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      The Newsletter of The Companions of St. Luke — An Offering  
The members of The Companions of St. Luke, OSB, work hard to be what St. Benedict conceived when he created his Rule – A School for the Lord’s Service. Our careers and our community service are our work, which is balanced with prayer, meditation, and study. We have tools and resources that help us to live in this school and to link each of us together as a community, even though each of us live in different places. This newsletter is one of these links.

Articles reflecting on the past and on what lies ahead are in this issue of the newsletter..

Advent and Christmas 
· Immanuel, God Is with Us  by Chaplain Sid Breese+
· Let Every Heart Prepare by Sr Genevieve Lynn

Formation Reflections
· In the Beginning…  by Br David
· Monte Cassio and Ten Years Later by Br Gregory
· In Christ’s Love by Br Joseph Elias
· Shifting Formation Expectations by Sr Julian

In Memoriam
· God Bless Patricia and the Companions by Br Steven
· Fond Memories of Sr Mary Francis by Br Dunstan

Upcoming Events
· Council Meetings
· Chapter Meeting
· Religious Life Sunday

Endnote 

We will continue to look at ways to make the newsletter self-sustaining and provide good, solid information to those who are interested. Let us hear your thoughts please! 
 
Peace and blessings to all,
Br John David, Editor, in partnership with Abbess Martha, Newsletter Sponsor, and Sr Julian, Interim Copy Editor.



Advent and Christmas
Immanuel, God is with Us  by Chaplain Sid Breese+  
Our Advent/Christmas narrative is a combination of Matthew and Luke’s accounts. We are in year C of the lectionary and our narrative comes mainly from Luke which has Mary at the centerpiece. Matthew has Joseph and Davidic ancestry as central. I want to look at Matthew’s story as relevant to our time in history[image: Free Advent Clip Art with No Background - ClipartKey]

Just two thoughts on Matthew’s account of the birth of Jesus, both about what I call Matthew’s version of the Incarnation. First, notice the turmoil in the holy family. I mean, think for a moment about the upset and distress that must have consumed both Joseph and Mary upon learning that Mary was pregnant. 
A word about first-century Jewish marriage may help explain what I mean. Various texts render this passage differently. No matter how you render it, however, it’s important to note that the bond between Mary and Joseph at this time was contractual, not merely social, as would be the case when talking about “engagement” in our day. That is, espousal/betrothal/engagement constituted the legal contract and pledge of marriage. The wedding itself was the time when the bride and groom were accompanied by friends and feasting to celebrate the occasion of actually joining their households.
For all intents and purposes, then, Mary and Joseph were married but had not yet moved in with each other or consummated their union. Hence the turmoil created by discovering that Mary was pregnant. It could, as far as Joseph was concerned, mean only one thing: that his espoused wife had been unfaithful. And this is why Matthew describes Joseph as a righteous man – he lives according to the law. And so, wanting out of what he believes is an unfaithful union, he has two options – public stoning or divorce. He opts for the latter course, not wishing, as Matthew describes, to expose her to public disgrace and, presumably, punishment.
Some contend that the jury is still out on whether Joseph actually was a righteous man, as they believe he should have explored other options, that he did not need to dismiss her, that such an action would have condemned Mary to poverty, if not death. I don’t know enough about first-century customs and possibilities to offer a helpful judgment. But for just a moment, I’d invite us to linger at this point of the story, and imagine the great distress that fell upon Joseph (and Mary if he made his intentions known to her).
We’re not used to this. We’re accustomed to thinking about the beauty and wonder of the birth of Jesus, and that’s appropriate. But let’s not forget the distress, sense of betrayal, disappointment, and a host of other emotions that Joseph must have experienced, or the fear and hurt that Mary would likely have also felt as they sorted out their divinely complex relationship.
Why might that be helpful? Because Mary and Joseph aren’t merely characters from a stained-glass window, but flesh and blood people. And the more we can imagine them as people like us – with ups and downs to their relationships, for instance – the more we might imagine ourselves to be people like them – that is, people who go through all kinds of things, some quite damaging, and yet whom God uses nevertheless to accomplish God’s purposes.
Second, notice the extreme brevity of Matthew’s account. I mean, the whole “birth narrative” takes up just two bracketing verses. Actually, just one and a half: 1:18a – Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. And 1:25 – [Joseph] had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. That’s it, two verses book-ending the larger story and drama of the turmoil this birth created.
This begs the question: Could you start your depiction of the life of the Messiah in a more matter-of-fact way? One-and-a-half measly verses. If you sneezed, you might just miss it. But while I miss the fuller and beautiful description Luke gives – with mangers and shepherds and angels and all the rest – there is something fitting about Matthew’s spare depiction. Because most people did miss it. The local news team didn’t follow Mary’s pregnancy the way they might a sports playoff or presidential election. There were no camera crews or reporters awaiting the birth. From all we can tell from Matthew’s story, just about no one noticed.
Which is why Matthew wrote, of course. He lifts his pen to record, if only in a few sentences, the birth of Jesus, the Messiah, and in this way bears witness to an event most of the world ignored. Except it wasn’t as if the world actively ignored anything. It was just a birth, like millions of others, unremarkable in every possible way. This is, once again, the point. Jesus came as one of us. Jesus was born like we are, lived as we live, loved and laughed and suffered as we do. And died as we will die. And on the third day, God raised him from the dead, that we might no longer live in fear of death.
But I’m getting ahead of the story. For now, we should wait, content with Matthew’s spare story, his odd version of the Incarnation. For Matthew paints a picture of the utter normalcy of the holy family. This means that he tells us about the complexity, the confusion, and the frailty that attended this family, just like every other family. Indeed, there is nothing exceptional about this couple or birth … except that God works through it to save, to draw near to us in love, grace, and salvation.
We have this extraordinary story and promise. God comes through ordinary, mixed-up people in order to save ordinary, mixed-up people, and that God comes through a birth like all the millions of other births in the world to promise us freedom from sin, fear, and death and rebirth as the children of God. It’s an odd story, for sure, but one that deserves telling.
I know this is a crazy time, and that we are working like the dickens to get everything done before Christmas. And there is work to do in bringing in the Kingdom of God. But know that your labor is not in vain, and know as well that even as I give thanks for your faithful labor I also pray that you, too, will experience Immanuel, God with us, during this hectic and holy season.											
Let Every Heart Prepare  by Sr Genevieve Lynn Robinson, OSB  

Let Every Heart Prepare: Meditations for Advent and Christmas by Barbara Crafton is the book chosen by Abbess Martha (from those nominated by members) for our 2024 Advent Book Study. The Discussion Sessions scheduled are for Sunday, December 8th, 15, 22, and 29, at 4 and 6pm CDT. All members are invited to read the book!  It is the hope of the Formation Deans that more members will be able to join in and share their thoughts and insights at the Advent Discussion Sessions. [image: Let Every Heart Prepare: Meditations for Advent and Christmas]


Formation Reflections

In the Beginning ... by Br David Gerns, OSB  
 
In the summer of 2001, I began my search for a religious community. I am a 'cradle Episcopalian' and I did a wide range of work for the church communities I was a member of; but I needed to strengthen my spiritual foundation to move on. As I was beginning my fourth year of EFM, I felt joining a religious community was a path for me. I sent three inquires out. One never responded. Another was a community of folks who left TEC because of the 1979 BCP and women's ordination. I attended their convocation. Their community was basically Franciscan, but with a lot of anger with TEC. I heard from the superior of CSL right away and after a long chat on the phone, an application was emailed to me. I submitted it in August and was accepted before Labor Day and was invited to convocation in Iowa the end of September.
 
It being three weeks after 9/11, air travel was non-trivial (Boston to Pittsburg to St. Louis to Burlington, Iowa) with super security at each stop. I was met by two former members-Br Martin and Br Michael-John and by Br Mathias. I arrived two days before convocation for additional interviews and to setup for convocation; this was a confusing process, because we really didn't know what we were doing. Doing the Divine Office in the new chapel and the convocation experience was wonderful for me because I felt a 'hole' in my spiritual life was being filled. Ann (Sr. Brigid) joined me a couple of days later. During convocation, a canoe trip on a nearby river was organized. That experience is a whole new story. I was clothed and named with two others (both left the community later). Ann became an Oblate-Novice in July 2002.
 
I completed my Postulancy in the spring of 2002. Frankly, the formation was thin by today's standards. Professionally, I was an Instructional Designer and instructor for a medical electronics manufacturer. So, after I became a novice, I offered my skills to the superior to develop a more formal formation program. He readily agreed so I involved the members to implement a needs assessment and task analysis. The members provided suggestions for a new book list. I had weeklong meetings with the superior to finalize the structure and the program was begun later in the year. I became a formation guide to support new members and to test the program.
 
This was a period of rapid growth and change for the community, but it was both exciting and challenging and it showed me that by listening to the quiet voice of God, we could do great things.

Monte Cassino and Ten Years Later by Br Gregory Tatchell, OSB  
Ten years ago, my wife and I spent a US Thanksgiving in New York during a stop over on our way home from Italy. A few weeks earlier, we had visited Monte Cassino, which some of you might know as the first house of our Order, while still others might recognize it as the 2014 background picture I use during our Zoom calls (see photo of Br Gregory’s Beginnings – Monte Cassino, November 2014. Found over the door of Monte Cassino, and inlaid in the floor of the Sanctuary were the words “Ora et Labora”.)  [image: A foggy mountain with a building in the background  Description automatically generated]                                 




While at the Monte Cassino Abbey, unbeknownst to me, Michiko bought me our little book, which I started to read during our two weeks in New York. A little more than a month later, just after my 67th birthday, I was on the phone with Br David, the first point of contact for so many of us over the last ten years.
On a recent trip I had plenty of time to reflect on possible themes for an article for Br John David - I had been promising this to him for some time. Three things percolated to the surface during those reflections.
First, the ever growing realization that I was approaching my tenth anniversary as a Benedictine, and the shock at how quickly those ten years have sped by.
Second, while the nourishment/growth in my spiritual life is what we have all experienced in our Benedictine journey, I realized that an equal beneficiary was my home church. During a 2015 interview with our presiding Bishop of the time, I was encouraged to make sure that the gift of the Benedictines was applied as much to our church as to myself.  Back home, our priest quickly agreed to help achieve this, and suggested beginning a weekday program of the Offices. August 6 will be our tenth anniversary, and the weekday offices now make up 20% of our total Sunday and Weekday attendance.
Third, from a more personal perspective, my reflections made me appreciate more than ever how significant retreats were as part of my Formation process. During the second year of my Formation, I re-discovered an Abbey just 40 miles East of Vancouver. And discovered that this Abbey was Benedictine, and allowed three-day week day retreats.  So, how did it influence my Formation so much?
Well, through the latter part of my Novitiate and initial part of the three Years of my Annual Vows process, I was blessed to be able to fit in nineteen, three-day retreats in that time. Much of my Formation reading and writing took place during my time within the silence of the Abbey walls, the only break in the silence being the haunting sound of the railway whistles from miles away. You might be able to imagine how 60 days of immersion in the silence of an Abbey, attending services five time a day, might make it so much a part of the DNA of my Formation as a Benedictine. The enthusiasm I felt on my very first visit in July of 2016 was captured in a CSPB flower garden arrangement: I was so excited that I sent it off to our Abbot at the time, Abbot Basil.
What motivated me to answer Br John David’s call for Newsletter articles was the realization that I hadn’t been back to Westminster Abbey since before COVID. It motivated me to return during Advent III, after a five-year absence (5 years!?), and to use this opportunity to encourage all of you, especially those in formation, to see if one retreat might lead you to nineteen as it did for your Brother.  PAX												
In Christ’s Love by Br Joseph Elias, n/OSB  

I want to give thanks to God for leading me into the fellowship which is The Companions of St. Luke (CSL), OSB. I believe with all my heart that God has lead me to this Community of fellow seekers, which has welcomed me, taught me and challenged me to open my heart to an ever new and deepening experience of my faith-relationship with the Lord. From the welcome given me by our former Abbot David, through the many conversations I have engaged in with fellow members, through the prayers offered and the studies undertaken, I can say my life in CSL has richly blessed me in countless ways.

At the June Convocation of 2023 (six months after my initial inquiry), I was received as a postulant. I was assigned a formation guide and encouraged to take up daily practices of prayer and study. This, along with frequent conversations with fellow members, lead me to see God’s hand at work in undertaking this journey with CSL. In June of 2024 (my third Convocation), I was received and clothed as a Novice. For me it was such a blessed step of rededication to the Lord and to the Community. Our time together at Conception Abbey was priceless. Together, we prayed the Daily Office, received the Eucharist daily, and shared meals and important concerns as individuals and as a community. And importantly, we had FUN! After our “daily work” ended, we had wonderful opportunities in the evenings for fellowship; opportunities to share in a more informal setting with abundant snacks and laughter. The Abbey provided a great setting for long walks, star gazing and brilliant morning sunrises. It allowed for a wonderful balance of solitude and community.  

I encourage anyone with a sense of calling to follow Jesus in the way of St. Benedict, to reach out to our community as we will welcome all seekers and want what is best for them and CSL, supporting them as they discern God’s will for their lives. Few of us experience a blinding light as did Saul to Paul in the account of his conversion. God often speaks quietly in our hearts, whispers in our souls and gently nudges us along our way. 
A key question is whether we are truly being called to love Christ above all things? If so, our community of fellow believers will share that sense of calling with those who are ready to hear. Inquirers will be encouraged to explore what it is that God intends for them, and they will be supported in what they discern is God’s will for their lives. 

Our formation manual speaks about “The Journey of a Lifetime”. I, for one, am honored to walk with the Companions as we explore what God intends for us in our journeys.		

Shifting Formation Expectations by Sister Julian, OSB  [image: ]


CSL’s Five-Year plan (2022-27) has provided our community with a version of a Global Positioning System (GPS) as we navigate through changing times while remaining centered by our charism of being Benedictines through prayer and service and  “preferring nothing whatever to Christ”. Our charism helps to keep our dispersed monastic community grounded and “on course” during the shifting sands in time. At Chapter in January, 2025, a report to the membership will include key progress made midway through the five-year period – as well as an outline of key initiatives for 2025. Virtual GPS

Our charism and five-year plan can only be realized through the commitment and work of CSL’s membership and in partnership with The Episcopal Church (TEC) and associations to which CSL belongs. These include the National Association of Episcopal Christian Communities (NAECC) and the Anglican Benedictine Confederation (ABC.)
CSL is part of shifts occurring in our churches and in the global world. Our community, authorized by TEC to support the spiritual journeys and Benedictine-inspired discernment of our members, is beginning to build on our growth as individuals and as a community ready to better support (in a more identifiable way) the ministries of our members as we live and work within our local communities and parishes. Religious Sunday (January 26, 2025) is one point of connection that has occurred by the work over several years of TEC’s Bishops and NAECC to build a bridge between TEC and monastic communities. This work has been prompted, in part, by churches and monastic communities that have experienced the limitations of remaining behind virtual or concrete walls that separate us. 
Less well known to many of our members is our informal connection to ABC, self-described as an online “community of Benedictine communities” around the world. One benefit of being aware of ABC by accessing its Facebook site and quarterly online gatherings is an opportunity to hear from other kindred spirits and to consider the future of monastic communities in a changing world. Presenters have spoken about cultural influences on their communities and the challenges to think outside the box if Christianity and monastic “Ways of Life” are to have a viable role in our changing world. 
I was invited to make a presentation to the ABC related to formation for current and emerging Benedictine communities and about our changing community – within a changing world. The title of the talk is Monastic Formation and Shifting Expectations. A link to the Word version of my oral presentation is offered below for your consideration and comments about this topic. Your input will be helpful as the Formation and Education Committee and the CSL Council support what our membership envisions for CSL’s future.  
· Monastic Formation and Shifting Expectations consists of about 3000 words, shared over a half- hour in addition to discussion time. The three-point talk is about: Purpose, Formation, and Being Together. Questions related to Purpose include: Seeking What? Why this Community? and What’s the Big Deal about Discernment? Formation information shared relates to: Formation Structure and Process. Being Together is about my hope for the future in which we “walk the talk” and move forward together.  
This is a link for the presentation. Double click on the Word icon to open the file; or contact me if you want me to email you a copy of the document. 



In Memoriam
God Bless Patricia and The Companions  by Br Steven Olderr, OSB  
As you may know, Patricia, my beloved wife of 57 years passed away last January. To be honest, I’m not taking it well to this day (2 November 2024). Not a day passes that I don’t choke-up or tear-up, but so it goes. Despite all that, I have been able to continue on with a reasonably constructive life. I exercise, see friends and family, care for my granddaughter once or twice a week, write, work on my continuing formation as we are all called to do, and also take care of all the chores around the house that used to be shared. The thing on which all of this is structured, however, has been my life within my parish and with The Companions of St. Luke. In the parish, I just finished my term as a churchwarden, still tend the parish gardens, and of course am in the pew every Sunday as I have been for 46 years.  [image: ]Patricia and Steven, 9/26/23


But the true structure of other days is the Daily Office, four times a day. First thing in the morning, twice during the day, then the last thing at night. I remember back as a postulant in 2010 struggling to remember that Office schedule, but in time it became an integral part of my life and I’m so glad it did. Yes, my wife is no longer with me and I will miss her forever, but four times a day I am reminded that God is still there, and that I have brothers and sisters in the community who are also saying their prayers, and on the Other Side Patricia can join in with me in the prayers. God bless Patricia. God bless The Companions of St. Luke.										
Fond Memories of Sr Mary Francis by Br Dunstan Townsend, OSB  
I know many of you fellow companions must have been doing as I have – recalling fond memories of time spent with Sr Mary Francis. After one of the last Convocations she was able to attend, she and I discovered that we were on the same flight from Kansas City to Dallas/Fort Worth. And as often happened, it was later in the day, so we had LOTS of time to chat while we waited at the airport. 

She had mentioned to me earlier that her church had a wonderful pipe organ, so we now had an opportunity to go into more detail. I recall her describing her office in the church undercroft which had some sort of air vent up to the church, and allowed her to hear the organist practicing, and how much she enjoyed it. I also learned about the bells at her church, the Church of the Heavenly Rest [bells are another of my passions]. They have a real, cast-bronze carillon in the tower with 25 bells. And, if that were not enough, they also have a six-bell peal that are played in the English style by six ringers pulling on ropes in numerical patterns (Change Ringing.) With Sister’s long association with her parish, she was able to describe to me when the bells arrived from the foundry and were installed in the tower.  Pax…
Editor’s Postscript.  Rebecca Deulen (May 1,1946 - October 31, 2024), lovingly known as Sister Mary Francis, passed away after a life devoted to God, family, church, and community. In addition to 59 years of active church service, she began her spiritual journey with CSL in October, 2006, and made her professed life vows on May 31, 2012. To honor our Sister (and her wishes), in lieu of flower donations, CSL made a $150 donation to her church, the Episcopal Church of the Heavenly Rest, in Abilene, TX, c/o Hands On Outreach Grocery Distribution. Other donations from friends included a ‘Memorial Brick’ (by Sr Anna Grace) to the Saint Francis Wolf Sanctuary, supported by Sister Mary Francis. Abbess Martha attended the funeral on behalf of The Companions. May she rest in peace …


 
   Photo obtained from Sister’s obituary;  Sr Anna Grace provided photos of the Memorial Brick and of Sister Mary Francis, OSB, reading at one of CSL’s convocations.
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Upcoming Events  
· Council Meetings.  Generally, every second Tuesday of each month @ 5pm CDT. All members are welcome to attend. Councilmembers are noted in CSL’s Directory.

· Chapter Meeting.  The next meeting is scheduled for January 25, Saturday, at 2pm. CDT. Your presence is important to allow business to be conducted and to have your voice heard.
[image: ]
· Religious Life Sunday.  The third annual celebration of this Episcopal Church event will be happening soon!   Contact Sr Mary Magdalene (srmm7759@gmail.com) to obtain CSL’s new trifold brochure for your use at this and other events. Consider following up by letting your fellow members on CSL’s list_serv know how you celebrated the day.
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Monastic Formation and Shifting Expectations                                                                      by Sister Julian Smith-Boyer, OSB                                                                                           [Noon CDT, August 3, 2024 gathering online of the Anglican Benedictine Confederation]                                                                                                                             



Introduction  

Hello everyone!  I’m glad to to be with you today.[image: ]

The suggested topic for today was Benedictine Formation in a Dispersed Community.  Following the Anglican Confederation gathering led in May about culture and religion, by Fr Martin Brokenleg, I’ve taken the liberty of reframing today’s topic from what could be approached as a ‘how to presentation’ to first asking ‘why and what’ questions.  I realized these questions relate to Formation within the context and purpose provided by the world and times in which we live and by today’s Seekers of God.

I’ll speak briefly to these questions before providing information about spiritual formation and community development ‘on the ground’ in my community – hopefully with applications you may find relevant for your Benedictine communities.  But First, a Spoiler alert:  My three-point talk is about: Purpose (open arms), Formation (prayer hands), and Being Together (interlocked hands).  								

I. Purpose. To begin: let’s consider some questions related to Purpose: Seeking What?  Why this Community?  and  What’s the Big Deal about Discernment? 

Seeking. Seeking what?  Before and since becoming a member of the dispersed community of the Companions of St Luke, Order of St Benedict, I’ve ‘checked in with God ‘ about why this rather than that, and why here rather than elsewhere. In brief, the Companions (CSL for short, see www.csl-osb.org)) was founded in 1992 and today includes about 50 members, 70% on the professed life-path and 30% on the oblate-life path.  We have members across the United States and a few in Canada and South America.  We include men and women of various ages and backgrounds, introverts and extroverts, those raised Roman Catholic, Protestant or otherwise, and so on.  

More recently, as Dean of Professed Life – and in response to questions from members, new and seasoned – I’ve reflected on why we’re drawn to community—your community or mine?   The ‘gold standard’ answer suggested to me by a former Godly Play and Episcopal Sunday School mentor a few years ago (when I was stumped by questions from six and seven-year-olds) popped into my head: “It’s a mystery”.  It’s All a Mystery.

I find this answer wonderfully insightful as it captures the wonder and imaginative qualities of ‘getting to know God’.  I believe the collective wonder and imagination of individuals is essential for a religious community as it develops its ‘charism’, its vision and mission – its purpose to come together and remain in community.   

It’s a mystery (planted in our heads, hearts, and whole body) by our Creator for us to reflect on and discover what we are seeking, as we truly listen (as St. Benedict calls us to do) – before going to our ‘toolboxes’ of seemingly rational answers to questions that inspire and sometimes plague us as human beings.  Listening is especially relevant to monastic formation (and head-dominant people like me, who are encouraged to let our heads descend into our hearts) – as we aspire to surrender to and make space for God… Not so easy!  In fact, I recall reading once that “the longest distance in the world is from the head to the heart”. 

		

Community. Why this community?  It’s striking to me that we, especially in the United States, struggle with being almost fiercely independent and self-sufficient while wanting to be part of something bigger than ourselves.  In the past, churches and organized religion provided an anchor for hope, connection, and well-being. This has been shifting for decades and even centuries with the industrial and information revolutions, and with changing political and societal goals.  Mainstream churches are closing or reevaluating their approaches, and traditional monastic residential communities are doing the same.  People (across the spectrum of beliefs, nations, and affiliations) seem to be weary as they search for a different way, a new way, to find themselves and to find a meaningful connection to others.

One way has been described as ‘new monasticism’, although new is a misnomer as the term has been around for decades.  And, monastic communities (including dispersed Christian communities like CSL) are sometimes described as countercultural.  It’s both humbling and life-affirming to know that God-seekers (individuals alone or together, and beginning with the Desert Fathers and Mothers and those communities developed by St. Benedict 1500 years ago) continue to persist in some form today as contemplatives and change-agents.  [[It’s especially reassuring for me to know that Jesus, a devout Jew, was viewed as counter-cultural in his time. To illustrate this, I like to recall (again from my Godly Play teacher days): As we were trying to explain the Christian and liturgical seasons, we used a wheel with a dial that moved counter clockwise from Advent through Easter and Pentecost, to Ordinary Time. Of course, and not surprisingly, a young hand would be raised to tell us clocks moved in the other direction—and so the discussion could begin.]]

While the path that leads us to CSL or another monastic community (under the guidance of the Holy Spirit) may be counter-intuitive and is unique for each of us, we share a yearning for a deeper relationship with God and for a more intentional way of Christian living. This yearning has likely drawn us to explore different expressions of religious life where we discovered the Rule of St. Benedict and contemporary approaches (such as CSL’s) to live under the Rule.    

Discernment. Why?  Discernment is a word to describe our exploration of what is truly calling us to become our authentic selves within a world that often pulls us in many different directions.  For our new members (Postulants, Novices, and Novice Oblates), entering CSL’s community is a life-changing first step of discernment.  Our goal is that our initial reception and subsequent formation program meets the members where each is and to help each person on his or her monastic journey.  For us, as Benedictines, future action along this journey may be ongoing participation in our Community, as well as making Professed-Life vows or Oblate promises. Our three-fold Benedictine vows (yours may differ from these) are: stability (centered by Christ), obedience (listening to God and one another), and fidelity to the monastic way of life (through communal and private prayer, study, and service).  Our community continues to have internal discussions about these (some very lively and some just beginning this month) as a way to learn from one another and to re-connect around our core purpose of “preferring nothing to Christ”.    

Continuing discernment and prayer are essential for our members as they seek the Benedictine Way of life.  Specifics can be expected to change along the way, catalyzed by experiences such as the Covid-pandemic, for example, or shifts in our family or career commitments.  Especially as monastics, our responses to such changes include turning inward and asking discernment questions.  Rhetorical and specific questions that we can further explore, with Pater Vincent’s help, can be part of the conversation following my remarks.  

For now, I’ll touch on a couple of practical questions I hear from new and lifelong members:	 

· What‘s the relationship between spiritual practices (such as prayer) and being in community?  I sometimes offer that both are essential and interdependent.  In my case, I was shocked to discover that although I joined our community for support (and discipline) to pray the daily offices, becoming part of community, with its strengths and weaknesses, was what this introvert and inherent solitary was being drawn towards.					  

·  A related question is how can we serve ‘two masters’, for example, a monastic community and our secular world?  Or belonging to both a monastic community and one or two local churches that call to us?  My initial response is that our ‘master’ is Christ and that related details can be sorted out by ‘trusting that God, speaking through the Holy Spirit, has the answers’.  



II. Formation is the central focus of my talk today ...  Before I begin this next part of my talk, let’s take a quick ‘shoulder and neck’ stretch… 

Formation Structure. CSL’s formation program dates back to the early part of the 21st century. It‘s been modified and updated to reflect our changing member demographics and to factor in what works and to address what doesn’t work for our dispersed community.  The most recent update of both our Professed-Life and Oblate-Life formation manuals occurred earlier this year.  Some lessons learned over time are specific to the Companions, while others may resonate more with you and your community. 

Perhaps above all, it’s important to appreciate that the Benedictine emphasis on contemplation that, in turn, inspires Spirit-driven service is a variation of an approach in successful and healthy organizations.  [[As a new executive in a government agency, I first heard of this approach in the form of a story.  Basically, the story is about a work group who thought it would be fun to go to one of several possible destination sites (located perhaps in the mountains, in the desert, or just somewhere?).  Along the way, they discovered the moral of the story: Going on the road without an agreed upon destination is unwise; and doing so without a roadmap is likely to lead to a dead-end.  That is, action without a vision is just random behavior; and a vision without action is just a dream – but together, vision and action can be life-changing!]]

The founding vision of CSL was that a dispersed form of a Benedictine community could happen, with imagination and perseverance, in the modern era in the United States.  The challenge was to find seekers of God looking for an alternative to monastic residential communities; and to develop a formation program designed for such seekers.  Three aspects of our formation program are these:

· First, our program is based on a curriculum-based, distance-learning model for adult learners			

The formation programs are developed and managed so that each person will be able to live out (from where they live and work) one’s Baptismal Vows through the practice and discipline of the Rule of St. Benedict and associated vows or promises.			

· Additional program goals include determining whether they feel connected to the community;	

· And,  their Readiness to move forward from one formation stage to the next is determined from reports and reflections submitted to the member’s formation guide or mentor.												

· Second, formation manuals are supplemented by online offerings 

The underlying theme of the formation manuals is that monastic formation is a journey of a lifetime that requires listening, steadfastness, and humility. The journey starts before joining our community and continues after making solemn profession vows (generally after six years) or full oblation promises (usually after two years).	

· Recent Curriculum Updates reflect the need for community development and to encourage greater member engagement.  For example, individual prayer and study are now complemented by community-wide offerings to stimulate shared learning and opportunities for fellowship. 

  

· Third, formation support is provided by guides and others	                                                                                                                         Since each member generally lives at home, with career and family obligations, establishing the discipline of daily prayer, study, and work is a challenging requirement.  CSL has created a formation program for postulants and novices who are each supported by a member-guide in professed or oblate life who has completed the selected program.  Additional support is becoming available through online classes, seminars, and book discussions facilitated by senior members. 									

Formation Process.  The two key parts of our formation process (individual growth and community service) mirror the interdependent expectations referenced earlier in my remarks: a vision (related to our charism) that serves as a basis for action (that is, completion of the prayer, study, and service requirements of those in formation).                                                                                                         

· Part 1 of the formation process relates to vision and the call to monastic life							

· Applications submitted by inquirers include a spiritual biography and a reflection paper about Benedictine vows.  This information is key to help assess whether there is a good match of expectations between the potential member and the community. 					

· In addition, our CSL Customary and formation manuals are core documents that identify expectations for new and continuing members as they do the work of becoming a monastic within our community.

				

· Part 2 of the process relates to action and spiritual practices 

·  As individuals explore spiritual practices, they usually discover these realities: 

· Formation is Step by Step.  It’s not a contest or a sprint but a process that evolves over time and progresses, for vowed members: from postulancy, to the novitiate, first profession and then solemn profession.  

· Being present throughout each day, good and bad, is part of the discipline of becoming a monastic.  It means Showing Up Daily – and for the Long-Haul.  

· Off Ramps Are Available.  Part of the discernment process is to allow for a change of mind or direction.  If this community or this time in one’s life is not ‘right’, options exist to move on elsewhere; and

· Members in formation are Not Alone.  They are welcomed by member shepherds, supported by formation guides, and encouraged by seniors and cohort members.

·  Becoming part of a monastic community in a mobile world does requires commitment:  



· Community engagement by all members is important for a geographically-dispersed group.  Personality differences and individual gifts contribute to a dynamic community, but most important is a commitment to God and others – that requires listening to both elders and juniors, with humility, and						

· A Shift to more team-based leadership reflects changing expectations among current members and inquirers, as top-down models no longer resonant with a majority of those drawn to our community.  



Before I begin the last part of my talk, let’s all take a deep breath – in and out… in and out…     

III. Moving Forward – Together is about my hope for the future, in which our community “walks the talk”. 

Change and New Initiatives.  Benedictine communities in one form or another have existed for over 1500 years, in part because of their ability to retain the best of what the Rule of Benedict has to offer while making necessary changes to enable them, as St Benedict might say “to fulfill their understanding of God’s Will for them, in a balanced and moderate way”.  Over its 30-year history, CSL has tried to live in the present while learning from the past and preparing for the future.   

· Our 5-year plan outcomes are leading to new initiatives	                                                                                                                             CSL’s plan, adopted in 2022 by our members, has helped to balance maintenance of current programs while exploring and developing new initiatives that reflect our growth and changing needs as a dispersed monastic community.  New initiatives include: 				

· A Shift to team-based leadership (by Worship, Communication, Formation, and Finance committees and related task groups).  These have emerged as our community has grown from a few members to dozens, and with some growing pains along the way.  I would describe our community as moving from its childhood and adolescent phases (with more top-down leadership) to our young adult phase (ready for team-based leadership, under the guidance of our Abbess). 								

· A Shift from the use of the term ‘vowed’ to ‘professed life’ has occurred over the past year or two to reflect our call to ‘profess’ in concrete ways our Lucan and Benedictine pledge to others, inspired by the vows that we’ve internalized. (see Deuteronomy 26 et al)  

· Redefinition of Oblates as part of CSL is also occurring as the number of oblates in our community increase in proportion to the number of vowed members.  Initially, there were less than 10% of our members who were oblates, then 20% and now 30%.   Implications of this change affect formation expectations and the ways oblates can contribute their gifts to the community. 

· Emerging outreach efforts are surfacing and reflect a growing interest by members to work with external partners and parishes – not only as Christians but as Benedictines who are embracing our Benedictine affiliation as well as our Lucan affiliation – as we are the Companions of St. Luke.  …and

· Modeling Benedictine hospitality within our community – by applying more effort and resources to Welcoming new members and to Celebrating Transition Rites of Passage and Jubilee Anniversaries –  is in keeping with the renewed interest in “walking the talk” not only with our external partners but with our own members.						

· Technology

As one who finds technology to be both a curse and a blessing, I especially appreciate our members who are imaginative and are able to apply and translate a range of opportunities available to us as a dispersed community.

We are growing beyond just a group of dispersed individuals meeting twice a year at a guest abbey – to a community connected by a customized and online prayer application (Opus Dei), and other online ‘tools’. 	Of note: 

				

· As a dispersed community that was already dependent on electronic communications, we were better able to forge a path forward during the pandemic, and since then, we’ve been able to reassess how technology can help us to be a better ‘community’ with shared goals and relationship-based experiences.  For example, we now have regular online zoom-based daily offices (across time zones), online chapter meetings, and hybrid convocation services –  a help for our members who can no longer travel to onsite convocations. 

								

· Outreach

In addition to what I said a little while ago about emerging outreach efforts, I want to speak briefly about CSL growth, not only in increased numbers of members but in gaining greater clarity about our identity: who we are and what we offer.  It’s clear that with our charism of prayer, study, and service we offer the greater church and beyond a monastic alternative for the work of helping to heal our broken world.  As such, we continue to attract Christians to explore what we offer. 



Our demographics are shifting, with implications related to formation needs and effects on Rites of Passage and communications, including:

 							

· A Shift toward a higher percentage of oblate members; toward those with physical, economic, or time constraints; and toward an increasing number of clergy members…and



· A Shift to more Episcopalians, Lutherans, and others and to fewer inquirers from the Roman Catholic tradition. 



· Engagement  

Ultimately, the ability for our community to move forward together is dependent on the nature of the relationships our members have with God, our neighbors, and one another.  Martin Buber provides us with an approach that seems long overdue.  Buber was a Jewish philosopher who was a champion for authentic relationships (in contrast to transactional connections).  Ideally these relationships are based on dialogue between individuals and groups that aspire to the I and Thou model of relationships that some have with God. 

               

My hope is that CSL’s next chapter of its development will include members blessed with this kind of relationship.  In turn, I envision that member engagement with the several opportunities available within our community, with local churches, and the larger world will help people grow beyond themselves.



Closing  

By way of closing, I’m borrowing from my environmental science background—as I encourage the communities being brought together by the Anglican Benedictine Confederation (ABC) to act locally and to think globally. 

First, A is for Aligned.  Be aligned on purpose (interlocked hands) – Have a charism inspired by the Holy Spirit that, in turn, inspires your community and potential new members drawn to what you have to offer. 

B is for Becoming.  Pray, study, and serve (praying hands) – daily, humbly, and with love.  We are to live in the world but to always keep God as the center of our lives and to do so through the grace of Christ and the Holy Spirit and the help of our fellow monastics.

From my perspective, those who are faithful to the essential aspects of the Rule of Benedict, who are authentically called to grow spiritually in community, and who are a witness for the Way of Christ through ‘thought and deed’ have become Benedictines and are able to enjoy the fruits of living the Benedictine Way.	                                                                                   

Lastly, C is for Change.  Be open to change, with Spirit-inspired purpose (open hands) – while safeguarding the best of your Benedictine and Christian traditions and their contemporary expressions.  Be adaptive while maintaining balance and good will between current needs and future opportunities. 



ɫ Trust in God, Follow the Way of Christ, and Listen to the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

Q&A Segment of ABC Gathering, facilitated by Pater Vincent.

Questions asked and associated answers provided relate to these five ‘topics’:

1. Keeping inquirers and new members engaged (and supported)? How?

2. Learning from our mistakes? How?

3. Are Benedictines only about prayer?  Where does ‘doing’ or action enter in?

4. What’s the difference between Oblate and Professed (Vowed) members?  Especially in a dispersed, Episcopal-based community?

5. Relationships vs transactional connections?  How does this difference relate to authentic community?  
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