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Dear Friends of St Anselm’s,

The entire monastic community wishes you a blessed Christmas and New 
Year, even as we thank you for your generosity and friendship during 
the year now ending. In this issue of our newsletter you will find articles 
remarkably varied in both content and style, so there is something for 
everyone and a lot for most.

We also want to bring to your attention another publication marked by 
similar variety, a recently published book about our patron St Anselm 
titled A Man Born Out of Due Time: New Perspectives on St. Anselm of 
Canterbury. It contains eleven essays, some by monks of our community, 
others by monks of other houses, still others by lay persons who share our 
devotion to and interest in that marvelous medieval saint. We have the book 
on sale in our gift shop for twenty dollars, and for those living away from 
Washington there is an order form at the end of this newsletter. Happy 
reading!

The Monks of St Anselm’s Abbey
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The Chronicler’s Column
In the months since the publication of our spring-

time newsletter, one of the more significant events 
in the life of our monks was the annual community 
retreat. From August 13-17, we heard seven confer-
ences given by Br Benet Tvedten, osb of Assumption 
Abbey in North Dakota. His talks were a fine mix of 
solid, practical advice and humorous stories to illus-
trate his points. Coming from the northern plains, 
where many Benedictines have long worked among 
the native peoples, Br Benet was also very pleased to 
visit the National Museum of the American Indian 
on the Mall before flying back to his own monas-
tery. Once there, he mailed us copies of two of his 
books, including the second edition of The View from 
a Monastery, which anyone interested in monastic 
life would definitely enjoy reading.

Our Prior, Father Michael Hall, has made a fine 
recovery from a knee-replacement operation in the 
late spring. He subsequently enjoyed some hol-
iday time in Rhode Island, Maine, and southern 
Maryland, and now that the school year has resumed 
he is not only teaching in the classroom but also serv-
ing as school chaplain and overseeing the Tuesday-
morning service program for our fifth and sixth 
formers. For years Fr Michael has helped on most 
weekends at local parishes, currently at St Patrick’s 
in Rockville, Maryland. His article on the spiritual 
beginnings of our monastic community in the early 
1920s appears later in this issue of our newsletter.

Abbot Aidan Shea has been experiencing the kind 
of health problems that come to many people in their 
eighties, but this did not prevent him from spend-
ing several weeks with his longtime friends Rob and 
Mary Truland in Bermuda during June. Back at the 
abbey, he serves as director of our oblates and sees 

a number of persons as their spiritual director. As 
announced in our spring newsletter, he is now resid-
ing in our renovated Monmonier wing.

Another monk who has recently been experienc-
ing some of the pain that comes with increasing age 
is Father Joseph Jensen, who had to miss the annual 
meeting of the Catholic Biblical Association for the 
first time in half a century. He does, however, con-
tinue to work on revising his textbook on the Old 
Testament, God’s Word to Israel, for a third edition, 
which will ideally appear sometime in 2014.

Although Father Edmund Henkels’ poor health 
has required him to live at the nearby Carroll Manor 
nursing home, he remains very interested in hear-
ing news about our abbey and school and has been 
enjoying visits not only from monks but also from 
some of our lay faculty. 

Father Hilary Hayden, who is, like Abbot Aidan, 
a new resident of our Monmonier wing, spent an 
enjoyable two weeks with friends on the West Coast 
in late August and early September, not far from 
where he had taken courses in the Jesuit School of 
Theology at Berkeley several decades ago. He con-
tinues to be especially interested in reading books 
and articles about the liturgy, and he also gener-
ously helps clear the refectory after breakfast on 
most days.

One of the contributors to this issue is our voca-
tion director, Father Christopher Wyvill, who is 
likewise our guestmaster and housemaster. In the 
latter role he is responsible for assigning tasks of 
manual labor to the novices; more significantly, he 
normally joins them in carrying out these jobs, one 
of which was the tending of a garden that produced 
bushels and bushels of vegetables this summer.



As school president, Father Peter Weigand joined 
our alumni director, Larry Hamm, for a week-
long conference on development that was held at a 
Benedictine mission house in Nebraska in early July. 
During the rest of the summer he visited alumni in 
several parts of the country, especially on the West 
Coast, and was also able to spend some time with 
his sister and brother in their native Wisconsin.

Our newsletter this past spring had a fine article 
by Father Philip Simo reflecting on his ministry to 
the sick at nearby Providence Hospital, where he has 
been a chaplain for the past few years. He continues 
in that work and also helps care for his mother, who 
resides about a mile and a half away at the Jeanne 
Jugan Residence, run by the Little Sisters of the Poor.

Father Boniface von Nell has retired from teach-
ing Latin in our school, but he continues to be busy as 
both sacristan and librarian. His avocation is iconog-
raphy, so during late September he spent a week at a 
site in Pennsylvania working on the icon of St Gabriel 
that graces the cover of our Christmas card this year.

The very important but occasionally thankless task 
of bursar is shouldered both generously and com-
petently by Father Gabriel Myers, who also served 
as the community’s elected delegate to the General 
Chapter of the English Benedictine Congregation, 
held at Belmont Abbey in Hereford during the sec-
ond week of July. That visit also allowed him to 
spend some time with the biographer of one of his 
favorite novelists, Barbara Pym.

Our only non-American citizen, Brother Dunstan 
Robidoux, spent a couple weeks with relatives in 
his native Canada in May, followed by ten further 
days in Korea giving talks at sites chosen by his 
friend Chae Young, a professor of religious studies 
at Sogang University in Seoul. Br Dunstan also trav-
eled to London in September to attend the annual 
meeting of the board of directors of the Phyllis 
Walbank Trust. When back at the abbey, he oversees 

the various projects of the Lonergan Institute, which 
he co-founded about fifteen years ago. A regular 
contributor to this newsletter, for this issue he has 
offered some reflections on the state of theology in 
the Catholic Church today.

Brother Matthew Nylund is pleased to report that 
his health is excellent, and that he has had no recur-
rence of the heart problems of last year. He spent 
time this summer with friends in Vermont and at 
the monastery of St-Benoît du Lac in the province 
of Quebec just over the border and enjoyed him-
self immensely. He continues to teach Spanish in the 
abbey school and to be involved in various works 
of the abbey, including this newsletter, to which he 
has contributed a thoughtful and insightful appreci-
ation of the films of Robert Bresson.

Brother Ignacio González continues to discern 
his vocation at St Anselm’s while teaching in the 
abbey school and working on his master’s degree 
in theology and Christian ministry from Franciscan 
University in Steubenville, Ohio, a program that is 
largely online although there is a minimal residen-
tial requirement as well. This summer he was able to 
spend a week with his family in Texas before going 
to Rome for a program intended for Benedictines in 
temporary vows from any monastery in the world. 
Highlights of his trip to Italy were meeting with 
the other Benedictine participants, visiting Subiaco, 
Monte Cassino, and Assisi, seeing Pope Francis, 
walking through the Forum, and praying in many of 
the historical churches of the Eternal City. Br Ignacio 
also spent part of his summer at a monastery in the 
Midwest, where he was able to do research for the 
theology course he is currently taking. The reading 
he did during that time also proved useful for his 
article about Pope Benedict XVI in this newsletter.

At the time this chronicler’s column is being com-
posed, our three novices—Brother Isaiah Lord, 
Brother Samuel Springuel, and Brother Bernard 
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California, as well as the earlier-mentioned General 
Chapter of the English Benedictine Congregation. 
Following the chapter, he and a good friend since 
high-school days went backpacking for ten days 
along the British national trail known as Offa’s Dyke 
Path, named after an eighth-century Anglo-Saxon 
king who had the dyke built to mark the western 
boundary of his realm and presumably help keep 
out Welsh warriors. The two trekkers met many 
wonderful people along the way and will even be 
staying in touch with some of them. A final trip of 
the year saw Abbot James at St Benedict’s Monastery 
in St Joseph, Minnesota in October for the annual 
board meeting of Monastic Interreligious Dialogue. 
At the abbey itself, he teaches a religion course to 
sixth formers in our school, gives monthly confer-
ences to the monastic community, and generally tries 
to foster pax Benedictina in our abbey, which is a kind 
of oasis in a very busy and sometimes hectic city.

Marra—are in their eleventh month of novi-
tiate. They have regular classes in monastic and 
scriptural topics from Abbot James, Fr Joseph, 
Fr Christopher, and Fr Boniface, and have also 
done much good work both inside the build-
ings and on the grounds. In early August they 
joined Abbot James for a mid-week holiday at 
our property in Capon Springs, West Virginia, 
marked by various sorts of recreation (archery, 
leisurely walks, a hike to Eagle Rock, and 
nightly games of Trivial Pursuit and Scrabble), 
abundant rest, home-cooked meals, and a faith-
ful and even melodic observance of Benedictine 
liturgy.

In addition to those very pleasant days with 
the novices, Abbot James Wiseman attended 
the annual pre-Lenten meeting of the abbots 
and conventual priors of North America, held 
this year at Prince of Peace Abbey in Oceanside, 

James Wiseman, osb

Brother Samuel (left) and Brother Isaiah sign their 
profession documents at the altar.

The new junior monks at work



The pond on the abbey’s property at Capon Springs
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The Beginning of the Beginning: 1923-24
The year 2014 will mark the ninetieth anniversary 

of the beginning of monastic life at St Anselm’s in 
the original priory building on Sargent Road. But 
the spiritual formation of the founding commu-
nity predates the canonical beginning in 1924. In the 
beginning of monasticism in the Christian Church, 
before the concept of “vows” developed, the begin-
ning of a person’s monastic life and commitment 
was the reception of the monastic habit, conferred 
on the aspirant by a monastic elder or superior. 
Thus the actual clothing in the Benedictine habit 
of our “founding fathers” in 1923, ninety years ago 
this current year, marks the real spiritual beginning 
of the community of St Anselm’s. An account of that 
event and of the monastic novitiate year seems an 
appropriate prelude to any anniversary commemo-
rations in the year ahead.

The story of Fr Thomas Verner Moore’s idea for a 
Benedictine monastery closely connected with the 
Catholic University of America in Washington, to be 
devoted to the traditional monastic life and horar-
ium and to the work of professional scholarship, 
has been told elsewhere, and likewise his efforts to 
interest other possible recruits for the project. The 
present article summarizes a story which will be 
related more fully in 2014.

In the spring of 1922 a meeting was held in 
Washington at the Brookland home of Dr John 
Guilday, professor of church history at the Catholic 
University, of those men who had expressed interest 
in the new monastic project proposed by Fr Moore. 
At the meeting a document was drawn up and 
signed by those willing to join the future monastery. 
The signatories were: Fr Thomas Verner Moore; Fr 
Benedict Brosnahan, an American monk of Downside 

Abbey whose abbot had authorized him to leave the 
Downside foundation in Portsmouth, Rhode Island 
and to associate himself with the Washington proj-
ect; Fr John Haldi; Fr Francis Walsh; Mr John Rauth; 
and Mr Victor von Szelski. A few days later Fr John 
Byron Diman of Newport, Rhode Island, a friend of 
Father Benedict, also signed on.

In May 1923 Abbot Smith, president of the English 
Benedictine Congregation, notified Archbishop 
Curley of Baltimore, Fr Moore’s canonical supe-
rior, of the decision of the English Congregation 
to accept the American group, to assign them to 
the Abbey of Fort Augustus in Scotland for a two-
year period of monastic training, and then to spon-
sor the Washington monastic foundation. During 
the previous months letters of support for the new 
monastery idea had been obtained from the princi-
pal American abbots. Among these was a letter of 
endorsement from Bishop Leo Haid, osb, Abbot of 
Belmont in North Carolina. He in turn had secured 
support from Abbot Aurelius of St Vincent’s in 
Latrobe, Pennsylvania, from Abbot Ernest, presi-
dent of the American Cassinese Congregation, and 
from Abbot Athanasius of St Meinrad Archabbey, 
president of the American Swiss Congregation.

Before the group could depart for Scotland, a site 
had to be found and financed for the future mon-
astery. Fr Diman and Fr Haldi began a modest 
fund raising effort among their friends and associ-
ates. Supplemented by gifts from two Washington 
Catholic businessmen, Mr Wimsatt and Mr Saul, the 
two priests raised enough money to purchase the 
“Phillips property” on Sargent Road of 17.5 acres and 
the adjoining “Garber tract” of 14.5 acres for a total 
of $35,000. The National Metropolitan Bank agreed 



to a loan of $20,000, and Fr Diman agreed to cover 
the interest payments out of his private income.

Fr Benedict Brosnahan, already a professed 
Benedictine monk, moved down to Washington to 
oversee all the legal, financial, and construction mat-
ters associated with the new foundation while the 
other founding members were overseas in monas-
tic formation. An important legal step was taken on 
June 21, 1923 when an act of incorporation of “The 
Benedictine Foundation at Washington, DC” was 
filed under the laws of the District of Columbia. The 
first meeting of the directors of the new corpora-
tion occurred on August 3, 1923 with Fr Moore, Fr 
Diman, and a local Catholic lawyer, John Gabel, as 
original directors of the corporation.

On August 11, 1923 Frs Moore, Diman, Haldi, and 
Walsh sailed from New York for Britain on board the 
U.S. Line Steamer President Roosevelt, Mr Rauth and 
Mr Von Szelski having decided to postpone their 

entry into the novitiate until a later date. On arrival 
in Plymouth the group was met by Mr Summerfield 
Baldwin, another American candidate who desired 
to join the novitiate in Scotland and who accompa-
nied the group on the rail trip north. On the evening 
of August 27, 1923 the train reached the local station 
at Fort Augustus, where the Americans were met by 
Abbot Joseph McDonald of Fort Augustus and Fr 
Adrian Weld-Blundell, a Fort Augustus monk who 
would serve as superior of the Washington priory 
from 1926-1936.

After an eight-day retreat conducted by Dom 
Augustine Kirk, the five American candidates were 
clothed by Abbot McDonald in the Benedictine habit 
after vespers on September 7, 1923, the eve of the 
feast of the Nativity of Our Lady. Fr Moore retained 
as a monk his baptismal name of Thomas; Fr Diman 
became Fr Hugh; Fr Walsh became Fr Augustine; Fr 
Haldi became Fr Albert; and Mr Baldwin became 

Br Aidan.
The American novices made 

their novitiate under the guid-
ance of Dom Ambrose Geoghegan, 
novice master and later Prior of 
Fort Augustus. During Lent 1924, 
some six months into their novi-
tiate, Abbot McDonald informed 
the American novices that he had 
decided to request from the abbot 
president permission to allow the 
American priests to return imme-
diately after their monastic pro-
fession to Washington rather than 
complete the normal second year of 
training in Scotland. To supplement 
the little group he also decided to 
send three young Scottish junior 
monks to join the young foundation 
in Washington while doing their Fort Augustus as it appeared in the early 20th century
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theological studies at the 
Catholic University. These 
were Dom Bede O’Donnell, 
Dom Bernard Sole, and 
Dom Brendan O’Connor. On 
June 24, 1924 the president 
of the English Benedictine 
Congregation notified Abbot 
McDonald that Rome had 
granted the petition and had 
also officially approved the 
foundation of a domus filia-
lis (daughter house) of Fort 
Augustus in Washington to 
be under the jurisdiction of 
the abbot of Fort Augustus.

Meanwhile the matter of 
an official name and patron 
for the Washington house 
was under discussion by 
the founders. The members  
listed their preferences in a 
paper submitted to Abbot 
McDonald, leaving the final 
selection up to him. The 
abbot quickly settled on St Anselm as the patron of 
the future priory, which it seems had been every-
one’s second choice. Other names suggested had 
been St Benedict, St Bede, St Columba, and St Placid. 
Given the goal of the founders to have a monastery 
dedicated to scholarship, Abbot McDonald’s choice 
was an inspired one, and it seems odd that it was 
not everyone’s first choice!

On August 15, 1923 the Scottish contingent left 
Fort Augustus for America. This group comprised 
Dom Bede, Dom Bernard, and Dom Brendan and 
two lay-brothers, Br Vincent Staiger and Br Hugh 
Shields. They sailed from Glasgow to Montreal and 

went by rail from there to Washington. Regrettably 
and without much explanation or notice, Br Aidan 
Baldwin, the only non-clerical novice of the group, 
withdrew from the novitiate in July to return home 
to lay life. However, in future years he remained 
a good friend of the priory in Washington, even 
offering the monks some property he owned near 
Annapolis to be a possible site for a future school.

The remaining four American novices made their 
monastic profession of vows on September 8, 1924 
and returned to Washington later in that month with 
Abbot McDonald. But that story will likely continue 
in 2014, the ninetieth anniversary year….

michael hall, osb

The founding community of St Anselm’s Priory, Washington, DC, in 1924. 
Bottom row, left to right: Br Hugh Shields, Br Bernard Sole, Prior Wulstan Knowles, 

Abbot Joseph McDonald, Fr Benedict Brosnahan, Br Bede O’Donnel, Br Vincent Staiger. 
Top row: Fr Thomas Verner Moore, Fr Albert Haldi, Fr Hugh Diman, 

Br Brendan O’Connor, Fr Augustine Walsh



Reflections from the Vocation Director
It is not an uncommon question of discerners: Is 

God really calling me to this life? Will God give me a 
sign? I think for most who are called to consecrated 
life God does not give signs such as the prophets or 
Paul and some saints were given. Things can hap-
pen that in hindsight may be seen as signs, but at 
the time may be seen as accidental or coincidental 
occurrences. The main sign God gives is an inner 
spiritual sense of attraction and longing. The call 
is initiated by Jesus who said, “You did not choose 
me, but I chose you.” “If I be lifted up, I will draw 
all to myself.” While those words are true for every 
believer, Jesus calls some to a greater self-sacrifice by 
giving up their possessions, their liberty, and their 
natural instinct for married love. God has planted 
in some men and women a longing for happiness 
and inner peace even in this earthly life that can-
not be satisfied by the accumulation of possessions, 
by worldly success, or even by intimate human 
relationships. 

An understandable first reaction to the sense that 
maybe Jesus is calling me is, ‘Lord, I am not worthy, 
for I am a sinful man or woman.” No one is wor-
thy of the call on her or his own account. Jesus’ love 
and the gift of the Holy Spirit have the power to 
make one worthy given the chance. It is only by tak-
ing the risk of presenting oneself and submitting to 
the judgment of those in authority that the authen-
ticity of the call is reasonably determined. People 
need to be honest too and accept the fact that their 
motives are often mixed for seeking membership in 

a community of vowed life or the priesthood. The 
important thing is to stay, to persevere, for the right 
reasons. In the end God respects each person’s free-
dom to answer the call or turn away. 

These are insights from my experience I try to 
share with those who come to us wondering if God 
is calling them to monastic life. To attract discerners 
we continue to offer Come & See Weekends in the 
spring and in the fall, as well as Saturday Evenings 
with the Monks once or twice a month, usually 
from September to May. Three men came to partic-
ipate in the March weekend. They were given con-
ferences on monastic and discernment topics, and 
they joined the monks for prayer, manual labor, and 
recreation. When men come for these weekends we 
know that they may not turn out to be candidates 
for our community as they continue their discern-
ment and explore other options. Still we are always 
happy to hear when any of those who have been in 
contact with us or visited us are entering postulancy 
in Benedictine or other religious communities. As St 
Benedict says in another context (about urging vis-
iting monks from far away to stay on), “wherever 
we may be, we are in the service of the same Lord 
and doing battle for the same King” (Chapter 61 of 
the Rule). Please continue to pray for vocations to 
our community and to the many dioceses and reli-
gious orders so that God may be glorified and God’s 
people will be built up in faith by their witness and 
service. 

christopher Wyvill, osb
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Bresson: An Appreciation
I was on the moving walkway between the West 

and East Buildings of the National Gallery in down-
town Washington. This was some years ago, and I 
don’t remember what I had gone to the museum to 
see. What I was looking at, however, were scores of 
people standing, leaning, or squatting against the 
opposite wall of the corridor through which I was 
passing. They looked as though they weren’t going 
anywhere. Slow on the uptake as usual, it took me a 
while to figure out that they were waiting in line for 
something. When the rubber treadway deposited 
me in the East Building, I stepped over to inquire: 
A film about Joan of Arc? I hadn’t heard about it. 
Oh, made in black and white forty years ago? Hm. 
Curious, I decided to join the end of the cue, now 
stretching back to the West wing from whence I had 
come. Eventually the line moved and, entering the 
auditorium, I took one of the few seats left unoccu-
pied by the hundreds now in the audience.

Were I to say that the movie consisted largely of 
almost static scenes of the young heroine lying on 
straw in her cell, and that the sparse dialogue was 
almost entirely taken from the official transcripts 
of Joan’s trial, one might be as puzzled as I was as 
to what precisely made watching it so profoundly 
moving.

The name Robert Bresson meant nothing much 
to me: a twentieth-century French film-maker, but 
not one of the nouvelle vague heroes to which my 
generation was so drawn in our university years. 
A minimalist I would say from this first exposure. 
Antithetical clearly to what Hollywood puts out, but 
in a way more radical than are Godard or Truffaut. 

I learned over time that Bresson has a consider-
able quasi-cult following, and is much studied by 

students of film and by other film-makers. An oblate 
of St Anselm’s, who had studied Bresson’s work in 
New York, then shared with us her tape of A Man 
Escaped, Bresson’s film drawn from the account of a 
prisoner in German-occupied Lyon in 1943. (Bresson 
himself had been a prisoner in those years.) She also 
lent me a book of cryptic “notes” in which Bresson 
lays out his approach to film-making practice. 
“What eyes and ears require,” he writes, “is not the 
realistic personal but the real person.” Bresson sees 
film-making as a different art altogether from the-
ater and he uses “models” (as he calls them) rather 
than professional actors, in an effort to show rather 
than tell a story. Scenes are often introduced word-
lessly, without the interpretation or the imposed 
meanings viewers are wont to expect. Mood-setting 
background music is generally avoided as well. His 
work, he says, is “to create, not to deform or invent 
persons or things. It is to tie new relationships 
between persons and things which are, as they are.” 

Bresson made fourteen films between 1934 and 
1983. Three are focused on specifically religious 
themes: Les Anges du péché, set in a convent, Diary 
of a Country Priest, based on the Bernanos novel, 

The Country Priest hears a confession.



and The Trial of Joan of Arc. Those who have studied 
Bresson’s work are usually more attracted to its tech-
nical and aesthetic innovations than to its thematic 
proclivities. A key has often been sought in psycho-
logical readings of Bresson’s themes. For many, a 
specifically religious project would not encompass 
the breadth of his vision as it developed over a half 
century. Bresson himself was no help in efforts to 
categorize his religious position. No doubt aware of 
how someone identified as a Catholic artist would 
be emblematized (and in France constrictively), 
Bresson once dismissed an inquiry about his reli-
gious views with the facetious response “Jansenist 
atheist.” Hardly a Jansenist, of course, though he 
may have been culturally indebted to that astrin-
gent current, Bresson may have guessed that his 
interlocutor had in mind a hypothetical God other 
than the one Bresson was prepared to acknowledge. 
It is regrettable that for most Catholic movie-goers 
Bresson’s work remains an altogether unrecognized 
treasure of spiritual insights. In the last dozen years I have seen twelve of 

Bresson’s films. They range from a stylish Parisian 
story of revenge gone awry (adapted from Diderot 
via Cocteau), Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, to 
an Arthurian romance, beautifully shot in color 
(Lancelot du Lac) and the painful, though often funny 
nonetheless, biography of a donkey, beast of burden 
and witness to every kind of human shortcoming 
(Au hasard Balthazar). All either lend themselves to 
a reading in which the silent and invisible presence 
of grace is central to its design, or reflect the tragic 
consequences of its omission (wilfully or otherwise 
occasioned).

In some of these films it is not hard to perceive 
the assertion, lifted directly from the scriptures, that 
is given graphic expression, though not explicitly 
stated. The searingly painful L’Argent, for example, 
shows how it may be that “The love of money is the 
root of all evil” is not mere hyperbole on St Paul’s 

Mouchette

Balthazar
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mattheW nylund, osb

part. And how better to make the point that love of 
one another is a fundamental commandment than 
to show (as in Mouchette) how the mere absence of 
love can in and of itself lead to a young girl’s death.

Bresson’s movies are about as far as you can get 
from boiler-plate pieties or biblical-theme spec-
tacles, but they are deeply informative about spir-
itual truths. In one case (Lancelot du Lac) this was 
not apparent to me at first viewing. Here traditional 
focuses (the search for the Grail; knightly purity 
as a prerequisite for its attainment) are blurred to 
the point of deconstruction. It took me many view-
ings finally to understand that Bresson’s project 
extended to the cultural peripheries of medieval 
Catholicism and that what concerned him there was 
not the unnoticed presence of a spiritual reality but 
its very opposite: the elegant, but empty shell of a 
venerable mythology in which the breath of grace 
can only be traced in acceptances of defeat and loss, 
and in its marginal characters (especially the knight 
Gawain, recast here as central and “modeled” in a 
sweetly blunt naïf).

Gawain, seated next to his uncle (the bearded) King Arthur

It is not easy to find Bresson films. Netflix only 
had two when I checked, but our National Gallery 
held a comprehensive Bresson festival last year. Art 
houses will, of course, show the restored prints from 
time to time. I recommend him to anyone willing to 
engage with this spare, occasionally heart-rending, 
deeply rewarding body of work.



Surprised
“A German could never become pope for reasons 

of history and national psychology.”1 Such was the 
prevailing thought and conventional wisdom lead-
ing up to the papal conclave eight and a half years 
ago. News cycles were filled with “expert” opinions, 
confident the cardinals’ choice to replace John Paul II 
would not be Joseph Ratzinger. In fact, on April 19, 
2005, the Washington Post quoted one such expert — 
a well-known American theologian who teaches at a 
prestigious Catholic university in the Midwest. With 
conviction, he stated the concerns of many in the 
Church who felt that Ratzinger was “too much of a 
polarizing figure. If he were elected, thousands upon 
thousands of Catholics in Europe and the United 
States would roll their eyes and retreat to the mar-
gins of the church.”2 This person was also the Vatican 
analyst for one of the major television networks and 
was before the cameras a few hours later that same 
day after the fumata bianca signaled the results. At 
the announcement that Ratzinger had in fact been 
elected, this “expert” sat silently stunned on air and 
after a few awkward seconds could only respond 
that he was “surprised” by the cardinals’ choice of 
John Paul’s replacement.3 In Great Britain, continu-
ing in the same critical vein as the Washington Post 
was The Independent, whose editors informed their 
readers the next day that the newly-elected Pope 
Benedict XVI was a “theologian of the past, not a 
pastor for the future,” a man likely to see to “the con-
tinuation of the Vatican’s war on the modern world” 
by “preventing birth control, pursuing heretics, and 
harassing homosexuals.”4 

In light of these judgments, is it any wonder that 
Ratzinger himself did not want to be pope? Here 
is what he told German pilgrims shortly after his 
election: 

As the voting process gradually showed me 
that the guillotine, so to speak, was to fall on 
me, my head began to spin. I was convinced that I 
had done my life’s work and that I could hope to end 
my days in tranquility. With profound conviction, 
I said to the Lord: ‘Don’t do this to me! You have 
younger and more talented people who are able 
to face this great task with a completely differ-
ent kind of approach and strength.’5 

He later said, “Evidently this time he didn’t lis-
ten to me.”6 Ratzinger himself must have been sur-
prised, then, by the amount of initial support he 
received, and by how quickly the cardinals came to 
their collective decision: he was elected on the sec-
ond day of voting, and on the fourth ballot. “It was 
a choice that was almost clear from the very begin-
ning,” said Cardinal Francis George of Chicago.7 In 
the “Room of Tears” immediately after the election 
and just before the world was to learn the results, the 
newly elected pope’s prayer became this: “[Lord,] 
what are you doing with me? Now the responsibil-
ity is yours. You must lead me! I can’t do it. If you 
wanted me, then you must help me!”8 

So, to the chagrin of many within and without the 
Church, Ratzinger was at the helm of the Barque of 
Peter. But why? Those present in the Sistine Chapel 
during the election might help answer this ques-
tion. New York’s Cardinal Edward Egan said the 
day after the election, “He’s a very loving, lovely 

Pope Benedict XVI

Photo credit: Inside the Vatican
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person, very unassuming, and shortly you will see 
this. You need to be slow in making judgments. 
Sometimes, it’s good to watch for a while and see 
if what you’ve heard is true.”9 Toronto’s Cardinal 
Aloysius Ambrozic said: “There’s a real differ-
ence between the image and the reality.”10 And Los 
Angeles’s Cardinal Roger Mahony offered, “I think 
you will see emerge [Benedict’s] far more spiritual 
and pastoral sides. I have seen him in those roles, 
and I think people will be very, very surprised in 
a good sense.”11 What the world would soon learn 
was that the cardinals chose a man with “wide 
Christian training, [an] encyclopedic theological 
erudition, a gift for eloquent expression in many lan-
guages, a sense of moderation, and a clear delight in 
life.”12 George Weigel confirms this: “When one asks 
Benedict a question, he pauses, thinks carefully and 
then answers in complete paragraphs — often in his 
third, fourth, or fifth language.”13 Those who knew 
the new pope best saw through the caricature por-
trayed in the media.

What might one of the skeptics find surprising in 
Pope Benedict’s thought? Consider the answer to a 
question Peter Seewald asked the man who would 
be pope: “How many ways are there to God?” 
Ratzinger’s answer:

As many as there are people. For even within 
the same faith, each man’s way is an entirely 
personal one. We have Christ’s word: I am the 
way. In that respect, there is ultimately one 
way and everyone who is on the way to God is 
therefore in some sense also on the way of Jesus 
Christ. But this does not mean that all ways are 
identical in terms of consciousness and will, 
but on the contrary, the one way is so big that it 
becomes a personal way for each man.14

As universal teacher, Pope Benedict now had a 
world-wide classroom of reluctant and indifferent stu-
dents, most of whom were introduced to his thought 

for the first time in the first volume of his Jesus of 
Nazareth. The conclusion of his introduction sounds 
not at all like the hardliner portrayed in the media:  

It goes without saying that this book is in no 
way an exercise of the magisterium, but is solely 
an expression of my personal search ‘for the 
face of the Lord’ (cf. Ps. 27:8). Everyone, then, is 
free to contradict me. I would only ask my read-
ers for that initial goodwill without which there 
can be no understanding.15

Wasn’t this man supposed to be the “Grand 
Inquisitor?” Shouldn’t he be saying, “I am the pope 
— repent and recant or burn!”? Such is what the 
readers of the The Independent and Washington Post 
were directly and indirectly led to believe. Rather, 
what they got was authentic humility of someone 
with the utmost respect for his listeners.

Additionally, as a young theological advisor 
during Vatican II, he took part in drafting the docu-
ments and thus knows well what Vatican Council II 
entails. Here is his evaluation of it: 

It seems to me very important that our eyes 
are now open and can see all that is positive 
that developed in the period subsequent to the 
Council: in the renewal of the liturgy, in the syn-
ods, the Roman synods, the universal synods, 
the diocesan synods, the parish structures, in 
collaboration, in the new responsibility of lay 
people, in the great intercultural and intercon-
tinental co-responsibility, a new experience of 
the Church’s catholicity, of the unanimity that 
grows in humility and yet is the true hope of the 
world. Thus, I think we have to rediscover the 
Council’s great legacy.16

Collaboration? Responsibility of the laity? Catho-
licity? The Council’s great legacy? No, no, no, said 
his detractors! This man was supposed to turn back 
the clock to a pre-conciliar time, putting the Church 



in the Dark Ages when the liturgy was in an inac-
cessibly “foreign” language, when the faithful were 
expected merely to “pray, pay and obey.”

On a more personal level, he offers a challenge to 
live within reality and be the master of oneself:

Today an illusion is dangled before us that a 
man can find himself without first conquering 
himself, without the patience of self-denial and 
the labor of self-control, that there is no need to 
endure the discomfort of upholding tradition or 
to continue suffering the tension between the 
ideal and the actual in our nature…. In truth, 
man will be redeemed only through the cross, 
through accepting his own and the world’s pas-
sion, which in the passion of God has become the 
place of liberating meaning. Only thus, by this 
acceptance, does man become free. All cheaper 
offers will fail and reveal themselves as deceits.17

To “endure the discomfort of upholding tradi-
tion” was what was expected of him as head of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), 
and in that role, for twenty-four years, he worked to 
preserve the unity of the faith taught by Jesus to the 
apostles and handed down through the centuries. 
Many of the skeptics, it seems, were uncomfortable 
or fearful that this former leader of the CDF would 
continue to disperse the illusions man perpetuates 
about himself when he walks away from Christ.

A further challenge was to those who choose to live 
without faith. In this, he reminds all that the Church 
is not limited to the scandals that keep people away, 
but carries the light of love in a darkened world:

Whosoever does not commit himself at least 
a little to the experiment of faith, to the positive 
experiment of the Church, who does not risk 
looking about him with the eyes of love, will only 
distress himself. The venture of love is the pre-
condition of faith. If a man makes this venture, 

he has no need to shut his eyes to the darkness in 
the Church. But he will discover, too, that there 
is more there than dark spots…. Besides the his-
tory of scandals in the Church, there is a history, 
too, of “liberating grace” kept alive in figures like 
Augustine, Francis of Assisi, the Dominican Las 
Casas with his passionate fight for the Indios, 
Vincent de Paul and John XXIII. He will find that 
the Church has carried down the corridors of his-
tory a lighted torch that cannot be extinguished, 
and that cannot be ignored.18

Many would prefer the light of the Church to be 
extinguished, but this is nothing new. Anyone famil-
iar with the prologue to the Gospel of John will hear 
in the words of Pope Benedict echoes of the fourth 
evangelist: “What has come into being in him was 
life, life that was the light of men; and the light 
shines in darkness, and the darkness could not over-
come it” (John 1:4-5). And again: “The Word was the 
real light that gives light to everyone; he was com-
ing into the world” (John 1:9). The pope reminds us 
that the light in the lives of the saints shines brightly 
in a world obscured in darkness. 

Finally, he states clearly that “true love is neither 
static nor uncritical. If there is any chance at all of 
changing another man positively, then it can be done 
only by loving him and so helping him to change 
gradually from what he is into what he is capable 
of becoming.”19 Love? But isn’t this the man who is 
supposed to hate everyone who does not agree with 
him? Here, Benedict teaches that because true love 
is life-giving and transformative, by nature it must 
be critical. Pope Benedict reminds all that human 
beings are also “human becomings” if they are to 
be real.

These few examples of his thought barely scrape 
the surface, much like a snow cone taken from the 
tip of an iceberg. Pope Benedict XVI’s works are 
currently being collected and will be published 
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thematically in sixteen volumes. His sixty-six books 
are on a wide range of topics: creation, anthropol-
ogy, the doctrine of grace, Mariology, Christology, 
ecclesiology and ecumenism, theological episte-
mology and hermeneutics, eschatology, liturgy, the 
sacraments. As Vatican II called for a “return to the 
sources,” those skeptical of Pope Benedict might do 
well to read his works. Doing so, one will discover 
“more than a half-century of reflection on the truth 
of biblical faith and a master teacher’s capacity to 
explicate those truths and bring them to bear on con-
temporary situations in a luminously clear way.”20

So, what have we learned? First, the pope will 
always have his critics from within and without the 
Church. Second, those who knew Pope Benedict best 
and were familiar with his erudition and love for 
the Church saw through the caricature and elected 
him rather speedily. Third, he is a humble man who 
even as pope gave people room to disagree with him 
because he knows that the way of Christ is much 
bigger than what one might have thought. Fourth, 
he was not one to “turn the clock back” to a pre-con-
ciliar time, but knew to build on the foundation he 

had helped lay fifty years earlier. Fifth, Benedict was 
not afraid to state that for man to be real and not live 
under any illusions, he must master himself. Sixth, 
there will always be an inherent tension between 
the “ideal and the actual” in our nature, especially 
when trying to endure the discomfort of upholding 
tradition. Seventh, if man loves, he is capable of see-
ing that the Church is much more than the darkness 
upon which her critics fixate; within love, one lives 
in the light, as the lives of the saints remind us. 

Earlier this year, Pope Benedict surprised the 
world on February 11 by announcing his abdication 
of the papacy. Not unexpected by the few who knew 
him best, most people in the Church were caught 
off guard by the announcement, and not all were 
happy with this decision. Most notably upset was 
Cardinal Dziwisz, Pope John Paul II’s personal sec-
retary, who said: “Pope John Paul II decided to stay 
on the Papal Throne until the end of his life because 
he believed that one ‘does not come down from the 
cross.’”21 Nevertheless, after having had his request 
to retire from the CDF thrice denied by his prede-
cessor, Pope Benedict, who was elected three days 
after his seventy-eighth birthday, was finally able 
to enter into the retirement he had hoped for eight 
years previously.

Only a month and two days after the announce-
ment in mid-February, the world was surprised yet 
again on March 13, 2013 by the selection of a “man 
of firsts” for the Church: first from the Americas, 
first Jesuit, first to take the name “Francis.” Thus, 
Professor Christopher Ruddy, who teaches at the 
Catholic University of America, was on to some-
thing when he prophetically wrote in 2005, “The 
Church and the world seem to need a St Francis 
as much as a St Benedict.”22 Why, then, are we sur-
prised that God has given us just that?

ignacio gonzález, osb
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1 Heinz-Joachim Fischer and Brian McNeil. Pope Benedict XVI: 
A Personal Portrait (New York: Crossroad, 2005), 62.

2 Daniel Williams and Alan Cooperman. “Conclave Begins 
With Day of Ritual.” <http://www.washingtonpost.com/
wp-dyn/articles/A62635-2005Apr18.html>.

3 George Weigel, God’s Choice (New York: Harper Collins, 2005), 
153.

4 Ibid., 154.
5 Ibid., 147.
6 “Benedict: I Prayed Not To Be Pope.” <http://www.cbsnews.

com/stories/2005/04/02/world/main684865.shtml>. 
Emphasis added.

7 “CNS STORY: Pope Brings Own Charism, Contribution to 
Papacy, U.S. Cardinals Say.” Web.

8 Benedict XVI and Peter Seewald, Light of the World: The Pope, 
the Church, and the Signs of the Times (San Francisco: Ignatius, 
2010), 4.

9 Thomas P. Rausch, Pope Benedict XVI: An Introduction to His 
Theological Vision (New York: Paulist, 2009), 5.

10 Ibid., 5.
11 Ibid.
12 Fischer and McNeil, 106.
13 Seewald, Light of the World, xi.
14 Benedict XVI and Peter Seewald. Salt of the Earth: Christianity 

and the Catholic Church at the End of the Millennium (San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 1997), 32.

15 Benedict XVI, Preface to Jesus of Nazareth (New York: 
Doubleday, 2007), xxiii.

16 Benedict XVI, Questions and Answers (Huntington, IN: Our 
Sunday Visitor, 2008), 161.

17 Joseph Ratzinger, “Why I Am Still In The Church,” in Two Say 
Why (Chicago: Franciscan Herald, 1973), 86.

18 Ibid., 87.
19 Ibid., 89.
20 Benedict XVI and Seewald, Light of the World, xi.
21 “Secular Apocalypse.” Dziwisz: “Wojtyła Remained, the Cross 

Does Not Come Down” Web.
22 Christopher Ruddy, “No Restorationist: Ratzinger’s 

Theological Journey.” Commonweal, 3 June 2005, p. 18. Belmont abbey: the bell tower



19

The General Chapter of the English Benedictine 
Congregation

At the time St Benedict wrote his monastic 
rule in the middle of the sixth century and 
for several centuries thereafter, there were 
no juridical ties among European monas-
teries. Only in the thirteenth century did 
an ecumenical council decree that the mon-
asteries in various countries should band 
together in congregations for mutual sup-
port. Although that decree was not heeded 
everywhere at once, the English monaster-
ies complied quite promptly, making the 
English Benedictine Congregation the old-
est of the twenty that exist today within 
the worldwide Benedictine Confederation. 
Every four years the abbots and abbesses, 
together with one elected delegate from 
each monastery of our monks and nuns, 
meet for a week under the chairmanship of 
the congregation’s abbot president to con-
sider matters of common concern and make 
any appropriate changes in the constitu-
tions and other legislative documents that 
guide our life. This past summer, the 97th 
ordinary general chapter of the EBC was 
held at Belmont Abbey in Hereford from 
July 9-16, with Abbot James Wiseman and 
Fr Gabriel Myers representing St Anselm’s.

In his opening address, Abbot President 
Richard Yeo reported on events of the past 
four years, including work he has done 
internationally as the vicar of Abbot Primate 
Notker Wolf. He also reflected on issues 
that would be considered by the members 

of the chapter in the ensuing days, including ways 
in which the various officials of the congregation 
(such as the master of studies, the inspector of finan-
cial accounts, and the congregation’s canon lawyer, 
whose official title is assessor) might have their job 
descriptions revised so as to allow them to better 
assist monasteries that might not be able to be fully 
autonomous.

Among the reports given by other members of 
chapter were ones that dealt with such matters as 
the assurance of financial responsibility, the function 
of occasional meetings of the abbots and abbesses 
of the congregation, and the ways in which each 
community might better prepare for its quadren-
nial visitations by the abbot president. Much time 

A working meeting during the general chapter



was also spent discussing papers that had been 
submitted by younger members of the congre-
gation (dubbed the “under-50s”) giving their 
suggestions for promoting vocations as well as 
greater collaboration among the thirteen EBC 
houses. These suggestions were considered so 
important that it was decided to hold a forum 
in about two years time in which these could be 
discussed at length and in conjunction with an 
extraordinary general chapter to be held shortly 
after that forum. 

Since liturgy is so central a part of Benedictine 
life, there was also consideration of ways in 
which the congregation could provide an elec-
tronic liturgical resource on which individ-
ual houses could draw at will. Although it will 
take a while for this to become available, it will 
likely consist of two schemas for distributing 
the psalms, with monasteries that opt for either 
schema free to use it in combination with what-
ever music they choose.

General chapter being the supreme legislative 
authority within the congregation, possible changes 
in our constitutions were also considered, though 
mostly with a view to making definitive decisions 
at future meetings. Among the topics considered 
were the appropriate length for abbatial terms, the 
size of the abbot’s council (which in any case will 
depend on the overall size of a given community), 
and whether the novitiate in the men’s monasteries 
should last for one year (as at present) or for two (as 
is already the case for the nuns).

The final session of the chapter, held on the morn-
ing of July 16, saw the reelection of Dom Richard 
Yeo as abbot president and of the abbots of Douai, 
St Louis, and Ampleforth as his three assistants. The 
other principal officials, such as the procurator in 
curia and the master of studies, were also reelected.

In addition to the business sessions whose work 
was summarized above, there was also ample 
opportunity for the members of chapter to converse 
with one another at scheduled breaks during the day 
and over meals, which were held in Hedley Lodge, a 
guest-house directly adjacent to the monastery itself. 
All liturgies were held in the Belmont Abbey church, 
which was designed in the mid-nineteenth century 
by Edward Welby Pugin, son of the famous architect 
Augustus Pugin, who had led the popular Gothic 
revival in the British Isles. The church was renovated 
early in the present century in time for the 150th anni-
versary of the community, celebrated in 2009 and 
commemorated in a volume of essays that was given 
to each member of chapter (and from which we at St 
Anselm’s have drawn for some of our table reading 
during main meals in our refectory).

James Wiseman, osb
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all to the existence of different schools of thought or 
contrasting points of view which exist within this 
scholastic heritage. A number of the most influen-
tial Catholic philosophers and theologians of the 
past seventy years, including Bernard Lonergan, 
Joseph Ratzinger (the future Pope Benedict XVI), 
Karl Rahner, Étienne Gilson, and Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, were very dissatisfied with the kind of 
official scholastic philosophy which was first taught 
to them before they proceeded to their studies of 
theology. As a kind of refrain, we could say that bad 
philosophy leads to bad theology or that bad theol-
ogy is explained by bad philosophy. 

In reading, for instance, about Lonergan’s early 
life, we find his own testimony about a Suarezian 
kind of Thomism which was then prominent in 
Jesuit schools of philosophy and theology, with 
Aquinas being interpreted and understood through 
the thought of the sixteenth-century Jesuit theolo-
gian Francisco Suárez. Lonergan tells a humorous 
story about one of his teachers, a Fr Bolland, sJ, who 
would read Suárez “with a magnifying glass” and 
on the feast of St Thomas would simply say a ferial 
mass. Similarly, in her book Benedict XVI: A Guide 
for the Perplexed, Tracey Rowland notes that, in his 
seminary studies, Ratzinger “found scholasticism 
to be too impersonal.” After hearing a long lecture 
about God as the “summum bonum,” he reportedly 
remarked to his seminary prefect: “a ‘summum 
bonum’ doesn’t need a mother.” As a consequence 
of his dissatisfaction with the overly objectivist way 
of thinking and understanding which was dom-
inant in the scholasticism of his day, the future 
pope turned to the interest in subjectivity which he 
found in the writings and thought of St Augustine, 

Some Reflections on Scholasticism
The following reflections were originally pro-

voked by Professor R.R. Reno’s lengthy review of 
Fergus Kerr’s Twentieth-Century Catholic Theologians: 
From Chenu to Ratzinger (Blackwell Publishing, 
2007).1 One of Professor Reno’s longstanding con-
cerns has been the breakdown which many find in 
the order and structure of our Catholic theology, a 
breakdown brought on by the demise of scholastic 
thought, which had been normative in Catholic sem-
inaries and universities until the time of the Second 
Vatican Council. He argues that this demise has 
resulted in a situation where students of Catholic 
theology today no longer experience a common 
form of theological education. They increasingly 
work from different points of view; they attend to 
different sets of first principles; they ask different 
questions in a manner which is not very well coor-
dinated. Many will admit, with St Anselm, that a 
good definition of theology is that it is faith seek-
ing understanding (fides quaerens intellectum), but if 
this task of seeking understanding is not happening 
very well, or is not happening at all in some cases, 
then, from a growing absence of understanding, a 
breakdown in the very practice of our Catholic faith 
is to be expected. 

I am in substantial agreement with Professor 
Reno’s analysis, but there do seem to be some lacu-
nae in his argument that I would like to fill in. First, 
although he refers to scholasticism and to how it has 
traditionally functioned normatively as the lens or 
point of view for Catholic thinking and understand-
ing in philosophy and theology, he does not refer at 

1 R.R. Reno, “Theology after the Revolution,” First Things (May, 
2007), pp. 15-21.



Cardinal Newman, and personalist philosophers 
like Martin Buber. Any type of philosophy or the-
ology that tries to respond to questions without 
adverting to the place and role of human subjectiv-
ity cannot merit our serious attention. Something 
vital is missing if, in our attempts to understand our 
world and life and the things of God, nothing is said 
about the activity or the receptivity of human sub-
jects who must try to live in a way which accords 
with what they have come to understand and know. 

In this same context, it is said of Étienne Gilson 
that, although he listened to many lectures about 
Aquinas in the course of his formal education in 
philosophy and theology, he found that he had to 
read Aquinas on his own if he was to understand 
him. The kind of instruction which he received 
was something that he tried to forget about and 
put aside. And with respect to the life and work 
of Karl Rahner, we know about his early disserta-
tion difficulties: what he later published as Spirit 
in the World was originally rejected by his disserta-
tion director since it presented an interpretation of 
Aquinas which was not in keeping with the cate-
gories and expectations of scholastic thought held 
by that director. I am not familiar enough with the 
personal history and life of Balthasar to discuss his 
own difficulties with the scholastic thought of his 
day, but when we look back we generally find a cho-
rus of complaints about the kind of Thomism taught 
in Catholic seminaries and universities throughout 
the world up until the mid-1960s. 

Several points come to mind here. First, Lonergan, 
Ratzinger, Rahner, Gilson, and others lived during 
the time of the Second World War, so we may won-
der about the kind of influence which this experi-
ence exerted on them and on those who might have 
been expected to read their works fruitfully. Terrible 
things were occurring on the war-torn continent of 
Europe, and the theological culture of the day was 

not able to have much of an impact on the faith-lives 
of many persons who were caught up in the war 
and its aftermath. Second, if in our philosophical 
and theological thinking, solutions are posed and 
issues are discussed from a context that severs itself 
from the life of human subjects, we may fall into a 
point of view which does not advert to the possi-
ble existence of self-transcendence when we think 
about the nature or character of the human spirit. 

Moreover, it is a sad fact that in our day many 
Catholics (including many priests and religious, 
perhaps a majority) have little interest in philosophy 
and theology. When I was a novice in the Society of 
Jesus in Canada in the mid-1970s, I was surprised 
to meet so many young Jesuit priests who had no 
interest in philosophy and theology. I was surprised 
at this since it was apparent to me that the Church 
was then in a deep crisis. Many persons were ceas-
ing to go to mass on any kind of regular basis and 
many were also leaving the priesthood and/or 
abandoning religious life. Things were definitely on 
a downward curve. Hence, I asked myself why, in 
a time of such crisis, would one want to adopt an 
anti-intellectual frame of mind, an anti-intellectual 
attitude? Why, at a critical period in the history of 
the Church, would one abandon doing serious work 
in philosophy and theology? Surely at such a time, 
good work in philosophy and theology is most des-
perately needed. 

To understand this rejection and alienation, I 
think that, again, we can speak about the relation 
which exists between bad theology and bad philos-
ophy. In this context, we see a decline in religious 
faith, a loss of a sense of commitment, an inability to 
know or to enjoy a Catholic sense of reality that dif-
fers and stands apart from other kinds of outlook. In 
these years we also tend to find a troubling relation 
between a distaste for theology and an attitude of 
disobedience toward the Church’s magisterium, the 
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pope’s teaching authority most especially. We can 
recall the theological disobedience which occurred 
in 1968 with respect to the lack of reception given 
Pope Paul VI’s reiteration of traditional teaching on 
the subject of contraception. What was especially 
shocking was the scale of this disobedience (about 
three hundred dissenting theologians). This inclina-
tion to disregard the Church’s teaching office is still 
with us.

If I were to hazard some kind of explanation, 
I find myself repeating and adapting a teaching 
which comes to us from Aquinas as he reflected on a 
problem that he had noticed already in his own day. 
If we look back at the earlier formulations of scho-
lastic philosophy and theology, we notice an orien-
tation that is very much geared to the purpose and 
work of dogmatic (as distinct from systematic) the-
ology: indicating why given Church teachings are to 
be regarded as true and not false. In support of this 
purpose, very many arguments are lined up, and 
they are connected to different sources of one kind or 
another (scripture, tradition, reason) -- everything is 
used to show why a given teaching is true. In the old 
textbooks (such as Ludwig Ott’s on the fundamen-
tals of Catholic dogma), it is not to be denied that we 
can find many good things. However, as Aquinas 
noted, it is not wise to focus our attention exclu-
sively on trying to provide proofs for the teaching of 
the faith. One needs to go to deeper levels in terms 
of reasons, meaning, and intelligibility. Instead of an 
approach that is solely concerned with proof, argu-
ment, and certitude, something needs to be done 
in terms of understanding, of grasping what is the 
possible, richer meaning of our faith: how things 
hang together and how all these things relate us to 
our final end, union with God. It may well be that 
it is ultimately from understanding that we get our 
best experiences of certitude. I quote a favorite text 
from Aquinas where he speaks about these matters:

…every act should be performed in a way 
that is adapted to its end. Now an argumenta-
tion can be directed to either of two ends. One 
kind of argumentation is directed to removing 
doubts as to whether something is so. In such 
argumentation in theology, one relies especially 
on the authorities... But another kind of argu-
mentation is that of the teachers in the schools. 
It seeks not to remove doubts but to instruct 
the students so that they understand the truth 
that the teacher hopes to convey. In such cases 
it is necessary to base one’s arguments on rea-
sons that go to the root of the truth in question, 
that make hearers understand how what is said 
is true [quo modo sit verum]. Otherwise, if the 
teacher settles a question simply by an appeal 
to authorities alone, the students will have their 
certitude that the facts are indeed as stated, but 
they will acquire no knowledge or understand-
ing, and they will go empty away. (Quaestiones 
quodlibetales 4, q. 9, a. 3)
Accordingly, we must ask whether traditional 

scholastic theology was not deficient with respect to 
the tasks and the requirements of good systematic 
theology, in which we work with analogical acts of 
understanding. In recent centuries, what has been 
the quality of our analogical acts of understanding? 
What analogies are we using and how well do we 
understand them? How great is the extent and depth 
of our self-knowledge, our self-understanding? 

As a last point, I note that we live within our own 
context and so must ask about what we should do 
now. Some persons in the 1960s were saying we had 
inherited a mess. It seems to me that things are even 
messier now than they were then: we have far fewer 
centers of theological activity than in the mid-60s, 
fewer schools of theology, fewer students, fewer 
teachers, fewer books being published. I cannot rec-
ommend a mere return to scholastic philosophy and 
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theology as it had been taught in the early 1960s. 
However, I do recommend that we direct attention 
to the value of working with a metaphysics that is 
linked to an understanding of human cognition. 
A good metaphysics gives one a general structure 
for fitting things together, absorbing differing ele-
ments in a way that creates a kind of map or guide 
for us. However, metaphysics should not be taught 
in a manner that is divorced from the structure and 
order of human cognition. Aquinas speaks about 
an order of proportion, proportio, between the exis-
tence of cognitional elements and principles and the 
existence of metaphysical elements and principles; 
in different terms, Lonergan speaks of an isomor-
phic relation between the order of knowing and the 
order of being. In my own work, I find that if one is 

to give a fully adequate explanation about anything, 
then one must go back and forth between metaphys-
ics and cognition. Many Lonerganians simply want 
to transpose everything into cognitional terms and 
the relations which exist between cognitional ele-
ments, but I cannot see the sense of this approach. 
In Aquinas we have an understanding of human 
cognition that calls for ongoing interaction between 
acts of sense and acts of intellect. One cannot get 
along without the other, for each supposes the other. 
Following Aquinas’s lead, one is best positioned to 
enter into the riches of our Catholic philosophical 
and theological tradition, benefitting from it and 
adding to it, reaching out and making better eval-
uations about what we find strange and new in the 
development of our human culture.



Order Form for Book 

A Man Born Out of Due Time: 
New Perspectives on St Anselm 

of Canterbury
Published by Lantern Books, 2013 

(Table of Contents is on next page.)

Please send me _____________ copy/copies of this 
book. I enclose a check or money order for $24 for 
each copy. This sum includes the cost of shipping 
and handling.

______________________________________________
Name

______________________________________________
Street address

______________________________________________
Street address

______________________________________________
City

______________________________________________
State and zip code

Please mail this form to:

Gift Shop 
St Anselm’s Abbey 
4501 South Dakota Avenue, NE 
Washington, DC 20017

A Man Born Out of Due Time: 
New Perspectives on St Anselm 

of Canterbury
Published by Lantern Books, 2013 

(Table of Contents is on next page.)



Contents of A Man Born Out of Due Time
Introduction
Anselm Through the Eyes of Eadmer

Dom Simon McGurk of Belmont Abbey, 
Hereford, U.K.

The First Chaper of the Proslogion
Abbot Jean Charles Nault, Abbaye de Saint 
Wandrille, Normandy, France

St Anselm, Teacher and Model
Dr Michael Gorman, associate professor of 
philosophy at The Catholic University of 
America

Anselm, Richard Dawkins and the Ontological 
Argument

Dr Anne Inman, lecturer at Birkbeck College, 
University of London

A Homily on St Anselm
Dom Michael Hall of St Anselm’s Abbey

Anselm, the Monk-Archbishop
Abbot Aidan Bellenger of Downside Abbey, 
U.K.

Saint Anselm, The Need to Be Free
Dom Hugh Feiss of Ascension Priory, Jerome, 
Idaho

Necessity in St Anselm’s Notion of Method in 
Theology

Dom Dunstan Robidoux of St Anselm’s Abbey
Anselm of Canterbury and Meister Eckhart

Abbot James Wiseman of St Anselm’s Abbey
The Scope and Purpose of St Anselm’s “Two-Wills 
Doctrine”

Robert P. Kennedy, professor of religious studies 
at St Francis Xavier University, Antigonish, 
Nova Scotia

Anselm of Canterbury, His Life and Legacy, a review  
of a book by Sister Benedicta Ward, slg

Fr Patrick Madigan, sJ, Dean of Heythrop 
College, London



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



The Newsletter of St Anselm’s Abbey is distributed free of charge by 
St Anselm’s Abbey, 4501 South Dakota Avenue, NE, 

Washington, DC 20017-2795 (202-269-2300). 
Names may be added to the mailing list upon request.  

Editorial Board: Abbot James Wiseman, osb;  
Matthew Nylund, osb; Alessandra Styles.

ST ANSELM’S ABBEY
4501 South Dakota Avenue, NE 

Washington, DC 20017-2795

Nonprofit Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Washington, DC
Permit No. 8626


