
Advent 2019



Dear Friends of St. Anselm’s,
Despite all that any of us have learned over many years of schooling and work, at 

times when our situation had become very difficult it was often a single piece of advice, 
a single maxim, that made all the difference. A good example of this is evident in the 
remarkable turn-around made by the Washington Nationals baseball team this past 
season. In late May they had an abysmal record, and many were saying the manager, 
Davey Martinez, should be fired. Martinez himself came through those dark days by 
consistently believing in a maxim his mother had repeatedly told him as he was growing 
up: “Bumpy roads often lead to beautiful places.” Expecting that bumpy road to level 
out once several of his best players returned from injuries, Martinez did not panic, and 
his steady hand led the team to win the World Series.

While his mother’s maxim may be helpful to any of us, there is another teaching still 
more important, the core Christian teaching that even though the practice of discipleship 
is often difficult, at root it is nevertheless simple. Perhaps no one ever put it better than 
St Augustine when, after recounting what Jesus called the two great commandments 
of love of God and neighbor, he went on to say: “Whatever salutary idea anyone may 
conceive or formulate in words, whatever truth may be dug out from any page of the 
divine Scriptures, it tends toward one end only, and that is charity…. You need to look 
for nothing else in Scripture, and let no one lay upon you any other command.”

The coming feast of Christmas is a prime example of God’s great love for us, the 
eternal Word having taken human flesh to become our brother and savior. Even as we 
rejoice in this, may we let that same love mark the way we treat one another.

The Monks of St. Anselm’s Abbey
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The Chronicler’s Column
On the morning and early afternoon of June 3, 

just after the end of the spring semester, we held 
our sixth annual abbey symposium, this year’s 
topic being on ways to promote civil discourse in 
American society, which has been fraught with 
so much acrimony in recent years. About thirty 
persons attended the symposium, held in the mon-
astery’s calefactory. To introduce what turned out to 
be very lively discussion, we had invited two per-
sons to make brief introductory remarks. The first 
to speak was Cassandra Dahnke, co-founder of the 
Institute for Civility in Government, headquartered 
in Houston, and co-author of the book Reclaiming 
Civility in the Public Square: Ten Rules that Work. 
Cassandra has led legislative conferences here in 
Washington for about fifteen years and has devel-
oped excellent working relationships with members 
of Congress on both sides of the political aisle. Our 
second keynoter was John Richter, director of the 

Bipartisan Policy Center’s Congress Project.  John 
has more than twenty-three years of experience in 
Congress, ten of them as chief of staff for Senator 
Olympia Snowe of Maine until her departure from 
the Senate in 2013. Having been closely involved in 
every major policy debate for over two decades, he 
spoke of changes that will be necessary if Congress 
is once again to function effectively. In the ensuing 
dialogue, everyone present offered their own reflec-
tions on ways to promote civil discourse, not only 
in the political arena but also in education, religion, 
and the workplace. The conversation continued in a 
more informal way over a catered lunch generously 
provided by one of the attendees.

Near the end of the school’s summer vacation 
we monks had our annual retreat, led this year by 
Sr Mary Margaret Funk, osb, of Our Lady of Grace 
Monastery in Beech Grove, Indiana. Her books with 
such titles as Thoughts Matter, Tools Matter, and Lectio 
Matters have been widely read by persons wishing 
to learn more about the roots of monastic spiritual-
ity and its ongoing relevance for people today. One 
of her conferences also referred to her most recent 
book, Renouncing Violence: Practice from the Monastic 
Tradition, which she wrote as her way of responding 
to so many acts of violence in our country in recent 
years. Meg also met with a group of our oblates one 
afternoon, for they too wanted to have the opportu-
nity of meeting and conversing with this prominent 
Benedictine writer.

Turning to the activities of our own monks, Fr 
Philip Simo began serving as prior of the commu-
nity on the feast of the Transfiguration. Last year he 
initiated our intentional lay community for young 
men seeking to discern God’s will for their lives. To 
assist them in their search, Fr Philip meets regularly 

Cassandra Dahnke, John Richter, and two participants  
in the June 3 symposium



with each of the six who are currently in residence, 
two of them now with us for a second year. He also 
serves as chaplain for the Little Sisters of the Poor and 
the many elderly persons living at their Jeanne Jugan 
Residence, located just a short drive from the abbey.

Our most senior monk, Fr Joseph Jensen, observed 
the 65th anniversary of his priestly ordination on the 
feast of the Assumption. Now living in our seniors’ 
wing, he gives classes on various books of the Bible 
to some of our oblates on the second and fourth 
Sunday of each month and also continues working 
on a further revised edition of his widely used text-
book on the Old Testament, God’s Word to Israel.

Fr Michael Hall, who recently finished thirteen 
years serving as our prior, continues as school chap-
lain and as a member of the religion and social 
studies departments in the abbey school. On week-
ends he regularly offers mass at Nativity parish on 
Georgia Avenue and on October 7 celebrated the 
sixtieth anniversary of his profession. He was main 
celebrant at our conventual mass that day, and in 
the evening some of his friends were with us for a 
festive meal after Vespers.

As guestmaster, gardener, and all-around handy 
man, Fr Christopher Wyvill sees to it that guests 
are warmly welcomed and housed in our simply 
appointed guestrooms and that lettuce and other 
produce from the garden add a local touch to our 
meals during the summer. He had an opportunity 
to make a private retreat at St Martin’s Abbey in 
Olympia, Washington in September and afterwards 
visited a friend in that part of our country.

Also spending some time in the western part of the 
country was our school president, Fr Peter Weigand, 
who met with various alumni in California and other 
states beyond the Rockies during the summer, in ad-
dition to still other visits in the Midwest. Fr Peter is 
now teaching earth science to our seventh graders 
for the forty-eighth year and is intent on reaching 
the fiftieth, in addition to somewhat more recent 

courses that he has developed on Native American 
studies and physical anthropology.

Our one monk not in residence at the monastery 
is Fr Paul McKane, who retired last year after serv-
ing for some years as pastor of St Mark’s parish in 
Belt, Montana. After living for a while in retirement 
in Great Falls, Montana, he has recently moved to the 
southern part of that state and has taken up residence 
in the very small town of Sheridan, where his priestly 
ministry will consist of visiting persons in nursing 
homes and hospitals and leading an adult spiritual 
formation class. He also plans to do some writing 
and will be posting short teachings on his website.

Every year our Christmas card features an icon 
painted (or “written,” to use the traditional term) by 
Fr Boniface von Nell, who has become very adept at 
iconography under the tutelage of Philip Zimmerman, 
who gives Fr Boniface and our oblate Lorraine 
Ramsdell instruction for a week or more each sum-
mer at his studio in western Pennsylvania. Fr Boniface 
and Lorraine also work throughout the year catalogu-
ing new books for the monastic library and seeing that 
current periodicals get placed on the shelves.

Fr Gabriel Myers continues to marvel with 
gratitude over his fine business office colleagues, 
attentive homily listeners, and people who initiate 
serious conversation.  He was invited to give two 
recollection days at St Matthew's Cathedral, one for 
Lent, one to ministers of social justice.  In January he 
visited Our Lady of Dallas Cistercian Abbey, a vig-
orous, youthful community, and appreciated their 
fraternal life.  On this first visit to Texas, he heard a 
baroque concert, which was nearly as good as music 
heard in Washington.  Being a row-one enthusiast 
at every Washington Bach Consort performance, he 
could not admit that a concert elsewhere, however 
sublime, could be better!  Humming the Beatles' 
song, Fr Gabriel turned sixty-four in August.

Among the regular contributors to our newsletter 
is Br Dunstan Robidoux, who in this current issue 
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St Anselm’s community on the morning of June 15 
following the abbatial election

reflects on the challenges of lecturing in English to 
non-English speakers. He also organizes and leads 
various seminars in our Lonergan Institute and is in 
overall charge of the sacristy. 

Br Matthew Nylund, who reached the age of 
eighty in October, continues to teach Spanish to stu-
dents who entered the abbey school after the eighth 
grade. This past summer he had the great pleasure 
of once again visiting friends in northern Vermont 
and of spending time at the monastery of St-Benoît 
du Lac in Canada.

Ongoing studies of theology at the nearby 
Dominican House of Studies take up much of Br 
Ignacio González’s time, but he also serves as one 
of our organists at mass and vespers. He is pleased 
that one of his nieces is now studying at the nearby 
Catholic University of America, while he saw many 
other relatives during a visit to Texas this summer. 
That visit was followed by some time in Wyoming 
with a former member of our lay community whose 
uncle has a ranch in that state.

The most recent monastic addition to our school 
faculty is Fr Samuel Springuel, who has begun 
teaching robotics and A.P. computer science to fifth- 
and sixth-form students. Fr Samuel was ordained a 

priest by Bishop Michael Fisher in our abbey church 
on May 25, the feast of St Bede the Venerable. Fr 
Samuel has now joined the roster of those of us 
who regularly offer mass for the Daughters of 
Charity at their convent attached to Elizabeth Seton 
High School in Bladensburg, Maryland. An excel-
lent 12-minute video about “a day in his life” was 
made a few weeks before his ordination and can be 
viewed on the abbey website: www.stanselms.org

The author of this column, Abbot James Wiseman, 
also contributed a short piece about farming in this 
issue, the article being his city-slicker’s reflections 
on an aspect of American life that he and many oth-
ers often take for granted. On June 15 he was elected 
to a further eight-year term as abbot of the monastic 

Bishop Michael Fisher praying over  
the newly-ordained Fr Samuel

community. As a member of the abbot president’s 
council for the English Benedictine Congregation, 
he attends meetings of that group (or sometimes 
of all EBC abbots and abbesses) either by Skype or, 
when required, in person at one or another abbey 
in the UK. He also attends the annual workshops 
of North American Benedictine superiors and there 
presides at meetings of the board of directors of The 
American Benedictine Review. 

James Wiseman, osb



Friends, Fuss, Fellowship
Jesus had many admirers, hangers-on, opponents. 

He didn’t have many friends. This is only right. You 
may have 732 friends on Facebook, but who has 
more than two or three real friends in a lifetime? 
The wise man Sirach says, “A friend is sturdy shel-
ter. When you find a friend, you have a treasure.” 
Sometimes a friend lets you down and that is the 
end. Sometimes no friend appears. Keep looking. 
Someone may be right there but you can’t see it. I 
like to think real friendship lasts forever. Even geo-
graphically absent, even on the other side of Jordan, 
a true friend is always with you, maybe even taking 
you along—to Jordan and beyond.

immediately following (Luke 11: 1-13), the parable 
of the neighbor knocking at midnight, commending 
persistent prayer, uses the word “friend” four times. 
They are, perhaps, two thematically linked stories. 

In the home of friends at Bethany, Jesus could let 
his hair down, put up his feet, be himself, and relax. 
Was that because Martha, Mary, and Lazarus were 
an irregular family? The church honors the tradi-
tional family, so this unsettles us. In biblical times, 
marriage with children was a cultural norm, eco-
nomic necessity, and tribal obligation. Yet the special 
friends of Jesus were three unmarried adult sib-
lings, oddly cohabiting, and no little ones in sight. 
Perhaps in thinking about family, we should focus 
less on gender roles or social position, and more on 
who people are. People will surprise us. 

Martha’s sister, Mary, lived by her feelings. She 
was more heart than head. I identify with this 
weakness. When Lazarus dies, Mary is useless. 
Traumatized, she leaves the funeral hospitality to 
Martha. Earlier, when Jesus comes to dinner, all the 
cooking is left to Martha. Mary swoons at Jesus’ 
feet, oblivious. 

Lazarus is no better than Mary. He presumes on 
his cultural male privilege, and the sisters cater to 
him. Lazarus might be delicate or sickly; maybe he 
has special needs. This would explain the sudden 
death in his prime. Jesus reacts to this event with 
Mary’s intensity. Lazarus’s death is the only time 
Jesus gives way to extreme emotion, weeping for 
his friend (John 11: 35). He raises his friend from 
death, but it is doubtful if the family dynamic will 
ever change, even when the women’s brother re-
turns from the grave.

Martha must keep the ship afloat. She has a 
head on her shoulders, and feet on the ground. 

Stained glass depiction of Jesus with Martha, Mary,  
and Lazarus in St Botolph’s church in London

I am intrigued by the private life of Jesus which 
included friends. The story of Martha and Mary 
peeks into that world (Luke 10: 38-42). The passage 
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Her practical approach precludes whining: stoi-
cally, she gets on with the matter at hand. I salute 
her. But sometimes even a strong person feels over-
whelmed, stressed out, unappreciated. This is the 
context of Jesus “correcting” Martha for her fretful-
ness. We can picture Martha, identify with Martha: 
wiping sweat from her brow, one hand on hip, the 
other shaking a spoon fresh from the pot. Erupting 
like Vesuvius: “Lord, don’t you care? Tell my sister 
to come and help me.” It is a hard heart that would 
not care.

Jesus’ answer feels cold and cruel: “You are trou-
bled over many things. Only one thing is needful. 
Mary has chosen the better thing, and it will not be 
taken from her.” Something must be missing from 
the story as we have it. Surely, the manuscript has 
been torn off mid-page? As if Jesus, Luke’s com-
passionate Jesus, the one we know best, would say, 
“Bah! Forget dinner, Martha. Who needs it? We can 
live on conversation. We need no cooking tonight. 
Mary made the right choice. Be like her.” The bare 
words permit this interpretation. But we do need 
dinner. To be truly human and civilized, we need 
a nice dinner, with companionship. And Martha’s 
work will allow that beautiful moment to unfold.

At Jesus’ feet Mary learned the theory of prayer, 
while in the kitchen Martha lived prayer out. We 
must pray in the real world, not in a hermetically 
sealed studio. We practice praying at church, so that 
we can pray in life. Martha speaks from where she 
really is, from the inner self, the true I. She speaks 
(to her guest, who is God) with her apron on, with-
out the phony halo we sometimes wear to church. 
She speaks from the dust and sweat of daily life. 
Martha’s way is, possibly, how God wants us to 
speak to him, not in our ritualized formalities. If we 
speak thus, he may respond in similar manner: au-
thentically, in tones we can really hear. When our 
rough edges show, we think ourselves unlovable. 

But a true friend sees the diamond below the jagged, 
dusty surface. And God is the truest friend of all.

The friend at midnight in the parable could be a 
fictionalized version of the real-life Jesus. Creating 
this character, Jesus pokes fun at himself for turning 
up, unannounced, at midnight, the most inconve-
nient time. The default response of his no-nonsense 
friend Martha would be, “Go away. I will not an-
swer your knock. If you phone, I will not pick up. 
Don’t even try. I’m busy. I’m asleep. Go away. Make 
an appointment.” When the knock continues (like 
the knocking in Macbeth), when the phone keeps 
ringing, Martha must take a deep breath, count to 
three, clear the mind, and ask, “Do I really want the 
visitor to go away?”  

The real Martha, the real you, welcomes the 
friend whatever the hour of arrival. The real you 
finds the necessary energy to offer hospitality. The 
real you learns that others will come to the rescue, 
that you need not do it all yourself. It is possible to 
speak from the inner self, saying, “I need help.” 
This is genuine prayer.

We have considered the linked stories of Martha’s 
Frustration and A Guest at Midnight. Should not there 
be a third act? The conclusion might go like this. 
Though fiction, it feels right. Martha opens the door 
at midnight. She asks herself, “How will I feed these 
guests?” Perceiving her distress, Jesus takes charge. 
He says, “Lazarus, set the table. Be counter-cultural, 
and do some women’s work for a change. Mary, no 
time to chat. Dish out the stew and break the bread. 
Martha, you must sit at the head of the table. We will 
serve you for a change. I will light the candles. Supper 
is more than what we put in our mouths. Spiritual 
truth is more than head knowledge. Come, let us be 
in the moment together. Put other things aside. Let us 
enjoy the love that is here. Let us make sure that all 
of us, every last one, has a place at the table.”

Gabriel myers, osb



Medal of St Benedict. In 1741 Abbot Benno Loebel 
of Břevnon (Prague), submitted a petition to the 
Holy See for approval of the medal, which had al-
ready been in widespread use for hundreds of years 
on an unofficial basis. As part of this petition, Abbot 
Loebel composed the Rite of Blessing. This blessing 
was approved with only minor changes. Originally 
this blessing was reserved to Benedictine priests 
of Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia, but this reserva-
tion was gradually liberalized, first by extension to 
other Benedictine congregations, then to all other 
Orders in the “Benedictine” tradition (Camaldolese, 
Vallumbrosians, Cistercians, Silvestrines, Olivetans, 
Mechitarists, and Carthusians). Finally, as part of 
the post-Vatican II reforms, the reservation was 
lifted completely so that now all priests may bless 
the medal using the approved formulary (though 
the people coming to the abbey still clearly want a 
Benedictine to give the blessing).

If you examine the text of the blessing (which is 
given in the sidebar), the Rite of Blessing over the 
Medal-Cross picks up on the same themes which 
appear on the medal itself (and which I discussed 
in my last article for our newsletter). In the opening 
prayer, after the initial invocation of God as creator, 
the blessing starts with an exorcism over the med-
als, removing any taint of the devil over them and 
protecting them from such taint in the future. We 
then have the reciprocal action of calling down the 
blessings of God on those using the medal, and this 
is followed by a Trinitarian blessing to which is ap-
pended a final invocation of Christ as the Judge on 
the last day. This opening prayer then draws a line 
between creation (the beginning) and the last judge-
ment (the end) while asking God to protect and bless 
those in the middle (who are using the medal).

Blessing of the Benedictine Medal
One of the most common requests we get here at 

the abbey is for the blessing of various things: rosa-
ries, medals, icons, water, homes, and even people. 
All such blessings nurture people’s devotion and 
we are glad to provide them. By far the most com-
mon item for people to want blessed, however, is 
the Benedictine Medal. There is a certain affinity 
to having a Benedictine priest bless a Benedictine 
Medal, but it has been my observation that people 
are looking for a bit more than this simple affinity. 
What they are looking for is the blessing specifically 
for Benedictine Medals.

If you open the Book of Blessings, you’ll find quite 
a number of blessings sorted by category. One cat-
egory is “Blessings of Articles Meant to Foster 
the Devotion of the Christian People,” and it is 
the smallest category in the book, containing just 
three blessings: Order for the Blessing of Religious 
Articles, Order for the Blessing of Rosaries, and 
Order for the Blessing and Conferral of a Scapular. 
The first of these rites is the one which would be 
used to bless most medals (assuming the priest 
didn’t simply bless extemporaneously) and could 
even be used on a Benedictine Medal if desired. 
However, the Benedictine Medal has a blessing 
rite which cannot be found in the Book of Blessings. 
It is the only medal to have this distinction and it 
always surprises me how many people know this. 
Whenever people come to the abbey to ask for a 
Benedictine Medal to be blessed, they always want 
the special blessing. So far as I know, this blessing is 
not published in any official liturgical book, which 
leaves me baffled as to how such a variety of peo-
ple have heard about it, but it goes back a long way.

The original Rite of Blessing for the Medal of St 
Benedict goes back to the official approval of the 
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daily). Further, these verses and responses echo the 
themes of blessing and protection.

The themes of blessings and protection from the 
devil are repeated again in the third part of the 
blessing. In this case, however, the focus is far more 
on the behavior of the recipient. Instead of the more 
“supernatural” exorcism and blessing in the first 
prayer, this one asks specifically that the recipient 
of the medal grow in various virtues. While such 
virtues might have their source in divine grace, 
such a flowering cannot be accomplished without 

A priest in possession of his faculties, wearing a stole, with the benedic-
tine medal to be blessed before him, begins thusly.

� �V. Our help is in the name of the Lord.
�R. Who made heaven and earth.

In the name of God the Father � Almighty, who made heaven and earth,
the seas and all that is in them, I exorcise these medals against the power
and attacks of the Evil one. May all who use these medals devoutly
be blessed with health of soul and body. In the name of the Father �
Almighty, his Son � Jesus Christ our Lord, and of the Holy � Spirit the
Paraclete, and in the love of the same Lord Jesus Christ, who will come
on the last day to judge the living and the dead, and the world by fire.
�R. Amen.�

�V. Lord have mercy.
�R. Christ have mercy.
�V. Lord have mercy.
�V. Our Father… And lead us not into temptation.
�R. But deliver us from evil.

�V. Save your servants.
�R. My God, we trust in you.
�V. Be for us, O Lord, a tower of strength.
�R. Against our enemies
�V. God gives strength to his people.
�R. The Lord blesses his people in peace.
�V. Grant them, O Lord, the help of your spirit.
�R. And protect them from Zion
�V. Lord, hear my prayer.
�R. And my praise will come to you.

�V. The Lord be with you.
�R. And with your Spirit.

The second part of the blessing, which we might 
call the dialogue portion because of its back and 
forth style, starts with the Kyrie and the Our Father. 
These standard prayers of the Church serve to re-
mind the recipient of the medal (who, presumably, 
is the one providing the indicated responses) that 
this devotion is part of the Church, not separate 
from it. The verses and responses which follow, 
taken largely from the Psalms, further reinforce that 
by calling on scripture (and using the Psalms would 
be especially meaningful to a monk who prays them 

�Let us pray.
Almighty God, the boundless source of all good things, we humbly ask
that, through the intercession of St Benedict, you pour out your blessing
� upon these medals. May those who use them devoutly and earnestly
strive to perform good works, be blessed by you with health of soul and
body, the grace of a holy life, and the remission of the temporal pun-
ishment due to sin. May they also, with the help of your merciful love,
resist the temptations of the evil one and strive to exercise true charity
and justice toward all, so that one day they may appear sinless and holy
in your sight. This we ask though Christ our Lord.
�R. Amen. �

Let us pray.
Lord Jesus, who, desiring to save thewholeworld, was born of the Virgin,
was circumcised, rejected by the Jews, betrayed by Judas’ kiss, bound in
chains, beatenwith rods, crownedwith thorns, pierced by nails, crucified
between the thieves, wounded by the lance, and finally died on the cross:
through this your most holy Passion I humbly pray that you drive all
snares and deceits of the devil away from those who will devoutly call
on your holy Name by means of these letters and characters designated
by you, and may you deign to lead them to a safe port, who lives and
reins forever and ever.
�R. Amen.

May the blessing of God the Father � almighty, and the Son � and the
Holy � Sprit descend over this medal, and those carrying it, and remain
always: in the name of the Father � and of the Son � and of the Holy �
Spirit.
�R. Amen.

Then the priest sprinkles the medal with holy water.



the cooperation of the subject. As a result, this por-
tion of the blessing serves to remind the recipient 
that this is not simply some superstitious protec-
tion against evil or guarantee of well-being, but 
rather something in which they will be expected 
to participate.

The final prayer of the blessing starts with a rather 
concise summary of Jesus’ Incarnation and Passion. 
In this way it calls to mind the grounds upon which 
our faith and hope in the blessings and protections 
which are being placed upon the medal are based. 
It also refers explicitly back to the inscription on the 
Cross of St Benedict, highlighting how the prayer 
those characters represent is meant to be used, not 
simply carried around. The result is a potent re-
minder that it is only by the saving act of Christ, a 
free gift of his to us, that we can be saved, but even 
though freely given, this is a gift with which we are 
still expected to cooperate.

In addition to the original blessing given in the 
sidebar, a shorter form of the blessing also exists. 
Approved in 1922, this shorter form retains only 
those portions of the blessing between the triangles. 
Of course, the original form of the blessing takes 
less than five minutes to do, so I suspect that the 
short form wasn’t primarily conceived of as a time 
saver (though it can be done in just over a minute). 
Instead, I suspect that the motivation for the shorter 
form has more to do with language.

The blessing, as originally written in 1741 was, 
of course, written in Latin. So too was the shorter 
blessing from 1922. However, while the original 
blessing called for fairly extensive participation 

from the recipient of the medal, with Latin re-
sponses which would have been unfamiliar, the 
1922 version eliminated all that. The recipients need 
only say “Amen” at the proper times, eliminating 
the need for them to know (let alone understand) 
the appropriate Latin responses. Furthermore, the 
shorter blessing is far more convenient for a priest 
to use on his own when blessing several medals at 
once without the recipient present. Of course, this 
is all just speculation on my part, as I’ve never seen 
the petition which was submitted to the Holy See 
requesting the shorter blessing.

The shorter blessing simplifies things down to 
the bare essentials: the medals are exorcised and 
then blessed. But while these essentials may be pre-
served, what is removed has a significant beauty 
of its own. Once translated into the vernacular, 
the dialogue portion of the blessing and the final 
recounting of salvation history serve as potent re-
minders to the recipient of how the medal-cross 
ought to fit into their wider faith life and the life of 
the Church. The medal-cross does not stand on its 
own, as some sort of superstitious talisman to pro-
tect us from evil. Rather, it is a physical reminder 
that Jesus Christ, through his Passion, has won sal-
vation for us and the devil has only the power over 
us which we give to him. The full form of the bless-
ing makes this explicit, while the short form relies 
more on our ability to infer that message. It is, there-
fore, my hope that the original form of the blessing 
(suitably translated) will become more commonly 
used as time goes forward.

samuel sprinGuel, osb
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a living. Often enough, when a hermitage was not 
actually in use, the owner of the estate could re-
tire to it every now and again to be alone with his 
thoughts. I understand that the garden gnome is the 
ornamental hermit’s direct descendant.1

The dictionary tells us that a hermit retires from 
society and lives in solitude, usually for religious 
reasons. We find hermits not only among Christians 
but also among Buddhists, Hindus and Sufis. 
Among Christians it denotes someone who seeks 
solitude in order to engage his whole being in his 
relationship with God. It includes a life totally im-
mersed in prayer and in some form of asceticism 
like fasting. Work is also part of the hermit’s life, for 
the hermit must be self-sustaining. Even though the 
hermit withdraws from society and seeks solitude, 
his life must also be one of charity. He or she does 
not leave the world behind. First and foremost, the 
hermit embraces the whole world in a life of prayer 
for the world. His or her work may in some form 
show a dimension of that love for others taught us 
by Christ, and even in those rarer cases where the 
hermit withdraws into complete solitude, he brings 
the world to God.

The life of a hermit is structured freely but in such 
a way that all leads to God. The hermit first of all 
has a spiritual director and/or a superior (if mem-
ber of a religious order) to whom he is responsible. 
Together with the director, he makes up a schedule 
which includes times of prayer, work and spiritual 
reading as well as forms of ascetic practices such as 
fasting and hours for sleep.

Hermits and the Eremitical Life
(a conference given to our oblates on May 5, 2019)

Today we witnessed Regina Kreger taking her 
first vows as a hermit. Most of us have been pres-
ent when a member of a religious order has taken 
his or her vows, but I daresay that few of us have 
witnessed a hermit taking vows. For many of us, a 
religious hermit is something we associate with the 
distant past, and yet we now find it alive and well in 
our contemporary world.

Let’s begin by looking at a dictionary definition. 
Merriam-Webster defines a hermit as “one that re-
tires from society and lives in solitude especially for 
religious reasons.” The etymology of the term traces 
it back to a Greek word meaning one who lives in 
a desert. In secular terminology the word “hermit” 
is often used to refer to someone who lives alone, 
whether in a house, an apartment or in the woods 
and who actively dislikes and so avoids the com-
pany of others. The reason for such withdrawal 
from society is not religious but psychological. 

While doing a little research for this conference I 
came across a most unlikely type of hermit. This is 
the so called “ornamental” or “garden” hermit, re-
ferring to so-called hermits who were paid to live 
in the artificial ruins and grottoes that dotted the 
gardens of the English aristocracy in the 18th cen-
tury. An “ornamental” hermit was usually hired 
from among the farm workers for a period of three 
years. He was provided with food and drink, was 
not to speak to the servants, dressed in costumes 
and was expected to look melancholy. At that time, 
melancholy was all the rage, and this hermit would 
often be found sitting at a table on which lay a skull. 
Whatever you say, I guess it was one way of making 

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/.Garden_hermit



The monastic life began with the desert hermits 
of the fourth century. Not satisfied with what was 
happening to Christian observances of the time, 
these individuals, both men and women, went into 
the Egyptian desert to live as hermits. Their life was 
most austere, their practices of asceticism being 
very extreme in some cases. Some ate but bread and 
vegetables only once a day or in some cases every 
two or three days, drank water sparingly, and gave 
themselves over to prayer throughout the day. Their 
ascetic practices were not the most important part 
of their lives, however. Purity of heart and their re-
lationship with God was the center of their lives. 
Their ascetic practices were only meant to subdue 
the domination of their desires and to order them in 
the ways of God.

Foremost among these was St Antony the Great, 
who entered the desert at an early age and lived 
to be over a hundred. For twenty of those years he 
lived in complete solitude enclosed in an abandoned 
Roman fort. He drew a large number of disciples 
around him, each living in his own hermitage and 
sometimes meeting together on Saturday evenings 
to recite psalms until the dawn of Sunday morning.

The desert fathers and mothers played an im-
portant role in those early days of Christian history. 
When not living in complete solitude, the hermits 
would at times receive other Christians, whom they 
encouraged to live according to the gospel way. On 
the whole they tried to discourage visitors, but they 
were sought out for religious instruction, counsel-
ing and spiritual direction. Some were known as 
wonder-workers and had the gift of reading hearts. 
The reading of Scripture was extremely import-
ant to them and they memorized large parts of the 
Bible. St Jerome and John Cassian are well-known 
figures from this period.

The call to be a hermit persisted throughout the 
decline of the West and the turmoil of the barbar-
ian invasions. Our holy father St Benedict began 

his religious life as a hermit and might have lived 
and died as one had he not attracted such a follow-
ing. At Subiaco we can still see the cave in which 
he lived. He always had a high regard for the life of 
a hermit. In Chapter 1 of his Rule, he says, “[They 
have] passed beyond the first fervor of monastic 
life. Thanks to the guidance of many, they are now 
trained to fight against the devil. They have built 
up their strength and go from the battle line in the 
ranks of their brothers to the single combat of the 
desert” (RB 1:2-5).

The Middle Ages that followed saw many hermits 
of different types. Among others, there appeared the 
anchorite, who lived in a walled-up enclosure often 
attached to a church. The anchorite’s cell was so built 
that one wall faced onto the sanctuary so that the 
anchorite could attend mass, receive communion 
and attend liturgical functions through a window 
that opened onto the sanctuary. The anchorhold 
(as the living quarters of an anchorite/anchoress 
is called) also had a small window through which 
he or she received meals and a window opening to 
a public area. Here people would come to receive 
counsel and spiritual direction, thereby leading the 
anchorhold to become an important component of 
the spiritual life of the area. Some anchoresses had 
a servant who attended to their needs. The famed 
Julian of Norwich, who died in 1416, was such an 
anchoress. She is the author of the spiritual classic 
Showings, an account of her mystical experience. 
I remember Julian especially for those consoling 
words, “All shall be well, and all manner of thing 
shall be well.” Among other well-known medieval 
hermits we find Richard Rolle, a thirteenth-century 
English writer, and Nicholas of Flue, a fifteenth-cen-
tury Swiss hermit. Indeed, it was common to find 
hermits throughout Europe at that time. 

The Middle Ages also saw the rise of various er-
emitical orders such as the Carthusians, founded 
by St Bruno in 1084, and the Camaldolese, founded 
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by St Romuald in 1012. These two eremitical orders 
have come down to us to this day. Their members 
sought to live like those first hermits of the Egyptian 
desert. A Carthusian lives in a little house with its 
garden arranged around the cloister of the monas-
tery, while a Camaldolese monk lives in a separate 
hermitage independent of the other hermitages. 
In our own country there is a charterhouse (as 
Carthusian monasteries are called) in Vermont and 
two Camaldolese monasteries, one in Ohio and the 
other in Big Sur, California.

After the 18th century, the eremitical life in the 
West went into a decline, but it has always remained 
a feature of the Eastern church, both Orthodox and 
Catholic. Mount Athos in Greece is known not only 
for its ancient monasteries but also for its many her-
mitages. St Paisios, an Orthodox saint who died 
in 1994 and who was known as a wonder-worker, 
lived as a hermit for many years. St Sharbel (1828-
1898) was a Maronite monk and hermit in Lebanon. 
Fr Dario Escobar, a contemporary originally from 
Colombia, is also a Maronite who lives in the 
mountains of Lebanon and follows in St Sharbel’s 
footsteps. Leading an intense life of prayer, he none-
theless receives visitors. His daily schedule includes 
fourteen hours of prayer, three hours of work, two 
hours of study and five hours of sleep.2

In more recent years, the calling to be a her-
mit has become more common in the West. Some 
Benedictine abbeys have a member of their com-
munity living as a hermit on their grounds. Other 
orders, like the Franciscans and Carmelites, also 
have hermits as members of their community. We 
are all familiar with Thomas Merton and his her-
mitage at Gethsemani, and most of us have heard 
of Charles de Foucauld (1858-1916). Sister Wendy 

Becket, famous for her talks about art on televi-
sion, lived as a hermit during the final years of her 
life, and several years ago we had a Canadian her-
mit live with us for a while. I believe he was taking 
courses at Catholic University, and every once in a 
while I still get a call from him. On YouTube I once 
watched an interview with an English hermit who 
lives in Florence, Italy. She takes care of the English 
cemetery there and has a ministry to the local gyp-
sies as well. During the Christmas vacation in 2000 
I made a retreat with the Hermits of Bethlehem, a 
diocesan order in northern New Jersey. I was im-
pressed by the signs saying “No computers or 
phones allowed.” Each hermit there lives in a her-
mitage in the woods with a central building where 
they have a chapel and a common area. Each hermit 
has the Blessed Sacrament in his or her hermitage.

Although the first Christian hermits lived in the 
Egyptian desert. the desert is more than a geo-
graphic location. It is a vast empty space where we 
meet God and struggle with our inner and outer de-
mons. It was in the desert that the Israelites were 
fashioned into the people of God. It is a place of 
vast solitude and limited resources. One must learn 
how to live in the desert and open oneself totally 
to the workings of God. Even though the desert 
remains the great symbol of the solitary life, the des-
ert is, above all, a place of the heart in which one is 
stripped of all that is not God and so becomes filled 
with God’s presence.

The hermit is a witness to all of us. We may be 
caught up in the hurly-burly of the world, a world 
riddled with noise and dedicated to material values. 
The hermit points us to the desert that in some way 
must be in the heart of every Christian, for it is there 
that we live in the deepest sense of our being and 
meet and are led by God. 

boniface von nell, osb
2 https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/destinations/

asia/lebanon/qadisha-valley-mountain-hermit-dario-
escobar/



Farming
Although my father was raised on a farm in 

Hardin County, Kentucky, he moved to Louisville as 
a young man and raised his family there, so I myself 
have lived only in cities, something that is proba-
bly true of most readers of our newsletter. For all 
the conveniences that urban life offers, it can also 
keep us from being aware of the absolutely indis-
pensable place of agriculture in human life. Indeed, 
historians and anthropologists regularly point out 
that the invention of agriculture about ten thousand 
years ago was a turning point in human history, 
making possible the rise of civilization. As people 
began to tend their fields while living in permanent 
homes and villages instead of moving about in the 
manner of their hunter-gatherer ancestors, they had 
more time to devise ways of organizing their societ-
ies, to develop a variety of tools, and to enlarge their 
knowledge by studying their surroundings.

This past summer I had the welcome opportunity 
to spend about a week in a farming area of southern 
Minnesota as I visited some cousins whom I had not 
seen for several years. Their home is on a dirt road, 
with no neighboring house in sight. Instead, I awoke 
each morning to see the sun rising over a lush corn 
field, which will probably be planted in soybeans 
next year so as to restore nitrogen and other nutri-
ents to the soil. Walking a quarter mile to the south 
would bring me to a large pasture full of cattle. For 
lunch one day a cousin and I drove a short distance 
to a small café in the tiny town of Hope, where the 
only other diners were eight farmers who, I was told, 
gather there around noon each working day to dis-
cuss all sorts of matters relating to their work. Across 
the road was a large area of grain elevators, from 
which trucks and railroad cars were being loaded 
with various grains produced in the nearby fields.

Even though all of this was interesting in itself, it 
also made me more aware than ever of the truly cru-
cial dependence that all of us have on the produce of 
our farms. It is so easy to enter a supermarket and 
pick up cans of this and boxes of that without even 
thinking of where these foods came from in the first 
place and without being grateful for the farmers 
who produced them.

There is a definite religious aspect to this as well. 
During my visit, forebears of the farmers whom I 
saw in that café had built a beautiful church nearby, 
using stones they had gathered from the very fields 
they cultivated, and many of their descendants at-
tend mass with their families in that church every 
Sunday, while others go to a Lutheran church not 
far away. My young cousin Tyler, who was already 
driving a tractor when he was thirteen years old and 
who regularly does farm work each summer, has just 
begun studying at a community college in nearby 
Mankato in order to earn an associate’s degree in 
agribusiness. His keen awareness of the spiritual as-
pect of his chosen life’s work was evident in the way 
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he addressed the congregation at his Confirmation 
ceremony a few years ago. He began with a verse 
from one of the many psalms that refer to God’s care 
for the produce of the fields and went on to relate 
this to his own calling. I will conclude this short ar-
ticle by quoting what he said on that occasion:

Good evening. I am Tyler Schmidt. The “life 
verse” I have chosen is Psalm 104, verse 14: “He 
makes grass grow for the cattle and plants for 

people to cultivate, bringing forth food from the 
earth.” I chose this verse because of my interest 
in agriculture. The verse describes what God has 
created for us and the importance of agriculture 
in everyone’s life—most importantly, my own 
life. The verse represents my future goals, and I 
feel God has given me the gift to respect the land 
and to continue to use our land as God intended. 
I am excited to see where God leads me within 
the field of agriculture. Thank you.

James Wiseman, osb

Making Oneself Understood by Non-English 
Speakers, with Special Reference to the Pedagogy 
of Phyllis Wallbank

Some of you may recall 
that five years ago I pub-
lished in our newsletter an 
article titled “Working with 
Phyllis Wallbank,” in which 
I discussed some of the 
major events in the life of 
this woman who was a close 
friend of Maria Montessori 
and who in 1948 founded 
the first all-age Montessori 
School in Great Britain. I 
have met Mrs Wallbank a 
number of times in recent 

decades, and it was because of my knowledge of 
her life and work that I have been invited to give 
some lectures on the following topic: How does 
religion and healing relate to Phyllis Wallbank’s 
Montessorian understanding of education?  

Speaking on that topic would have its own chal-
lenges even if my lectures were to be given before an 
American or British audience, but a further compli-
cation is that my hearers will be Koreans at Sogang 
University in Seoul, the invitation to speak having 
come from my long-time friend and Sogang pro-
fessor Dr Chae Young Kim. In this present article, I 
wish to reflect on the particular challenges faced by 
anyone speaking to persons whose native language 

The gatehouse in 
London, from which 

the Gatehouse School, 
the original Montessori 

school, was named



is different from one’s own.
First, as we travel to another part of the world 

and use our own language in trying to communi-
cate our ideas and beliefs, we may at times feel a 
sense of guilt and shame. We will not even be try-
ing to speak in the other’s language despite being 
repeatedly invited to come and give talks in English 
to non-English speakers. In this situation, we will 
be honorably received guests even though we might 
fear that we could be practicing a form of cultural 
imperialism. We necessarily expect the other per-
sons, our hearers, to do all the work and to defer 
to what we are saying and the way in which we are 
saying it. The stranger another culture seems to us, 
the more we might be tempted to think that it is we 
who really know the truth of things. 

Secondly, out of consideration for our non-En-
glish-speaking audience, we will realize that we 
need to change the way in which we are speaking. 
Somewhat painfully, I have noticed in attending 
previous conferences in Korea that speakers from 
English-speaking countries would often speak 
English in the same way as if they were back home 
speaking to their own students. I often sensed no 
change in terms of tone, voice, speed, or choice of 
words. Unfortunately, as I have been told, the Korean 
listeners, despite their attentiveness, will not be un-
derstanding very much or as much as they would 
like, even though, for reasons of courtesy and po-
liteness, they will refrain from saying this to us, the 
lecturers. Only later, from friends like Dr Kim, do 
we learn how poorly our words were understood.

This calls to mind experiences that I had years ago 
when I was studying philosophy at the University of 
Louvain in Belgium. I was then living at a Flemish 
residence, the Holy Spirit College, with many 
Flemish students and a few foreigners like myself. 
While living in Belgium, I never learned to speak 
any Flemish, mainly because I was not really forced 

to do so—my university courses were all in English, 
as were our textbooks. While living with the 
Flemish students, I found that I could always speak 
in English although, in order to be understood and 
out of courtesy, I soon learned to use simple, short 
sentences, to speak plainly and slowly, and to avoid 
subordinate clauses, slang, and abstruse metaphors. 
I used carefully worded, formal English phrases: 
subject, verb, accusative and would say the same 
thing using different words at different times. I was 
well aware that it was somewhat rude not to speak 
the other persons’ language in their native country, 
but at least I tried to compensate by being very clear 
in English, enunciating clearly, making sure I did 
not blur sounds. In time, I found that this worked 
well and that incomprehension occurred rarely. In 
my previous visits to give lectures in Korea, I have 
followed the same procedure and found that it 
worked well enough. An attempt to use good, sim-
ple English lessens the degree of one’s rudeness and 
arrogance. By speaking in a simple, unadorned way, 
one can see the light in the faces of one’s listeners 
and experience a certain kind of joy in this.

A third difficulty refers to the subject itself. In the 
case now before me, I have to consider how to speak 
about the way in which there is actually a kind of 
healing in the pedagogy of Phyllis Wallbank and 
how this is connected with and even inspired by 
her religious beliefs. After all, her beliefs are those 
of Catholic Christianity, which may sound rather 
foreign to listeners brought up in Korean society 
with its strong tradition of Confucian and Buddhist 
thought. In some way, one must speak about the re-
ligious component of her pedagogy (one has to be 
truthful about it) but in a way distinct from any kind 
of evangelization or apologetic. In other words, one 
must indicate how, in the practice of a particular 
religion or of religion in general, there can occur 
a kind of healing that is endemic to the reality of 
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religion and, in this particular case, can be exem-
plified only if we look at the religious faith of Mrs 
Wallbank and how it was communicated through 
her Montessorian form of pedagogy. If presented 
well, this could help non-Christians understand 
how their own religious orientation and commit-
ment is a source of meaning for them as they think 
about the topic of human education and how the dy-
namics of human learning can best be encouraged.

In conclusion, if connections are to be shown 
between the questions of religion, healing, and 
education in both a very general way and as this re-
lates to the educational work of Phyllis Wallbank, 
perhaps the best starting point is attending to the 
way she understood human beings as learning and 
asking questions. Another way of putting this is to 
show how she understood that there is, in every sin-
gle person, a vector of self-transcendence, a kind of 
curiosity that takes us out of ourselves. However, 
this self-transcendence comes out in differing ways 
as we go from person to person (it can even be in-
hibited or handicapped in the life of some persons), 
and it assumes a different form or manner as we 
pass through the different stages of life from infancy 
into adulthood. With regard to the education of chil-
dren in particular, this would require attending to 
the way Phyllis Wallbank, in her papers, lectures, 
and pedagogical practice, emphasized the need to 
recognize the differing stages of human sensitivity 
that appear already at various stages of childhood 
and how these stages need to be distinguished from 
each other if, at each stage, appropriate stimuli and 
images are to be provided in ways that can elicit the 
curiosity of a young person. This involves trying to 
turn a child’s consciousness toward things that tran-
scend the child’s being and sense of self. The kind 
of being that we have points to the kind of know-
ing and learning that we have, and in turn the kind 

of knowing and learning that we have points to the 
kind of being that we have. One leads to the other. 
The kind of religion that we have in turn points to 
how we might better understand the nature of our 
human condition and how properly to respond to 
all the variables in our human history.

Beyond these general considerations, if we relate 
to the brokenness or the fallenness of our human 
condition, then we find two points of contact from 
the being and consolations of religion. Belief in the 
being of transcendent things gives us endurance 
and patience, for from faith in things that are above, 
a certain kind of steadfastness becomes ours. A hope 
exists that never dies. One is not inclined to give up. 
Secondly, and at a higher level, if we are turned to-
ward the being of transcendent things and if we 
have this kind of faith, we can become more char-
itable and forgiving in the way we relate to other 
persons. We are more inclined to look for what is 
good in others and in what they do; we can reach out 
to others in ways that can turn their hearts toward 
the good that exists in themselves and in others. The 
forgiveness and forbearance that we extend to oth-
ers encourages others to forgive and to forbear with 
us and to regard the world as a larger, more won-
derful thing. In words that have come from Phyllis 
Wallbank: we best live if we try not to focus on rea-
soning with others (trying to persuade them to do 
this or that) but, instead, just try to be kind and char-
itable. To cooperate in this way with transcendent 
sources of meaning can make us sources of mean-
ing, so that a kind of good can begin to radiate out 
from ourselves. This is one of the most important 
lessons we can draw from the life and work of Mrs 
Wallbank, and it should be able to be made under-
standable even for persons whose native language 
is very different from our own.

Dunstan robiDoux, osb



“Thy Kingdom Come”: What Does It Mean?
Every day when we pray the Our Father, we say 

“Thy kingdom come,” but do we really understand 
what it means? What we are asking for? The phrase 
“kingdom come” alone can mean “the end” (some-
times with overtones of destruction). If you were to 
google that phrase, most links that come up (once 
you get past the video game by that name) would 
point to the next world (afterlife or death); for ex-
ample, a bad guy might threaten to “blow you all to 
kingdom come.” But such uses do not correspond to 
the biblical meaning.

The phrase “kingdom of God”1 occurs approx-
imately sixty-seven times in the synoptic gospels 
(mostly in reports that Jesus has come to proclaim it) 
and in his parables. How can we know what Jesus 
meant by the term? Jesus never defined it, but he 
did leave us a number of “the kingdom is like” par-
ables that approximate the subject so as to help our 
understanding. There are parables that depict it as 
of great worth;2 these tell us that we must be willing 
to surrender all else to possess it. Different classes of 
parables can be distinguished. Some are called para-
bles of growth, though these may represent different 
kinds of growth. For example, there is the parable 
of the sower, which appears in all three synoptics 
and is accompanied by a complete elucidation of 

the meaning of the parable in each case.3 Except for 
“the word of the kingdom” (Matthew 13:19), the 
term “kingdom” does not appear in any of these, 
but surely the “seed” that is sown is the good news 
of the kingdom, which is received and bears fruit 
in accordance with the dispositions of the hearts 
that receive it. We suspect that the kinds of soil say 
something of the dispositions of those who enter. 
Unexplained are the different amounts of abun-
dance (some produce a hundredfold, some sixty, 
some thirty). 

Another parable of growth is that of the mustard 
seed (Matt 13:31-32). A mustard seed may not be “the 
smallest of all the seeds,” but it does grow into a siz-
able plant. That parable tells us that the kingdom 
may seem to have a small beginning but that it grows 
to huge proportions. The reference to the “birds of 
the air” is usually taken to refer to those who enter or 
join, especially the Gentiles.

Another parable (Mark 4:26-29) speaks of the seed 
which, once sown, grows on its own, day and night, 
which suggests some unseen power within the seed 
itself, independent of human activity, up to the point 
of the harvest. The harvest in the parables of growth 
indicates final judgment and therefore eschatology, 
as do a number of other parables. The dragnet (Matt 
13:47-50) suggests that the members of the kingdom 
may be of all kinds at present, but there will be an 
end, followed by judgment. 

Almost all New Testament references to the king-
dom of God are in the synoptics, but the two references 
in John’s gospel are extremely important, occurring in 
the passage where Jesus tells Nicodemus that no one 
can enter the kingdom of God “without being born 
from above” [or “again”] (3:3), immediately specified 

1 This includes the 29 occurrences of “kingdom of heaven” 
in Matthew’s gospel, where it stands as a euphemism 
for “kingdom of God.”  By late OT times not only had 
the tetragrammaton (YHWH) become too sacred to be 
pronounced in common parlance, but so too had the word 
“God,” so circumlocutions were often substituted, such as 
“the name” (ha-Shem).  One of these circumlocutions was 
“heaven,” so “kingdom of heaven” is identical in meaning 
with “kingdom of God.”

2 The treasure hidden in a field and the pearl of great price 
(Matt 13:44-46). 3 Matt 13:3-9,18-23; Mark 4:3-9,14-20; Luke 8:5-8,11-15.
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as “without being born of water and the Spirit” (3:5). 
Whatever this was supposed to mean to Nicodemus, 
to the Christian it meant that baptism was the means 
for entering the kingdom.

The “Our Father” is found (in variant forms) only 
in Matthew and Luke, but John has a close parallel 
to the petition “hallowed be thy name”: when Jesus, 
recognizing his hour has come, confesses, “I am trou-
bled. Yet what should I say? ‘Father, save me from 
this hour?’ But it was for this purpose that I came 
to this hour. ‘Father, glorify your name’” (12:27-28).

Few matters of import in the New Testament are 
not found first in the Old Testament, from which 
much can be learned. This is particularly true of the 
kingdom of God. Israel did not become a monarchy 
until the days of Samuel, Saul, and David, around 
the 11th and 10th centuries. However, Israel thought 
of Yahweh as king long before that. The Ark of the 
Covenant dates to the time of the desert, and with 
it the designation that God is “enthroned upon the 
cherubim,” clearly a royal designation. In fact, the 
claim “the Lord is king” is sounded repeatedly:

Let the heavens be glad and the earth rejoice; 
let them say among the nations: The LORD is 
king. (1 Chronicles 16:31) 
The LORD is king forever;  
the nations have vanished from God’s land. 
(Psalm 10:16) 
The LORD is king, robed with majesty;  
the LORD is robed, girded with might.  
The world will surely stand in place,  
never to be moved. (Psalm 93:1) 
Say among the nations: The LORD is king. 
The world will surely stand fast, never to  
be moved.  
God rules the peoples with fairness.  
(Psalm 96:10) 
The LORD is king; let the earth rejoice;  
let the many islands be glad. (Psalm 97:1)  

The LORD is king, the peoples tremble;  
God is enthroned on the cherubim, the earth 
quakes. (Psalm 99:1)

These lines depict a universalism which suggests 
that this kingship is worldwide. Notice especially 
the lines “God rules the peoples with fairness” (Ps 
96); “let the earth rejoice; let the many islands be 
glad” (Ps 97); “let them say among the nations, the 
LORD is king” (1 Chron 16); and “the world will 
surely stand in place” (Ps 93). 

Those who are willing to speak of “salvation his-
tory” or Heilsgeschichte (which can be defined as “the 
personal activity of God within human history in 
order to effect his eternal saving intentions”) might 
wish to have it begin with the call of Abraham or 
even with the Fall. I myself think it should begin 
with the “big bang.” If it is God’s plan, it would be 
difficult to exclude any part of world history—it 
must include human evolution to the point of the 
emergence of different groups interacting with each 
other, conflicting and cooperating with each other, 
and developing cultures with sophisticated reli-
gious ideas: an omnipotent deity, sin, virtue.

Much can be known about the nature of this king-
dom from the nature of this God and his treatment of 
his people—loving, generous, and just; and from the 
way he demands that his people treat one another—
being considerate and kind to the underprivileged, 
such as the needy, widows, orphans, and aliens.

Since we are speaking of a kingdom, it is also a 
matter of dealing with other nations. Many mighty 
kingdoms rose and fell in that world context—
Akkadian, Assyrian, Babylonian, Egyptian, some of 
them tyrannical, some enlightened. The best way to 
evaluate this is to look to what the Israelites consid-
ered the ideal as seen by their prophets. Around the 
time Assyria was gobbling up smaller nations and 
enslaving their populations, the prophet Isaiah pre-
sented this ideal of Yahweh’s place among the nations:



In days to come, 
The mountain of the LORD’S house  
shall be established as the highest mountain 
and raised above the hills. 
All nations shall stream toward it;  
many peoples shall come and say: 
“Come, let us go up to the LORD’S mountain, 
to the house of the God of Jacob, 
That he may instruct us in his ways,  
and we may walk in his paths.” 
For from Zion shall go forth instruction,  
and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 
He shall judge between the nations,  
and set terms for many peoples. 
They shall beat their swords into plowshares 
and their spears into pruning hooks; 
One nation shall not raise the sword against 
another,  
nor shall they train for war again. (Isaiah 2:24) 

Here it is not a question of ruling by power but of 
accepting wise governance as a means of maintain-
ing unity.

Another prophet, much later than Isaiah, though 
his words are preserved in Isaiah’s book, had a dif-
ferent way of suggesting unity under God. This 
prophet proclaimed: 

On that day there shall be a highway from 
Egypt to Assyria; the Assyrians shall enter 
Egypt, and the Egyptians enter Assyria, and 
Egypt shall worship with Assyria. 
On that day Israel shall be a third party with 
Egypt and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of 
the earth, when the LORD of hosts gives this 
blessing: “Blessed be my people Egypt, and the 
work of my hands Assyria, and my heritage 
Israel.” (Isaiah 19:23-24)    

Here, enmity has disappeared; there is but one 
people, made up of three parts.

All of this could be said to refer to the Kingdom of 
God of the OT, and this develops into the kingdom 
of God of the NT—there being only one God and 
one kingdom, the difference being the advent and 
accomplishment of Jesus Christ, God’s Son. 

We have seen that many of the parables of the 
kingdom have an eschatological aspect, so per-
haps we need to fast-forward to what St Paul says 
is “the end,” that is, “when [Christ] hands over the 
kingdom to his Father... so that [God] may be all 
in all” (1 Cor 15:28). We see this subjection of all in 
the peaceable kingdom foreshadowed in the crowd 
converted at the first Pentecost.

It has aptly been said that the Apostles were ex-
pecting a kingdom,4 but what they got was a Church. 
It could as truly be said that what they found was 
a kingdom in the making—that is, the Church 
grew into the kingdom of God, and it was inclusive 
from the onset. As Luke described the multitude 
that heard Peter on that first Pentecost: Parthians, 
Medes, Elamites, inhabitants of Mesopotamia, 
Judea, Cappadocia, Libya, Egypt, etc., Romans, 
Jews and Jewish converts—this must have been the 
make-up of the 3,000 who were baptized that day. 
The Church was a mix from the beginning, but also 
unified. That is why I said that salvation history ex-
tends through all history. No unity could exist of all 
the tribes of the earth without communication and 
some sort of knowledge between them. God waited 
through long centuries and millennia of the evolu-
tion process for humankind to reach the state fit for 
the transmission of His word, but then also the stage 
capable of mass transmission great distances and to 
huge populations. So, slowly through many gener-
ations, gradually speeding up through discovery 

4 Just before his ascension they asked him, “Lord, are you at 
this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). 
Jesus’ reply temporized rather than answered, but he did not 
deny the premise.



of radio, photography, and beyond, so that instan-
taneous worldwide knowledge is not only possible 
but actual. We think of Paul’s “those far and near.” 
A gradual process, of course. Most dramatic was the 
joining of Gentiles and Jews as one. Paul speaks of 
Jesus breaking down the enmity: 

For he is our peace, he who made both one 
and broke down the dividing wall of enmity 
through his flesh, abolishing the law with its 
commandments and legal claims, that he might 
create in himself one new person in place of 
the two, thus establishing peace, and might 
reconcile both with God in one body through 
the cross, putting that enmity to death by it. 
He came and preached peace to you who were 
far off and peace to those who were near, for 
through him we both have access in one Spirit 
to the Father. (Eph 2:14-18)
The churches were aware of their diversity but 

they were also aware of their unity as the one Body 
of Christ: “For in one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or 
free persons” (1 Cor 12:13).

Just as unity in diversity characterized the begin-
ning and the history of the Church, so too in its final, 
glorious consummation: 

After this I had a vision of a great multitude, 
which no one could count, from every na-
tion, race, people, and tongue. They stood 
before the throne and before the Lamb, wear-
ing white robes and holding palm branches 
in their hands. They cried out in a loud voice: 

“Salvation comes from our God, who is seated 
on the throne, and from the Lamb.” All the an-
gels stood around the throne and around the 
elders and the four living creatures. They pros-
trated themselves before the throne, worshiped 
God, and exclaimed: “Amen. Blessing and 
glory, wisdom and thanksgiving, honor, power, 
and might be to our God forever and ever. 
Amen.” (Rev 7:9-12)
One cannot but contrast the unity of this universal 

crowd with the current political zeitgeist, character-
ized by racism, xenophobia, and anti-Semitism, 
tendencies not only not deplored but actively culti-
vated to win votes.

Not knowing how to conclude this article and 
having had some success in calling on St Joseph for 
homilies, I felt emboldened to call on Isaiah about 
how to finish this up. Just as St Joseph always has, 
so too did Isaiah come at my call. “All the more,” 
he said, “because what you write is according to 
my heart.” But I was less than happy with his in-
junction to call together the political leaders and tell 
them, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Cease to preach hostil-
ity of one nation for another, for all are mine and I 
love all. Instead of threatening one another, speak 
as I do: Russia, the work of my hands; America, my 
people; China, my heritage. If you do this, all of 
you together will be my kingdom. If not, it will be 
pointless to pray Thy kingdom come.’” 

Joseph Jensen, osb

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.

Director of Vocations, St Anselm's Abbey



A Mother’s Wish
Ever since our father died, our mother, Felipa 

Castilla, has spent more time visiting her children. 
Her answer is always a resounding “yes” to an in-
vitation to visit any of her seven children. Whether 
by car, train, or airplane, she’s always eager to see 
her children, who are spread across the country in 
North Dakota, Michigan, Maryland, Pennsylvania 
and our home state of Texas.

It was during one of these visits in January of 
2018 that Mom mentioned her bucket list. At the 
top of the list was her enduring desire to go to the 
Vatican. “I just want to attend church there and see 
the pope,” she would always proclaim. The fact 
that Mom was eighty-six at this time was a factor in 
our thinking, “Why wait? Is this a real possibility? 
Who would go with her and when?”  So before long 
the idea of a Vatican trip circulated among the sib-
lings. Quickly there were many responses of, “Sure, 
I’m in.” Each of us had planned one day to visit the 
Vatican, so why not all go together? The idea of ac-
companying Mom quickly turned into a family pil-
grimage to Rome.

By February of 2018 the plans began to take form. 
Dates for the trip were determined, with twelve of 
us going. Mom was astonished how quickly the 
idea had become a reality. We would go to Rome in 
October of 2018 and three generations of our family 
would be represented. Those attending along with 
Mom were Suzanne and Ernest Castilla, Bettina 
Meyer and Carson Meyer, Belinda and Stan Sherfy, 
Edmond Castilla and Becky Montoya, Beverly 
Glade, Bernice Wallace and Br Dunstan Robidoux.

We worked with a wonderful travel agent to help 
with the logistics of the trip, including airline reser-
vations, hotel accommodations, ground transporta-
tion, sightseeing tours, etc. We would be traveling 

in three groups, each coming from a different region 
of the U.S. We thought it would be a treat for Mom 
to fly business class to make her as comfortable as 
possible and add to the “ultimate flying experience.” 
Layovers were planned in Paris on the way to Rome 
and in Amsterdam on the return flight in hopes of 
making it all more internationally interesting.

Fortunately for our family we have a dear friend 
in Br Dunstan of St Anselm’s Abbey. He was in-
troduced to our family by our brother Ernest, and 
they have shared a friendship of twenty-five years. 
Br Dunstan helped us from the start with the true 
purpose of the trip, which was the opportunity to 
see the pope and attend mass at St Peter’s Basilica. 
Without the permission Br Dunstan received from 
the abbey to join our pilgrimage to Rome, our mis-
sion would not have been as enriched.

Coincidently the year 2018 was also the tenth anni-
versary of our dear father’s passing. In honor of this 
anniversary Br Dunstan agreed to try to schedule a 
memorial mass for Dad while we were at the Vatican.

Our father, Alfred Castilla, was the true patriarch of 
the family. He taught us all many things about life and 
the importance of family. He had a stellar work ethic 
and continued to work as a pharmacist into his seven-
ties. After retirement he still worked, serving on civic 
boards and projects in his hometown of Seguin, Texas, 
east of San Antonio. He loved to work outdoors in the 
yard and always tried to fix anything before having to 
replace it. When we were young Daddy was always 
ready with a lesson or lecture. One such lesson was 
“Don’t ever think you are too good to stop and pick 
up a penny.” Finding pennies today provides much 
comfort and gratitude for his life lessons.

Dad was a wonderful role model for being a man 
of God and serving others. He was very active at Our 
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Lady of Guadalupe parish in Seguin by being in-
volved in many of the church’s ministries. Dad led by 
example. His favorite saying was, “Trust Me. I Have 
Everything Under Control. Jesus.” He had cards on 
hand with these words written on them, ready to 
give anyone who might be in need of the inspiration.

Together our parents instilled in us a strong faith 
and love of family. After Dad died, Mom continued 
her own work with the church. She sews blankets for 
patients going through cancer treatments, volunteers 
at the church thrift shop, and helps make rosaries by 
hand as a ministry. Over the years Mom has made 
many quilts for the church and for her grandchildren. 
She calls in for a family prayer devotion that we at-
tend every morning through the help of a telephone 
conferencing service. Mom has always said, “As long 
as you have God in your life you will be OK.” Mom 
is a willing listener and strong supporter of her chil-
dren, grandchildren and great grandchildren.

As the months went by, Br Dunstan continued to 
help make this pilgrimage possible. He sent emails 
on our family’s behalf to inquire about the possi-
bility of a memorial mass at the Vatican. He cor-
responded with an American priest in Rome, Fr 
John LoCoco, who was originally from Elm Grove, 
Wisconsin and had been sent to the Pontifical North 
American College to study theology after attending 
St Joseph College Seminary in Chicago. Fr LoCoco 
agreed to celebrate a memorial mass for Dad at St 
Peter’s Basilica, with Br Dunstan serving as deacon.

The other important part of the pilgrimage was to 
see the pope. As it turned out, Pope Francis was to 
be in residence on the Wednesday of our trip, so Br 
Dunstan obtained tickets to the papal audience in 
advance and arranged for special seating for Mom.

As October arrived there was much excitement. 
We siblings had kept in contact with each other over 
the months and prayed together daily for our pil-
grimage. Finally the day of the trip had arrived! We 
all arrived safely in Rome eager to do all the special 

activities that had been planned. There was much 
for which to give thanks to God.

On the day of the papal audience we had seats close 
to where Pope Francis was seated in St Peter’s Square. 
The weather was glorious, with the sky a beautiful 
blue and the temperature comfortable. We all sat to-
gether in one row holding our rosaries for blessing as 
well as pictures of children and spouses who could 
not be present. Mom, accompanied by one of her sons, 
had a seat even closer to the pope. The two of them 
were graced by Pope Francis’ presence as he passed 
by their seats with his robe flowing in the wind.

Near the end of the trip was the memorial mass, 
held in the chapel of the Sacred Heart in St Peter’s 
Basilica close to the main altar. We placed a picture of 
Dad near the altar, and some of us siblings proclaimed 
the readings. The mass was intimate and spiritually 
powerful. Stronger bonds grew that day as we stood 
together in such a majestic and holy setting, crying 
tears of gratitude for the opportunity to be there to-
gether. There were tears too for Dad and all of us who 
were still missing him. It was hard to believe it had 
been ten years since his death. At the same time it was 
very gratifying to witness our mother’s joy.

belinDa sherfy

Mom, seated, with other members of the party
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