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The Chronicler’s Column
You may recall that in last year’s Advent newslet-

ter, Father Joseph Jensen wrote an article on his fifty 
years of teaching at Catholic University, in which he 
also mentioned his impending retirement as exec-
utive secretary of the Catholic Biblical Association. 
He retired from that position this past summer, hav-
ing served the CBA in that capacity since 1970, far 
longer than any of his three predecessors. He was 
honored in several ways at the association’s annual 
meeting, held at the end of July at the University of 
Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana. Professor Mark 
Smith, an alumnus of our abbey school and a past 
president of the association, addressed the mem-
bers with a tribute to Fr Joseph in which he not only 
reviewed his scholarly and administrative accom-
plishments but also spoke of the personal qualities 
that have endeared him to so many colleagues and 
students over the years. At one point in his address, 
Mark said: “Over the years, from the time I first met 
you, I have watched, I have seen and I have learned. 
You have a realistic understanding of human nature, 
yet a most generous sensitivity and warmth for your 
fellow human beings. You are unfailingly generous 
in your praise of others; you are friendly and par-
ticularly solicitous of new faces at the CBA meet-
ings. You are the epitome of the CBA constitution’s 
express goal of ‘encouragement and support.’”

Those attending the meeting were also treated to a 
slide show illustrating the most important facets of 
Fr Joseph’s life: his early years in Chicago, his mili-
tary service during World War II, his entrance into 
the St Anselm’s Community a couple years after the 
war ended, his years of service to his monastic and 
his academic community, and the holidays he has 
spent with family and friends in various parts of our 

country. You will enjoy seeing the slide show your-
self, available at the following web address: www.
catholicbiblical.org/images/CBA-JensenTribute.
pps. 

Never one to take it easy, Fr Joseph continues to 
teach part-time at Catholic University and is always 
willing to assist in numerous ways at the abbey, 
including the production and repair of some of our 
liturgical books. He also gave a talk on “Dei Verbum: 
The Word of God in the Church,” at the National 
Pastoral Musicians Convention in Pittsburgh on 
July 24. His talk was largely about the development 
and fortunes of biblical studies, scholars, and stu-
dents before, during, and after the Second Vatican 
Council. 

Another busy monk is Father Christopher Wyvill, 
currently serving as guestmaster, housemaster (with 

Fr Joseph



oversight of the physical plant), and vocation direc-
tor. In October 2011 he made his personal retreat at 
St Anselm Abbey in Manchester, New Hampshire, 
the first time he had been back since a retreat he 
made there in 1977. At the end of April he joined 
Abbot James and Br Ignacio as representatives of 
the monastic community in running in the 5K Peter 
Samp Memorial Race. This was his second year in 
the race, and he was pleased to finish it in decent 
time for his age bracket. The following months saw 
him meeting three times a week with our new pos-
tulants for reflections on readings about monastic 
life and also scheduling their work assignments. 
His own summer work included tending plants in 
our vegetable garden, which produced a good crop 
of squash, zucchini, tomatoes, lettuce, and spinach 
for the monks’ table—even some unexpected canta-
loupe. His housemaster’s position had him direct-
ing a crew that emptied out our old north wing in 
preparation for its renovation into a seniors’ wing.

This past September was the fourth anniversary 
of Brother Ignacio González’s joining our commu-
nity. Now in his third year of temporary vows, he 
has been taking some classes in philosophy and the-
ology at the nearby Dominican House of Studies 
and is teaching theology to students in our school. 
He very much enjoys teaching and is grateful for the 
opportunity to help form our students in Christian 
and Benedictine values. In June he visited relatives 
in his home state of Texas, first making a retreat with 
his parents at a Benedictine monastery in South 
Texas and then driving with them to San Antonio 
for a few days of recreation with other members of 
his family. From Texas he flew to London, where he 
celebrated the feast of St Benedict with the monks 
at Ealing Abbey, and then took a flight to Scotland 
to participate in a conference for monks and nuns 
in temporary vows that was held at Pluscarden 
Abbey and attended by juniors from monasteries in 

the U.K., Ireland, Norway, and Germany. The main 
talks were given by the prolific and highly respected 
Australian Cistercian Michael Casey. After the con-
ference, Br Ignacio spent a few further days at 
Worth Abbey in southern England, during which 
two members of that community accompanied him 
to Canterbury Cathedral. There he was able to pray 
at the tomb of our patron St Anselm, who served as 
archbishop of Canterbury from 1093 until 1109.

Brother Matthew Nylund continues to teach Span-
ish in our abbey school and, with the assistance of 
our oblate Alessandra Styles, is responsible for the 
many tasks needed to produce this newsletter. This 
past summer he had the pleasure of visiting friends 
and family who make their homes in the Puget Sound 
area and did so during a rare spell of sunny, as well as 
beautifully cool, weather.

A number of changes have occurred in the life of 
Father Boniface von Nell during the past year, the big-
gest being his retirement from teaching in our school. 
In his twenty-two years on the faculty he taught both 
German and Latin, the latter to our incoming eighth 
and ninth grade students. Retirement from teach-
ing, however, did not mean retirement in the ordi-
nary sense of the term. He is still the abbey’s sacristan 
and librarian, and he does some pastoral work and 
offers spiritual direction to several persons who reg-
ularly seek his guidance. He is especially grateful to 
our oblate Barry Nestor, who has helped Fr Boniface 
reorganize the sacristy and move the library office to 
another location in preparation for the seniors’ wing 
renovation. At the end of August he and another 
oblate, Lorraine Ramsdell, attended an icon-painting 
workshop in New Florence, Pennsylvania at the home 
of a master iconographer. As in the past, the icon that 
Fr Boniface produced graces the cover of this year’s 
Christmas card. The following month he visited 
friends in Columbus, Ohio and made a trip with them 
to the Abbey of Gethsemani in central Kentucky.
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Father Edmund Henkels continues to reside at 
the nearby Carroll Manor Nursing Home, where 
he lives on the same floor as another Fr Edmund, a 
Trappist monk from the abbey in Berryville, Virginia. 
Although we usually visit him in small groups, last 
year almost all of our community celebrated his 
87th birthday along with his longtime friend Joan 
Castellan and her daughter Susan. Fr Edmund 

also receives occasional visits from students in our 
school, where he taught mathematics and physics 
for so many years.

After the death of our bursar Theresa Thomas in 
June, Father Gabriel Myers generously offered to 
replace her in that very important position. Although 
claiming to lack a natural inclination toward math-
ematics, he has been doing an excellent job under 
the supervision of Mark Commins, our director of 
finance. Fr Gabriel continues to plan the abbey’s 
weekly liturgical music and has been working on 
producing a revised edition of our Vespers music 
and a brand-new hymnal. When completed, these 
binders will put an end to our usually unsuccess-
ful attempts to keep many loose sheets of music in 
some order in our choir stalls. During his leisure 
time he has been reading Thomas Hardy and notes 
that despite his pessimistic fatalism, Hardy did go 
to church faithfully and was a regular communicant, 
“hoping it might be so.” Fr Gabriel believes that, in 
an odd way, Hardy’s bracing self-examination may 
be a good antidote for spiritual complacency.

At the end of the school year our prior, Father 
Michael Hall, underwent knee-replacement surgery 
on his left knee. Although the recuperation period 
was rather lengthy and prevented him from having 
any full holiday, the operation was altogether suc-
cessful. Sometime in the coming months he plans to 
have similar surgery on his other knee, which contin-
ues to cause considerable pain and hinder his walk-
ing. As school chaplain, Fr Michael oversees many 
activities that are crucial to our students’ spiritual 
development, including the Kairos retreat for the 
fifth-formers, shorter retreats for other classes, the 
weekly service projects for fifth- and sixth-formers, 
and all school masses.

Also limited in walking ability is Abbot Aidan 
Shea, who nevertheless was able to spend some 
weeks of holiday with his longtime friends Rob and Fr Edmund Henkels’s birthday



Mary Truland in June. Now residing in our ground-
floor Canterbury Suite while the old north wing is 
being renovated, he is regularly visited by his many 
friends, spiritual directees, and former students. 
Although he retired from teaching in our school 
after fifty years of teaching classical and modern 
languages (for which he received a well-deserved 
standing ovation at last spring’s commencement cer-
emony), he continues to serve as director of oblates, 
who are very devoted to him and eager to continue 
hearing his monthly reflections on Scripture and the 
Rule of St Benedict.

As school president and therefore the main face of 
our school to the wider public, Father Peter Weigand 
was busy this past summer on several fronts. Shortly 
after the end of the school year he accompanied our 
admissions officers, Kirk Otterson and Peter Young, 
to a conference on Benedictine education held at 
St Anselm Abbey in Manchester, New Hampshire. 
He subsequently traveled to the West Coast and 
Midwest for gatherings with alumni, and once back 
at the abbey he worked closely with our new head-
master, Bill Crittenberger, in planning for the new 
school year. In the August 29 issue of the Washington 
Post, Fr Peter published an article about the historical 
and contemporary importance of Catholic schools. 
Among the many things he said in the article were 
the following sentences: “Our Catholic school sys-
tem strives to provide an education where excellence 
is the norm, both in religious and in secular stud-
ies. A Catholic school should be a place where chil-
dren love to be. It must be a place where academic 
excellence is viewed as a social obligation as well as 
a moral responsibility.”

A monk of the abbey who traveled even farther 
than Fr Peter in recent months was Brother Dunstan 
Robidoux, who reflects on his trip to Korea else-
where in this issue of our newsletter. That travel at 
the beginning of the summer was followed by one 

to Canada for a relative’s wedding in early August 
and to England in September for the annual board 
meeting of the Phyllis Wallbank Trust, a board on 
which he has served for many years. When at the 
abbey, Br Dunstan coordinates the work of the 
Lonergan Institute and helps with the care of our 
elderly monks.

Although the abbey grounds are relatively immune 
to urban noises, we often hear ambulances arriving 
at nearby Providence Hospital. Father Philip Simo, 
as one of the two Catholic chaplains, will often be 
called to see patients rushed there for treatment, 
along with those who have already been hospital-
ized for a longer period of time. Although he is on 
call forty-eight hours at a stretch, followed by forty-
eight hours off, even when on duty he is able to sleep 
in his room at the monastery, for he is able to reach 
the hospital in just a few minutes if he is called dur-
ing the night. It is demanding work, but Fr Philip 
regularly talks about how much he loves it.

Father Hilary Hayden has been dealing with a 
number of health issues, but he continues to assist 
in various ways, such as helping clear the refectory 
at the end of breakfast. For some years now he has 
formatted our homilies before sending them on to 
our webmaster for publication on the abbey’s web-
site. An avid reader, especially of things liturgical,  
Fr Hilary was also able to visit St Leo Abbey in 
Florida for a week in August and compare the 
way those monks celebrate liturgy with our own 
“Anselmian” ways.

As a community, we were blessed by the arrival of 
three postulants in the late spring or early summer. 
On October 18, they became novices and received 
new religious names, but until then we knew them 
by their given names. David Lord (Br Isaiah) is from 
Erie, Pennsylvania and comes from a career in law 
enforcement as a police officer and prison guard; he 
was also very active at the cathedral parish in Erie. 
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James Wiseman, osb

Padraic Springuel (Br Samuel) is an alumnus of our 
school (class of 1998) who subsequently studied at St 
Michael’s College in Vermont for his undergraduate 
degree and then earned a doctorate in the teaching 
of physics at the University of Maine. James Marra 
(Br Bernard) was a classical pianist and an advisor to 
development companies and business corporations 
before moving to the Washington area and working 
for several years with the poor and homeless. Last 
spring he made a lengthy retreat at the abbey and 
subsequently asked to join us. All three have shown 
themselves to be men of prayer and hard workers at 
the various tasks that have been assigned them.

Abbot James Wiseman retired from full-time 
teaching at Catholic University at the end of the fall 

semester in December, 2011, such work being incom-
patible with his new responsibilities as abbot. In the 
latter role, he gives regular (but not overly frequent) 
talks on spiritual topics to the whole community, 
meets thrice weekly for class with the postulants, 
and has been gratified to find a ready response from 
some of our alumni and other friends of the abbey 
when he approached them for help with the fund-
ing of the seniors’ wing renovation. His travels took 
him to the annual meeting of American Benedictine 
abbots at St Joseph Abbey, Louisiana, in February, 
to a meeting of superiors of the English Benedictine 
Congregation at Belmont Abbey, Herefordshire, 
in March, to a conference on issues in science and 
religion at our sister abbey at Portsmouth, Rhode 
Island in June (where he gave a lecture on current 
scientific speculation about the long-term future 
of the universe and how that might correlate with 
the Christian doctrine of eschatology), to the Sierra 
Nevada in late July for an exhilarating week of back-
packing in the flower-studded Emigrant Wilderness 
with friends both new and old, and to Rome in 
September for the quadrennial Congress of Abbots, 
held at the Benedictine athenaeum Sant’Anselmo 
on the Aventine Hill.

As the first-time writer of this chronicle, Abbot 
James readily admits that it may not have the spar-
kle of some earlier Chronicler’s Columns, but he 
trusts that it will give you, our readers, a somewhat 
thorough picture of the sorts of things that have 
occupied our monks during the past twelve months. 
More important than any of the specific activities, of 
course, has been the regular round of worship in our 
abbey church and the time we all spend privately in 
personal prayer and lectio divina. Be assured that 
all of you are taken up into our prayer each day.

After clothing Brs Bernard, Samuel, and Isaiah (left to right), 
Abbot James adjusts Br Bernard’s hood. 



As an Eagle Scout project,  
abbey school student Winfield Miller  

has constructed (with Br Ignacio’s help)  
a scenic path and stations of the cross  

through the woods east of the monastery. 
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Three Pilgrimages
A Christian can go on pilgrimage in his or her 

room, exploring the universe with prayer and a 
Bible. The hymn-writer Isaac Watts describes the 
spacious vistas:

I’ll read the histories of thy love,… 
While through thy promises I rove, 
With ever fresh delight.

In this broad land of wealth unknown, 
Where springs of life arise,… 
And hidden glory lies.
(from The Word of God: the Saint’s Satisfying Portion, 
1719)

But most of us need actual travel to a geographic 
destination in order to feel like we have been on 
pilgrimage, like Chaucer’s band in the Canterbury 
Tales. I think of the Koran’s expectation that a 
Muslim make the hajj once in life to Mecca. Or the 
Jewish wish for the homeland, expressed at Passover, 
“Next year in Jerusalem!”

I
I have had the good fortune to make three pilgrim-

ages in the last twenty-five years: one of conventional 
piety, one thoroughly secular, and one a mixture 
(though I will argue it to be the most sublime). The 
first was to Israel. I went immediately after becom-
ing a Catholic in 1986. I read an ad in the diocesan 
newspaper for a “Biblical Journey.” It would be led 
by an acutely witty and intelligent Holy Cross father; 
I quickly signed up. We celebrated the eucharist sev-
eral times, but (a shock to first-fervor sensibility) not 
every day. Rather, the form of worship was to read 
an appropriate scripture passage at each site we vis-

ited. I kept a list of passages, and still refer to it. But I 
need no list to remember sitting on the grassy slope 
at the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. There a 
noisy, cheerful Midwesterner named Nellie read the 
beatitudes from the sermon on the mount. She wept 
as she read; I think we all did. 

Nor will I forget my first sight of Jerusalem, 
climbing Mount Scopus on Friday evening, “just as 
Sabbath was beginning [said our guide], the time 
when Jesus arrived to meet his passion.” There we 
read the greatest pilgrim song of all, Psalm 122: 
“I was glad when they said to me, let us go to the 
house of the Lord.” The leader commented on the 
amount of blood shed in this city through the cen-
turies, and the tensions that still exist. Our ears 
heard as if for the first time, “Pray for the peace of 
Jerusalem: peace be within your walls, and security 
within your towers.”

Fr Gabriel (second row, right),  
with his fellow pilgrims in Jerusalem 



II
By contrast, I went on a secular pilgrimage to 

England. As an avid reader of the funny, jewel-
like novels of Barbara Pym, I had become friends, 
through fan letters, with the author’s biographer 
and her sister. I wanted to visit them, and see the 
settings of her books. When I was ordained deacon 
in 1998, Abbot Aidan graciously sent me to England 
for a summer of ministerial practicum, with the pro-
viso that I first spend two weeks exploring Barbara’s 
world. So I set off with another Benedictine Pym-
enthusiast, to track down these obscure sites. I went 
light-heartedly but not frivolously. Her novels have 
a poignant subtext under the brilliant comedy, and 
she herself was a prayerful and serious Anglican 
Christian. So there were churches to visit.

The first of three London locations was Pimlico, 
which had been ungentrified in the late 1940s when 
she and her sister, lifelong companions, lived there, 
across the street from St Gabriel’s church. Second 
was Hammersmith—we went on foot, as pilgrims 
should, walking from central London across the 

great bridge to get there—to find the sisters’ upstairs 
apartment. There they indulged in harmless “spy-
ing” on their neighbors, especially on a curious 
household of artistic types down the street—shy 
Barbara called this curtain-twitching her “research.”  
It produced rich material for several novels.

Finally there was Queens Park, almost a suburb, so 
far north we had to take the Underground. We found 
the grey-stone house they bought, now owned by the 
son of a famous painter. He had placed a round plaque 
above the front door inscribed “Barbara Pym, nov-
elist, lived here” with the dates. My friend snapped 
a photo of me at the gate, then pointed his camera 
up for the plaque. “I want to get you and the plaque 
together,” he said. “Climb up on that gate-pillar, and 
then we’ll have everything!” “How disrespectful. 
Absolutely not!” We were arguing loudly in the quiet 
street, until a woman—like Barbara’s ghost but prob-
ably the housekeeper—appeared at the upper win-
dow. We scurried away, abashed but laughing.

We visited Barbara’s biographer in the rural west-
ern county of Somerset, and finally Barbara’s sis-
ter in a remote west Oxfordshire village. There the 
sisters lived in retirement. We sat in the dollhouse-
sized cottage, entertained by the sister who in ear-
lier years appeared as a jolly, flirtatious character in 
Barbara’s first novel. This was slightly disconcert-
ing. She took us to the village church to see the two 
historical plaques—one to T.S. Eliot, secretly bap-
tized there in 1927, another to Barbara Pym, a regu-
lar worshipper and lector during the last ten years 
of her life. We walked through the damp country 
churchyard to her grave, grown over—by her stated 
preference—with knee-high grass and marked by a 
lichen-encrusted stone. 

That night, in the guestroom of the village  
pub, I burst into tears—like Nellie, at Galilee. 
“What’s wrong?” my companion asked in alarm.  
I could not say.

Fr Gabriel  
refusing to stand on 

the gate pillar 
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III
A trip to a three-star hotel in mid-town Manhattan 

does not sound like much of a pilgrimage. But in 
March 2011 a friend and I went to Carnegie Hall 
to hear the Bach Collegium Japan, conducted by 
Masaaki Suzuki. I had been intensely listening to 
their “Complete Cantatas” recordings—now at 
volume 50—for ten years. Many critics share my 
opinion that they are the best Bach ensemble in the 
world today. In their first volume, Suzuki answers 
the natural question—“How can the Japanese, with 
such a different cultural heritage, dare perform 
Bach’s music?”—with a profound and un-ironic 
answer. He also insists that Bach is for everyone, not 
just the religious, not just Christians, although he 
himself was raised as one of Japan’s tiny Christian 
minority.

We sat in Box One, so I could watch the conduc-
tor’s face, and heard the B-Minor Mass.

If you wonder about the extravagance of this trip, 
you should know that in the previous September I 
was asked to help a sophisticated dying man rec-
oncile with the Church. He gave an offering for the 
abbey, then another that he insisted I use for myself. 
I casuistically answered that I would do something 
“for the abbey music.” The amount exactly covered 

the tickets, which I purchased immediately. Thus 
began six months of excited longing, the prepara-
tory “advent” season which was perhaps as signifi-
cant as the trip itself.

There had been two warm-up experiences before the 
six months. In my last year of graduate school, 1980, I 
acted on an unusual whim one Friday night. Instead 
of going out with friends, I went, entirely alone, to 
the Philadelphia Bach Festival. They happened to 
sing the B-Minor Mass. Much of it I did not appreci-
ate. The brooding first movement takes ten minutes 
to sing “Kyrie eleison.” This is followed by eight min-
utes of “Christe eleison” and another Kyrie. It took so 
long to get to the Gloria that I missed its excitement. 
But eighty minutes from there comes a big pause, 
introducing the mighty descending octaves of the 
Sanctus. I felt the floor tilt by forty-five degrees; it 
seemed that I was experiencing the sensations felt by 
Isaiah when the first Sanctus was heard (Isaiah 6).

Twenty-seven years later, our city’s Washington 
Bach Consort (second only to Japan’s Collegium) 
began its thirty-fifth season with the B-Minor sung 
in the bell-like acoustics of Strathmore Music Center. 
The work, which Bach assembled as his final legacy, 
some parts new, some adapted from earlier pieces, 
and which Bach himself never performed in entirety, 
is a specialty of the director, J. Reilly Lewis. So he 
conducts from memory, without a score. This time, 
I knew much more, and was capable of some intel-
ligent appreciation. But I still expected a few ho-
hum, dead-note passages. One was in the first half: 
the slowly groaning “Gratias agimus” [we give thee 
thanks for thy great glory]. This is the only music 
that Bach uses a second time in the Mass, with dif-
ferent words. It is used for the final movement, 
“Dona nobis pacem” [grant us peace]. I prepared to 
sit through it.

So when the alto finished “Agnus Dei…miserere 
nobis” [Lamb of God, have mercy on us], I believed 



the evening’s glories were behind us. But then 
the trumpeters lifted their long royal instruments, 
adorned with hanging banners, and spat through 
their instruments in preparation; the soloists, who 
had not sung in the previous choruses, stood up to 
join the ensemble; and the haunting deep bass notes 
of that long crescendo began. Long before the final 
solemn syllable of “Pacem,” I did not need a verbal 
explanation of why Bach re-used that “Gratias agi-
mus” music.

March 22, 2011, Carnegie Hall. Ten days earlier, 
a tsunami had killed over 16,000 people in Japan. 
All fifty singers and instrumentalists had arrived 
safely, but the tragedy underlay the concert, solem-
nizing and illumining. As we crossed the street for 
an early supper at the famous Russian Tea Room, I 
saw, on the opposite corner approaching us, a quiet, 
balding, middle-aged figure in casual clothes of 
subdued coloring. He would be that night’s tenor 

Gabriel myers, osb

soloist; I had seen his picture and heard his voice 
many times on the fifty cantata recordings. “We have 
come from Washington to hear you sing!” I cried. 
The interchange was, of course, unnoticed by New 
Yorkers passing by. The singing star was sweetly 
modest: “It’s not every night one sings at Carnegie 
Hall.” We stood there, beaming, then continued in 
opposite directions.

Two hours later I watched carefully as he came 
onstage in evening dress. He sang his duet with the 
soprano in the first half. But, seated, he also sang with 
the chorus, as the other soloists did not, and I won-
dered whether he was overdoing it. At last comes the 
tenor’s big moment: “Benedictus qui venit” [Blessed 
is he who comes in the name of the Lord], part of the 
Sanctus. Its range, soaringly high and precipitously 
low, makes it the most demanding of all the solos 
in the Mass. It is also the most poignant. The sav-
ing work of our Lord Jesus Christ, his incarnation 
and passion, has been eloquently described earlier in 
Bach’s masterpiece—especially in the “Et incarna-
tus” and “Crucifixus” sections. But it is in the tender 
desire of the Benedictus, that we feel Christ come—
into the room, into Carnegie Hall.

It was not just a chance street-corner meeting that 
made this the most exquisitely profound moment of 
the evening.

Since that night I have heard another B-Minor, 
in the “less prestigious” setting of Washington’s 
National Cathedral. I learned new things there too. 
At the beginning, the conductor told us of the pep-
talk often given to B-Minor singers and players: 
“Think of the audience members hearing this for 
the first time.” Alternate advice, he said, might be, 
“Think of those who are hearing it for the last time.”  
I hope to hear the Mass in B-Minor a few more times 
on earth—before I make my pilgrimage to hear it  
in heaven.

At Carnegie Hall 



13

Encountering Won Buddhism: Some Ecumenical 
Reflections

Among the new religions that have arisen in the 
last hundred years is Won Buddhism, which emerged 
in Korea early in the 20th century. Its founder, a lay-
man named Sot’aesan (1891-1943), had experienced 
a “great enlightenment” in 1916, and in the wake 
of this enlightenment he established a new form of 
Buddhism whose aim is to bring the ancient tradi-
tions of that religion into the world of lay persons. 

Whereas traditional Buddhism had focused on 
monastic forms of living for monks and nuns, Won 
Buddhism emphasizes a meditative way of living in 
which all persons can share, whether they are lay or 
ordained. Its chief symbol is not a sitting Buddha 
but an emblematic round circle, and its practice 

focuses on the doing of good works for the benefit 
of other human beings.

In 1946, personnel at the central headquarters of 
Won Buddhism founded Wonkwang University in 
the South Korean city of Iksan. Today, Wonkwang 
has grown to include fifteen colleges and forty-
three research centers, one of which is the Institute 
of Mind Humanities. In early June of 2012, this insti-
tute hosted an international conference on “Insight, 
Sympathy, and Mind Healing” as these could be 
understood according to the philosophy of mind 
(or human consciousness) developed by the late 
Canadian thinker Bernard Lonergan. I and four 
other persons associated with our abbey’s Lonergan 
Institute were invited to this conference in order to 

Sot’aesan portrayed in a bronze relief in Iksan, South Korea

Sot’aesan flanked by a Catholic priest and a Confucian (left), 
and by a Muslim and a traditional Buddhist (right) 



introduce Lonergan’s thought to a gathering of Won 
Buddhists. Since many of the Koreans knew little 
English, our talks were simultaneously translated 
into Korean by Dr Seok Keun Kang of the universi-
ty’s English department.

Our first encounters with the world of Won 
Buddhism and our attempts to speak about the 
philosophy of Lonergan in an unfamiliar religious 
context accordingly raised problems and questions 
for us in terms of what we were to say and how we 
were to act. None of us had been commissioned to 
engage in any kind of formal ecumenical dialogue. 
However, as Catholics with faith commitments of 
our own and obligations to meet in terms of the 
practice of the faith, we all experienced a sense of 
responsibility with respect to our words and behav-
ior. The occasion and the entire experience led me 
to the following reflections about the proper mean-
ing of ecumenical dialogue and the way we should 
understand the meaning and purpose of any such 
dialogue.

A naïve perspective about the meaning of ecu-
menical dialogue and how it should be practiced 
assumes that ecumenical difficulties can be over-
come in the same manner as one resolves economic 
disputes between employers and employees in the 
workplace, where all agreements are negotiated: “If 
you give way on this point, we will give way on this 
other point.” “Concede this and we will concede 
that.” If this same approach were applied to ecu-
menical discussions, it could be expected that “if you 
stop believing in this, we will stop believing in that.” 
“If you reject this, we will reject that.” The objective 
would be an agreement based on some kind of com-
mon denominator. Good participants would sup-
posedly be blessed with a frame of mind ready to 
reject beliefs and truths belonging to their religious 
tradition if these beliefs somehow got in the way. A 
good dialogue partner would not be supposed to 

fully believe in the truths of the religion which he 
or she officially (or allegedly) professes. Participants 
would not regard themselves as entirely or person-
ally committed to the tenets of a given faith. In cri-
tiquing this kind of dialogue, Romano Amerio, in 
his book Iota Unum: A Study of Changes in the Catholic 
Church in the XXth Century, speaks about a species 
of methodic doubt that ecumenical participants are 
supposed to employ when they are asked to engage 
in dialogues about differing religious beliefs:

…the believer adopts an unbelieving position 
only for the purposes of dialogue. But...if the 
doubt or rejection of faith is real, it implies a loss 
of faith and a sin on the part of the believer. If 
[on the other hand] it is hypothetical or feigned, 
the dialogue is flawed by a pretense and rests on 
an immoral basis. There is also the question of 
whether someone who pretends not to believe 
what in fact he does, is not sinning against faith, 
and whether a dialogue based on pretense is not 
bound to be unproductive as well as wrong.

The absence of rationality which exists in this kind 
of ecumenical dialogue accordingly explains why 
one should not be surprised if an “ecumenical dia-
logue partner” should engage in some kind of sub-
terfuge. In this kind of context, it is hard to see how 
any real friendship and trust can emerge between 
persons who espouse different beliefs.

If, on the contrary, we do not suppose that partici-
pants in dialogue should be disposed to reject the 
truth of their beliefs, then the desire to understand 
the genuine beliefs of other persons and groups 
will be a legitimate purpose or reason for engag-
ing in forms of ecumenical dialogue which seek to 
promote greater mutual understanding. We recall 
a principle which St. Augustine frequently alludes 
to in his De Trinitate: Nihil amatum nisi praecognitum 
(“nothing can be loved that is not already known”). 
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Love is grounded in understanding and knowledge. 
We tend to fear what we do not understand. But if, 
in our concrete experience, we find that love pro-
ceeds from understanding, then in understanding 
we accomplish a double task or double purpose:  
a value exists simply in understanding and then, 
from understanding, there can be love (or at least an 
incipient emergence of love). We meet other persons 
who live charitable, prayerful, virtuous lives and, in 
meeting these persons who acknowledge an order 
of meaning which transcends the contingent con-
cerns of this world, we meet persons whom we can 
begin to regard as friends. We recall a teaching that 
comes to us from Aristotle on the virtue of friend-
ship:  the only friend we should have is someone 
who helps us live a virtuous life. 

On the basis of this tradition, we can then say that in 
ecumenical encounters with persons of other faiths, 
we are encouraged to grow in our own self-tran-
scendence. As Lonergan writes in his essay “Natural 
Right and Historical Mindedness” (Third Collection, 
page 182): “Every person can reveal to any other his 
natural propensity to seek understanding, to judge 
reasonably, to evaluate fairly, to be open to friend-
ship.” In all human persons, within their conscious 
lives, within their experience of self, we will find an 
unrestricted self-transcending dynamic which sug-
gests to us that self-transcending actuations of con-
sciousness can fully occur only if, in some way as 
human persons, we are turned toward meanings, 
events, or realities which belong to another world, 
one not our own. From a way of life that other per-
sons communicate to us through the practice of their 
faith, we find that we can learn from traditions that 
exist in other religions. The practice of other reli-
gions reveals how we might improve on the practice 
and observance of our own faith and religion.

We acknowledge, in addition, a point of view 
which we increasingly encounter in our world, a 

point of view which rejects the value of a legitimate 
place for any kind of religion or form of religious 
practice. When speaking to a group of seminarians 
in 1873, Cardinal Newman spoke about new dan-
gers or new challenges which were being posed by 
a looming “infidelity of the future.” At an increas-
ingly accelerating pace, we are moving into a world 
which disvalues the presence or purpose of every 
kind of religion. Instead of a situation (given in 
times past) where we could debate and ask ques-
tions about the merits of one religion versus those 
of another, religion per se has been turned into some-
thing questionable. From a context that has been cre-
ated by new points of view which have arisen within 
the history of Western philosophy and culture, reli-
gious believers are not confronted so much by chal-
lenges posed by other religious believers as they are 
being confronted by persons who are utterly lack-
ing in any sense of religion. A fundamental shift has 
occurred in our world, for we find that a growing 
number of persons are without any sense or inter-
est in religion (whether they have an open hostility 
toward it or only an attitude of lassitude and indif-
ference). Whereas in earlier times religious believers 
were threatened or felt threatened by the presence 
of other persons who espoused contrary beliefs, 
today we worry and are ill at ease with persons who 
adhere to no religion at all and who cannot suppose 
or imagine that an order of meaning could possibly 
exist beyond what is given to them within a world 
conditioned by temporal and spatial circumstances. 
If we want to understand why ecumenical dialogue 
should emerge in recent decades as a laudable prac-
tice which we should all engage in, we might read-
ily refer to the emergence of this new situation in 
which every kind of religious belief is viewed with 
suspicion and varying degrees of contempt. In this 
context, adherents of one religion can profitably 
think about the bonds which already join them to 



the members of other religious groups, who can be 
regarded as allies and friends and not as adversar-
ies or enemies.

In admitting the good which thus exists in ecu-
menical dialogue if friendships begin to form 
between persons actuated by varying degrees or 
forms of self-transcendence, it should also be admit-
ted that further goods can emerge to the degree that 
discussions raise questions that cannot be too easily 
answered. A positive kind of mutation is possible if 
the asking of theological questions ultimately turns 
toward philosophical issues where the object is a 
new first principle of some kind which can be used 
to create a new order of meaning within theology, an 
order of meaning that is able to link a greater num-
ber of variables with each other. The result would be 
a new, larger scheme of things, a more comprehen-
sive experience of meaning. In cases where disputes 
have arisen within a given religious tradition, it is 
possible that a rapprochement of some kind could 
be effected if a finer number of distinctions were 
grasped within theology—an achievement which 
can be effected if we can work with a new, more crit-
ical philosophy which is able to ground the mean-
ing of a larger number of theological distinctions. 
The value or the determination of a new first princi-
ple would partially depend on the status of disputes 
or controversies as these might exist among differ-
ent religious groups.

In speaking about the possible identity of some of 
these new first principles, we can think about differ-
ent notions of being and about choices which can be 
made about which notion of being should be used 
as a point of departure for understanding all other 
instances of being. Similarly, in dealing with the 
order or structure of our human cognition, we can 
ask about a possible choice between different first 
principles. In the order of logic, we can speak about 
the principle of contradiction or, in the order of dis-

covery, we can speak about the possible primacy of 
intuition versus the possible primacy of discursive 
forms of reasoning. In any theological discussion, if 
participants want to understand why one or another 
difference in belief exists, a possible answer could 
be that a more profound difference exists within a 
sphere of meaning which is somewhat remote and 
which should be identified: resolving a controversy 
within philosophy might well resolve a question 
existing among some religious believers.

However, if we admit that extended ecumenical 
dialogue can lead to questions that will place greater 
demands on us in terms of new acts of understand-
ing that we might want to shy away from, we must 
also admit that our desire for understanding might 
come to a point leading us to want to evaluate the 
teachings or the beliefs of a particular religious tra-
dition. We admit that genuine ecumenical dialogue 
cannot occur among persons who do not adhere to 
the beliefs of their respective religious traditions. 
But we also admit that questions of an evaluative 
nature arise when we want to move toward judg-
ments about the value of different beliefs. We must 
also recognize that some people hold that no given 
religion’s beliefs are to be accorded greater value or 
respect than those of any other religion. A Japanese 
saying avers that “many different paths lead to the 
summit of Mount Fujiyama.” Just as any given path 
leads to the same destination on that mount, why 
could we not say the same thing about the beliefs 
and practices of any given religion? Do they all 
not lead to the summit of some religious Mount 
Fujiyama? Why bother importing questions about 
the existence of truth in religion when we are engag-
ing in ecumenical dialogue?

In thinking then about questions of evaluative 
nature, five points bear mention. First, we best move 
into deliberative inquiry when conditions are ripe for 
growth in mutual understanding. If we first attend 
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to such growth, we create a better context for wise 
decisions about the truth of a given teaching versus 
the truth of some other teaching. The richer our prior 
acts of understanding, the easier it will be for us to 
move toward judgments about truth and falsity. 

Second, persons do not typically move towards 
apprehensions of truth and falsity with respect to 
matters of faith and religion on a basis that is entirely 
conditioned by rational arguments. Such arguments 
are not without value, but have we ever met persons 
who have moved from one set of religious beliefs to 
another set on a basis which is entirely grounded in 
a set of rational arguments? Can we argue or per-
suade a person to believe in the teachings of a given 
religion simply through such arguments? Surely 
seldom or never. 

Third, if we think about our human situation and 
the inadequacy of argument as a sufficient condi-
tion for changing what a person believes or how a 
person believes, we soon realize that a larger set of 
conditions needs to be in place if fruitful forms of 
deliberative inquiry are to occur within ecumenical 
contexts. I refer here to a species of inquiry that is 
able to make judgments about truth and falsehood 
that are eminently wise. 

Fourth, in thinking then about all the variables 
which need to be attended to, we can initially say 
that the pursuit of deliberative inquiry will inevi-
tably elicit a need for different kinds of conversion 
within the life of persons (conversion as a species of 
radical change which needs to exist within individ-
uals and groups). If many different variables need 

Br Dunstan, left top,  
among participants  
at the conference at  

Wonkwang University



to be attended to, it is not enough to speak about 
the sufficiency of religious conversion. To under-
stand what is happening within theology, to make 
good theological judgments, intellectual conversion 
becomes necessary. But if intellectual conversion is 
needed and if difficulties impede its achievement, 
the kind of dedication which is required should 
elicit a change in our manner of living, and this 
points to the need for some kind of moral conver-
sion. Moreover, granted the need and value of intel-
lectual and moral conversion, we find that religious 
conversion is needed if these two other forms of 
conversion are to endure within the ups and downs 
of our human lives. It is hard to see how we could 
possibly make any kind of intellectual or moral 
progress without a way of life that is committed to 
prayer and a remembrance of eternal truths. Hence, 
each of the three stands in need of the other two. 

Fifth and last, as we advert to the necessity of 
conversion, we find that we cannot convert our-
selves by our own actions and decisions. As much 
as conversion is valued and as much as it is needed, 
we cannot remake or redo who or what we are as 
human beings. We cannot act as if we were the effi-
cient cause of our own conversions. If conversions 
are to occur, something must be first given to us 
from above (from sources or points of origin which 
exist outside of ourselves). Something must hap-
pen inside us, in a way which acknowledges that, 
as human beings, we are not entirely in charge of 
how things work and develop in our world. In line 
with the teaching of St Augustine, we can speak of 
the causality and necessity of “operative grace.” In 
some strange, mysterious, unmerited way, a divine 
power moves within our consciousness and, with 
this movement, we have or we find a new first prin-
ciple for a new way of living or a new way of think-
ing that accompanies our new manner of life. In 

the end, if our deliberative inquiry in the context 
of ecumenical dialogue is to proceed on a sound 
basis, a species of openness is needed which is actu-
ally a species or act of obedience. To an ever-grow-
ing extent, we rely less and less on what we think 
we can achieve or do through our own actions. In 
our loving and understanding, we find a founda-
tion that functions in terms of a structure or order 
of reception before we can form the very words that 
would allow us to speak about the parameters of 
this structure or order.

Exactly how these general reflections could be put 
into practice would depend on the particular circum-
stances of a given dialogue. The five of us who spoke 
at the conference at Wonkwang University certainly 
did begin to understand the beliefs and practices of 
the Won Buddhists whom we met there and to form 
friendships as we spoke with them and had meals 
together. It is our hope and prayer that our meetings 
will continue and our friendships, endure.

A prominent Won Buddhist in traditional attire

Dunstan robiDoux, osb
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On Seeing Clearly How to Live
Did you ever spend time some evening watching 

the stars come out? I try doing this every once in a 
while and find it fascinating, especially when lying 
on the grass in a wilderness setting away from city 
lights. Unlike the turning on of a light switch, when 
the electric bulb lights up at once, the appearance of 
a star or planet in the sky at dusk is so gradual that 
it is often very difficult to say exactly when one real-
izes that the tiny dot is actually a heavenly object 
and not just a figment of one’s imagination. I usu-
ally end up closing my eyes or looking away several 
times and then returning my gaze to the same part 
of the sky before I can affirm: “Yes, that’s Venus,” 
or: “That speck of light really is a distant star.” Even 
so, this kind of certainty or clarity may at times be 
attained more quickly than clarity about something 
far more important, namely, the values by which 
we ought to live. This more crucial search is what I 
want to reflect on in the rest of this article.

This past summer I began having regular classes 
with the three newest members of our community, 
about whom you can read elsewhere in this issue of 
our newsletter. Among the readings we discussed 
were some of the conferences of John Cassian, that 
ancient monastic author whose works St Benedict 
recommends in the final chapter of his Rule. At the 
beginning of his eighteenth conference, Cassian 
introduces a hermit named Piamun, said to be so 
holy and enlightened that he even worked mira-
cles in the presence of Cassian and his companion 
Germanus. But Cassian adds at once: “These I must 
omit, if I am to keep to the proper plan of this book. 
I did not promise to write about God’s miracles, but 
about the discipline and rules of the holy men as far 

as I can remember them. My intention is to show 
people how to lead a good life, not to give the reader 
idle stories that are useless for reforming his charac-
ter.” Cassian here puts his finger on what is among 
the best motivations for any reading we could ever 
do:  learning how “to lead a good life.”  

It is very significant that Cassian does not go about 
this in an abstract way, but instead illustrates and 
exemplifies his teaching by recounting the conversa-
tions he had with a number of specific hermits and 
by describing in detailed anecdotes the way these 
men actually lived. It would not be an exaggera-
tion to say that what has regularly attracted persons 
to take up a certain way of life was not some gen-
eral ideal but rather the model provided by a very 
particular person, whether that was someone they 
knew or someone they had only read about. This 
is clear enough in the Gospels, for what attracted 
Peter and Andrew, James and John, and the rest of 
the Twelve to leave their normal occupations and 
follow Jesus in his wanderings through Galilee and 
Judea was his very person, including the way he 
spoke, “for he taught them as one having authority, 
and not as their scribes” (Matthew 7:29), and also 
the way he dealt with others: “At the sight of the 
crowds, his heart was moved with compassion for 
them, because they were troubled and abandoned, 
like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36).  

One finds the same phenomenon in other tradi-
tions. The Jewish people have always revered and 
tried to imitate Moses, perhaps especially because 
of his concern for his fellow countrymen, as when 
he interceded for them after their idolatry with the 
golden calf and expressed his willingness to lose his 



own friendship with God if the people were not for-
given: “If you would only forgive their sin! If you 
will not, then strike me out of the book that you 
have written” (Exodus 32:32). So, too, with the fol-
lowers of the Buddha, men and women who strive 
to reflect in their own lives the compassion he regu-
larly showed for others, as when he gently brought 
a woman named Kisa Gotami to understand that 
the suffering she underwent at her little boy’s death 
was in some way mirrored in the experience of every 
other human being.

In the current Year of Faith, a time when Pope 
Benedict XVI has asked all members of the Church 
to promote what Pope John Paul II often called “the 
new evangelization,” it is worth asking just how this 
effort correlates with the Second Vatican Council’s 
call to Catholics not only to acknowledge but also 
to promote the values found in Judaism, Buddhism, 
and other religious traditions. There is certainly no 
contradiction between the two calls, but at times 
there has been a certain tension between the con-
cerns of the Congregation for the Evangelization 
of Peoples and those of the Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue. At the very least, we should 
admit that the enthusiastic desire of some evangeli-
cal denominations in the early twentieth century 
to “win the whole world for Christ” is not exactly 
the kind of language we hear in the Church today. 
In a very informative discussion that the man then 
known as Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger had with the 
German philosopher Jürgen Habermas in January 
of 2004, the cardinal said that whereas the Christian 
tradition and the Western rational tradition might 
both regard themselves as universal, in fact “they 
are obliged to acknowledge that they are accepted 
only in parts of mankind, and that they are compre-
hensible only in parts of mankind,” forcing the fol-
lowers of each to admit that “the rational or ethical 
or religious formula that would embrace the whole 

world and unite all persons does not exist; or, at 
least, it is unattainable at the present moment.”1

This being so, those of us who are committed fol-
lowers of Christ Jesus ought to do all we can dur-
ing this Year of Faith to convey to others the joy and 
happiness that characterize the life of a genuine 
Christian even as we acknowledge that our efforts 
may at times seem to have little effect. As Pope 
Benedict said when he first announced his inten-
tion to have this special year, “Faith grows when it 
is lived as an experience of love received and when 
it is communicated as an experience of grace and 
joy.” His joining of faith and love in that sentence is 
not coincidental, for each requires the other, and the 
“love received” is in turn to be passed on to others, 
especially those most in need of it. This is why he 
went on to say in that same announcement: “Many 
Christians dedicate their lives with love to those 
who are lonely, marginalized or excluded, as to 
those who are the first with a claim on our attention 
and the most important for us to support, because it 
is in them that the reflection of Christ’s own face is 
seen. Through faith, we can recognize the face of the 
risen Lord in those who ask for our love.”

Such love, care, and compassion have always been 
a hallmark of those whom we revere as saints, but 
we should also recognize that the practice of such 
virtues has not been limited to those who share our 
faith. Centuries ago, the great Confucian scholar 
Mencius wrote of compassion as a quality found 
naturally in every human being, just as in the age 
of the Enlightenment Jean-Jacques Rousseau said:  
“Compassion is a natural feeling which … contrib-
utes to the preservation of the whole species. It is this 

1 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, “That Which Holds the World  
Together,” in idem and Jürgen Habermas, The Dialectics of  
Secularization: On Reason and Religion, trans. Brian McNeil  
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006), 73, 76.
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compassion that hurries us without reflection to the 
relief of those who are in distress.” Much closer to 
our own time, Army Captain Paul K. Chappell has 
written some inspiring books giving his soldier’s 
vision of peace for our century. Near the beginning 
of one of them, he writes:

The Medal of Honor is the highest award a sol-
dier can receive, but when I studied the Medal 
of Honor recipients while I was at West Point, I 
realized something surprising. If human beings 
are naturally violent, as some suggest, then 
the highest military award should be given for 
the act of killing, and the person who kills the 
most people should receive the highest award. 
However, many of the Medal of Honor recip-
ients I studied never killed a single person. 
Why then do so many people assume that we 
are naturally violent, I wondered, if the high-
est military award is given to those who display 
incredible selflessness and compassion on the 

battlefield? And how can compassion not be a 
defining characteristic of human nature…?2

If this is so, we can realistically hope to build on 
this trait in the young people whom we encounter 
in our families, our schools, our clubs, and other set-
tings. The main task, as many educators have writ-
ten, is to see that this inborn trait is not smothered by 
the prejudices and biases that can so easily take root 
in our minds and hearts as we grow older. To keep 
that from happening, one of the best practices is to 
be conversant with and carefully reflect on the mod-
els of love, caring and compassion that we find in the 
lives of exemplary persons in all traditions, includ-
ing ones not explicitly religious. Even if the rightness 
of such practices may not be quite as universally rec-
ognized as the existence of the stars and planets on 
a clear night—for there will always be some persons 
who seem concerned only about their own aggran-
dizement—we may boldly do all we can to let them 
shine forth in the way we live our own lives.

James Wiseman, osb

2 Paul K. Chappell, Will War Ever End? (Westport, CT: Easton 
Studio Press, 2009), 12.



We ask the friends of St Anselm’s to join us in prayer 
for vocations to our community. We also ask you 
to recommend St Anselm’s to young men who may 
be open to considering a religious life such as ours,  
and/or to pass on to us the names of such young men.

Christopher Wyvill, Director of Vocations
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