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Praise for Soil and Sacrament


“This is a spiritual memoir with real dirt under its fingernails, as deep and gritty and rich as well-tended soil—or Holy Scripture. Fred Bahnson’s vision matters, and the work he writes so beautifully and unsentimentally about has the power to change communities. An important and moving book.”


—Sara Miles, author of Take This Bread and City of God


“This is a very moving as well as a wonderfully intelligent meditation on what is involved in care for our earth. Fred Bahnson succeeds in showing how our practices of cultivating the environment and producing our food can become an integral part of a ‘gospel for all creation.’ In a culture obsessed with both growth and control, his spiritual insight is a gentle but clear challenge.”


—Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury


“There’s been an explosion of activity at the intersection of food and faith in the last ten years. Fred Bahnson’s book is superb—it’s incredibly readable, it’s exciting, and most of all, it’s inspirational.”


—Nigel Savage, founder and president of Hazon


“About once in a generation, an American writer delivers a memoir that unites the spiritual longing of every soul with the particular challenges of their day. I think of Merton’s Seven Storey Mountain or Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. These books resonate because they are a distillation of one person’s hope, which echoes in the heart of every reader. I realized this book may be one of them when I not only couldn’t put it down but also couldn’t stop thinking of all the people I wanted to give it to when I was finished.”


—Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, author of Strangers at My Door


“Fred Bahnson’s Soil and Sacrament reminds us that among the most necessary recoveries that may serve to heal a splintered personhood and a splintered community is the essentially agnostic—the not Gnostic—return to a love for and the care of the stuff of creation. As we are wooed away from false and debilitating dichotomies—of body and spirit, of substance and essence—we find before us a people and a land laden with spirit. We know now that our hunger is not for transcendence, but for immanence.”


—Scott Cairns, author of The End of Suffering
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For Elizabeth, Carsten, Elijah, David:


ALL MY LOVE




“The glory of God is a human being fully alive.”


—Saint Irenaeus





Prologue


Cedar Grove, North Carolina—December 2008


Winter is my favorite growing season. Anyone can toss down a few seeds in June and get a crop, but it takes a disciplined hope to garden in the dark of December. And what rewards. After several frosts, plant starches become sugars. Carrots attain the sweet crunch of apples, and kale loses all hint of bitterness. Turnips become so sugary you can eat them raw.


Mid-morning on the first Sunday in Advent, I stood beside the red-roofed barn and looked out at Anathoth Community Garden. Down the hill the greenhouse was shedding its frost in the first light. Along the creek sat the children’s playhouse, and beyond that the site of our future orchard. But the sight that always drew my eye was the wide expanse of the field itself, a wave-and-trough succession of raised vegetable beds lying dark and still in the low winter light, pregnant with life waiting to be born. Soon I would need to drive a mile down the road to the little Methodist church where my wife and sons would be arriving for the morning service, but first I needed to come here, to this five-acre piece of land that had come to feel like an extension of my own body. Over the past three years of working here I had grown attached to this garden and its people. They had fed me in so many ways. Perhaps too many ways.


I walked downhill to the greenhouse, a Gothic arch structure where we grew most of our winter crops and started all our seed. Heated entirely by the sun and ventilated by wax pistons, it was off the grid. This was my favorite of winter places, my sanctuary; I could lose myself in here for hours. What a thrill I received each morning as I entered this congregation of plants, lit as if from within by the low winter sun. The world outside the greenhouse was nineteen degrees cold; dry and lifeless. Once I stepped across the wooden threshold, the temperature rose to a balmy forty, lush and humid and alive with the earthy aroma of plants seeking light.


The soil here was deeper than in the rest of the garden, the color and consistency of chocolate sponge cake. Even on the coldest of winter days, black organic matter in the soil absorbed the sun’s heat and slowly released it at night, keeping the plants alive. The beds, each four feet wide and thirty feet long, were double-dug. While the topsoil of a rototilled garden descends a mere eight inches, our greenhouse beds reached a depth of at least two feet, mimicking the fertile, loamy soils of the American prairie or the Russian steppe. With such deep beds, roots have better access to water and minerals deep in the ground. Plants can be spaced closer together, quadrupling yield. Thousands of years ago the Greeks realized that plants grew better in mountain landslides. The deep soil there was loose and friable, allowing the roots easy access to nutrients. A double-dug bed is like an underground landslide. Roots flourish in such deep tilth, creating a vast subterranean network that feeds aboveground life.


I spent much of my time at Anathoth preparing and working and thinking about the soil. There is an entire ecosystem in a handful of soil: bacteria, fungi, protozoa, nematodes, earthworms. Through their breeding and dying such creatures vivify the world. This pattern of relationships I find a captivating mystery; I love plants, but I am most attracted to the fervent and secret work that goes on beneath the surface.


Soil is not dirt. It is a living organism, or rather a collection of organisms, and it must be fed. Soil both craves life and wants to produce more life, even a hundredfold.


The true profundity of our soil was difficult to gauge. One day I slid my hand into one of the greenhouse beds. I gently pushed down and kept pushing until my arm vanished and my shoulder touched the soil’s surface. It had seemed then as if I could keep burrowing downward, until my entire body was swallowed by the warm, dark earth.


Soil is a portal to another world.


•   •   •


That Sunday morning I was alone in the garden.


Anathoth was a food garden for the community—our sixty members worked the land in common and shared its bounty—yet more and more I had found myself going there at such times to escape people. I was by nature reclusive, yet my role as Anathoth’s director required me to act as a public figure, putting on a smile and chatting up the members, who worked a minimum of two hours a week in exchange for produce. The truth was that I had less and less energy for people—even my own family. Increasingly I felt accosted by so many people needing something from me, and no matter how deeply I wanted to give them what they needed, all I wanted to do was withdraw.


The Sunday morning service down the road at Cedar Grove United Methodist Church would begin soon, but I remembered that there were beds that needed cover cropping; I had a sudden desire to plant. Leaving the greenhouse I walked back up to the barn and reached for the blue hand-cranked seed spreader, opened a bag of rye, and poured in the seed. I mixed rhizobium inoculant into a bucket full of hairy vetch and crimson clover seed, added a few drops of water, and stirred them together with the rye. Vetch and clover are legumes, plants that form a beneficial relationship with rhizobium bacteria. Their roots would supply nitrogen not only to the rye but also to the crops that would follow in the rotation. It’s a beautiful symbiosis: legume roots provide the bacteria with sugars and in exchange the bacteria fix nitrogen into tiny pink nodules that cling like barnacles to the legume roots. The bacteria and legumes serve one another. The rye stalk provides a structure for the legumes to climb, and rye’s fibrous roots mine minerals from the subsoil, reaching ten feet down into the earth. It’s a trinity of abundance—rye, vetch, and clover—each freely giving up its body for the other’s nourishment, each dying so that the other may live.


I knew something of that sacrifice. For years I had labored for Anathoth, but only recently did I realize the toll it had taken on me and my family. There were too many days when I would come back to our farm and instead of being with the family who needed me, I would retreat to my little shack in the woods. My wife, Elizabeth, sacrificed her own needs for the needs of Anathoth, and mostly suffered my absences in silence. But our young sons were confused. “Why does Daddy need so much time alone?” they asked. I had started to ask that question, too.


By early May the cover crops would be five feet tall. When the rye reached milk stage and the vetch and clover flowered purple and crimson, I would walk up and down the beds swinging a scythe, the stalks falling before me, the air growing redolent with grassy perfume, and then I would rake up the cuttings to make compost. First the green layer: fresh rye, vetch, and clover stalks. Then a brown layer: old hay or leaves. The third layer would be a dusting of garden soil, containing the spark of bacteria that would set this biological pyre aflame. In a week the tiny hordes inside the compost pile would expend their oxygen, slowing their combustion, and I would turn the pile with a pitchfork to give them air. All kinds of organic matter could go into a compost pile. Once I even composted a dead field rat; a few months later there was nothing but bones.


I loved making compost. The bright green of freshly mown rye, vetch, and clover; steam arising from the pile on a cold morning; the smell of the forest floor in your hands. There is a secret joy, a kind of charity to be found in this act, transforming a pile of grass and dirt and old leaves into an offering of humic mystery. On those days I became a priest dispensing the elements to a microbial congregation. Lord, take these humble gifts: grass, leaves, soil. Make them be for us the body and blood of the world, holy vessels of self-emptying glory. All things come of thee, O Lord; and of thine own have we given thee. After several months of heating and cooling and turning, the pile of well-cooked humus would be ready to spread onto the soil. Into that I would plant Speckled Trout lettuce, Kuri squash, or Sugarsnap peas, which would feed the hungry people of Cedar Grove. The people’s hunger could be slackened, but it would never end, and all the while the secret life of soil would continue, the gift waiting to be found. Like a ceaseless hymn of praise, this cycle went on with or without you, winter and summer, rain and drought, seedtime and harvest, a process of creation beyond your control that had been in motion since the foundation of the world. It is a song of life that sings even when things around and within you no longer seem certain.


I was beginning my fourth year as the director of Anathoth, and the experience had been deeply fulfilling and profoundly frustrating. The garden was a ministry of Cedar Grove UMC, but only a minority of the congregants worked there. Visitors came from around the country to learn how to build communities through working the land, but some church members stubbornly refused to have anything to do with the garden. Some were afraid of liability. Others feared the garden’s racially inclusive vision for our town.


I was weary of defending the project before our own church, but that wasn’t the only thing. I was questioning what I had for years been certain was my life’s calling.


•   •   •


After sowing the rye, vetch, and clover, I walked back again to the greenhouse and stood in the quiet air, letting the winter sun warm my bones. I would be a few minutes late for church, but I could still slip in. After all: when our Lord sought refuge, when his heart was troubled, it was not to the temple that he went to pray. It was to the garden.


The night’s frost evaporated from the broccoli heads like gauzy veils lifting from upturned faces. Dinosaur kale, Napoli carrots, Arcadia broccoli, Bronze Arrow lettuce—these were our winter savings account, available to the garden members for free withdrawal. Carrots grew happily inter-planted with lettuce. Kale, broccoli, and cabbage—all benevolent brassicas—rubbed shoulders good-naturedly. Each crop cluster formed a dark green microclimate of contentment. The congregants of this tiny cathedral thrived in each other’s company. I could not always say the same for our little Methodist church down the road.


The points of overlap between the church and garden were not always harmonious. Many did support the garden. Pastor Grace Hackney was one of Anathoth’s cofounders and often praised the garden in her sermons. The church’s accountant kept our books, others served on the advisory board, and some were regular volunteers on our Saturday workdays. As the garden’s director, I was employed by the church as a minister of the land. But there was also a small group of naysayers on the church’s administrative council, those whose families had owned land here since the king’s grants of the 1700s. They were threatened by new ideas like community gardens, and were adamant that the garden would receive none of the church’s money. I wrote grants and sought individual donations to fund Anathoth’s yearly budget, but when funds would arrive, inevitably someone would ask, with feigned piety, why didn’t we just use that money to buy food and give it to the poor.


But Anathoth was not just a hunger relief ministry. It was a whole new way to be a church. And therein lay the struggle.


We took Anathoth’s mission from the book of Jeremiah: “plant gardens and seek the peace of the city,” and here at the beginning of my fourth year I think we had that mission half right. We had planted a lush and abundant acre of biointensive beds that provided our members with everything from arugula to Zapotec tomatoes; we had planted blueberry bushes, a native plants garden, and a greenhouseful of winter produce. We had planted the events calendar with biweekly potlucks and concerts, children’s programs and community service days for troubled teens. We planted so many things that churches from all over the South came to ask how they, too, could plant such gardens and seek the peace of their city. Anathoth had sprouted from an empty field, and on its best days it afforded a glimpse of the messianic feast, Jesus’s abundant smorgasbord where all were fed. But I’d begun to question if feeding people was truly my calling. I couldn’t bear to see the crestfallen faces of Elizabeth and the boys when yet another Saturday afternoon would come and I would head off to hide exhausted in my hermitage.


Inside the greenhouse I watered the spinach bed, then snapped off a piece and raised it to my mouth. Chewing slowly, I savored the wafer-thin leaf, remembering the summer Eucharist services we held in the garden. How beautiful it was to bring the gifts of the altar out into the fields.


The cold truth that morning was inescapable: I had given myself so completely to this vocation that there was little left over for my family. Work was all I thought about: when Elizabeth tried to talk to me at dinner or one of my boys wanted me to wrestle, my thoughts went to the garden: the Brussels sprouts needed transplanting; I needed to order strawberry plants for the fall; and I couldn’t forget that email to the garden members about our upcoming sweet potato harvest. Anathoth was all I thought about and yet, that work was also draining me of life and energy.


That Sunday morning at the beginning of another Christian year, standing in the greenhouse, I realized I could not stay.


•   •   •


The garden is our oldest metaphor. In Genesis God creates the first Adam from the adamah, and tells him to “till and keep” it, the fertile soil on which all life depends. Human from humus. That’s our first etymological clue as to the inextricable bond we share with the soil. Our ecological problems are a result of having forgotten who we are—soil people, inspired by the breath of God. “Earth’s hallowed mould,” as Milton referred to Adam in Paradise Lost. Or in Saint Augustine’s phrase, terra animata—animated earth.


The command to care for soil is our first divinely appointed vocation, yet in our zeal to produce cheap, abundant food we have shunned it; we have tilled the adamah but we have not kept it.


Tilling is, in fact, often harmful to soil structure and creates erosion. Since World War II, as a result of excessive tillage and use of petrochemicals, we’ve managed to squander a third of our country’s topsoil. With the combined challenges of climate change, peak oil, and the global food crisis, the balance of life on earth is rapidly approaching a tipping point. In the ways we grow our food and in the food we choose to eat, we have largely lost our connection with the adamah; we have failed to live in the garden.


Anathoth taught me that to live and work in a garden is to relearn the most basic realities of life. Rather than an escape from the world’s problems, a garden—especially a communal food garden—confronts us with those very problems. Referring to Voltaire’s famous dictum We must cultivate our garden, cultural critic Robert Pogue Harrison says in Gardens: “Notre jardin is never a garden of merely private concerns into which one escapes from the real; it is that plot of soil on the earth, within the self, or amid the social collective, where the cultural, ethical, and civic virtues that save reality from its own worst impulses are cultivated. Those virtues are always ours.”


•   •   •


We left the following August, four years to the day after I’d become director of Anathoth, and our leaving happened, from my perspective at least, on good terms. Elizabeth and I had been talking about how we wanted to live closer to our extended families while our children were young. I had received a generous two-year writing grant, and this was our chance. We moved back to the mountains of western North Carolina, planted our own gardens and orchards, and I set about relearning how to be a husband to her and a father to our children.


By 2011 nearly two years had passed, two lovely years of building a new life on the land with my family, yet since leaving Anathoth something within me remained unsettled. A decade ago in Chiapas, Mexico, I had discovered the connection between the cultivation of crops and the cultivation of the spirit. I had sensed a calling to feed people, and my subsequent years at Anathoth had been a crucible in which I’d leaned into that calling. But now, despite a contented family life on our own piece of land, I felt an acute spiritual hunger that could not be filled. I would need to revisit those years from my past, only this time from a different vantage point.


While I knew something about soil—feed the soil, the soil will feed the plants, and plants will feed the people—I was only just beginning to embrace a sacramental life, a life of drawing nearer to God. I grew up in a Christian home, was a missionary kid in Nigeria for three years, attended divinity school, taught the New Testament to undergrads, and started a communal garden ministry for a Methodist church, which is to say that all my life I’ve been immersed in various Christian subcultures. Yet I realized at age thirty-eight that I was only just beginning my spiritual journey. When I went to church I mostly felt bored. But I believed that the Living Christ was real—I had met Him at Anathoth in the faces of strangers, even enemies—and I wanted to find Him again.


I somehow needed to start from scratch, to approach the faith with the eyes of a new convert. I wanted answers to some fairly simple questions: What does it mean to follow God? How should I live my life? And what does all this have to do with the soil, the literal ground of my existence? These most basic questions had become incessant preoccupations. What I was really after, I realized, was that age-old quest for a life of holiness. A life of wholeness.


In Luke’s story of the disciples meeting Jesus on the road to Emmaus, they knew him not. Only when they broke bread at the same table did they recognize him. For two thousand years, through the sacramental elements of the Eucharist and in table fellowship, people have sought Jesus in the breaking of the bread. Perhaps, I thought, one could also seek him in the growing of the wheat.


During my Anathoth years I had experienced God’s presence in the act of growing food with others. In order to understand those experiences, I embarked on a new journey to seek out others, both living and dead, whose calling was similar to my own. I plumbed the riches of living Christian and Jewish tradition. I decided to dig deep into the soil of the burgeoning twenty-first-century food and faith movement about which I’d been hearing many good things, to learn about the cultivation of soul and soil from the examples of those I encountered.


The search for an authentic life is an old one. When the early Christians went to the desert, this is what they prayed: We beg you, God, make us truly alive. That fourth-century prayer was not the prayer of people patiently awaiting their ticket to heaven, just biding their time on earth; it was the urgent and anguished and utterly rooted prayer of people who wanted God to make them more fully here now. Those fourth-century monastics fled to the desert because they were being drawn toward life. They knew that their society, a bloated culture of excess and spiritual emptiness, prevented them from becoming the humans God wanted them to be. Like these early monastics, I had a desire to live a life of integrity and wholeness, to become more fully alive. And I decided to look for the fulfillment of those desires not in the desert, but in the garden.


•   •   •


Over the course of a year I would visit a different garden for each of the four seasons, each visit coinciding with a liturgical holiday. I traveled as an immersion journalist, but also as a pilgrim. This journey was a quest to find those modern prophets who might teach all of us better ways to be at home in the world. I visited a Trappist monastery in the South Carolina low country where I prayed the Divine Office with the monks and learned to grow mushrooms. At a model community garden started by several Protestant churches in the mountains of North Carolina I asked a blessing over a potluck meal and renewed my faith in community. I ran a prayer gauntlet with Pentecostal organic farmers and meth-cooks-turned-coffee-roasters in Washington’s Skagit Valley. And finally, in what struck me as the completion of a sacred circle, I traveled to a Jewish organic farm in the Berkshires where I davened in a red yurt in the predawn hours, celebrating the bounty of the fall harvest according to ancient tradition. Each of these garden communities arose out of their particular place and context. They were small, even obscure, which meant they were in little danger of being commodified or otherwise co-opted. Over the course of that year I would discover many things: That times of intentional solitude deepened, rather than distanced, my relationship with others. That manual labor disciplined not only the body but also the spirit. That trying to save an imperiled world is for naught unless that work is undergirded by a rigorous prayer life. And everywhere I went, I witnessed how our yearning for real food is inextricably bound up in our spiritual desire to be fed.


During my four years at Anathoth there were times when I caught a glimpse of what the biblical writers called shalom, a right relation not only with God and people but with the adamah; I had experienced profound moments when people and the land coexisted in blessèd armistice, times free of struggle, and in those moments it seemed as if God’s glory had come to dwell in the land, as the Psalmist promised, a time when justice and peace would kiss. And so I went looking for these glimpses of shalom among others who were trying to live again in the garden, in the most expansive sense of the word.


I began my journey in Advent, the beginning of the Christian year, and as the time drew near to embark, I began to think of my quest as really a journey to four spiritual strongholds, fortresses of power both sacred and profane. It was this balance of the holy and the mundane that attracted me. In each place I felt a palpable and immediate sense of the Divine Presence, yet that mystery arose from the daily tasks of growing mushrooms, milking goats, planting carrots. Each of these communities produced some of their own food, making them less dependent than most of us on a centralized, oil-addicted food system that is already showing signs of collapse. That simple act of growing food gave them something most of us don’t possess: agency. As such, they had regained a measure of freedom from anxiety. But there was also something more mysterious at work in these places. A merciful Presence brooding over the bent world. The answer to our hunger for more than just bread.


•   •   •


To grow and share food with others in a garden is to enter a holy country. American spirituality is discovering itself anew as people of faith reconnect with the land. But while the buy local, eat organic movement is increasingly in the public eye, the faith-based food movement remains virtually unknown by the wider public. At times it intersects with its larger cousin, but mostly it charts a parallel course, comprised of many people who’ve neither heard of Michael Pollan nor set foot in a Whole Foods. Many of those I’ve come to meet in this loosely woven movement view soil as a sacrament: a physical manifestation of God’s presence, a channel of Divine grace. They know soil is a portal that joins us to the world to come even while rooting us more deeply in this one.


Through the practices of caring for the soil, those I encountered had discovered a way to become more fully alive.


What follows are the stories of people who have aligned their lives with the real. They have sought from God, and been given to find, the patterns of life that made them more holy. More whole. More human.


This was the way I was seeking, and this was the way I was given to find.


We beg you, make us truly alive.





CHAPTER ONE



The Underground Life of Prayer


Advent


Mepkin Abbey, South Carolina


I see you are fired by a very great longing.


—Abba Moses, fourth-century Egyptian monk, to a pilgrim


Vigils, 3:20 A.M.



Prayer began in darkness.


At 3 A.M. a buzzer rang in my cell. I dressed quickly and stepped out into the twenty-degree December night. The moon was full and by its light a host of dark, silent forms glided across the cloistered lawn and into the abbey church. Inside a faint aroma of incense lingered from Vespers the night before. The walls were unadorned. Next to the bare, granite altar a leafless poplar tree stood in an earthen pot, a symbol of the barrenness of winter. Some of the monks walked to a stone font in the center of the nave and dipped their fingers before crossing themselves. As I walked past the font and dipped my right forefinger, I glanced at the opposite wall. A thin, vertical slit in the wall, no wider than my hand, opened into an adjoining room. Through the opening I saw a long chain hanging from the ceiling, and attached to this chain was a candle, illuminating the space beyond. The room was a tiny chapel for solitary prayer. A lone, hooded monk knelt on the cement floor.


I took my seat next to Brother Gregory and watched the other monks arrive. At 3:20 A.M. a bell began to ring. After a few moments the ringing slowed, and everyone stood and turned to face the altar. From somewhere behind me a set of knuckles knocked once on the wooden choir seats, and all bowed toward the altar. We then recited two lines from Psalm 51, the first words to pass our lips since the end of last night’s Compline, sanctifying the night as those words have sanctified every night for the past 1,500 years: O Lord, open my lips, a lone monk said, and in unison we joined him: And my mouth shall declare your praise.


According to the Monastic Guest Handbook I found on the desk in my narrow cell, “It is in living out the horarium and doing the ordinary tasks of the day that you will discover the wisdom of this way of life.” The horarium, or Divine Office, consisted of the services beginning with Vigils, spiritual reading, and manual labor: the threefold path of Benedictine life. In my search to find life, where the cultivation of the spirit went hand in hand with cultivation of the land, it seemed apt to begin with people who, for one and a half millennia, have been living just that.


The brothers knew which Psalm to sing next, but I had trouble finding my way through the prayer book. Brother Gregory reached a clawed hand over and turned the page in my psalter. We sang the first verse of Psalm 57—Have mercy on me, God, have mercy, for in you my soul has taken refuge—and sat down. The prior’s side of the choir picked up the next verse, and then we traded verses, bowing at the end and singing Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, our words lifting slightly on “Spirit,” and our bodies lifting, too.


At ninety-two, Gregory was the last of the original founders of Mepkin Abbey. He would be my stalwart companion all week, guiding me through each day’s seven services. Despite his age, Gregory’s voice rose to meet the others—O God, arise above the heavens; may your glory shine on earth!—and I found my own voice growing in confidence.


I looked around at the brothers, some wearing the signature black and white Trappist garb, others clad in long white robes. Brother Dismas was the guitar-playing choir leader. When monks join an order they take a new name, and he had taken the name Christian tradition gave to the good thief on the cross beside Jesus. Though it was only 3:30 in the morning, Brother Dismas had already been up for two hours drinking strong coffee and writing confessional poetry. To his right sat Brother Theophilus, whose name meant “friend of God.” He was a loquacious, cigar-smoking monk who would teach me about Mepkin’s mushroom operation. Behind him was Father Kevin, the prior, my spiritual director for the week. When I asked Father Kevin how to go deeper in prayer, he told me a story about a younger monk who had approached an older monk with that very question. “Limit the input,” was the answer. “God pursues us. The challenge is to slow down enough to recognize it.”


My heart is ready, O God, my heart is ready, we sang from the psalter. This life of prayer was like the tiny chapel next door, a hidden room of which I could see only a glimpse. I desired more and I knew that slowing down enough to recognize God’s voice would require keeping my body close to the ground, like the kneeling monk. I was not seeking the airy heights of transcendence. I wanted a rooted spirituality; wanted to meet Jesus crouching there in the dirt, scribbling a few words. Whatever experience of God I might have here in this quiet place, it would need to take root in the mundane soil of my own life, in everything I did and touched and saw, or it would not flourish.


Awake my soul, we chanted, awake lyre and harp; I will awake the dawn.


When Vigils ended at four we would leave in silence, each returning to our cells for nearly two hours of lectio divina—spiritual reading—until we would gather again at daybreak to sing Lauds. When the abbot’s knuckles knocked and the monks stood to depart, Brother Gregory remained seated. At first he seemed to still be praying, but then I noticed a bit of drool on his lower lip. He had only dozed off, his head slumped so low that his chin nearly grazed his lap. To me it seemed as if Brother Gregory was returning to the fetal position, as if through all those years of bowing and rising, God had been slowly curling him up again before bringing him home.


•   •   •


The two hours of reading were no chore; I had good books at hand. First among these was Thoughts in Solitude, short meditations by Thomas Merton, perhaps the most famous Trappist monk of the twentieth century and one of my inspirations for coming to Mepkin Abbey. I arrived at Mepkin during the season of Advent, the beginning of the Christian year. It was also during Advent on December 10, 1941, that Thomas Merton joined Gethsemani, a Trappist monastery in Kentucky. “Liturgically speaking,” Merton wrote in The Seven Storey Mountain, “you could hardly find a better time to become a monk than Advent. You begin a new life, you enter a new world at the beginning of a new liturgical year. And everything that the Church gives you to sing, every prayer that you say in and with Christ in His Mystical Body is a cry of ardent desire for grace, for help, for the coming of the Messiah, the Redeemer.” Merton had become one of the foremost saints in my personal pantheon. Four of the monks at Mepkin Abbey had known Merton: Gregory, Joseph, Robert, and Abbot Stan. I wanted to hear their memories of the man I knew only through his books, hoping that some of Merton’s wisdom might somehow pass to me.


•   •   •


Along with Merton I carried one of the staples of monastic spirituality: The Conferences by fifth-century monk and interpreter of early monasticism John Cassian; Rainer Maria Rilke’s Book of Hours rode along for lyrical inspiration. A mushroom grower’s guide by mycologist Paul Stamets called Mycelium Running came as well, and finally a short book by the late Francis Kline, former abbot of Mepkin Abbey, called Lovers of the Place. In the predawn hours of that first morning I began with Kline, who spoke to me right where I sat. “The word enters our dreams and images more easily at the time before the sun’s light. Only in the darkness are certain, more choice intuitions of God received.”


As I read, my mind traveled past the abbey church across the fields to a cluster of sheds, where millions of tiny threads of mycelium worked in the darkness. A stringlike network of fungal cells, mycelium is the organism that produces mushrooms. The brothers cultivate mycelium, whose “fruit” supports their life of prayer. This relationship with fungi was relatively new for them; they had taken up mushroom cultivation after many years in the egg business. But the relationship of fungi to life as we know it goes back nearly 450 million years. Indeed, without mycelium, there would be no life at all. Only recently have we come to understand the true magnitude of our dependence on these organisms. We now know, for instance, that at least 90 percent of all plants on earth form symbiotic relationships with a fungus called mycorrhizae. Greek for “fungus-root,” mycorrhizae are ubiquitous, found in nearly every ecosystem in the world.


The relationship works like this: the fungus penetrates a plant’s roots and provides the plant with nutrients and water from the surrounding soil, which the fungus accesses through its mycelial network. The fungus in turn receives starches from the plant. When mycelium grows out into the surrounding soil it is said to “run,” and in so doing it not only forms symbiotic relationships with single plants; it provides links between plant species. In 1964, two North Carolina scientists chopped down a red maple tree and poured radioactive liquid into the stump. Eight days later they found that, within a radius of twenty-two feet, the leaves of nearly half of all the trees, shrubs, vines, and herbs contained radioactivity; mycelium provided the pathway through which the radioactive material spread. The experiment confirmed fungi’s link to every living thing. And every dead thing. Fungi are our biological go-betweens to the world beyond animate life. And like monks at prayer, fungi do their best work in darkness.


I knew something of the benefits of early morning darkness. Back home on winter mornings I had lately been rising at 6 A.M. I would fire up the woodstove, set the kettle on top, and for the thirty minutes it took for the water to boil, I would try to pray. But my mind wandered easily. I got bored. Many mornings when the kettle boiled, I would awake from a fire-trance stupor, my thoughts far from God. Despite my lifelong faith I’d arrived at age thirty-eight only to realize that I didn’t know the first thing about prayer. In The Conferences, John Cassian described prayer as “an uncontrollable grasping fire.” The only fire I knew was the one burning in front of me in the woodstove while a clear day dawned. When I did manage to actually pray, I often became trapped in litanies of petitions, pleas for forgiveness, or cesspools of self-recrimination for past wrongs. My prayer repertoire was limited to the juswanna prayer: Lord, I juswanna thank you . . . God, I juswanna ask you . . . Jesus, I juswanna . . . But prayer is not simply a matter of technique. The monk’s way of life is not about learning to pray for a few hours a day; it is about turning one’s entire life toward God. Some viewed such a life as escapist, yet that was a misunderstanding. As Father Kevin put it, “Monasteries do not exist to say ‘the world is bad—let’s hide.’ They exist because in order to go deeper into the heart of God we have to let go of other things that are constantly calling our attention.” I questioned my decision to leave Elizabeth and the boys behind to begin this journey. Was it selfish of me to leave them now when I had often been emotionally absent during those four years at Anathoth? Far from leaving our bodies behind, prayer leads us to engage more fully with them, for God cannot be separated from the things of this world. I sought a life of prayer lived in intimacy not only with God, but also with the land and with a community of fellow pilgrims. That was why I came to the Trappists; they were known for a life of ora et labora, prayer and manual labor.


“To sit on the side and gaze at our navel,” Abbot Stan wrote in an essay on work, “is to miss the great reality of life. We are co-creators with God of the earthly city.” Creation was not a one-time event, Stan said, it is ongoing, and we are called to participate in it with the work of our hands. For the monks at Mepkin there was a constant back-and-forth between work and prayer, action and contemplation, the one feeding the other. For the first five and a half hours of the day they prayed and studied, but from 8:30 A.M. onward they worked to co-create an earthly city in miniature. “If our work is to share in the creative activity of God,” Abbot Stan continued, “then it is precisely not a dominion of power or self-aggrandizement. It is one of humility before the creative presence of God; work must serve to realize our humanity, to fulfill the calling to be a person. . . . We do not dominate by lording it over nature, but by treading lightly, knowing that we are all in this together.”


An austere order, the Trappists were modern-day ascetics who practiced silence and contemplation following the sixth-century monastic Rule of Saint Benedict. While the Rule would become the foundational text for Western monasticism, in the centuries following Benedict’s death his followers grew lax, softening the Rule to suit their own slovenly habits, in some cases forsaking it altogether. In 1098 in Cîteaux, France, a small group of Benedictine monks returned to the rigorous life of manual labor and unceasing prayer that had marked the monasticism of the fourth-century Desert Fathers. The Trappists, as they came to be known, reclaimed the agrarian arts of the early Benedictines. Through their hard work they became known for taking swampland that nobody wanted and converting it into productive farmland.


Saint Bernard, the most famous of the early Trappists, often wrote admiringly of the fields and meadows around his monastery. While the later Romantic poets would find their inspiration in a world untouched by human hands, Saint Bernard wrote of the beauty of tilled fields and hay meadows. Working farmland, in other words, not pristine wilderness, was what caught his eye. Becoming co-creators with God means that our cultivation of the earth should not only feed us, but express beauty as well. How many modern farms, I wondered, could witness to that truth?


The brothers of Mepkin Abbey were heirs of the oldest Christian agrarian community in the world. Though most of them were too old to do much farm work, the Trappist agrarian ethos lives on at the abbey. In 2008 the monks gave up their long-standing egg operation for the new venture into mushrooms, looking for a business that was profitable while also being more ecologically sustainable. That change also inspired them to plant an organic vegetable garden. Father Guerric grows some of the vegetables that appear on the refectory table, as well as Muscadine grapes, blackberries, and figs. “I think it’s a moral imperative to have a vegetable garden,” Father Guerric told me. “It saves energy costs, we eat healthier. You may get your hands red peeling beets,” he said with a smile, “so there are minor inconveniences.”


In addition to the gardens and mushroom operation, the monks’ ecological footprint is made smaller by their life together. “When people live in community,” Father Guerric said, “they need less, spend less, use fewer resources.” Guerric was quick to acknowledge that they haven’t taken a vow of poverty. “We’ll use a good piece of machinery. But we still live frugally, we don’t have many possessions. We have what we need, not necessarily what we want.”


The monks aren’t entirely self-sufficient; they do hire some outside help. But self-sufficiency is, ecologically speaking, a contradiction in terms and hardly a goal worth pursuing. The abbey’s economy overlaps with the local economy and, to a lesser extent, the national economy, but they maintain a certain sphere in which they don’t depend on those larger, inherently unstable forces. They have what the ancient Greeks called an oikos, from which we get oikonomia: a household that includes fields, people, and home. It is an ancient pattern of living, with much to say to my own situation. I had lived in eleven different houses before I left for college and I’d newly rooted myself, moving onto a piece of land in western North Carolina. Elizabeth and I planted an orchard, grape vines, asparagus—perennials you put in only when you plan to stay. But it felt as though something was missing. As the day dawned outside the monastery window, providing the only light in my cell, out on the Cooper River a blue heron glided into the marsh for breakfast. A flock of crows squawked at the intruder, but the heron took no notice, stalking knee-deep through the still water, a creature utterly at home. “Taming the heart requires a sense of place,” Kline wrote. “It roots not just the mind to a set of principles, but also the body to a piece of land.” By coming to Mepkin I hoped to learn patterns of work and worship that I might take back to my own life on our small farm, learning how the monks’ work helping mycelium to run also fed their life of prayer. I also came to escape the messiness of human life. Years ago I’d felt called to a life on the land, but now I knew my spiritual resources for sustaining that life were too few. I hoped to learn from the monks how to nurture those inner resources, both through deeper prayer and through discovering the balance of solitude and community.


Lauds, 6:30 A.M.



O God, come to my assistance, a lone monk sang at the opening of Lauds, and in reply we sang: Lord, make haste to help me. If only every morning began like this.


After Lauds came breakfast in the refectory, a reminder that being a monk is harder than it looks. I’d been to the abbey twice before on shorter visits and I’d learned that the monks don’t eat very much: breakfast consists of a few thin slices of pumpernickel bread, a slice of cheese, maybe some PB&J. Supper is not much different. Though they occasionally eat fish, Trappists are otherwise vegetarians. The main meal at noon was always a hearty affair—butternut squash and lentil curry with rice or oyster mushroom lasagna and fresh garden salad—but the daily caloric intake still left me in a constant state of hunger. Which is the idea. By ordering our bodily desires, fasting helps us better understand ourselves. Being less occupied about the tasks of preparing and consuming food, we can use that energy to turn our thoughts inward and give in to our desire for God.


Nonetheless, on this third trip to Mepkin I decided that, while I would engage the rigors of bodily denial at some meals, I would also bring a cooler of food which could be secretly stashed in the guest fridge. Just a backup, a little something to take the edge off. Elizabeth sent along a big loaf of her peasant bread, jam, and hummus, all of it homemade. I packed organic almond butter, bananas, and oranges. For suppers I brought fresh winter produce from our garden: Napoli carrots, Hakurei turnips, Winterbor kale. To maintain healthy intestinal function during my week of spiritual rigor I brought a big jar of home-fermented kimchi, loaded with lacto-bacilli and probiotics. For snacks I packed organic BBQ potato chips, miso soup, almonds and hazelnuts, and six bars of dark chocolate (78 percent cacao). I know it sounds like I was bringing Oreos to fat camp, but aside from skipping Vigils a few times, my mealtime laxity was my one concession to an otherwise complete adoption of the rigors of Trappist life. Well, that’s not the whole truth. I confess I did smuggle in several beers and a bottle of single-malt for nightcaps. Benedict’s horarium was a good invention, I reasoned, but it needed the addition of cocktail hour to make it complete.


As I stood one morning in front of the open guest fridge perusing my secret stash, Brother Dismas walked over to refill his coffee. In the hours between Vigils and Lauds when most monks were deep into lectio divina, Brother Dismas was down in the laundry room rowing. It was his only time of day for exercise, so the abbot agreed. In the glare of the kitchen light, I could see scars on Dismas’s shaved head, remnants of childhood surgeries for cerebral palsy. His waist was wrapped by a leather belt, to which were attached two leather cords hanging well past his knees. I pointed to them and mouthed a question. We were still in Grand Silence, the period from the end of Compline to the next day’s Mass during which talk was strictly forbidden. As an answer Brother Dismas gave a grim smile. He picked up the leather cords and made a whipping motion on his shoulders.


Uncovering the hidden beers in the fridge, I tipped my right hand thumb-to-mouth, pinkie extended. Did he want to join me for a cold one that evening? He grasped my shoulder and whispered, “Bless you, my son. Bless you.”


“Gaelic Ale or Fat Tire?” I whispered back.


“Oh, I’m a Fat Tire man for sure.”


We agreed to meet that night after Vespers in the little dining room. Then it was time for Mass, and we hurried off through the breezeway toward the church.


Eucharist, 7:30 A.M.



Though I had attended church services all my life—evangelical, Methodist, Lutheran, Mennonite—none quite prepared me for the stark beauty of Advent Mass with the brothers of Mepkin. The songs were unadorned, like the empty branches of the poplar tree standing beside the altar, yet amidst the season’s barrenness hung a palpable expectation in everything we read or sang.


I have come to think Advent is the church’s loveliest liturgical season. From the Latin word for “coming,” Advent is the season of waiting. In my younger years I had naively viewed that wait as a tedious march of days leading up to Jesus’s birth. Why drag it out? I wondered. But if this time is simply about waiting for Jesus’s birthday, then we miss the point, writes Benedictine sister Joan Chittister in The Liturgical Year. That’s the soft, sentimental “baby Jesus” version of Advent, “a simple, soothing story that makes few, if any, demands on the soul.” A more robust understanding of Advent is as a time when we learn, says Chittister, “to wait for what is beyond the obvious. Advent makes us look for God in all those places we have, until now, ignored.”


Saint Bernard described Advent as a threefold coming of the Lord: Jesus came at Bethlehem, he will come at the end of the ages, and he comes now, in our hearts. “Advent,” Father Kevin told me, “is about hope for what is yet to be. A farmer cannot tell you exactly how his crops are going to produce. But he trusts. Like the seed in the ground, there’s a whole process of life that goes on in a hidden way, that’s not visible to us. The monastic life is about waiting in expectation that God’s hidden life in us will reveal itself. But it is an active waiting, not passive waiting.”


This active waiting is enacted by living out Saint Benedict’s Rule. Getting your tired body out of bed at 3 A.M. for Vigils. Working the mushrooms. Spiritual reading. All these things wear down the hardened heart and prepare it to receive God. Benedict likened the monastery to a workshop; it was the anvil on which the soul’s blade was forged. “As our lives and faith progress,” he wrote, “the heart expands.” Perhaps that’s what I needed most, I thought. To make my heart a big enough place in which God could be born.
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