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        This book is dedicated to my spouse Tracy,

        my parents, our families, my colleagues, my clients,

        and all those weighed down by their grief and their possessions.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

          HAROLD IVAN SMITH, DMIN, FT

        

      

    

    
      I had no idea when Alan and I first began talking about this book that, in time, his insights would motivate me to not just read the final manuscript but to take his guidances and put them into concrete action. And to ask God’s help to put good intentions into practice.

      In our accumulation-frantic society, we have changed stuff from a noun to a verb, an action verb. We subconsciously conjugate the word “stuff.”  I stuff, you stuff, we stuff…we all stuff. Because, truth be told, if we “all stuff” then I don’t feel so bad about how much space in my life my stuff takes up. Or will soon take up.

      Alan’s Monk is important because we all have drawers, closets, plastic bins, storage sheds, and storage units that are visible, at least to us. But what about the invisible spaces and places we store our stuff? Reading this book may annoy you. Monk might end up in your collection of “unread” books, riding in your trunk waiting for the next donation stop at a thrift store. 

      Alan asked me to do something more than read words on a page. He asked me to do something about my stuff, my clutter, my junk. Now. Put down this book and “Get at it!”

      The temptation is to say, well, rather than spending time reading this book, why don’t I spend the time more productively by sorting, tossing, donating. Or re-storing my stuff, rather than restoring my soul.

      Someone you know needs to read this book. I certainly needed to. 

      If only Alan’s two questions could be tattooed on the inside of our eyelids, so that every time we blink we would see them: What is all this stuff? Why am I carting all this around? Or worse, Why am I storing it—or paying to store it?

      

      Harold Ivan Smith, DMin, FT

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a book about a man who goes through three different “wake-up calls” from childhood to later adulthood, who begins to explore life through its gains and losses, and who recognizes the spiritual growth possible in the “second half of life.” Our story begins with Rob Shaw, an Associate of the Order of Saint Romanus, who after experiencing a tire blowout on his way to the monastery for a retreat, discovers that he can't get to the spare tire in the trunk because of all the junk crammed into it. He realizes the need to finally deal with the junk and the excess in his life, and begins both the inner and the outer work of that journey. Rob extends his brief silent retreat at the monastery in order to deeply explore his growth—and subsequently ours—through a lens of life transitions, grief, and possessions. From his experience—and through his journal—we witness the forward movement into mindfulness, simplicity, transformation, and transcendence.

      The simple message in Rob’s story is about acknowledging and unpacking the “junk” in one's life, while finding, keeping, and appreciating the “jewels.” It is about recognizing who and what is important to us. As “pre-death cleaning,” it is about making room for the essential by eliminating much of the clutter in our lives, not only for us but for those who follow us. Finally, it is a book on reflections and insights about collecting and collections: how we get started, and why we continue; how we use things for enjoyment, remembering, and healing, and yet how at times we become overwhelmed and burdened with these possessions. The purpose of this book is to cast light and offer help and hope on how we can grow—not only through dealing with our possessions and reducing clutter—but also through our recollecting and remembering through our grieving and giving. Following each section of the book there are journal questions that can be useful for the reader’s reflection, hopefully serving as encouragement for your future work as you separate the jewels from the junk in your life.

      In this story you will follow along with Rob on his trip to Saint Cecilia’s monastery and what he sees as his third wakeup call along the way. You will benefit from the lessons of his three-day retreat—which expanded to seventeen days—as he shares his journal on “stuff” and possessions, and how they can either drag us down or lift us up through meaningful connections to our past, our loved ones, and our core values. Through his journal you will hopefully see what he sees, feel something of what he feels, and then be able to compare these insights to your own life’s journey. At the end of the book, you can join him again a year later in the epilogue to read his “Rule of Life” that might perhaps serve as a template for developing your own personal rule.

      With resilience, faith, and some freshly gained insights, Rob was able to rediscover new life with both an openness and a universalizing love in both his life and his spiritual care offerings to others.

      So, join me, if you will, as we accompany Rob, as his retreat becomes a deep dive into people, possessions, and purpose, with a focus on the needs and values of belonging, connection, and meaning. Perhaps in some way you too will come away enlightened—with a lighter load yourself—toward repurposing and rededicating your life. Through this journey you too can discover for yourself the pro-life enhancing benefits of pre-death cleaning.

      

      
        
        Alan D. Harris, DTh

        www.worklifesoul.com
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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Drive

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sometimes you find yourself in the middle of nowhere,

        and sometimes in the middle of nowhere you find yourself.”

        —Stacy Westfall

      

        

      
        “Still, round the corner,

        there may wait a new road or a secret gate.” 

        —J. R. R. Tolkien

      

      

      Robert Michael Shaw was making the two-hour drive to Mount St. Cecilia’s, a Benedictine monastery in Eastern Kansas, not far from the spot on the Missouri River where Lewis and Clark had docked and replenished their supplies almost 200 years before. Rob had begun making retreats at the monastery’s tranquil setting several years ago after his studies in spiritual direction. He loved connecting with St. Cecilia’s spiritual formation program, and had always enjoyed these times of retreat at “the motherhouse” to refocus.

      While not speeding excessively, he was driving a bit more aggressively than usual due to his late start from home. Although it was typically more peaceful to head out a little early, this was not one of those times. Unfortunately, Rob always saw himself as contemplative, yet also punctual.

      
        
        “Because the greatest part of a road trip isn’t arriving at your destination. It’s all the wild stuff that happens along the way.” —Emma Chase

      

      

      About 12 miles after traveling through Schott’s Township, Rob’s car began to weave a bit, somewhat squirrelly he thought, before a loud ”bang” interrupted this relatively peaceful—although spirited—drive to the monastery. Rob quickly grabbed the steering wheel with both hands as he put on the brakes, slowed down, and hobbled safely to the narrow shoulder on the two-lane road. Rob quickly gave thanks for being able to pull off the highway without injury or accident, then took a deep breath and turned on his hazard flashers. After checking to see that there was no other traffic approaching, he braced himself and got out of the car. This might be bad, but it truly could have been much worse, he thought to himself.

      After getting out of the car, Rob saw that the driver’s-side rear tire had blown. In the short period of time prior to pulling off the road, the tire had shredded and was obviously shot. I’ve got a spare, he realized, and decided that the best thing to do was to see if he could get someone from his insurance company’s roadside assistance program to come out and replace the old tire with the spare. In the past, this was something he might have done himself, but he was now in his mid-60s, and it would be dangerous to do this work on such a narrow shoulder with a drop off just to his right. Yes, it would be best to call someone who might be a little more proficient at this type of work.

      With a charged cell phone, and still within range of a cell tower, reaching and scheduling roadside assistance was easy. With about 45 minutes before the truck would arrive, Rob began the task of finding the small space-conserving spare in the trunk of his two-door coupe. Much to his dismay, it was easier said than done.

      It became abundantly clear upon opening the trunk that his earlier resolutions to clean it out had been ignored. Rob had recently finished reading a book about making and keeping good habits, but obviously, having a clean and organized trunk had not been an important enough goal. And yes, the trunk was absolutely and completely full.

      What is all this stuff? Why am I carting all this around? he thought, almost panicking when he realized the amount of work that lay ahead. The backseat was already spoken for by his travel bags and several weeks’ worth of paperwork that he hadn’t bothered to take back to his office. With about 30 minutes before roadside assistance was expected to arrive, Rob realized he had to figure out how to make the spare tire accessible. There was so much stuff in the trunk that the only thing he could do was to pull it all out and pile it behind the car. He dug out one partially filled box, thankful to have someplace to put the smaller items, and he began to stack the larger ones a few feet behind the car’s rear bumper. Here is what he found: Bags of papers to recycle and shred. A dozen or so books to donate at the next book collection. Plastic water bottles to take to the recycling center and aluminum cans to drop off at the local VFW. A set of jumper cables and a half-filled jug of windshield fluid. He dug deeper as he began to sort and remove this unintentional collection from the trunk while finding the best way to stack it safely by the car. He found several folders of work papers and handouts from some groups he had led over the past three years. Then there were these: A smashed box of tissues, a spray bottle of windshield ice melt, and a blanket. The tissues could be helpful should his desperation turn to tears, but what use did he have for a blanket and ice melt in August? Making his way through the levels of stuff and into the depths of the trunk, he had to sort, push aside, and try to collect, in a couple of grocery bags, an assortment of trash—empty plastic cups, straws, food wrappers—along with a bag of clothes to donate to the local transitional housing center. How did I let this get this bad? he mused, as he finally reached the carpet that covered the spare tire compartment just as roadside assistance pulled up behind him with flashers on.

      As he thanked the driver for coming out in his time of need, Rob found himself apologizing for the state of his trunk and its contents, now assembled in a couple of somewhat more or less organized stacks next to the car. Why am I apologizing for this? Isn’t it normal to have a collection of stuff like this in one’s own car?  he thought. But then he caught himself in his rationalization just about the time that a stiff and sudden Eastern Kansas wind gust swept in, lifting, opening, and promptly dispersing through the air a large manila file folder full of assorted papers. It was as if they were immediately being called to some location other than where he had placed them. Frantic, Rob jumped into action. He tried to catch and recover the airborne papers that were soon scattered across the surrounding roadside drop off and the valley just beyond the shoulder. How convenient, he thought, watching them float into a nearby algae-covered pond, slowly drifting toward its center.

      
        
        “When you go on a road trip, the trip itself becomes part of the story.” —Steve Rushin

      

      

      Feeling stupid, and even helpless, for having files like these in his car trunk, he realized the futility of going after them. Thank God these weren’t from the bag of stuff to take to a future shredding event at the bank … or were they?  No, he finally assured himself, they were just old handouts, notes from lectures, copies of meeting agendas, and other even less significant recyclable papers. He breathed a small sigh of relief before composing himself and accepted that what just flew away would be recycling itself, and one less thing for him to do. He returned his attention to the work the tow truck driver had just begun by jacking up the car after removing the spare from the now-empty trunk. In a matter of moments, the shredded tire was replaced with the spare.

      After being assured that his insurance would pick up the tab, Rob thanked the driver as he signed the paperwork and offered another humble apology for the state of his trunk. He promised to get a new tire when he could over the next few days. Rob now started the work of repopulating his trunk with all that had come out of it, except for the long-lost papers that were now becoming one with the pond. Shaking his head, Rob got back into the car. With a deep sigh, he wondered if he should take the time to reflect on all this during the thirty minutes he had left in his trip to the monastery. No, he thought, I’d better pay attention to getting there in a reasonable time, especially now that I’m driving on a tire that shouldn’t be driven faster than 45 miles per hour. I’ll find some time later to think about this.

      
        
        “A certain monk went to Abbot Moses in Scete and asked him for a good word. And the elder said to him: Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”  —Anonymous

      

      

      Rob arrived a little later than he wanted, but evening prayer had yet to start. The community lived by the Rule of Benedict which structured not just the individuals’ lives and routines, but the entire community’s as well. While hoping to attend prayer, he thought it best to get his room key from the retreatant desk at the Sophia Center and make his first retreat tonight straight to his room. The little that he had reflected on since the road incident made him all too painfully aware that he had a lot to learn. He recalled the saying, “Go to your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.” How many times had he read this, he wondered. The words were attributed to one of the early abbas and ammas, titles given the ascetic spiritual Desert Fathers and Mothers of the third and fourth centuries CE in Egypt, Persia, Palestine, and Arabia. While not seeing himself as having much in common with these predecessors of the monastic movement, he did see the point that some degree of isolation—time spent alone amid simple surroundings, separate from the world, with time for deep thought, contemplation, and prayer—was all one needed to deepen spiritually. Perhaps, he thought, this could help him in a lot of other ways.  Rob’s stress levels, work and church relationships, marriage, and certainly his organizational skills (or lack thereof) could stand for some improvement.

      
        
        “The first step toward change is awareness. The second step is acceptance.” —Nathaniel Branden

      

      

      Rob’s “cell” was a clean, simple room with a shared bath. A twin bed, a small desk with a straight-back wooden chair and a lamp, a rocking chair, and a closet comprised the plain and simple furnishings. On one wall was a hand-made pottery cross. A window looked out over the fields and the spot where the old oak tree used to be. He sighed a breath of relief and felt right at home.

      After putting his few things away, Rob checked the weekly calendar of the monastery that included the schedule for the daily hours. The “hours” are the times set aside for prayer, practiced by monastics and religious communities for over 1,500 years since the founding of the modern monastery by Saint Benedict of Nursia. St. Benedict had recognized the need for structure and support for the early monastics, with communal living and a daily rule to live by.

      While envisioning this as a personal and mostly silent retreat, Rob was still open to the idea of having some worship and fellowship time with the community. In addition, he also wanted to take some spiritual direction with one of his favorite directors, either Sister Evelyn or Sister Margaret. While the other Benedictine monastery a few miles away was established as a community of monks and brothers, Saint Cecilia’s was founded in the 1800s as a convent1 for nuns and had grown to include a women’s college and later the Sophia Center, the home of their program in spiritual formation. Father Jay, an Episcopal priest to whom Rob had been introduced by a deacon at church, was the one who had recommended the Sophia Center. For Rob, this became the place of his midlife spiritual awakening and formation. This is where he had first voiced “... all my springs of joy are in you,” adapted from the 87th Psalm, to boldly proclaim to himself and the world that “all that is good that comes from me comes through this place.”2 Sophia, the feminine personification of wisdom, was an especially fitting and appropriate name for this special place, with its incredibly welcoming, kind, caring, and gifted community.

      Rob suddenly remembered that he hadn’t yet phoned home. He found he was unable to connect with a cell tower from his room, so he went outside and faced all four directions until he had enough reception to make a call. Rachel answered on the first ring. Rob apologized for the lateness of his call, letting her know that he got there safely and was just getting settled in. She expressed her relief, and glad to know he was okay. While Rob described the poor cell phone reception, he decided against sharing his experience of the blown tire and his wakeup call, saving that story for another time. Rachel said she understood that if Rob didn’t call often, she knew why. Before ending the call, Rob offered a short prayer of gratitude for getting to the monastery reasonably safe and for Rachel’s understanding, and closed with a simple goodnight and “I love you.” After a deep breath, he looked at his watch and decided against going out to get a meal, remembering the half of a grilled chicken sandwich he had saved from a meeting earlier that day, and the remains of a large diet soda that would fit the bill. After finishing the leftover lunch, he prepared for bed and read through the Compline3 service that he often enjoyed from his Book of Common Prayer,4 barely making it through the evening prayers before dozing off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Day of Self-awareness and Looking Back

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Let us not look back in anger, nor forward in fear,

        but around in awareness.”

        —James Thurber

      

      

      When the bright sunlight flooded across his pillow and into his eyes, Rob realized that he had missed morning prayers in the chapel, as well as breakfast with the community. Maybe I can find some leftovers, he thought to himself. After personal care and dressing, he walked out into the hall with the idea of possibly finding some food in the monastery kitchen, but was pleasantly surprised to discover that the sisters had left him a quaint continental breakfast in the small kitchen of the guest house where he was staying. “Thank you!” he uttered for the kindness and generosity of the sisters’ hospitality staff, now able to get some coffee and something to eat. The coffee was quite a bit better than he expected. He thought of the old television commercial where a husband remarked to his wife, “Honey, that’s great coffee!”, thinking that he might share this with the sisters, but quickly dismissed the thought.
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