 And they are there laid up that they may be transmitted to us. If we can sing that only Jesus Christ is holy: Tu solus sanctusu, it is because no one is holy except by Him and in Him.


There is perhaps no truth upon which St. Paul, the herald of the mystery of Christ, more insists when commenting upon the Divine Plan. Christ is the second Adam and, like Adam, is the head of a race, but this is the race of the elect.


"By one man sin entered into this world, and by sin death ; and so death passed upon all men... if by one man’s offense death reigned through one; much more they who receive abundance of grace, and of the gift and of justice shall reign in life through one, Jesus Christ"... With this difference, however, that "where sin abounded grace did more abound."


Christ has been established by His Father the Head of the race of the redeemed, of the faithful, with whom He forms one body. His infinite grace is to flow into the members of the mystical organism, "according to the measure of the giving of Christ":  Unicuique nostrum data est gratia secundum mensuram donationis Christi s. And, by this grace which flows from Himself, Christ renders each of the elect like unto Himself, and pleasing, as He is, to the Father. For in the eternal decrees the Father does not separate us from Christ Jesus:  the act by which He predestined a human nature to be personally united to His word is the same act by which He predestined us to become the brethren of Jesus.


We cannot work out our salvation without Christ, without the help of the grace that He gives to us. He is the one, the true Life that saves from death: Ego sum vita.



IV.


These essential truths apply to salvation ; they are equally to be understood of perfection. You are perhaps surprised that I have spoken at such length of Christ Jesus before speaking to you of religious perfection. It is because Christ is the foundation of monastic perfection that He is "the Religious" pre-eminently, the Example of the perfect religious ; more than that, He is the very source of perfection, and the consummation of all holiness, "the author and finisher of faith. "


The religious life is not an institution created on the borders of Christianity; plunging its roots into the Gospel of Christ, it aims only at expressing the Gospel in all its integrity. Our religious "holiness "is but the plenitude of our Divine adoption in Jesus; it is the absolute tradition of the whole of ourselves through love, to the will of the Most High. Now His Will is essentially that we should be His worthy children. He has predestined us "to be made conformable to the image of His Son":  Praedestinavit (nos) conforms fieri imaginis Filii sui.


 All that God enjoins upon us and asks of us, all that Christ counsels us, has no other end than to give us the opportunity of showing that we are God’s children and the brethren of Jesus; and when we attain this ideal in everything, not only in our thoughts and actions, but even in the motives from which we act, then we reach perfection.


Perfection can indeed be resumed in this inward disposition of the soul seeking to please the Heavenly Father by living habitually and totally in the spirit of its supernatural adoption.


Perfection has love for its habitual motive ; it embraces the entire life, that is to say it makes one think will, love, hate, act, — not only according to the views of nature vitiated by original sin, nor yet merely according to nature in so far as it is upright and moral (although this is certainly always requisite,) but in the spirit of this divine "superaddition" infused by God: to wit, grace which makes us His children and friends.


He alone is perfect who lives habitually and totally according to grace ; it is a failing, an imperfection, for a man adopted as a child of God to withdraw any one of his acts from the influence of grace and from charity which accompanies grace. Jesus has given us the watchword of Christian perfection: "I must be about My Father’s business”: In his quae Patris mei sunt oportet me esse.


The result of this disposition is to render all the actions of a soul, thus fully living according to the meaning of its supernatural adoption, pleasing to God, because they are all rooted in charity.


Let us listen to St. Paul: "Walk worthy of God,” he writes, "in all things pleasing": Ut ambuletis digne Deo per omnia placentes.


 The Apostle tells us we are to do this by walking worthy of the vocation in which we are called. Ut digne ambuletis vocatione qua vocati estis.


 And this vocation is to the supernatural life and the glorious beatitude that crowns it: Ut ambularetis digne Deo qui vocavit vos in suum regnum et gloriam.


So then, to please our Heavenly Father, in order that He be glorified, that His Kingdom be established within us and His will be done by us totally and steadfastly — that is perfection:  "Stand perfect, and full in all the will of God ’’:  Ut stetis perfecti et pleni in omni voluntate Det.


This attitude towards God avails to make us "fruitful in every good work":  Per omnia placentes, in omni bono opere fructificantes.


 And does not Our Lord Himself declare that this perfection is glorious to God? "In this is My Father glorified:  that you bear very much fruit ":  In hoc clarificatus est Pater meus ut fructum plurimum afferalis .


Whence are we to draw the sap which is to make all our actions fruitful in order that we may bring to the Father this abundant harvest of good works whereby we shall glorify Him?


This fruitful sap which is grace comes to us through Jesus only. It is only by remaining united to Him that we can be divinely fruitful: "He that abideth in Me, and I in Him, the same beareth much fruit":  Qui manet in Me et Ego in eo hic fert fructum multum.


 If without Him we can do nothing that is worthy of His Father, with Him, in Him, we bear much fruit: He is the Vine, we are the branches .


You will perhaps ask how we are to "abide" in Jesus? By faith, first of all. St. Paul tells us that it is by our faith Christ dwells in our hearts:  Christum per idem inhabitare in cordibus vestris.


 Next by love: “Abide in My love":  Manete in dilectione mea, the love that, joined to grace, gives us up entirely to Christ’s service and the keeping of His commandments: "If you love Me, keep My commandments":  Si diligitis Me, mandata mea servate.


This doctrine is true of the perfection in which every Christian ought to live according to his state ; it is true above all of religious perfection. Perfection can only exist where the orientation of the soul towards God and His will is habitual and steadfast.


We find many obstacles to perfection in ourselves and all around us:  the triple concupiscence of the flesh, and of the eyes, and the pride of life solicits and divides the poorhuman heart, and impairs the integrity necessary to perfection. The religious puts aside, in principle, all the obstacles to his progress by entering into the way of the evangelical counsels:  by the vows, he places himself irrevocably in a state of perfection which shields him, if he is faithful, from the fluctuations and solicitations which might disturb and divide his heart; in this state, the grace of adoption has more freedom and is able to bear more fruit. "I would," says St. Paul, "have you to be without solicitude. He that is without a wife is solicitous for the things that belong to the Lord: how he may please God. But he that is with a wife is solicitous for the things of the world:  how he may please his wife. And he is divided... And this I speak for your profit... which may give you power to attend upon the Lord, without impediment":  Volo vos sine sollicitudine esse... quod facultatem praebeat sine impedimento Dominum obsecrandi.


This is why Christ Jesus said to the young man enamoured of the ideal: "If thou wilt be perfect, go, sell what thou hast and give to the poor and thou shalt have treasure in heaven. And come follow me":  Si vis perfectus esse, vende omnia quae habes, et veni, sequere me.


The religious, the monk, despoils himself, detaches himself from everything: Reliquimus omnia; he puts away all the obstacles that could retard his progress and shackle bis flight towards God. In him, faith, whereby Christ dwells in souls, is more ardent, love, whereby they dwell in Christ, is more generous and far-reaching. In this blessed state, the soul can more fully cleave to God, because it follows Christ more closely:  Et secuti sumus te*.


Perfection has then grace for principle, love for its mainspring, and the degree of union with Jesus for its measure. Of this perfection Jesus is the initiator by the supernatural vocation ; secondly, He is its one model, at once divine and accessible ; finally and above all, it is He Who gives it to us as a participation in His own perfection. We must be perfect as our Heavenly Father is perfect  ; this is what Christ tells us, but it is God alone Who can make us perfect and He does so by giving us His Son.


Therefore all is summed up in constant union with Jesus, in ceaselessly contemplating Him in order to imitate Him, and in doing, at all times, for love, as He did: quia diligo Patrem — the things that please the Father: — Quae placita sunt ei facio semper.


 This is the secret of perfection.


It is related in the life of St. Mechtilde, that one Saturday, during the singing of the Mass Salve sancte parens, she saluted the Blessed Virgin and besought her to obtain for her true holiness. The glorious Virgin replied:  "If thou desirest true holiness, keep close to my Son ; He is Holiness itself, sanctifying all things." While St. Mechtilde was asking herself how she could do this, the sweet Virgin said to her again:  "Unite thyself to His most holy Childhood, beseeching Him that by His innocence, the faults and negligences of thy childhood may be repaired. Unite thyself to His most fervent Boyhood ever unfolding in a more burning love which alone had the privilege of giving sufficient matter to the love of God. Unite thyself to His Divine virtues, which have power to ennoble and elevate thine. Secondly, keep close to My Son by directing all thy thoughts, words, and actions towards Him in order that He may blot out all that is imperfect therein. Thirdly, keep close to my Son as the bride keeps close to the bridegroom who, out of his possessions, furnishes her with food and clothing, while she cherishes and honors, for love of him, the friends and family of her bridegroom. Thus, thy soul will be sustained by the Word of God as with the best sustinence, and clad and adorned with the delights she takes in Him, that is to say with the example that He gives her to imitate... Thus thou wilt be truly holy, according as it is written, with the holy thou shalt be holy, in the same way as a queen becomes queen in sharing the lot of the king."


"Therefore, beloved brethren, "concluded the Saint on another occasion when the same doctrine was revealed to her, "receiving with deep gratitude this high favor from the divine Clemency, let us take possession of Christ’s most holy life that we may supply for all that is lacking to our merits. Let us also strive, as far as we are able, to be conformed to Him by our virtues for this will be our supreme glory in eternal beatitude. What glory indeed could be greater than, by a certain resemblance, to approach Him Who is the splendor of everlasting light ?"



V.


St. Benedict lived on these fruitful truths; from these springs of living water he slaked the thirst of his great soul; in this beneficent light he wishes to see the lives of his disciples transfigured. Let us go back to the beginning of his Prologue:  he supposes that a postulant presents himself in order to be received as a monk and asks what he must do. St. Benedict replies that he must return to God by following Christ. "To thee, therefore, my words are now addressed who... desirest to fight for the Lord Christ, our true King":  Ad te ergo nunc meus sermo dirigitur quisquis... Domino Christo vero Regi militaturus. It is not a mere formula with St. Benedict; this idea impregnates the entire Rule and gives it that eminently Christian character, so much admired by Bossuet! The holy Legislator points out by these opening words of his Rule that he intends to take Christ fundamentally as Example and to consider Him as the source of perfection. His Rule is "Christocentric". So he tells us again and again "to prefer nothing to the love of Christa," "to hold nothing dearer than Christ;" and, in ending his Rule, he condenses all the ascetic programme of the monk in a sentence of absolute devotion to Christ: "Let nothing whatever be preferred to Christ, Who deigns to bring us all alike to everlasting life":  Christo omnino nihil praeponant qui nos pariter ad vitam aetemam perducat.


These are the great Patriarch’s last words, as it were the supreme farewell that he bids his sons upon leaving them ; these words echo those that open the Rule. Christ is the Alpha and Omega of all perfection.


In the chapter that serves as the epilogue and crown of the monastic code, S* Benedict repeats this truth that we shall find the way to our eternal country in Christ, and that it is by His grace alone we can fulfill the Rule traced out, and thus attain the end proposed at the head of the first page:  "to seek God":  Quisquis ergo ad patriam caelestem festinas, hanc Regulam descriptam adjuvante Christo perpice.


So throughout our life, whatever be the state of our soul and the circumstances that may arise, we ought never to turn our gaze away from Christ. St. Benedict constantly places the Divine Model before our eyes. If he tells us we ought to deny ourselves, it is that we may follow Christ: Abnegare semetipsum sibi ut sequatur Christum*. All our obedience — and what is the whole of our life but a continual obedience? — is to be inspired by the love of Christ: Haec convenit his qui nihil sibi a Christo carius aliquid existi-mant.


 Are we a butt to temptation? We must have recourse to Christ, it is against Him as against a rock that we must dash our evil thoughts the instant they come into the heart: Cogitationes malas cordi suo advenientes mox ad Christum allidere.


 Our tribulations, our adversities, must be united to Christ’s sufferings:  Passionibus Christi per patientiam participemur.


 The whole existence of a monk is to consist in walking in the path traced out by the Divine Master in the Gospel: Per ducatum Evangelii pergamus itinera ejus. Finally, if we come to a state of perfect charity, which is the bond of perfection, it is the love of Christ that has brought us thither and because He is the mainspring of all our actions: Ad caritatem Dei perveniet illam quae perfecta... universa custodit... amore Christi.


You see how for St. Benedict Christ must be everything to the monk. In all things he would have the monk think of Christ, lean upon Him ; the monk is to see Christ in everyone, in the Abbot, in his brethren, in the sick, in the guests, in strangers, in the poor, and, if need be, he is to pray for his enemies in Christi amore.


 The love of Christ brought the postulant to the monastery, it is the love of Christ that keeps him there and transforms him into the likeness of his Elder Brother.


We understand why it was that St. Benedict told a hermit who had bound himself by chains in his cave:  "If thou art the servant of God, do not bind thyself by an iron chain but by the chain of Christ":  Non teneat te catena ferri, sed catena Christi, that is to say by the love that binds thee to Christ.


May it be the same for us ; may the love of Christ hold us united to Him:  Teneat te catena Christi! There is no other way so traditional for us. Read the most authentic and most magnificent monuments of Benedictine asceticism, and you will see they are overflowing with this teaching. It explains the ardent aspirations of St. Anselm towards the Word Incarnate, the tenderness of St. Bernard’s love for Christ, the astonishing familiarities of St. Gertrude and St. Mechtilde with the Divine Saviour, the burning out– pourings of Ven. Blosius to the Sacred Humanity of Jesus! These great souls so pure and high in holiness, had fully made proof of this line of conduct proposed by the great Patriarch whose faithful disciples they were:  Nihil amori Christi praeponere: “To put the love of Christ before all things."


This way of making everything converge to Christ Jesus, which is so characteristic of St. Benedict, is extremely advantageous for the soul. It makes the life of the soul powerful, for it concentrates it in unity; and in the spiritual life, as in everything, sterility is the daughter of dispersion. It renders it attractive, for nothing can more delight the mind and more easily obtain the necessary efforts from the heart than to view the Adorable Person of Christ Jesus. "It requires very little experience of life to know how necessary it is for every one to have ever ready some sort of idea or word or thought — which by practice comes instinctively to our aid in times of difficulty or mental stress and gives us courage and strength to walk in the right path. This — a veritable talisman to the soul if we will only let it be so — js to be found in the sacred Name of our Blessed Lord. His should be an ever abiding presence to us, not a theoretical and abstract personality but a living actuality ever with us, ‘Christ in the mind, Christ in the heart, Christ in the hands’—the abiding thought of Christ, the abiding love of Christ, the constant and conscious following of Christ — this secures the union of our souls with God and makes our service real and a work of love... Of all the means which St. Benedict proposed to his disciples as aids to the spiritual life, this constant keeping of our Lord before the mind and following His example is perhaps insisted on most frequently and clearly."



III. – The Abbot, Christ’s Representative


To seek God by walking in Christ’s footsteps:  such in a few words is the sublime vocation that St. Benedict assigns to his sons. When a secular wishes to be admitted into the Community, this question is put to him:  "What do you ask?" and the Church places upon his lips this reply exactly appropriate to the situation:  "The mercy of God and your fellowship", Misericordiam Dei et vestram confraternitatem 


Every vocation, even the simple Christian vocation, comes from God. Our Lord Himself says “No man can come to Me, except the Father draw him":  Nemo potest venire ad me nisi Pater traxerit eum.


But it is God’s love for us — and as we are born miserable, it is His merciful love — which is the origin of this call: attraxi te miserans.


 This vocation is great, and this first loving glance cast upon us by God is the first link in the chain of graces which He bestows upon us throughout the course of our existence ; all the Divine mercies towards us have for their first principle this invitation to share, by adoption, in the Sonship of Christ Jesus.


The monastic vocation itself only aims at perfecting this adoption, at making it more extensive, by a deeper participation in Christ’s grace, by a more finished imitation of the Divine Model. But it is also an act of mercy, and a signal mercy. Christ Jesus does not oblige all men to follow Him thus closely ; the counsel is given, but "all men take not this word ":  Non omnes capiunt ver bum istud. You know the call of Jesus to the rich young man:  "If thou wilt be perfect.. follow Me." You know too the refusal that the Divine Master met with. Jesus had at first only pointed out the common way:  "If thou wilt enter into life, keep the commandments": Si vis ad vitam ingredi, serva mandata.


 Then after the rejoinder of the young man: "All these-things I have kept from my youth, ’* Jesus wished to show him a higher way, a way which leads to a more intimate degree of union, a more perfect beatitude. These successive and ascending calls had love only for their source:  "Jesus looking on him, loved him":  Intuitus eum, dilexit eum*. It is the love of God which draws us to the cloister, which invites us to serve Him in the cenobitical life, "the fellowship of the brethren":  Et vestram confraternitatem.


The monastery is the basis of a society. What is a society? It is an assembly of men whose wills conspire towards a determined end, under a recognized authority. In order to form a society it is not enough for men to be materially united, for example like a crowd of curious people grouped together in a public place:  that would be simply an accidental conglomeration without consistency; men must have an identical aim to which all tend by common consent: this aim gives to the society its direction and specification. But as men are unstable, as discussions often arise among them, and as individual liberty has to be directed, it is especially necessary for the constituting and functioning of a society that there should be an authority maintaining the union of the members in pursuit of the social ends and keeping them united as to the means.


We at once see the importance of this latter element: without one supreme authority recognized as incontestable by all, any society, however nobly inspired we might otherwise suppose it to be, is fatally condemned to dissensions and ruin: "Every kingdom divided against itself," Christ has said, "shall be brought to desolation ":  Regnum in seipsum divisum desolabitur! St. Benedict remarks this in one of his chapters, and we shall nowhere else see the Lawgiver of monks express himself with such warmth: he declares as "absurd" the existence of an authority that would be, in any degree, independent, and consequently a rival of the supreme authority; he heaps up terms depicting the disastrous consequences that would ensue. Dissensions inevitably follow disunion, and from these dissensions "souls are endangered... and run to destruction":  Necesse est sub hac dissension animas periclitari... euni in perditionem.


I have pointed out the primal object that St. Benedict wishes us to pursue, namely, to seek God, to return to Him: Ut ad Eum redeas; I have shown how the great means that he places in our hands is courageously to follow Christ the true King; Domino Christo vero Regi militaturus.


 By its end, as well as by the means employed to attain this end, the monastery forms a supernatural society. But before studying the monastery from the cenobitical point of view, it is necessary first of all carefully to analyze the authority which is its mainstay: this authority is concentrated in the hands of the Abbot.


There is a striking analogy between the Church and the monastery, both envisaged as societies. Christ founded a society to continue among men His mission of redemption and sanctification. Now what means did He, Infinite Wisdom, take in order to constitute His society? It is remarkable that the first time Christ speaks of His Church it is to indicate its foundation. Christ, the wise Architect, first of all lays the foundation; this foundation is Peter. Tu es Petrus, et super hanc petram aedificabo Ecclesiam meant.


 Authority being once established,the rest is regulated without difficulty.


The great Patriarch, whose Roman genius and Christian spirit appear so clearly in the Rule, uses no other logic. After a preliminary chapter where he sets aside the different forms of religious life in order to retain only the cenobitical form, he at once and before all speaks of the Abbot; Qualis de beat esse abbas.


 And this Abbot he defines from the opening of the chapter as the head of the monastery:  Abbas qui praeesse dignus est monasterio... St. Benedict, in this, imitates Our Lord. He first and foremost lays the foundation, the corner stone, upon which the edifice is to rest, and he devotes one of the most beautiful, if not the most beautiful chapter of his Rule, to detailing the qualities and mission of the head of the monastery.


Let us then say a few words as to the ideal that the great Patriarch forms of the head of the monastery: in this he has certainly traced — unknown to his humility, be it understood 


 — his own portrait, for in St. Gregory’s words "he did not ordain otherwise than he lived."


The Abbot will appear to us, after the example of Christ Whom he represents, as Pastor, and as Pontiff; we shall next see how he is to show forth his discretion and thus imitate the loving kindness of the supreme Pastor ; from these considerations will quite naturally follow the monk’s attitude towards the Abbot, an attitude which is summed up in love, docility of spirit and obedience of action.



I.


If we want to understand the ideal that the lawgiver of monks forms of the head of the monastery, it is not enough to study the two chapters of the Rule treating ex professo of the Abbot; we must know the mind and spirit of the great Patriarch, such as they appear in the Rule taken as a whole, and in its thousand details, as well as in St. Benedict’s life itself. For our Blessed Father cannot propose to the Abbot any other ideal than that which he himself contemplates in prayer, the principles of which he explains in his monastic code, and accomplishes in his own government.


According to his custom, St. Benedict begins by laying down a supreme principle whence he deducts all his teaching, and that gives unity, cohesion and supernatural fecundity to the whole ordering of the society which he intends to found.


This principle is thus announced: Abbas... Christi agere vices in monasterio creditur.


 "The Abbot is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery." In this axiom is condensed the whole synthesis of the chapter of the Rule concerning the Abbot; all the remainder is but development and application. Thus St. Benedict wishes the Abbot to be penetrated with this fundamental thought and to adapt himself to it in order to find the norm of his conduct and the rule of his life. "Let the Abbot, since he is considered to represent the person of Christ, be called Lord and Father... out of reverence and love for Christ. Let him be mindful of this and show himself to be worthy of such an honour”:  Abbas quia vices Christi agere videtur, Domnus et Abbas vocetur... honore et amore Christi. Ipse autem cogitet, et sic se exhibeat ut dignus sit tali honore.
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