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Praise for An Infinity of Little Hours


“It is fascinating to enter, if only for a few hours, into this way of life, where extreme devotion forms at least a bit of a bulwark against humanity’s digressions.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review


 



“Astonishing . . . the book does what all great nonfiction does, paints a picture of a world with strokes so well-defined one feels as if he or she has visited it. Reading An Infinity of Little Hours is almost like praying.”

—MSNBC.com


 



“One might not expect a book about Carthusians, ‘the Western world’s most austere monastic order,’ to be a page turner, but this sensitively written volume is just that.”

—America Magazine


 



“If you remember 1948, you may recall Thomas Merton and his Seven Storey Mountain. . . . All who read the book were thrilled, a thrill I know well and that I recognize as having energized the five young men whose time in a contemplative order Nancy Klein Maguire follows in her fascinating book. . . . What Ms. Maguire has set herself to do—and she does it brilliantly—is to make real to us what one might call ‘the Carthusian experience’ . . . Thomas Merton writes of the stress endured by a musician who must cope with the pressures of the plainsong, but Ms. Maguire makes this pressure even more understandable than Merton himself.”

—SISTER WENDY BECKET, National Catholic Reporter


 



“Nancy Klein Maguire has written an outstanding work of cultural anthropology and oral history. An Infinity of Little Hours does what the best books do: it probes, it teaches, it unsettles, it amazes.”

—American Scholar


 



“Nancy Klein Maguire immerses us into the mysterious world of this ascetic order with admirable detail and clarity.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune


 



“ [Maguire] evidences a kind of raffish charm not expected in the writings of someone who has spent years toiling among obscure documents and interviewing former monks. . . . Maguire’s years of labor bore fine fruit. She preserves the hermetic, harsh life of the Carthusian monks—fiercely defended by adherents; piercingly difficult for those who stayed and those who ultimately left its confines.”

—Seattle Times


 



“The greatest penance in the monastic life is, I suspect, its monotonous regularity. Maguire brilliantly conveys this regularity while also describing how each individual responds to the ‘infinity of little hours.’. . . Too many lay writers on monastic life invoke romantic visions of silent men in cowls padding about cloisters while Gregorian chant plays in the background. Not Maguire. She is a graceful writer who  has the added gift of avoiding clichés . . . Maguire has written a brilliant book, offering a glimpse of that portion of the church which, by design, is a silent witness to the contemplative mission of Catholic Christianity.”

—Commonweal


 



“Even the most devout and disciplined reader will shiver with the cold, ache with the hunger, and swoon from night after night of interrupted sleep . . . an unpredictably interesting and well-written tale that, like a good novel, plunges you into their world and makes you wonder how you would fare there.”

—Catholic News Service


 



“Maguire not only offers a glimpse inside the walls of a Charterhouse, or Carthusian monastery, but also captures a way of life that is now nearly lost.”

—Science & Spirit


 



“Her interwoven accounts of the five Parkminster novices convey a deep engagement with their emotional struggles. . . . The author opens the monastery door, providing a vivid account of the order’s lifestyle and worship, while also exploring the inner struggles of that life. A moving look at the human search for communion with God at perhaps its most extreme.”

—Kirkus Reviews


 



“Through painstaking research including countless phone conversations, 5,000 pages of emails, and a reunion of the five men in France, Maguire creates a personal, sympathetic, and amazingly detailed description of an ancient order and its contemporary adherents.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“Carthusians are essentially hermits who live in community. They meet in chapel for Mass and the Office; for (silent) meals in the refectory on Sundays; and for a long walk on Mondays in which they can talk in pairs. Otherwise their lives are lived in the solitude of their cells, which are designed to be self-sufficient—or more accurately, God-sufficient. Maguire’s description of these is fascinating.”

—JACK CARRIGAN, The Catholic Herald UK


 



“A highly detailed and heretofore unseen depiction of intensely private monastic life . . . ”

—Washingtonian.com


 



“It is the great achievement of An Infinity of Little Hours that it makes us feel the yearning behind this five-hundred-year-old account of mystical union. . . . The journey can be painful. . . . Nevertheless, An Infinity of Little Hours is too nuanced and layered a book, too deeply humane, to be called sad or defeatist: starkly beautiful might be more accurate. Maguire is a wonderfully erudite and sensitive guide to the Carthusian worldview. Through her clear, intelligent prose, we come to understand why her five novices are willing to risk everything in a mad, exhilarating search for the divine.”

—Bustedhalo.com







. . . When will I come and see the face of God?

—Psalm 42:3, quoted by St. Bruno


 


Give up all else that you may be a man of prayer. Leave the common people on the plain and with Moses climb the mountain to pray to God.

—Dom Bonaventure, Prior


 


Of this there is no doubt, our age and Protestantism in general may need the monastery again, or wish it were there. The “monastery” is an essential dialectical element in Christianity. We therefore need it out there like a navigation buoy at sea in order to see where we are, even though I myself would not enter it. But if there really is true Christianity in every generation, there must also be individuals who have this need . . .

—Søren Kierkegaard
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INTRODUCTION
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In the year 1084, on about June 24, Bruno of Cologne and six companions reached the top of a mountain wilderness in the French Alps. In this hostile environment, known for heavy snows and extreme cold, they built individual hermit huts for themselves. It was here, over time, that the intimidating and awesome buildings of the Grande Chartreuse would develop, yet the initial principle of the individual monk pursuing God in his solitary cell would never change. From 1084 until the reforms of the second Vatican Council (1962–1965), the hermit life initiated by Bruno remained constant, a remnant of life in the eleventh century. The group has always boasted, “Cartusia nunquam reformata quia nunquam deformata,” a statement reflecting the Carthusians’ great pride that their order was never reformed—because it was never deformed. The eleventh-century Carthusians survived the Avignon schism, Martin Luther’s ninety-five theses, the Reformation, the Council of Trent, the Enlightenment, and secularism, without changes or concessions to modern developments. In this radical religious order, or cult, as some would describe it, we have a living, breathing organism direct from the eleventh century, with all its culture newly laid bare.

Today the elderly members of the order, those who entered before 1965, provide the last opportunity to revisit the life of the eleventh-century Carthusians. The equivalent of a lost tribe will disappear from recorded history with their deaths. In fact, very few people know that  the Carthusians exist—they function like the characters in Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49. In Catholic schools, various religious orders recruit young Catholics on days set aside each year to encourage religious vocations; Carthusians are not present. Even informed Catholics confuse them with the Cistercians, a very different religious order. Yet some kind of homing instinct brought young men to a place where they could practice a radical form of religion—to seek God alone. By various indirect means, they found their lost tribe.

When Bruno and his followers first gathered, life was perhaps more turbulent than usual. In 1054, a schism separated the Roman Catholic Church from what we now know as the Eastern Orthodox Church. In these stormy times, on March 12, 1088, the College of Cardinals unanimously elected one of Bruno’s French pupils as Pope. Eudes of Châtillon took the name of Urban II and in 1090 called Bruno to be his adviser. In 1096, Urban II eloquently preached the message of the First Crusade, deploring the killing of Eastern Christians by Muslims and the captivity of Jerusalem. He promised that devout Crusaders would go to Heaven immediately; he also designated their lands as sacred and untouchable. The crowds shouted, “Deus vult!” and the First Crusade began with a well-organized plan to meet at Constantinople. On their way to the Holy Land, the Crusaders massacred thousands of Jews, whom they declared “murderers of Christ.” Against all odds, the Christians captured Jerusalem in 1100, and they would wage war against the Muslims in Palestine until 1291.

But Bruno saw none of that. After spending less than a year in the center of power, he successfully begged to return to his hermit life. Long before Urban’s Crusaders set out, Bruno was back in the solitude of a new Carthusian monastery in Calabria, Italy. He had reached the Pope’s side because his parents decided to send him from Cologne to the superb schools in Rheims, the most important archdiocese in France, where he excelled as both student and teacher. For about twenty years, Bruno taught at Rheims; the papal legate even invested him with the distinguished title of “Teacher of the Church of Rheims.” After being promoted to chancellor of Rheims, Bruno resigned, protesting the abuses and the internecine struggles in the Church. As with many of us, he was looking for a new way of being religious. Perhaps like today’s Fundamentalists, he felt that the bureaucracy threatened his most sacred values. His idea of becoming a hermit was  certainly not new. Humans have always shown an urge for religious experience, a need to transcend themselves. Perhaps this urge, which is now metaphorically referred to as the “God gene,” is hardwired. In every country, in every generation, some humans will have the God gene to such an extent that they surrender to it totally. An early Carthusian monk, Guigo II (1150), compares this appetite to the claret freely dispensed by a taverner. God gives the prospective seekers a taste of Himself, with the result that:

They drink all night, they drink all day: 
And the more they drink, the more they may. 
Such liking they have of that drink 
That of none other wine they think. 
But only for to drink their fill 
And to have of this drink all their will.






Guigo suggests that those who have tasted the sweetness of God give everything they have to obtain more of Him.

God seekers have been around for a long time. In the second century B.C., a Jewish brotherhood of men and women, called the Essenes, lived an essentially monastic life along the west coast of the Dead Sea. In about 270 A.D., St. Antony, one of the earliest of the Desert Fathers, left his home in Egypt when he was twenty years old to seek God in the desert. By the middle of the fourth century, thousands of male and female Christians went to the deserts of Egypt, Syria, and Asia Minor in the expectation that they would find God. They were called “hermits,” a term derived from the Greek word for “desert.” The father of Western monasticism, St. Benedict (480–543), also became a hermit but later established twelve monasteries with twelve monks in each monastery. His monastic rule influenced every succeeding order of monks and spawned other orders. In 1012, St. Romuald reformed the Benedictines, creating a new order, the Camaldolese, which later experienced many rifts and resettlements. In the twelfth century, St. Bernard of Clairvaux hugely advanced a reform of the Benedictine order called the Cistercians. In the seventeenth century, the Abbot de Rancé reformed the Cistercians to create what we now call the Trappists. But Bruno’s order was different. Once founded, it never reformed. There is no comparable continuity among Christian religious orders.
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As a scholar of the seventeenth century, more than anything, I would have wanted to be on the scaffold when Charles I, king of England, was executed in 1649, an event that changed Western history. What was it really like? Was Charles really fearless? How large was the crowd? How did they smell? What was the emotional climate? Of course I could never have witnessed this seminal event, but with the possibility of writing this book, I saw an opportunity to look through a high-powered telescope at men perched high on a mountaintop since 1084. The possibility of getting inside an occult group of monks that had retained the customs of the eleventh century seemed an amazing opportunity.

What was it like to enter a Charterhouse? How does the life within change men? Who comes? Who leaves? Why? What do monks think? What do they feel? What happens to men following a routine that they believe will never change? To answer questions of this sort, I unearthed old periodicals, turn-of-the-century French sources, and a few books on Carthusians in England. I didn’t find much. My ex-Carthusian husband dried up very quickly, especially since he thought no one could capture the texture of the Charterhouse. But he led me to another ex-monk and soon, although an outsider, I had some insider access to the pre-1965 Carthusian order, my portal to the eleventh century.

Finally, I learned that the Prior of Parkminster, the Charterhouse in West Sussex, England, was a classmate of my sources. So, I telephoned him. The answering machine requested that all communication be faxed. After endless revisions, I sent an introductory letter. To my utter amazement, the Prior responded the next day, extending an invitation to visit. I had hoped, at best, for a very formal hour of conversation. Yet the Prior had suggested that if I were discreet, I could use the library on the grounds of being “a professional person in the execution of her duties.” I was very nervous. I wasn’t sure what discreet meant, but I cut my hair short, wore a gray-hooded baggy sweater, baggy slacks, no jewelry, and no makeup. The Prior was a quick study; he sized me up immediately. I knew that in some sense, he had accepted me into the tribe. Only when all the monks were in their cells did the Prior’s chosen representative lead me into the Charterhouse through a side entrance. Out of my mind with excitement, bogged down with cameras, two tape recorders, hours of tape and film, I entered another  world, another century. I rather surreptitiously took pictures as rapidly as I could on the longest possible route to the library. During this visit, instead of the expected formal hour, I talked to the Prior and another monk from the 1960–1965 class for about twenty hours. I was awestruck, not only by the beauty of the Charterhouse but by the beauty of the life. As I left the grounds, I became aware that what was missing in the Charterhouse was anxiety. I had felt very safe.

When I returned to the United States, I wrote nonstop for four months in isolation, trying to capture this slice of history that had been frozen in time for nearly 1,000 years and was now about to drop into oblivion. I determined, whatever it took, to find other pre-1965 monks of this religious order, now in their sixties and seventies, and persuade them to tell me how they had fared when they tried to live in another era, to travel back in time. I had never before encountered this sort of challenge.

Carthusians are hermits by instinct, and even ex-Carthusians are difficult to trace. Using telephone, Internet, and word-of-mouth clues, I located twenty ex-Carthusians, from Berlin, Germany, to Perth, Australia, who had been in the order between 1960 and 1965 and ten others who had entered at other times. Because Carthusians are like the U.S. Marines—once a Carthusian, always a Carthusian—I treated the ex-monks the same as those who had stayed. Initially, the men were cautious in communicating with me. But after several years, especially after personal interviews with eight of the European monks in 2003 and a return visit to Parkminster, any doubts vanished. One of them even said, “You are a Carthusian.” The entire cadre of ex-monks shared the excitement whenever I located another of their number. One of them suggested that the CIA should hire me. Yet during the course of writing this book, except for two monks, one of whom the order put in touch with the other when he departed after a breakdown, the monks did not communicate with each other until they met in 2003.

As the remaining eyewitnesses were dying off, I considered it important to reconstruct, as accurately as possible, the pre-1965 Carthusian way of life. All the monks generously gave me lengthy interviews: by telephone, fax, in person, and some in nearly daily e-mail exchanges for over five years. Because I usually only found the monks who were willing to be found, I cannot guarantee that my collection of monks is unbiased. But even those monks who left under the most unfavorable  circumstances responded to my introductory letter immediately, and positively. They were shocked to learn of the changes since Vatican II: One of the ex-monks wrote, “To be undertaking a study of pre-Vatican II Parkminster tells me there must be a post-Vatican II Carthusian order. This horrifies me.”

The information the monks gave has all the merits and defects of oral history—moreover, oral history compiled forty years after the events. Yet a rigorously conservative, factual account, garnered from the statutes of the order, for example, could not pick up the psychological register of the Charterhouse. So, men in their sixties and seventies recounted the highly charged and, at times, very stressful events of their youth. Not surprisingly, they frequently remembered different things; sometimes they contradicted each other. Selective memory occurred. I learned, for example, of a post-Christmas celebration from letters written in the mid-1960s. Although three monks insisted that the celebration never happened, others remembered it in great detail. One of the three, when confronted with the detailed descriptions, was then able to remember the event. The other two still insist that the celebration never happened—although, in this case, the records of the order prove it did. Sometimes the monks just got it wrong. More often, though, several monks would remember the same events. When three or more monks agreed on something, I concluded that their collective memory was probably accurate. When in doubt, I used information from other sources, mostly other Charterhouses, as verification. I have included a glossary of sometimes arcane religious and monastic terms and a List of Characters (Dramatis Personae) at the end of this book.

The monks gave me letters, notes, pictures, sermons, books, manuscripts, and various other documents. Sometimes, these are personal accounts of events, which have the same validity as, for example, The Diary of Samuel Pepys, where events are seen through the filter of Pepys. The documents record the reactions and transactions of the monks; if nothing else, and perhaps most significantly, they record their mindset. The detailed information about the monks’ thoughts, actions, and feelings comes from this material, including the information about their Novice Master. The monks gave me many letters that he had written. I have also used all the available printed material recording Carthusian life; thanks to the monks, this material includes books recording the liturgy of the Carthusians, specifically, their breviary, diurnal, and  missal, as well as books containing other rituals and statutes. Parkminster also allowed me access to its “Annals,” an in-house manuscript journal of events. From these bits and pieces of information, a mosaic of the monk’s life emerged. Sometimes I have used the current opinions and sentiments of the monk as a guide to his earlier character or have used my own personal response to him. Occasionally, I draw from the reflections of one of the monks, written many years later and published by the order in 1998. I have recorded as many monk voices as feasible within the scope of this book.

The monks remain reclusive, and to preserve their anonymity, I’ve changed the last names of those still living and the religious names of those still in the order. I have included nothing that could not have happened, but I have not bound myself to reproducing an exact chronology. To create a sense of the texture of life within the Charterhouse, I have chosen illustrative calendar days throughout these five years. The story that follows reveals the transition of the newcomers as they become attuned to the rhythms and rigors of the Carthusian life. The process of becoming a Carthusian can be likened to the painful, arduous journey to the summit of Mt. Everest, the most challenging and rigorous of all adventures; the monks’ spiritual marathon, however, lasted five years instead of forty-some days. As the monks progress in their journey, the chapters become more explicit about their inner life. The real struggle, the mental and psychological hurdles, began after they had acclimated to the eleventh century. They then began to move from base camp into more rarefied air.


An Infinity of Little Hours documents the journeys of five Carthusian novices, those seeking permanent admission to the order, as they travel toward inner space within the confines of their solitary cells. I draw a portrait of these rare but perennial men, seen from various perspectives. The reader witnesses them adjusting or failing to adjust to the Carthusian regime. While acclimating to eleventh-century life, the novices also had to adapt to the most rigorous monastic regime in the Western world; by modern standards, the early monk founders appear to have designed the regime for the purpose of discomforting and disrupting. From the founders’ perspective, however, they created customs designed to encourage a life of prayer and meditation. The newcomer learned the route with difficulty, surmounting physical, emotional, and intellectual hurdles. For the first two years, the novice  learned how to adapt to the external life of the order; then, if the solemnly professed monks, or the “solemns” as the novices called them, voted him into the order, he was allowed to make a three-year commitment, known as simple profession, as a “junior.” Then, while continuing to live in the novitiate, he assimilated the interior life of the Carthusian monk. Before making solemn profession, he had to convince the solemns that he would be able to persevere until he died.
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Carthusians mark time not by decades, years, hours, or days, but by the liturgical year, the seasons of the Church. Their time is out of time, directed not by business opportunities, not by social engagements, but by the tolling of the immense church bell. Its deep and continuing resonance gives structure to monastic days and nights. Time moves slowly and predictably, in measured instants of the Latin “now”: nunc, nunc, nunc. For the monk, there is no future and no past, merely a series of “nows.” Moment by moment, breath by breath; like a heartbeat. Time slows down; by secular standards, the monks move in slow motion. The life-support system of the Charterhouse allows the monks to function at a slower pace, diving deeper and still deeper into the silence. Hazily and distantly, the monks mark the time by their progress in the order: the novitiate, the time when the newcomer enters and gets acclimated; the juniorate, the time when he gets enough votes to permit him to continue and to make simple profession; and finally, solemn profession, the time when he is or is not permitted to bind himself to the order for life.

In the microcosm of his cell, the novice observes the changes of the natural year in his garden, secluded from any other view. After the dead of winter, he sees shoots springing up in the garden, and he digs, plants, and weeds. During the few hot spells in summer, he carries buckets of water from his cell to keep the garden alive. In December, he watches the last rose in his garden fade and crumple. The novice strains to hear the silence. A bird flies overhead, a cricket chirps, he drops a hoe, his boots squeak as he walks around his garden, a pear drops from the espaliered tree, he hears the scurry of a mouse . . .






CHAPTER 1

Arrivals (July 1960–March 1961)
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JULY 13, 1960

Once more Paddy O’Connell thought to himself, “If God exists, being a Carthusian makes sense, is rigorously coherent. If God does not exist, then I am a fool, a victim of a self-destroying illusion. Everything hangs on this one question.” Then, taking a deep breath, he took hold of the bell rope of the Gatehouse of St. Hugh’s Charterhouse.

He hesitated. Why not get a look at the outside of the building complex before ringing the bell? Paddy, a Dubliner, was twenty-seven years old. Inside the white habit of a Trappist novice, white and black when outside the monastery, his wiry body moved with endlessly restless energy. He found it hard to stand still for any length of time. Even at this crucial moment, there was a twinkle in his eye. From the drive, he had seen the rather forbidding front of the Charterhouse, with its graybrown stone and iron-barred windows, for the first time. The massive Charterhouse looked much like an English estate or an Oxford college. He walked around the Charterhouse to the right of the Gatehouse. He saw beehives, lots of apple trees, and more rabbits than vegetables in the gardens. He retraced his steps and walked to the left of the Gatehouse. He could just see over the walls from this angle and saw what he thought were the monks’ cells—their modest two-story dwellings. From here, he could see a lot more of the church; he clearly saw the bell tower, close to the front steeple; then, on top of the steeple, he saw a curious wrought-iron cross with a circle around the intersecting lines  and a four-foot finial with four curling ornaments. He also saw buildings that branched out from the church. He smelled and heard sheep in a meadow right behind the cells. Then he heard the boom of the bell as it rang the Angelus, resonating across the countryside.

Before joining the Trappists in January 1959, Paddy O’Connell had lived with his parents and his two older brothers and a sister in Kimmage, a suburb about three miles from the center of Dublin. His mother shopped every day for food in small grocery stores; there were no supermarkets, and refrigerators were still uncommon. His father had died when he was fourteen. His family lived next door to a Passionist monastery and he served there as an altar boy, although not a very good one because he couldn’t keep a straight face. He was boisterous and good at every kind of sport; the only time he really sat still was when he was in a corner totally absorbed in reading a book while his family made all kinds of noise around him. He went to school with the Christian Brothers on Synge Street, but he was not a pious teenager; he never got involved with parish activities. Yet the church was the center of Dublin social life. In a lively city, about 95 percent Catholic, Paddy had a very good time and had frequent romantic encounters. He was a natural flirt; he couldn’t help himself.

While having a grand time with sports and girls, Paddy received scholarships throughout college and graduated with honors in economics and commerce from University College, Dublin. He was frequently elected to offices; he had, for example, been president of the debating society, and he had an entrepreneurial streak. After graduation, he joined the civil service, where he rose to fairly high levels early in his career. His boss called him an “absolute genius” in administration. He more or less ignored the Marian Year in 1954, but he paid attention to Ireland joining the United Nations in 1955 and to Ronnie Delaney taking a gold for Dublin in the 1956 Melbourne Olympics, the high point of Irish middle distance running. Although the Irish economy was bad in the 1950s, Dublin did well; in fact, its population increased by 5 percent during the 1950s. Paddy thoroughly enjoyed life in Dublin. He felt great: “On a beautiful summer’s day, I walked along the canal, feeling fit, savoring life, smiling at the girls, everything was going fine.” But at the same time, Paddy kept trying to comprehend everything in one idea, or as a young man taught in Catholic schools would say, in one synthetic vision. Going to work, he would sit on the  upper deck of a green Dublin bus reading a concise presentation of St. Thomas Aquinas.

When he was twenty-six, he broke his leg playing rugby. He spent six or more weeks in the Mater Hospital. He witnessed all the dramas of suffering and death in a big city accident ward. Immobilized on a hard plank, without television, radio, sports, or girls, he came face-to-face with himself and thought critically about his very pleasant life, which suddenly seemed hollow. The Catholic alternative, of course, was religious life. Paddy could hardly see himself as “a dignified priest leading the ladies’ sodality.” He suspected that he was not virtuous enough. He read The Seven Storey Mountain by the Trappist Thomas Merton, then a British citizen, in which he discovered the ideal of seeking God, an expression of the elusive synthetic vision. After that, Paddy visited various monasteries in Ireland and then chose what he considered the worst one from the point of view of buildings and singing—the Trappist Abbey’s of Mellifont. Established in 1140, Henry VIII confiscated the abbey in 1539, evicting 150 monks and seizing the abbey’s treasure. In 1938, the Trappists purchased 1,000 acres of the old Mellifont Abbey’s land and started to rebuild. Paddy wanted a challenging life, and perhaps he also wanted to help rebuild the ancient abbey.

“God help me,” he thought, “I am bloodthirsty.” As most young men drawn to monasticism, he felt he needed a very strict ascetic life. He realized what a hard life he was choosing for himself, but he knew he needed something physically rough. He felt that he needed to sweat out his conversion, and sweat he did. The Trappists perform hard agricultural labor mostly by hand. He got one clean shirt a month, and he slept in his habit; his living space was a curtained cubicle in a large dormitory. The Trappists did not speak, and he deliberately did not learn their sign language. After a year and a half, Paddy discovered a desire for more solitude and more direct contact with God. Then, during mealtime, the lector for the week read from a book on monasticism in England, and, for the first time, Paddy discovered the existence of the Carthusian order. Was this what he wanted? His Trappist Novice Master suggested that he make a one-month retreat at Parkminster. The solitude of the Charterhouse tempts many Trappists, and a brief exposure to the real thing usually turns them off. The Novice Master fully expected that Paddy would return.

The Abbot approved but, of course, did not want this trial retreat to  be too public. So Paddy’s brother Brendan came and picked him up at the crack of dawn before anyone was about. He drove him to Dublin’s airport, bought him a huge ice-cream cone (at seven o’clock in the morning), and sent him on his way to London. As he was walking awkwardly through the city center to Victoria Station in his white and black Trappist habit and displaying his shaved head, two girls came toward him on the sidewalk and looked casually at him. He felt chagrined as he blushed deep red. The girls burst out laughing and went by nudging one another. “Well,” he reflected, “I have been in a monastery for eighteen months. I guess I’ve lost my touch.”

 



JULY 14, 1960

Hans Klein’s family were prominent and well-to-do members of a small East German town outside Berlin. During World War II, his father served in the German army. When the Russians were attacking from the East, Hans’s invincible mother had taken her three boys to the river Elbe so that the Americans would transport them to the West. Because the first boats only took the fleeing German soldiers, the Americans told the civilians to come back the next day. Hans and his family spent the night in a deserted castle, sleeping on precious carpets. They still have a silver spoon that they took as a souvenir. During the night the Russians unexpectedly arrived, and Hans and his family lost their chance to cross the river. The Russians ordered them to return home within three days or forfeit all their property.

After the war, when East was divided from West, Hans could go back and forth to his school in West Berlin quite easily. But in 1953, when Hans was fifteen, his life changed radically. The border guards caught his father smuggling margarine for his family into East Berlin. The guards told his father to report to the police station the next day. Hans’s mother called a Catholic soldier, and the soldier assured her that her husband faced imprisonment, if not worse. She telephoned Hans at school and told him to come home immediately. That night, wearing all the clothes they could put on, Hans and his entire family fled to the West, leaving their assets and properties behind, including a very large and elegant summer home by the Kalksee in Woltersdorf near Berlin. The five members of Hans’s family lived in one room in an aunt’s house until they could recover financially.

Hans continued his studies at the college of St. Peter Canisius, whose teachers were the erudite Jesuits. A militant religious society (somewhat aligned with the guilds) founded by St. Ignatius Loyola in 1534, the Jesuits officially included teaching in their Constitutions and excluded chanting the Divine Office. While Hans studied, his parents made a new start. His father got a job in a grocery store, and after a while his mother rented a shop that she ran, and then they were able to get an apartment of their own. As the oldest of the three boys, and absolutely responsible, Hans helped in the shop, weighing produce and packing groceries. At school, he read books about religious contemplatives, such as The Song at the Scaffold by Gertrud von Le Fort and Le Dialogue des Carmélites by Georges Bernanos. He also read Merton’s Seven Storey Mountain. But instead of joining a contemplative order, he decided to become a missionary. In 1957, he joined the White Fathers, a religious order dedicated to African missionary work. After two years, using his West German passport, Hans went to the White Fathers’ London College in Totteridge, North London, where he studied theology for a year. He spoke Greek, Latin, French, English, and German and was part of a lively international community of about 120 young men.

Although Hans was very happy with the White Fathers, when he was in his third year, he came across Pope Pius XI’s 1924 letter, “Umbratilem.” In this letter, Pius XI had written to the Carthusian order insisting that contemplatives contribute “multum plus” to the growth of the Church—more than those who worked as parish priests or even missionaries. This impressed Hans. About the same time, the Pope made St. Thérèse of Lisieux, a Carmelite contemplative nun, the patron saint of missionaries. This patronage and the letter persuaded Hans that he was called to the contemplative life. He thought that he would help the missions more by prayer than by missionary work. Geographically, Parkminster was the closest contemplative monastery.

Hans visited the Charterhouse in early May, and on July 14, 1960, Dom Bonaventure, the Prior, wrote to him, “I received your letter of May 16th and agree to your proposal to try our vocation in a cell. Generally we believe that a month just suffices to try the aptness of an aspirant with us: is that all right with you?” All Carthusian monks refer to themselves as “Dom,” which is an abbreviation for the Latin dominus, meaning “master”—in modern use, the word would mean “Mr.” Hans  left Totteridge the next morning. He took the bus to High Barnet tube station and went from there to Victoria and by rail to Horsham.

As he rode the bus from Horsham, he could hear the noontime Angelus from the Charterhouse, and when he got off the bus, he could make out a small sign, which seemed to be trying to hide itself, on the right side of the road: below the Carthusian cross and orb, the sign read, in diminutive lettering, “St. Hugh’s Charterhouse.” He saw what appeared to be a lodge by the entrance to the Charterhouse. He walked the winding road of about 200 yards carrying a few essential items: razor, toothbrush, casual clothes, underwear, socks, and sturdy shoes. Dom Bonaventure had instructed him to wear secular clothes and to bring supplies for a fortnight. When he saw the façade of the Gatehouse emerging through the winding, oak-sheltered drive, he felt his stomach plunge.

He suddenly glimpsed what looked to him like the yellowish haze of a huge building complex at the end of the drive. Then, all at once, Hans was in front of the Gatehouse with its grilles on the windows and formidable, heavy, double-oak doors, set back from the façade by three tiers of columns. Heavy black steel hinges reinforced the double doors. He noted the three tiers of barbed wire above the eight-foot walls. He shivered a bit, but grabbed the bell rope next to the door.

 



OCTOBER 1960

The night before Bernie Shea left for Parkminster, he had had the time of his life, reveling under the bright lights of Manhattan. He’d gone to a little jazz bar on Broadway where he’d heard a fantastic drummer, Gene Krupa. He had luxuriated in the music.

Both of Bernie’s parents were children of Irish immigrants, and they were strict Catholics. Bernie was the middle child—in a family of two boys and three girls. His older brother was very conservative and religious, but Bernie was a troublemaker. The nuns in Bernie’s Irish-Italian school in Brooklyn would not have chosen Bernie for a monk. He started smoking at age twelve, fought willingly with older boys, and really liked the girls. Every Friday night he went to the school dance, but instead of learning how to dance, he preferred standing on the side looking like a tough guy. He loved rock and roll. But in spite of being a troublemaker, he was an altar boy and went to daily mass. His parents  kept his enthusiasm for girls in check—he wasn’t even allowed to date until after graduating from high school.

To finance his lifestyle, Bernie worked hard: paper route, delivery boy, and cleaning in the local butcher shop. When he was fifteen, he cheered on Senator Joe McCarthy as he watched the afternoon Senate inquiries on television. He and his friends were sure McCarthy was the good guy fighting the “Reds.” At sixteen, he spent the summer ushering at Brooklyn’s Paramount Theater. He was built like a block of granite and liked breaking up fights. But during that summer, he read what he thought would be an adventure story, a book by Thomas Merton called The Seven Storey Mountain. Once he finished it, Bernie suddenly stopped being a troublemaker.

Bernie graduated from high school in 1957, the year the Soviet Union launched the first satellite, Sputnik I, which circled the earth in ninety-five minutes. Bernie liked math and science, and the United States needed engineers to catch up with the Russians. He decided to study engineering in college—a lucrative career at the time. He quit after a year. Monetary success just didn’t appeal to him. The more rebellious act seemed to be to join a monastery, making a truly alternative statement. So Bernie quit college and joined the Trappists in Spencer, Massachusetts. He thought the Trappists had a marvelously balanced life; he had almost everything he wanted. Yet he could not suppress a desire for greater solitude, and after nearly two years, he decided to join the Carthusians. His Novice Master counseled against it, but Bernie believed he was called to be a Carthusian. Following his intuition, and not the counsel of a man he considered a good and holy monk, frightened him. But he persisted, and in 1959, he made a retreat at the one-monk Carthusian foundation in Vermont, manned by Dom Stephen Boylan. At that time, 420 American applicants had tested their vocation in Vermont; only fourteen wanted to continue. Bernie was one of them.

He returned home to New York, where he attended the City College of New York for a year in order to study Latin at no cost to anyone. During the summer, he worked on a construction site to earn passage to England by boat. In late September 1960, he boarded the Mauretania from the docks on the East River. On the ship, he enjoyed the new Ocean’s Eleven movie with Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra. The Irishmen on the boat were very excited about the possible election of a  Catholic president—John F. Kennedy—but Bernie was not interested in politics. When another passenger asked him why he was going to a monastery, he said, “I must be about my Father’s business.” In some mysterious way, that summed it up for Bernie. But he had not abandoned all worldly interests. During the Atlantic crossing, he met and fell in love with a glorious young woman. He was in conflict. He had made a promise to God to enter the Charterhouse, but God had presented him with this dazzling woman. What did God want him to do? He let it simmer and stew in his head, but when the boat docked in Liverpool, instead of going to the Charterhouse, he accompanied the young woman to her home in Manchester. Still dazzled, he took her to a movie theater and arrived there in time for the last of the commercials that preceded the feature film. The ad showed a line of Carthusian monks on their way to church. With monastic chant in the background, the ad went on to promote green Chartreuse liqueur. Bernie didn’t need any more signs. He got up immediately, said goodbye to the young lady, and set off for London and then on to Sussex.

He reached Parkminster early in the morning, long before dawn—the bus driver knew where to let him off. He saw a light in the little lodge by the road, knocked on the door, and met an elderly couple, Eddie and his wife. They told him that the monks would be asleep at 4:00 AM, but they gave him a flashlight. He walked up to the castle-like gate and fumbled in search of an electric doorbell. Instead, he finally found the bell rope. The entire environment was surreal. After much confusion and hesitation, he pulled the rope, which produced an eerie clang. There was no reply, so he returned to the cottage to enjoy the warmth of the gatekeepers’ hospitality until morning. They gave him a good breakfast. At daybreak, he gave them all the money he had left and went down the road again. He gratefully noticed a white statue of the Blessed Virgin above the entrance and St. Bruno and John the Baptist standing guard on either side. He studied the order’s coat of arms, a cross and orb with seven stars above the orb, carved in stone above the double doors. Without any hesitation this time, he grasped the bell rope.

 



DECEMBER 2, 1960

Chuck Henley really didn’t have a clue where he was going. He didn’t realize how early the sun set in December, and it was dark by the time  he found himself standing at the end of the drive. There were no streetlights, so he might as well have been in the middle of the woods. He slowly stumbled along the winding path before finally glimpsing a huge building hovering in the darkness. After what seemed about a quarter of a mile, past the last bend, the Charterhouse loomed like a fortress. At night, the front of the Charterhouse was huge, black, and undifferentiated, with no light whatsoever. As Chuck reached for the door handle, his whole world was reduced to the vast black wall and the bell rope.

Chuck had grown up in a town outside Philadelphia where the parish church was built in honor of, and named for, his great-great-grandfather, the son of an Irish immigrant. His great-great-grandfather laid more miles of railroad track than anyone in America; his estate was valued at $5,000,000 at the time of his death in 1895. Chuck once asked his father what had happened to all that money. His father had said cryptically, “Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations.” Chuck’s father was the town doctor, who, with the parish priest, held the town together.

Chuck’s entire family—parents, siblings, and grandparents—took part in his Carthusian adventure. Chuck knew that he was adding a new honor to the family name and that he would be successful at being a monk. His grandmother, Aunt Rita, and Uncle Frank sent a telegram from Chicago that he received onboard ship. Aunt Rita, who taught at Loyola University in Chicago, had written the message: “Bon voyage, Charles. A bargain is a bargain. Prayers here for prayers there. Take care. Love. Grandma, Rita, and Frank.” The Maasdam, a Holland America ship, departed Hoboken, New Jersey, on November 21, 1960.

Chuck’s trip to England was uneventful, inasmuch as crossing the stormy North Atlantic with forty-mile-an-hour winds in a small ocean liner can be said to be uneventful. Few passengers made the crossing. “Stateroom” proved an ironic name for his tiny cabin, big enough to hold two bunk beds, and very close to the boiler room on a very low deck. Except for sleeping, Chuck lived in the gym. The gym featured a Ping-Pong table, with only about three feet on either side of the table, and ten feet on each end. Besides the table, the only other things in the gym were miscellaneous items of marine gear strewn on the floor at the ends of the room, whose purpose seemed to be to test the footwork of the players. The high point of the trip was a tournament, which, to Chuck’s disappointment, he did not win. But Ping-Pong spurred a  friendship with a worldly-wise-beyond-his-years Australian named Kent. He was serious, thoughtful, and, although completely secular, seemed to be on his own journey of discovery. To Chuck he was a “living, breathing exemplar of Western Man’s striving for who knows what,” restlessly searching and interrogating the world along the way.

Toward the end of the voyage, Chuck felt that he wanted to tell Kent that he was about to join a monastery. At first, Kent said nothing, then he finally asked, “Have you read Steinbeck and Hemingway?” Chuck said no, smiling to himself, because the usual question people wanted to ask him was, “Have you screwed any girls?” Kent replied, “I might have become a monk when I was twenty,” and there the conversation ended. Without ever saying so, Chuck felt that Kent had indicated that he thought the monastery a terrible idea, even though he respected Chuck for his decision.

Chuck didn’t try to explain, although he would later tell the other novices in considerable detail of how he had come to the decision. Since he was sixteen, he had walked the beach every night, trying to figure out his life. By the summer of 1960, he was hopelessly conflicted. The conflict ended on a day when he was sitting by himself in the vast cavern of an old church and started thinking about prayer. Instantly, he realized: “If prayer is real, then why would anyone not want to spend their time praying?” During his junior year in college, he told the chaplain: “This is what I want to do. Are there any religious orders that do this?” The chaplain gave him a slim book on the three contemplative orders—Camaldolese, Trappist, and Carthusian—but advised Chuck to join the Carthusians. Chuck never questioned his subsequent decision.

The Maasdam docked at Southampton on Tuesday, November 29, and Chuck sent a telegram to his parents. A boat train took the passengers to London but arrived too late for Chuck to continue to Parkminster. He and Kent found a hotel, the Francia Private Hotel on Gillingham Street, and planned a tour of the capital. They started off on foot from near the Catholic Westminster Cathedral in the late afternoon, and they managed quite a respectable tour of London in what turned out to be a four-hour hike. A week later, Chuck would be taking a four-hour hike with the monks in the Sussex countryside.

 



MARCH 4, 1961

Dave Lynch had never taken a transatlantic flight before, and he was frayed by the ordeal by the time he reached Heathrow. In a hurry to get to the Charterhouse, he ignored his jet lag and took a bus directly to Victoria Station. He didn’t even look at the sights of London. He pushed into the swarms of people trying to get tickets. No one seemed to have a clue where they were going. He found a timetable and discovered that he would have to wait a while for the train to Horsham; he checked his bag at Left Luggage and went to see Westminster Cathedral. By the time he boarded the 10:33 AM to Horsham, a squalid commuter train, he was exhausted. As the train drew out of Victoria, he noticed the run-down shanty-type houses on either side of the track, which reminded him of Chicago. Thirty minutes later, he was gazing at the passing countryside, thinking about nothing in particular as the train moved through the slightly rolling hills with tidy fields separated by trees and bushes.

Dave had studied maps of the area and could see the North Downs, a ridge of chalk hills, from the train. Hedgerows crisscrossed the fields, and he enjoyed the sight of black-and-white cows, familiar to him from the Midwest. After Holmwood, the ground seemed to be sloping more. Some villages with old timber-frame houses appeared. After a little over an hour of travel, he got off the train. Horsham station was beyond shabby. He was intrigued. Chicago had no equivalent to a down-at-the-heels, nineteenth-century small market town with a miserable train station. Horsham began as a Saxon village, and by 1961 had a population of about 25,000. During World War II, the Germans bombed Horsham, about fifteen miles from Parkminster, several times, despite the nationwide wartime blackout, which caused the monks not to ring their bells for Night Office from August 31, 1939, until December 16, 1944. During World War I, a German plane flew over the Charterhouse on August 26, 1916, at night, and from that time on, the monks kept black hangings over the church windows. The monks removed the hangings and started ringing the bells again after the Armistice on November 11, 1918.

Dave found a men’s room at the end of the platform and then walked up the steps to street level. He found his bus stop to the right of the train station. He liked finding his way around new places and  learned that bus 107 went by the Charterhouse. He had missed a bus by ten minutes. There was a slight drizzle, and he waited under the overhang by the bus stop, thinking idly about his twenty-third birthday celebration the day before. The next bus eventually came, occupied by seven people. As the bus went through a dense wooded area, almost a tunnel, he became concerned, wondering where he was, but soon enough, the driver said, with a grin, “Monastery coming up.” With increased nervousness, Dave got off the bus and started walking down the drive. He looked at his watch. On the other side of the Charterhouse wall—inside the church whose spire he saw from the road—he knew the monks were praying Vespers.

When he got to the Gatehouse, Dave pulled the bell rope, then jerked back at the volume of sound that assaulted his ears. Almost immediately, he heard the rasp of a wooden partition being drawn back behind a small grated window, perhaps fifteen inches square. Dave felt an unseen presence looking at him.






CHAPTER 2

The Order (1084–1965)

[image: 007]

When Paddy, Hans, Bernie, Chuck, and Dave decided to become Carthusian monks, they left the secular world, or other less austere religious orders, and entered a Charterhouse, an enclosed world where men live alone with God. The Charterhouse supports a unique way of life, one that allows, even forces, total attention to God alone. The order carries the battle cry “Soli Deo” (God Alone). The Camaldolese, the Cistercians, and the Trappists, reforms of the sixth-century Benedictines, also focus entirely on God, but the Catholic Church recognizes the Carthusians as the most contemplative, the most completely devoted to God alone. In the letter to the Carthusians that Hans had read, Pope Pius XI noted, “God who is ever attentive to the needs and well being of his Church, chose Bruno, a man of eminent sanctity, for the work of bringing the contemplative life back to the glory of its original integrity.”

The Carthusian order actually happened by accident, or as Pope Pius XI would probably have said, “by Divine Providence.” In 1081–1083, Bruno, already chancellor of the archdiocese in Rheims, France, gave up a probable appointment as archbishop to escape the corruptions of the contemporary Catholic Church and live a life devoted to God alone. In 1084, he and six companions headed for a mountain wilderness in the French Alps called the Chartreuse, known for heavy snows and extreme cold. In a dream, God had alerted the local bishop, Hugh of Grenoble, a pupil of Bruno’s, that they were coming, and Hugh led them to the Chartreuse, where they climbed to the top, to the very end of the gorge, fourteen miles north of Grenoble. The Carthusians  believe that day was the feast of St. John the Baptist; he and the Blessed Virgin are the order’s patrons. Bruno and his companions climbed high into the mountainous region, building individual huts for themselves at 4,268 feet above sea level. Of Bruno’s original group of six companions, two were lay brothers who did the manual labor. Hugh then persuaded the owner of the land to deed it to the prospective Carthusian hermits. The Latin word for “chartreuse” is cartusia; hence the name “Carthusian” as well as “Charterhouse,” an English corruption of “chartreuse.” Bruno only lived in the Chartreuse for six years, but he left such an impression that legal documents of 1084 bear only a notation, “L’an que l’Hermite est venu” (“The year the hermit arrived”).

Carthusian legend persists that in these very early days of the order, the Blessed Virgin appeared and told the monks to recite her Office, known as the “Little Office,” for the grace of stability at the Grande Chartreuse. Bruno was greatly devoted to the Blessed Virgin, and the Carthusians regard her as the first contemplative. Because she was the first to be very close to Christ, the statutes of the order emphasize the Carthusians’ closeness to the Blessed Virgin, “whom we are accustomed to call the Mother in particular of all Carthusians.” The Divine Office, or Opus Dei, the public prayers of the Catholic Church, comprise the eight hours, or segments of prayer, that are said at appointed times throughout the day. Matins, Lauds, and Vespers are the three major hours, and Prime, Terce, Sext, None, and Compline are called the “little hours” and are commonly recited by Carthusian monks in cell, where their real lives take place. The hours of the Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary (BVM) are always said in cell. The monks bow, stand, and sit, putting their cowls up or down, carrying out the same ritual that they would in church. They pray that the Blessed Virgin will engender Christ in their hearts.

Impressed by the sanctity and sanity of the Carthusians, and by the Charterhouse that came to be called the Grande Chartreuse, other men started Charterhouses. During the twelfth century, the Carthusians established thirty-eight Charterhouses. St. Bruno hadn’t intended to found an order and left no guidelines. He hadn’t even left a book or sermon, certainly not a rule for monks; in fact, only two of his letters survive, written around 1099. Yet a special form of hermit life had evolved with him, and he had handed on his experience to succeeding generations of monks, not by the written word but by continuous  example. Practice preceded statutes. The monks would try things out to see what worked; then, when they got together, they would consider making what worked part of the statutes. The first Carthusians simply delved into the common usages and customs of the eleventh-century monastic world that were handed down from the first hermits and monks. In 1127, the monks of the new Charterhouses asked Guigo, the fifth Prior of the Grande Chartreuse, to write down the customs of Bruno’s original group. In this document, Guigo says that many Carthusian customs come from the Rule of St. Benedict, St. Jerome (340?—420), John Cassian (360–430), and the Desert Fathers (monks of the early Church who went into the desert to live a solitary life), as well as from Cluny and the other great abbeys of the period.

From the beginning, the Carthusian monks zealously guarded these customs. They have always been strongly independent, resisting any change to their traditions. They were almost totally unaffected by the Council of Trent (1545–1563), which changed many aspects of the Church. They have continued to wear a rough hair shirt day and night. The doors of the cells that Paddy and the others were about to occupy follow the custom of the ancient Egyptian monasteries of the Thebaid; they are marked by letters with a distinct religious quotation under the letter. The monks never, under any circumstances, eat any meat or poultry, nor do they enjoy smoking or chewing tobacco. Except for Sundays or major feasts, they also keep the great monastic fast, a remnant of a fifth-century Catholic tradition, that runs from September 14, the feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, to Easter. During the Great Fast, the monks only eat one meal a day, and when Advent and Lent begin, they exclude any dairy products from their one meal. They have their own Carthusian sign of the cross: to honor the Trinity, they make the sign of the cross with their first two fingers and thumb held together, their gesture describing a uniquely large cross, with their hands brushing the outside of each shoulder. When they meet each other, there is no eye contact. Instead, each monk bows slightly, and raises his hands to the corresponding sides of his cowl.
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