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‘Anyone who enjoyed the surprise hit television series The Monastery  should be delighted with Christopher Jamison’s book . . . by the end I was left with the definite impression that the author himself is a sincere and honorable man who sees, in the best aspects of the Rule of Benedict, a genuine solution to the abominable problems of modern living’ Sunday Telegraph


‘A thoughtful, comforting and eminently practical book’

Good Book Guide

‘Abbot Christopher Jamison, who became known to viewers when his Benedictine order featured in the BBC TV series The Monastery, has written a guide to finding sanctuary. I will certainly read it because he’s fascinating, seeking peace and spirituality in everyday life . . . very charismatic . . . generous with his insights, but never self-righteous, smug or preachy . . . his guidance is spot on. Heaven knows, most of us need all the peace we can get’ Daily Express  ‘Lucid and insightful book . . . Its gentle, understanding but uncompromising stance should encourage many to revise their estimate of the need for what is here termed ‘classic religion’ and, ultimately, for God’ Tablet


 
Father Christopher Jamison is the Abbot of Worth, a Benedictine monastery in Sussex. Born in Melbourne, Australia in 1951, he studied at Downside School and Oxford University. After becoming a monk in 1973, he taught at Worth School and became headmaster in 1994. He was elected Abbot in 2002, is President of the International Commission on Benedictine Education and sits on the Council of the Alliance for International Monasticism, a body that promotes links between monasteries across the North/South divide.

Worth Abbey has been an independent monastery since 1957 and currently has 22 monks in residence, together with three novices. More information is available at www.worthabbey.net and  www.findingsanctuary.net.




 
 
 

 
Finding Sanctuary

 

 
ABBOT CHRISTOPHER JAMISON

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




A Weidenfeld & Nicolson ebook

 
A PHOENIX PAPERBACK 
First published in Great Britain in 2006 
by Weidenfeld & Nicolson 
This paperback edition published in 2007 
by Phoenix, 
an imprint of Orion Books Ltd, 
Orion House, 5 Upper St Martin’s Lane, 
London WC2H 9EA 
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

 
Copyright © Christopher Jamison 2006

 
The right of Christopher Jamison to be identified as the author of 
this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 
All images © Royalty-Free CORBIS, except: 
Hand Turning Door Handle © Claudia Kunin/CORBIS 
Boy Reaching for Book © Randy Faris/CORBIS 
Climbing the Corporate Ladder © Paul Hardy/CORBIS 
Riding the Escalator © Steve Prezant/CORBIS 
Road Sign That Says “THE WAY” © Jed & Kaoru Share/CORBIS 
Open Door and Chair, Stein Am Rhein, Switzerland © Monte Nagler 
Photography 
The Monastery © Tiger Aspect Productions 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in 
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior 
permission of the copyright owner. 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.

 
eISBN 978 0 2978 5687 0

 
www.orionbooks.co.uk


 
This ebook produced by Jouve, France




To my brothers, the monks of Worth 
 
and to my predecessors, the abbots of Worth 
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The monks of Worth with the five men from The Monastery television programme, first broadcast on BBC Two in May 2005: Tony, Gary, Anthoney, Nick and Peter. At the time the programme was filmed Tony was 29, single, living in London and producing trailers for a sex chat-line; Gary was 36, single, and a painter and decorator from Cornwall; Anthoney was 32 and worked in a legal publishing company in London; Nick was 37, single, and studying for a PhD in Buddhism at Cambridge University; Peter was married, a retired teacher and published poet who lived in Bristol.




Prologue

The BBC TV series The Monastery involved five very modern men living the monastic life for forty days and forty nights while TV cameras tracked their progress. The sight of monks responding thoughtfully and helpfully to ordinary people’s struggles was a surprise to millions of viewers who had presumed that monks were ‘out of touch’. Accepting people as they are was assumed to be the preserve of enlightened liberals, not of cloistered monks.

Yet the five men were not only accepted; they were also challenged. They were asked to listen continuously and deeply to themselves, to other people and to God. Forty days later, this profound listening had reshaped their hearts and minds as it has reshaped the hearts and minds of many generations of monks and nuns. These men left ‘The Monastery’ more in touch with life than when they had arrived.

The sense that the Christian monastic tradition has something special to offer is growing among contemporary people of all religious beliefs and those with none. To everybody’s surprise, The Monastery attracted an audience of  three million viewers and was very favourably received by critics and public alike. The Worth Abbey website received 40,000 visits in the month following the first programme and during that same period hundreds of people signed up to come on retreat at Worth.

The people who came on retreat here have to some extent provoked this book. Those with no background in religious faith have been its particular inspiration. They are a new generation of people who have not lapsed from faith but for whom religion is a closed book or, as one put it, ‘just a good source of jokes’. Their honest searching and their willingness to listen to new insights have been encouraging and humbling for us monks. People want to learn from us and they tell us that our way of life is precious not only for ourselves but for them too. It appears that our founder, Saint Benedict, still has lots to say to people today.

Benedict wrote his Rule for monastic living fifteen hundred years ago when he was abbot of Monte Cassino, the monastery that sits atop an inspiring mountain south of Rome. Italy was at that time a country torn apart by barbarian invasion and confusion, so Benedict understood not only the spiritual way but also the barbarian way. The name the ‘Rule of Benedict’ often misleads people into thinking that Benedict wrote a book of rules. In fact, he wrote a book of insights about Christian living, with some practical suggestions (rules) about how to put those insights into practice. The insights are still guiding people today, even  though many of the rules have been adapted to local conditions, as Benedict asked that they should be.

In every generation, monks and nuns bring together the realities of their day and the wisdom of the Rule in a new fusion born of contemporary experience. This fusion is the energy that enables monasteries to continue to be places of sanctuary today as they have been for centuries. And that sanctuary can be recreated in the hearts of all people of goodwill. If you are looking for sanctuary in your life, then Benedict invites you into that place of peace with the opening words of his Rule: ‘Listen carefully, child of God, to the master’s instructions and attend to them with the ear of your heart.’
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Introduction

‘Why did you become a monk?’ I am asked this question so often, and it’s not easy to answer. I imagine it’s roughly equivalent to being asked to explain why you married your spouse: the person asking might want to know your views on marriage (why didn’t you just live together?); or it could be that they want to know why you married this particular person rather than another; or it might be part of a discussion about your recent divorce. Each situation requires a different answer. Similarly, I have offered various answers for various contexts. But the answer I really want to give is: ‘I don’t know.’ I do not know why I became a monk, because the reason I joined is not the reason I stayed. I joined thinking I could save the world by being a monk; I stayed because the monastery became the place where I discovered my own need to be saved. Before I could offer sanctuary, I had to find it.

My personal story, like everybody’s, has some ordinary and some extraordinary elements. The extraordinary element is that I was born in Australia to Australian parents with no English connections, but following my father’s  appointment to be managing director of an Australian company based in England, we emigrated to England, along with my three elder brothers, when I was still a baby. The ordinary element is that I was a cradle Catholic, went to a Catholic school run by monks who were both able and kind, and then went on to university pretty uneventfully. While at university, I knew that I did not want to follow in the footsteps of my father and brothers and go into business. Thanks to the ministry of some fine university chaplains, I found myself led to regular meditation and to working with those on the margins of society - in particular, travellers. Through a series of chance encounters I found myself staying at Worth and realising that the monastic life here contained all the elements of life that animated me, as well as some inspiring monks.

Did Christ call me? Of course. Did He leave me a voice-mail? Of course not. If you want to pinpoint a moment when He called me, it was when I was sitting in my college room one night reading the Bible. Aged nineteen, I had decided earlier in the year that it was time to read all the gospels on my own and at that time I was reading Matthew’s. I read chapter 10 verses 37-9, which conclude with Jesus saying: ‘Anyone who finds his life will lose it; anyone who loses his life for my sake will find it.’ That touched a chord and seemed to me to describe the dilemma I faced: finding everything that a career offered and losing what I valued, or losing what was on immediate offer and finding something else at the hands of God. Seen in  those terms, the decision is not difficult; working that decision through in practice and explaining it to everybody else is much harder. So I gave it a go, thinking I would probably not make it past novice; and, to my surprise, I grew into the life more and more.

Throughout this book, the call of Christ is the hidden assumption. I say ‘hidden’ because I won’t keep on repeating it; I say ‘assumption’ because the insights of Benedict assume the insights of Christ. The Rule of Benedict is a commentary on the Gospel and it is woven out of quotations from the Bible. This book will help you to enter into the teachings of Benedict, but it will not assume that you, the reader, are Christian. What it will assume, however, is that Benedict and his monastic tradition are Christian. It is certainly true that Christian monks share much in common with our monastic brothers and sisters of other religions, especially Buddhist monks, but a word of caution is needed when talking about these similarities. The monastic life of celibacy and prayer is strikingly similar in the Catholic and Buddhist traditions; it is one of Worth’s privileges that we have a very warm friendship with the Buddhist monastery at Chithurst here in West Sussex. We have good dialogues, but we recognise that there are differences as well as similarities between us. We Benedictines are Christian believers and so to understand us fully requires an understanding of the teachings of Christ.

If your response to God and to Christ is: ‘I do not know what to believe,’ then that is fine: just keep an open heart  and mind as you read this book. Finding Sanctuary is written very much with you in mind and I offer you a story to illustrate the point. One day some old men came to see Abbot Anthony of Egypt, the most renowned hermit of his day. In the midst of them was Abbot Joseph. Wanting to test them, the old man Anthony suggested a text from the scriptures and, beginning with the youngest, he asked them what it meant. Each gave his opinion as he was able. But to each one the old man said: ‘You have not understood it.’ Last of all he said to Abbot Joseph: ‘How would you explain this saying?’ and he replied: ‘I do not know.’ Then Abbot Anthony said: ‘Indeed, Abbot Joseph has found the way, for he has said: “I do not know.”’

This story is taken from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, a collection of ancient wisdom that often shocks us into reconsidering our assumptions about how life works. These fathers and mothers were the first monks and nuns of the Christian tradition and they lived in the desert areas of the Middle East during the fourth and fifth centuries. The most famous of them was Anthony of Egypt, about whom there are many stories such as the above. Viewed from our perspective today, these monks and nuns inhabit a strange world full of demons and temptations, angels and miracles. Some seem very odd people, who lived in ways that offend modern sensitivities. One of the strangest of all was the Syrian, Simeon Stylites, who lived on top of a column but was considered a saint by those who came to visit him. On reflection, if David Blaine can fast for forty-four  days inside a Perspex box hanging over the Thames and have 250,000 fans come to visit him, then maybe the desert fathers were not so peculiar after all! Even in their own day, however, they were considered strange; yet the rich and powerful sought them out for advice. They had left behind the busy-ness of their day and found a sanctuary that others envied. Their wisdom was and is precious.

Within their desert sanctuary, the fathers and mothers of the desert became some of the first great spiritual teachers and some of the first psychologists; they plumbed the depths of the soul and from those depths they invited people to look at spirituality in ways that are imaginative and challenging. Benedict was born in 480, just at the end of their heyday, and he revered them as his mentors. They are remarkable guides, combining wit, insight and wisdom in a mixture that we moderns can only envy. As we go through this book, the sayings of the desert fathers and mothers will accompany us on our journey in search of sanctuary.

Our search involves learning how to build a sanctuary in the midst of everyday life. So, to begin with, I invite you to consider the busy-ness of modern life and what causes it. Then I ask: what steps can somebody take in order to find sanctuary there? I have chosen seven steps from the monastic tradition and each step leads to the creation of a particular part of the sanctuary: the door, the floor, the walls, the roof or the windows, not forgetting the furniture and fittings. This sanctuary is built by heart and mind, but it is no less real for that.

The Abbey Church at Worth is a large building, but it is very simple in design and it is always open, day and night. I hope that the sanctuary that you build in your life as you read this book will be as spacious, as beautiful and as welcoming.




PART ONE

Everyday Life
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How Did I Get This Busy?

Recipes for busy mums, tips for busy teachers, workshops for busy executives - these are just some of the courses around today that help us cope with being too busy. People speak and act as if ‘being busy’ is a force beyond their control, as if somewhere back in history a malign spirit of busy-ness invaded the planet. There was a time, in the good old days, when people had time, and life moved at an easy pace. But ‘modern society’ changed all that and now we are stuck with a way of life that is a breathless rush. ‘People don’t have time like they used to’ - and we all nod in agreement.

I have recently taken to asking those who come to the monastery on retreat where they find sanctuary in their lives today. Some of them admit frankly that they do not have any sanctuary; they are just too busy, and that is why they have come on retreat. This busy-ness is so endemic that even the act of coming on retreat for forty-eight hours evokes in them strong feelings of guilt. ‘I’ve had to leave my spouse to look after the children,’ they say, or ‘I should be working’; and so they feel that simply being in the  monastery is self-indulgent. Then I ask them: ‘Why have you allowed yourself to get into this state?’ The question throws them, because until that moment most had assumed that the excessive busy-ness of their lives was somebody else’s fault. They and many others have an unspoken assumption that ‘modern life’ is busy, that being busy is one of the penalties of living in a developed country in the twenty-first century and that one day they will make a life decision to escape from all this... but not yet.

‘Busy’ is, of course, a relative term, a fact humorously illustrated by the advertisement that shows a man on a bike stuck behind a stationary but solitary bus on a Caribbean island. The cyclist complains: ‘Man, this is gridlock!’ Leaving aside for the moment the relative nature of being busy, the foundations of our contemporary feeling of ‘being too busy’ are worth a closer look.

Put simply, if somebody says they are too busy, then either they are too busy or they think they are too busy. Either way, the responsibility lies with them; they choose to lead a busy life or they choose to think that they do. When I have said to people on retreat that they have chosen to be busy, they find this impossible to accept. Yet the experience of the five men seen in The Monastery suggests that this is truer than most people realise. Several of them had great difficulty just accepting that they didn’t have much to do and that they had to be silent for long periods. Stillness and silence were truly foreign to them and, at first, not that welcome: Tony and Anthoney in particular  kept using their mobiles for days after their arrival and found it difficult to settle into not being busy. So some explanation is required of the way this choice for busy-ness is made. In Britain, it is rooted in the way life changed in the eighties, so a quick look at that upheaval may offer a fresh perspective on the pressures that make people so busy in Britain today. Other developed countries could tell similar stories.

Twentieth-century Britain once had a raft of organisations such as trade unions and professional bodies, which dictated much of the pace of ordinary life. For example, trade unions protected people from working long hours for poor pay and professional associations enabled doctors, lawyers and other professionals to regulate the way they worked. But by the 1980s British industry was falling behind commercially in the global economy and it fell to the Thatcher government to tackle the problem. Their solution was to destroy or reduce the power of institutions such as trade unions. This would enable market forces to operate more freely and so force the British economy to modernise; the demands of the market would now dictate every aspect of life. This applied not only to the working classes but to the professional classes as well. Far from protecting people, the state now sought to maximise competition in order to ensure that market forces decided everything in the lives of its citizens. For example, the national institutions that provided water, gas and electricity were sold off to private companies, which cut costs while trying to meet the demands of  the customer in new ways. Even the National Health Service had to create an ‘internal market’.




‘WE’RE ALL CUSTOMERS NOW’

This market economy led inevitably to the emergence of a consumerist approach to life, with the slogan: ‘Let the customer decide.’ In this consumerist world, people are offered the promise of purchasing whatever they choose from an ever-expanding range of continuously improving products. In the traditional marketplace the stallholders always sold the same thing in the same way, in the same place and at the same time; but in the modern marketplace everything is bigger and better than the last time, and it’s available wherever and whenever you want it. So now, anywhere at any time, you can buy the latest version of everything. While theoretically the consumer can say, ‘I’ve had enough,’ and stop consuming, in fact the market works hard to make sure the consumer never says that.

So British society now defines a person as a consumer. This is neatly illustrated by the transition in announcements on the rail system by which travellers have ceased to be ‘passengers’ and have become ‘customers’ instead. Even schools and hospitals (and not only private ones) now treat pupils and patients as customers. We are all customers now.

Now this consumer-driven outlook is dependent on  some hidden assumptions: first, the assumption that there is an infinite supply of goods coming from an infinite production line. The second assumption is that the consumer will have to engage in endless productive work in order to earn the money to fund the endless consumption.

Where the professional classes once led a leisurely life, now they have become stressed out. Where the working man once relied on a job for life in a stable industry, now ‘he got on his bike and looked for work’. We are all in thrall to consumption, both our own consumption and that of the customers who provide our wages. This is the context with which we have chosen to collude and we are all too busy as a result. In this sense, we choose to be too busy.

In simple terms, the consumerist lifestyle forces people to work too hard in order to fulfil their consumer ambitions. The desire for the bigger car or the better holiday drives people to overwork and those caught up in this cycle have difficult decisions to make about whether to give up some of these ambitions in order to make room for sanctuary. Armed with this understanding, you can stand back from our culture and question it. You are a free person and you can choose how busy you want to be. Freely choosing to resist the urge to busy-ness is the frame of mind you need before you can take any steps towards finding sanctuary.




‘GET AWAY FROM IT ALL?’

Much of the modern tourist industry is built on the assumptions I have just outlined. The promise of a respite from being too busy fuels the language of travel brochures: ‘Want to get away from it all? Take the family to Disney World!’ Tourism offers temporary respite from this world of frantic busy-ness by offering yet another consumer product as the antidote: the package holiday. All the hard work needed to be a consumer now needs an extra consumer product to take away the pain of that work.

The ‘it all’ of ‘get away from it all’ is an assumed world of ceaseless activity to which there is no answer other than to leave it behind for a week or two by going on holiday. Even before the ’80’s, the hippy movement of the sixties and seventies inadvertently canonised this belief in the inevitability of busy-ness by inviting us to ‘drop out’ from society; if dropping out was the only solution, this implied that changing society was impossible. People are assumed to be too busy because they have to run too fast in order to survive in this greedy and aggressive society.
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