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One of the best-known and loved members of the St 
Anselm’s Abbey community passed away peacefully at 
the monastery on the morning of December 2, 2018 after 
several years of patiently bearing the slowly debilitating 
effects of Parkinson’s disease. Abbot Aidan had been a 
member of our community since 1957 and had served as 
abbot from 1990 to 2006.

Abbot Aidan was a native of Boston, born on August 
7, 1930 and named Paul Allen Shea by his parents. He 
was raised in nearby Watertown, Massachusetts and 
attended the public schools there. He did his under-
graduate studies at Boston University, where he majored 
in foreign languages, but with a preferred specialty in 
French language and literature. The days of the mil-
itary draft were still in place, and almost immediately 
after graduation from college he was drafted into the US 
Army. He recounted that he had forgotten about the date 
he was due to report for service, resulting in a shock for 
his mother at the arrival of MP’s on her doorstep, look-
ing for her son! By his own account, only one of many 
such “mental slips” in his life.

While in Washington, 
Aidan began to consider 
his future life and was led 
to reflect on a religious 
vocation and to explore 
monastic life. A retreat 
at the nearby Trappist 
monastery in Berryville, 
Virginia deepened his 
interest, but given his 
intellectual abilities and 
interests he was advised 
to visit St Anselm’s Abbey 
(or Priory, as it was then 
known). Subsequent vis-
its led him to apply for 
admission. After postu-
lancy, he was clothed as a 
novice in December, 1957. 
At his clothing he was 
given the name Aidan, a 
saint about whom by his 
own admission he knew 
little except that he was Irish and the name Patrick had 
already been given to another monk!

The novitiate at St Anselm’s in those pre-Vatican 
II days and under the direction of the late Fr Anselm 
Strittmatter was very traditional. Indeed, the “novitiate 
rules” followed at that time had been drawn up in the 
1930s at Fort Augustus Abbey in Scotland, our moth-
er-house. Despite being an American, raised in New 
England, Aidan was regarded by the novice master as 
an unusual and rather exotic candidate due to his col-
lege and military experience. On one occasion Fr Anselm 
told Aidan that he was really “a pagan” and probably 
did not belong in a monastery. In spite of tensions, Aidan 
persevered and made his profession on December 8, 
1958. This event was celebrated by the novice master’s 
organizing an outdoor picnic for the newly-professed 

Abbot Aidan Shea

Abbot Aidan had many stories about his total inapt-
ness for military life and the wonderment he caused his 
superior officers, who wisely assigned him more “intel-
lectual” service by having him study languages at the 
Army College in Washington, DC. There he studied 
Chinese and Vietnamese and worked in military intel-
ligence. He once told me that one of the restaurants that 
he and his fellow “spies in training” were not allowed to 
visit was the Neptune Room in the old Warner Building 
on 13th Street, nw, for this was apparently known to be a 
meeting place for foreign spies. This was quite a surprise 
to my mother and me, for we used to have lunch there 
frequently! It was one of the rare glimpses that Aidan 
gave of his time in military intelligence.

Aidan as a young monk
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monk in a Maryland state park—on 
a freezing cold day with snow on the 
ground. Such were what the Rule of 
St Benedict calls the dura et aspera.

There followed several years of 
study in philosophy and classical lan-
guages (in which Aidan excelled) at 
Catholic University and four years 
of theology under the abbey’s own 
monk professors. He was ordained to 
the priesthood on February 10, 1965 
in Boston by Cardinal Cushing along 
with the Boston seminarians; this 
was to make it possible for Aidan’s 
mother Helen to be present, as she 
was too frail to travel.

In the fall of 1960 Aidan had already 
begun his long career of teaching in 
St Anselm’s Abbey School, chiefly 
French, Latin, and Greek. He also 
at various times served as college 
counselor, upper-school dean, and 
academic dean. A gifted teacher who loved his subjects, 
he transmitted this quiet enthusiasm for learning to gen-
erations of abbey boys right down to his retirement for 
health reasons in 2006.

While teaching, Aidan had begun a long parallel career 
in preaching retreats to religious communities across the 
country and to personal spiritual counseling to liter-
ally hundreds of people. Monks and nuns in countless 
monasteries still recall the retreats given by him to their 
communities as the most memorable of their lives. The 
visits, calls, and letters Aidan received right up to the 
time of his death gave witness to his profound effect on 
the personal lives of dozens of men and women.

Aidan served as prior for several years under Abbot 
Leonard Vickers, and after the latter’s election as abbot 
of his own monastery at Douai in England in 1990, Aidan 
was elected by our community to succeed Leonard 
as abbot of St Anselm’s, a position to which he was 
re-elected in 1998 and in which he served until the end 
of that term in 2006. During his sixteen years as abbot, in 
addition to his primary duties in the administration and 
spiritual leadership of the monastic community, Abbot 
Aidan continued his ministry as director of the oblates 
of St Anselm’s, a work he loved and to which he gave 
much time and energy. He continued his teaching in the 
school and his travels to lead retreats for other religious 
communities until failing health forced him reluctantly 
to slow down.

In retirement, Abbot Aidan was given by the English 
Benedictine Congregation the honorary title of Titular 
Abbot of Tewkesbury, one of the ancient abbeys in 
England, and on a last trip overseas he was able to visit 
that abbey, now an Anglican church, and to be received 
by the Anglican rector, who invited him to preach there.

By 2010 Abbot Aidan’s health began to deteriorate 
inexorably, and after several hospitalizations he was 
diagnosed as suffering from progressive Parkinson’s 
disease. He accepted this final cross cheerfully and con-
tinued as long as possible to be present at mass and 
vespers and most community functions. Sometimes con-
fused but always cheerful and welcoming while mostly 
confined to his room in the seniors’ wing of the mon-
astery, he was lovingly cared for by a number of care 
givers who attended to his needs, notably Mrs Rowena 
Corbett. A steady stream of friends and counselees con-
tinued to visit him right up to his passing. His presence 
and cheerful demeanor even with declining speech or 
conversation still communicated a spiritual presence.

The limited capacity of the abbey church made it nec-
essary for the accommodation of his countless friends 
and school alumni to hold the funeral mass in our gym-
nasium. More than 500 people were in attendance. Abbot 
James was principal celebrant and homilist. Auxiliary 
Bishop Michael Fisher represented the clergy of the arch-
diocese, and reflections were offered by Aidan’s care 
giver Rowena Corbett and by alumnus and long-time 
devoted friend Rob Truland. Burial took place a few 
days later in the monastic cemetery in the presence of 
the monks of St Anselm’s, oblates, and close friends.

In spite of his being so widely known and respected, 
Abbot Aidan was essentially a shy person, always more 
comfortable with small groups and talking to individu-
als than with great gatherings such as abbots’ congresses 
and general chapters. He attended these dutifully but 
with no enthusiasm. In spite of this, his presence and his 
words have had an impact on the Benedictine world that 
will be lasting. May he rest in peace.

Michael hall, osb
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Meditation on the Icon of the Visitation
(This is a slightly revised version of a talk given at an oblate 
day of recollection on December 2, 2018)

In the West, we normally consider sacred images to be 
reminders of the holy, drawing us closer to God. In the 
Christian East, an icon is seen as a means of entering the 
mystery that it displays, or of communication with the 
saint who is depicted. In other words, we in the West gen-
erally look on sacred images as ways of reminding us of 
Christ, the Blessed Mother, the saints, or the mysteries of 
our faith. They are there to help us in our devotions and 
contemplation. The Eastern Church views icons some-
what differently. There they are often called “windows in 
heaven.” From this perspective, the veneration given to 
an icon is seen as passing on to heaven or to the mystery 
represented on the icon. St Basil of Caesarea once wrote 
that “the honor paid to the image passes on to its proto-
type. To kiss an icon of Christ is to show love to Christ.”  
Just as in the Western tradition of sacred images, how-
ever, icons are venerated, not worshipped.

in the scene, becoming part of it. For although Mary’s 
visit to Elizabeth took place in historical time, it will exist 
forever in eternity, in the eternal now. As we enter the 
scene, let’s look around. We see Mary and Elizabeth in 
close embrace. They are overjoyed to see one another. 
The setting is rather elaborate: tall buildings that remind 
us of a rather well-to-do town, a marble floor indicating 
the courtyard of a well-to-do house, Mary in a purple, 
gold-embroidered robe. In fact, this flies in the face of 
reality. Palestinian towns or villages of this era were 
mostly humble affairs unless they were important polit-
ical or commercial centers, and the average home was 
likewise a simple, one-story affair with only one or two 
rooms and no money for marble. The icon, however, is 
speaking in symbols. We are to see this event with the 
eyes of the spirit. Mary, here dressed in royal robes, was 
at the time of her visitation surely dressed in ordinary 
attire, no different from that of other young women of 
her time, but in reality, by virtue of being the theotokos, 
the God-bearer, she is queen. The stately buildings in the 
background show that the presence of God transfigures 
all things, even the lowliest hut. The little piece of drap-
ery floating at the top of the icon is simply a device that 
tells us that even though the scene is shown outdoors, it 
is actually happening indoors.

All of this reminds me that I must see things, all cre-
ation, as they really are, imbued with the Spirit. I must 
learn to see with Gospel eyes, to look at the little things 
that make up daily life in the way God looks at them, to 
see even what is most humble as gift. Sometimes there 
are little events in life, perhaps themselves inexplica-
ble, that tell me of God’s great love for me. Perhaps I 
intended to visit some friends; they were not at home, 
but I then ran into them just as I was waiting for a bus. 
Coincidence? Gift of God? I must learn to see God’s pres-
ence in all the aspects of my life. Then all becomes gift.

This icon also tells us something about journeys. The 
scene depicts Mary as she has just reached her goal, the 
home of Zachary and Elizabeth. It was not an easy jour-
ney. The modern town Ein Karem is considered by many 
to have been the home of Elizabeth and Zachary, although 
some think their home might have been at Hebron. Both 
are nearly one hundred miles from Nazareth and it 
would have taken Mary about four days to travel there, 
probably on foot and probably with a caravan or group 
of fellow travelers. Although that seems like quite a hike, 
Mary was young and sturdy even though she was newly 
pregnant. Until recently, village people regularly went 
great distances on foot. My mother at the age of five once 
walked with an older brother for five hours to visit their 
sister in the hospital.

Each of us is also on a journey, a journey to God. There 
are times I know that I’m traveling in hilly country: the 
going gets rough, storms may spring up suddenly. But 
when I’m going on a long journey, especially on foot, I 

Icon of the Visitation

Another difference concerns the perspective of the 
viewer, for in icons this is different from the perspec-
tive we are used to. In icons the vanishing point is 
behind the viewer so that the person looking at the icon 
is included in it. Often some part of the icon even sticks 
out into the frame to indicate that the subject cannot be 
contained by a frame.

As we begin to ponder the icon of the Visitation, let’s 
take a moment to collect ourselves, placing ourselves 
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cannot lose sight of the goal. I need to prepare. Mary 
had been accustomed to walking great distances on 
foot, but any of us may be out of shape. Pilgrims who 
walk to Santiago de Compostela have to prepare by 
making long trial walks carrying their backpacks. Even 
though I am already on the road of this great journey of 
mine, how can I strengthen my inner muscles to make 
it an even better walk?

Recalling that Mary probably walked in a caravan 
reminds me that I do not walk alone either. There are 
all those people in the flesh who accompany me, some 
likeable, some not so likeable. Who are the ones in the 
past and the present who have helped me, guided me, 
cheered me on? Who are the ones who have hindered 
me? Do I forgive them, or am I at least in the process 
of forgiving? In addition to my companions of flesh, 
there are all the angels and saints in heaven who are my 
unseen companions, especially our Lord and our Lady. 
They seem to be silent helpers, but they are important 
ones, and if I pay attention, I will recognize their pres-
ence, their help. They want to help. It seems sometimes 
they are a little shy, but they love me with the love of 
God himself. Among these are also those loved ones who 
have completed the journey ahead of me and who, with 
Christ, are preparing a place for me. 

Speaking of the difficulties that hills may symbolize, 
we remember Mary’s great answer to Gabriel, “Behold 
the handmaid of the Lord, be it done to me according to 
your word.” We associate those words with “the Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us.” I’m sure there were 
many times in her life when Mary had to repeat those 
words: when St Joseph died, when Jesus left for his min-
istry, and at that awful time when she stood at the foot of 
the cross. She, like her Son, would always do the will of 
God. She was Jesus’ true disciple.

Let us also recall the woman whom Mary was visit-
ing. Scripture tells us that Elizabeth and her husband 
Zachary were righteous people, the highest praise that 
Scripture can give anyone. They were “right with God,” 
whose wellspring is love. See in the icon how joyously 
Elizabeth greets her cousin. With a heart brimming 
with love and joy, she embraces her. Her embrace is a 
full-bodied one, almost enveloping Mary in her joy. But 
there is even more, for the Spirit has revealed to her what 
is really going on: “How does it happen that the mother 
of my Lord should come to me?” By the power of the 
Spirit, Elizabeth has seen beyond externals. She gazes on 
the reality, a mysterious reality that shows divine love at 
work. May God give me the grace to realize that I too am 
totally embraced by God’s love. My very existence and 
my destiny to be with God for eternity proves this. May 
God also give me the grace to see the face of God in the 
persons and events of my daily life.

I have spoken of Mary and Elizabeth, but there are also 
two unseen but important characters in this icon: Jesus 
and John, carried in the wombs of their mothers. Carried 
to the home of Zachary and Elizabeth, Jesus brings—
as he always brings—grace, peace, and joy. He brings 

healing grace, purifying grace to his cousin. And John’s 
response at meeting his cousin is to jump for joy. How 
typical of children, this instant reaction to something 
special. Jesus’ presence always brings healing, purifica-
tion, peace and joy. What we are all called to experience 
is a deep joyful peace even in the middle of difficulties. 
Joy, Christian joy, is not necessarily party-dancing joy, 
but a sense of being on the right path. I suppose when we 
will see Jesus as he really is, and perhaps even now when 
we sense Jesus’ presence in a special way, our hearts and 
even our feet will jump for joy.

Also present, though unseen, is the Holy Spirit, over-
shadowing Elizabeth even as Mary was overshadowed, 
though in a different way and for a different reason. 
The Spirit’s presence and activity is palpable, lead-
ing Elizabeth to recognize the great reality, the great 
mystery that stands before her. Actually she had been 
living under the guidance of the Holy Spirit all her life, 
even in those difficult years of her childlessness. And 
even though John was conceived naturally, still it was 
by grace of God. Subsequently, John would be guided 
to his destiny by the same Spirit that filled Jesus. That 
same Holy Spirit guides me in my life so that, like John, 
I might prepare the world around me for Christ and, 
like Mary, bring Christ anew into the world through me. 
The roles of Mary, Elizabeth, and John are written large 
in the history of the world. But outside of the scene we 
see in this icon and in the short, all-too-short scenes in 
Scripture, they led lives characterized by the ordinary, 
the little daily tasks, the humanness of it all. Even Jesus, 
the Word incarnate, spent thirty years hidden away in a 
sleepy non-descript village, doing the everyday things 
you and I do. But the mystery, the divine, enfolded them 
even as it enfolds us. When we recognize this, we join in 
singing Mary’s canticle of praise to God, so it is with this 
text that I conclude these reflections:

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord;   
my spirit rejoices in God my savior. 

For he has looked upon his handmaid’s 
lowliness; 

behold, from now on all ages will call me 
blessed.

The Mighty One has done great things for me, 
and holy is his name. 

His mercy is from age to age to those who  
fear him. 

He has shown might with his arm, dispersed 
the arrogant of mind and heart. 

He has thrown down the rulers from their 
thrones but lifted up the lowly.

The hungry he has filled with good things;  
the rich he has sent empty away.

He has helped Israel his servant, remembering 
his mercy,

according to his promise to our fathers, to 
Abraham and to his descendants forever.

(Luke 1: 46-55)

boniface von nell, osb
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Obedience
In 2008, when I seriously began to discern my vocation 

with the Benedictines in Washington, DC, I asked some 
of the monks at St Anselm’s what they thought was the 
most difficult aspect of monastic life. I had been reading 
the Rule of Benedict where, in chapter 58, I first learned 
about the vows of conversatio morum and stability, which 
I discussed in two earlier articles and which are differ-
ent from the better-known vows of poverty and chastity. 
What was the most difficult aspect of monastic life? In a 
diverse community of men, I received a diverse array of 
answers, but one in particular stands out the most. One of 
the men, who has been a monk longer than I have been 
alive, answered, “Obedience is hardest.” I think he’s right. 
But what makes obedience so difficult?

St Benedict first mentions obedience in the opening line 
of the prologue to the Rule: “Listen, O my son, to the pre-
cepts of thy master, and incline the ear of thy heart, and 
cheerfully receive and faithfully execute the admonitions 
of thy loving Father, that by the toil of obedience, thou 
mayest return to Him from whom by the sloth of disobe-
dience thou hast gone away.” Here, at the very beginning 
of the Rule, we see that obedience is not easy:  obedience 
is toil, it requires work. St Benedict goes further in the next 
sentence of his prologue, comparing obedience to wielding 
a sword or any other type of weapon: “To thee, therefore, 
my speech is now directed, who, giving up thine own will, 
takest up the strong and most excellent arms of obedience, 
to do battle for Christ the Lord, the true King.” This refer-
ence to spiritual battle is redolent of St Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians, chapter 6, where he writes that we must “put 
on the full armor of God.” Although St Paul does not refer 
to obedience, he does say that we should use the “sword 
of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Ephesians 6:17). 
Is not the sword of the Spirit that is the word of God none 
other than the very person of Jesus Christ, who, as St Paul 
reminds the Philippians, was “obedient unto death—even 
death on a cross”? (Phil 2:18) 

So, obedience has an arduous connotation and is syn-
onymous with struggle, effort, hard work, dying to self. 
It is a weapon in the spiritual battle and is personified 
by Jesus Christ, who was obedient unto death on a cross. 
At first glance, none of these ideas is pleasant, uplifting, 
or edifying. But let us recall that in the Book of Genesis, 
Jacob wrestled (struggled) with the angel and here had his 
name changed to “Israel,” which literally means “he who 
struggles with God” (Genesis 32:28)! Struggles in the spir-
itual life are nothing new and go back at least to the time 
of ancient Israel. This side of heaven, men and women 
will always struggle in matters of faith. Even if I were 
to believe everything taught by the Church to be true, I 
might still wrestle with the fact that others do not believe 
as I do. In this case, more likely than not, I will pass judg-
ment on those who do not yet believe, thus falling into the 
trap of the pharisee who prays, “God, I thank thee that I 
am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or 

even like this tax collector” (Luke 18:11). In this parable of 
the pharisee and the tax collector, our prayer must be like 
that of the latter who “would not even lift up his eyes to 
heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to 
me a sinner!’”

There is nothing easy about the spiritual life if one takes 
it seriously, and humility is required. Jesus chose a cross 
for a reason, and his instruction to his disciples that they 
must “deny [themselves], take up their crosses and follow 
[him]” (Matthew 16:24) did not have much of a reference 
point when they heard him. Two thousand years later, 
however, we can see the full context of Jesus’ instruction. 
Christ does not ask anything of us that he himself has not 
already experienced.

Fighting against “the rulers, against the authorities, 
against the powers of this dark world and against the 
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph 6:12) 
is not for the weak or faint of heart. This is true for all 
who take their faith seriously. The spiritual life is not easy, 
nor is it intended to be. But nothing in this world that has 
any value is free—other than the unmerited gift of faith. 
This gift is freely available to everyone, a gift waiting to be 
received. For this reason, we are obedient when we pray, 
“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven” (Matt 6:10).
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Meeting of Abbots and Prioresses
Although the Benedictine abbots of North American 

communities meet every year about a week and a half 
before the beginning of Lent, this year (as in every 
fourth year) they met together with the prioresses of 
Benedictine women’s communities for a joint confer-
ence. This year’s meeting was held from February 22-26 
in Cullman, Alabama, where there are overnight facili-
ties for monks in the retreat center of St Bernard Abbey 
and for the sisters at the nearby Sacred Heart Monastery. 
The accompanying photograph shows the entire group 
gathered in the abbey church after mass on the first full 
day of the conference.

human tendency to foresee positive outcomes, while 
hope has God as its center, trusting in God’s mercy, 
plentiful redemption, and forgiveness even when the 
situation seems dire from a human perspective. In that 
connection, he quoted a hermit who once said, “When 
you no longer believe something will come to pass, that 
is when hope begins.”  Abbot Gregory illustrated this by 
the story of a Syrian woman who had once received a 
phone call from ISIS fighters asking if she would like to 
have her captured son back. Naturally she said yes, only 
to receive his dismembered corpse in a body bag the next 
morning. Despite her desire for revenge on those who 

had committed such a crime, she said instead: 
“If I seek vengeance, I am only continuing their 
brutality. I can only hope that one day there 
will be peace and reconciliation in this land 
and that I will have contributed to it.”

Abbot Gregory concluded his second and 
final talk with reference to two places where 
hope plays an important role in Benedictine 
life. One is the singing of the Suscipe at one’s 
profession, a verse repeated by the whole com-
munity as if to renew for themselves their own 
profession. Although traditionally sung in 
Latin, it has become more common to sing it 
in a vernacular translation, a common one in 
English being: “Uphold me, Lord, according to 

your promise and I shall live. Let my hope in you not 
be in vain.” Another place where hope is emphasized is 
in the seventh chapter of the Benedictine rule, where St 
Benedict first refers to the difficulties that must be faced 
in anyone’s life and then goes on to say that truly hum-
ble persons “are so confident in their hope of reward 
from God that they continue joyfully and say, ‘But in all 
this we overcome because of him who so greatly loved 
us’” (RB 7.39, quoting Romans 8:37).

In her two talks the following day, Sr Susan Hutchens 
drew on a lifetime of reading not only of scripture but of 
numerous poets, song writers, and theologians. Among 
these references was the first stanza of one of Emily 
Dickinson’s finest poems:

“Hope” is the thing with feathers - 
That perches in the soul - 
And sings the tune without the words - 
And never stops - at all –

Toward the end of her second presentation, Sr Susan 
quoted part of Leonard Cohen’s song Anthem as a 
reminder that genuine hope does not expect everything 
to be perfect; rather, we are to “forget your perfect offer-
ing. There is a crack in everything. That is how the light 
gets in.” During the subsequent discussion among the 
entire group, one of the prioresses suggested that this 
“crack” may be the partly opened door that symbolizes 
Benedictine hospitality to the many kinds of pilgrims 

Although there was adequate time for business meet-
ings for particular groups, such as for each of the two 
large congregations of monks—the American Cassinese 
and the Swiss American—most of the conference was 
held in the byre on the grounds of St Bernard, a large 
building that also serves as a theatre for the students at 
the abbey’s high school. For those of us not living in areas 
prone to tornados, it was an unusual occurrence for one 
of the sessions to be interrupted by a tornado warning, 
leading everyone present to line up along the walls so as 
not to be injured by flying glass from the central door if a 
tornado had actually struck. After some fifteen minutes 
the danger had passed, but those who live there were 
well aware that a tornado had struck the town in June of 
last year and an even more powerful one in April, 2011, 
destroying several buildings and killing two persons.

Apart from that, the conference proceeded peace-
fully, with keynote speeches given by the Benedictine 
abbot primate, Gregory Polan, who had traveled from 
Rome in order to be present, and Sr Susan Hutchens of 
St Mary’s Monastery in Rock Island, Illinois. The over-
all theme of their talks was “Waiting in Joyful Hope.”  
As was noted when Abbot Gregory was introduced, his 
lifelong commitment as a teacher has been to the Bible, 
so on Saturday the 23rd his two presentations focused 
on the theme of hope in both the Old Testament and the 
New. Among other points, he emphasized that hope is 
not at all the same as optimism, for the latter is a simple 
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Reflections on My Time in Afghanistan:  
2015-2016 and 2018-2019

We dwell in our words, for we speak and think in 
words. Words are what break through to us in our silence, 
and words are formed in our silence and issue from it. 
We shape our world with and through our communica-
tive, expressive words, and the words that we use bring 
this world of ours into being. However, even if I am not 
speaking, at least not initially, I am nonetheless bring-
ing something about within my inner world that may 
one day bring forth an external world quite the opposite 
of what we have today in 2019. If I should speak now 
as many do, the world that is being brought about will, 
however, lack the clarity and the fertility of the “gentle 
word becoming flesh.”

If we should turn to the kind of field that exists 
between, on the one hand, our right-doing and, on the 
other hand, our wrong-doing, the incoherence evokes 
our perplexed attention and, in its own way, our failures 
in human understanding might serve to create a new 
potency that is suggestive for us. Amid terrible things 
and terrible scenes, shadows and symbols from within 
suggest and point to mysterious orders of meaning 
that, in an unexpected unplanned way, reach out to us, 
touching us in new and transformative ways. As human 
beings, we do exist as a union of body, blood, and spirit. 
While our bodily passions may push and pull us in inju-
rious directions, we can be moved in other ways and can 
let ourselves be drawn expansively towards works of 
justice, mercy, and compassion. We can be broken by the 
brokenness and the ruin which surround us and which 
we see in others but, by this same brokenness, we can 
find our strength, our joy, our purpose. Were a greater 
love to break through, we might serve (initially alone if 
need be, but then, surprisingly, amid friends who, mys-
teriously, wonderfully, are given to us by an order of 
things that we do not fathom or control).

The Sufi mystic Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Balkhi, 
known in the West as Rumi, came from Balkh province, 
which is located in northern Afghanistan. The capital 
of Balkh Province is Mazar-e Sharif. Rumi writes: “Out 
beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-doing there is a 
field. I’ll meet you there.” Jesus says, “The kingdom of 
heaven is within you.” And of him, Rumi writes: “Cross 
and Christians, end to end, I examined. He was not on the 
Cross. I went to the Hindu temple, to the ancient pagoda. 
In none of them was there any sign. To the uplands of 
Herat I went, and to Kandahar I looked. He was not on 
the heights or in the lowlands. Resolutely, I went to the 
summit of the [fabulous] mountain of Kaf. There only 
was the dwelling of the [legendary] Anqa bird. I went 
to the Kaaba of Mecca. He was not there. I asked about 
him from Avicenna, the philosopher. He was beyond the 
range of Avicenna.... I looked into my heart. In that place, 
his place, I saw him. He was in no other place.”

In Rumi’s allusion to a field I see many particulars: bits 
of theory, abstract thought, scientific examination, poetry, 
art, a place for leisure. The list is almost unending. In 
the field between our right-doing and our wrong-doing  
(according to our human estimation of these things), 
somewhere amid all this, mysteriously, the kingdom of 
heaven (a higher order) is to be found. Jesus addressed 
the intolerant religious leaders of his day who refused to 
see that the kingdom of heaven was within their midst 
and possible (it exists as a potential, as something that 
can be given; it exists also as an active potency where, as 
St Augustine teaches us, God has set things up in such a 
way that, mysteriously, good emerges—it is brought out 
of evil; being from privation). Why is it, in our human 
situation, that all too often it is the “religious” who are 
unyielding where such firmness does not matter and 
who yet yield in matters concerning the most important 

St Bernard Abbey Church

who come and knock at the monastery entrance, allow-
ing us to share our hope-filled vision with those who 
may sometimes arrive in the depths of despair.

There was also plenty of time for individual conver-
sation during our days together, as during the special 
meals held for the entire group on Saturday at St Bernard 
and on Sunday at Sacred Heart, both meals following 
sung Vespers at these monasteries. This balance between 
listening to well-prepared talks and sharing one’s own 
thoughts both in small-group discussion and informal 
conversation has always marked these annual gather-
ings, the next of which is scheduled for Prince of Peace 
Abbey in southern California in February, 2020.
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principles in the life of the religious spirit? The letter of 
the law condemns, but the spirit of the law redeems. We 
are told this. One profits a man and the other does not, 
and a man is torn between God as a tenet of belief and 
loving worship of the same God. It can be easier to wrap 
God up around ourselves and turn God’s image into a 
reflection and projection of ourselves.

Truth flourishes only in silence. The intolerant can-
not hear a voice that expresses itself only in humility 
and openness. The current refusal of the Taliban to meet 
with the elected Afghan government is but an indica-
tor of things to come in the foreseeable future and, to 
see this, we have only to look back to the 1990s and ear-
lier for a rehearsal of what could follow. Consider, for 
instance, 12 June 1987 when President Ronald Reagan 
challenged the Soviet Union to “tear down that wall [the 
Berlin Wall].” Now, we have the actions of President 
Trump who declares a national emergency in order to 
build a wall along the southern US border, all the while 
stoking an emergency in Afghanistan with a half-hearted 
commitment. The Taliban refuse to negotiate with the 
Afghan government because this is convenient for them. 
They probably find it easier to negotiate with the cur-
rent US government because they know that the current 
administration wants to withdraw from Afghanistan. By 
going through the motions of meeting a list of American 
demands, they gradually gain the upper hand and, at 
the same time, the US is given an open door by which 
it can leave the Afghans to their own fate while the 
United States can position itself for some kind of future 
disavowal if and when things end up going awry. The 
Taliban know that it is more difficult to negotiate with 
the elected government of Afghanistan since that govern-
ment represents those who have tended to be the victims 
of nefarious Taliban violence. Is it not a reported fact that 
Afghan families have been terrorized by the Taliban and 
the Haqqani Network with suicide bombers, massive 
truck bombs, and vehicle-borne improvised explosive 
devices, extortions, and targeted assassinations?

The Afghans know that they are in the hands of a 
weary hegemon. This year, 2019, opened with a con-
certed effort to forge a workable peace, but whose 
peace? The region is now desperately seeking a way 
to mend itself and to contain fallout that threatens the 
region’s stability.

We are tempted to sit back and ponder a detached, 
philosophical view of things. Evil is however always 
nipping away at the flowers of contemplation so as to 
pursue not only ends that it justifies to itself but also the 
means that it attempts to justify as well. If inappropriate 
ends are accompanied by inappropriate means through 
a perverse kind of connaturality, then worthy objec-
tives and goals are sometimes sought through faulty 
means. Ends can be used to justify means (whether in 
Afghanistan or elsewhere in our human world) and 
so we find, as our chief problem, that evil exists as a 
kind of companion in both our right-doing and in our 
wrong-doing. If there is a preponderance of good, we 
pray it will overcome evil. If this principle or this hope 

exists in our minds and hearts, we can ask about what 
to do with the right-doing and the wrong-doing. How 
do we distinguish these where the field is a function-
ing civil society in which human beings are free to 
think and to act in accord with their understanding and 
judgment about the true and the good? We try to under-
stand what exists as our proper end (in a nature that is 
given to us) and then pushing beyond the givens of our 
human nature, we can try to find our way. We try to 
move and live in a way that is not entirely understood 
by ourselves.

Through my work, I see the effects of corruption on 
the security and prosperity of Afghanistan. I talk about 
it with my close Afghan friends and I experience the 
frustrations that they too have with it. The patronage 
systems of power brokers and tribes compete on an evo-
lutionary level where it is the strongest who seem to 
survive, and this is represented and brokered by dis-
plays of wealth, patronage, and the penalties of ensuing 
violence (whatever the means and without regard for 
the cost). I know the forms of corruption through my 
work. This corruption gives way to startling incidents: 
to a two-thousand-pound truck bomb that is exploded 
in the heart of the city of Kabul. The corruption influ-
ences a young man or woman to act as an improvised 
explosive device and it exists within intolerant religious 
leaders who couch these violent activities in the shrouds 
of religious glory. All is done to show to the world and 
others nearby that the Afghan government is incapable 
of protecting its own people. The argument is cruel in its 
manner of self-fulfillment.

Within its current constitutional order, the United 
States is struggling through a form of governmental 
administration which is alleged by many to be one of the 
most corrupt in recent generations and, sadly, one that 
was ushered in by many seemingly committed Christians 
who have yoked their faith to a nationalist, nativist form 
of intolerance that has been filtering into the elements of 
our human dynamic through a set of expectations and 
demands which come across to many as devoid of life 
(lacking in prudence, in thoughtfulness, and in the kind 
of charity that can join the imperatives of justice with the 
correctives of mercy and compassion). The aperture of 
an unreflective, ideological camera obscures the form 
and shape of the human dimension that should be cap-
tured within its lens. The primacy of human beings as 
human persons vanishes out of focus and we cannot 
find a perspective that includes the variables that can 
encompass a greater whole. In our current thinking (as 
this applies to Afghanistan), we seem unable to merge 
the strands which belong to two different religious tra-
ditions (we think of the welter of many threads within 
Islam and within Christianity), but at times we find that 
there seem to be few real differences. If we think, for 
instance, about border walls on the Rio Grande River in 
the US, how different are they from other kinds of bor-
ders which exist in other contexts, borders that exist 
within our own consciousness? We can think about bor-
der walls which exist within homes where, for instance 
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in Afghanistan, women are not allowed to leave or even 
go outside their homes without an accompanying male 
companion. Where women are not equal or, more cru-
cially, where the complementarity which belongs to 
the role and contribution of womanhood is not fully 
appreciated (and dominance and not a friendship and 
partnership that acknowledges the good of complemen-
tary roles and tasks is in place) a truncation occurs and 
apprehensions of truth are separated from the necessity 
of compassion and justice and thus the annealing effects 
of mercy and forgiveness are blocked.

Afghans are a richly diverse people. The landmass 
of Afghanistan is constituted by rugged mountainous 
landscapes that are pockmarked by war. The psychol-
ogy of an Afghan has not been unaffected since, in its 
own way, it has been shaped by experiences of a violence 
against which no defense exists. Within a geography of 
sacred traditions, Afghans live in a way that reflects 
differing levels of tension from one part of the coun-
try to another and where I encounter many paradoxes. 
At a certain level, an Afghan is anything but impover-
ished, although the country is in an impoverished state. 
Afghans present to me a deep sense of self though they 
rarely advert to themselves, focusing rather on family 
and friends.

The agricultural economy is central to Afghan life. The 
majority of Afghans rely on subsistence farming to feed 
their families and for their livelihood. What happened 
when the United States and NATO arrived? The United 
States invaded Afghanistan in 2001. Then, it attempted 
to engage in nation building, working with NATO in 
a partnership which sought to bring about needed, 
salutary changes. Cash flooded into the economy. Well-
intentioned decisions were made to import technologies 
in conjunction with the waging of war, and international 
developments of one kind or another poured into a 
country that continues, outside of city centers, to be feu-
dal and medieval in its ways.

Aside from all of this or in the middle of all this, I 
have been located in Kabul, the national capital, for 
the duration of two deployments which will soon total 
about two years. My understanding of the situation 
has been through my work, through friendships I have 
had with Afghans, through numerous books that have 
been written about Afghanistan, and through the stress 
and travail of recent events. I find it difficult to come to 
get my sense of things into clear focus. Historical nar-
rative is one way of looking at the situation. Personal 
experience is another. The two, however, bring about a 
less than ample understanding of things. What moral 
imperatives exist amid such widespread, endemic cor-
ruption? So confused is the human situation that I find 
it evades the kind of rational thinking that can grasp all 
the relevant points and then give to each point its due 
weight and value.

I understand, to some extent, but I feel a weariness that 
is to be associated with eighteen years of war, although 
I think that the weariness is overstated as it relates to 
the United States and is understated for the Afghans 
themselves, who have had to endure war for almost 
forty years. To cope, I turn to divine things; in a way, 
I learn from the Afghans themselves who have had to 
turn toward divine things for a sense of purpose and 
the will to endure the darkness and the chaos which 
continues to surround them. If the ecological or biolog-
ical desert is a fecund source for finding divine things 
in our world, for finding that one is being spoken to by 
the other which is God, then, within the kind of popu-
lated, urban desert that exists in our cities we too can 
find God’s presence, God’s love, mysteriously, present 
to us in the Jewish teaching that comes to us (whether 
we are Christians or Muslims): a teaching that originates 
in the texts of Genesis and in which we discover that we 
are made in God’s image and that we can return and live 
at the origins of this image, finding in it our repose, our 
revitalization and our true inspiration.

Imagery of the Benedictine Jubilee Medal
When you look at most medals dedicated to a partic-

ular saint, you generally find an image of the saint and 
an inscription with the saint’s name and something like 
“Pray for Us.” There may be decorative crosses, stars, or 
flowers, especially if the medal is particularly large and 
well struck, but it is rare to find anything of significance 
beyond these basic elements (at least in my experience). 
The Benedictine Medal (in its Jubilee form, which is the 
most common form today), by contrast, is chock full 
of a wide variety of elements, each with some signifi-
cance. Indeed, the significance of these elements is such 
that I have seen attempts to reproduce all of them even 

on medals about a quarter-inch in size, much too small 
for those details to be noticed by most people and often 
too small for them to be reproduced in mass quantities 
with any degree of clarity. The only reason that I can tell 
they are there is because I know what they are in the first 
place. To most of the people I’ve encountered, however 
(and I’ve given out literally thousands of medals since 
becoming a Benedictine), what’s on the medal is a mys-
tery to them.

So what is on the medal and what does it all mean? 
The reverse (back-side), with its cross and letters is usu-
ally considered the more cryptic side, and for my money 
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it is the more interesting side with its longer history 
(which I discussed in my previous article), but I will start 
with the obverse (front-side).

The most obvious feature of the obverse of the Jubilee 
Medal is probably the part that we expect to find: an 
image of St Benedict himself in the center. Of course, St 
Benedict lived in the late-fifth and early-sixth century, 
so how do we know it’s he? As far as I know, no con-
temporary portrait of the man survives (and I would be 
surprised if any was ever made). We must, therefore, rely 
on something other than his looks to identify him. The 
image on the Jubilee medal includes several indicators.

First, Benedict has a full beard. This is a common way 
of depicting father figures in Catholic art. Consider any 
depiction of God the Father you’ve ever seen and try to 
name one where he wasn’t a bearded old man. Or con-
sider most images of the apostles and other Fathers of 
the Church. They almost invariably have full beards as a 
way of representing the gravitas and authority invested 
in them. (St John is the exception here, because he was 
known for his youth.)  Benedict’s beard here calls to mind 
his “position” as the Father of Western Monasticism or 
more simply as the Father Abbot of his two communities 
(first at Subiaco and then at Monte Cassino). This sta-
tus is further reinforced by the abbatial throne behind 
Benedict. This is a feature easy to overlook, as the throne 
is drawn in a very stylized manner and without the ben-
efit of perspective. Indeed, I’ve seen some medals where 
its replaced by a simple line at about his knee level.

Second, Benedict is wearing a full-length robe with 
a hood: a monastic cowl (sometimes also called a cuc-
ulla). He is a monk and thus dressed like one. Now, in 
our day and age, we’re used to seeing monks in tunic 
and scapular, rather than a cowl. These articles (the tunic 
and scapular) have their history as the work habit of a 
monk. The tunic was the basic full body garment and the 

scapular the work apron meant to protect the tunic and 
to be easily changed when dirty or damaged from work. 
The cowl, on the other hand, was a garment worn over 
the tunic when at prayer. Besides being clean, the cowl 
would help keep the monk warm in the unheated church 
during winter prayers (Benedict specifically prescribes a 
“woolen” cowl for winter and a “thinner or worn” one 
for summer, RB 55:5). With the advent of central heat-
ing in our churches, the overall shift to less manual (and 
dirty) labor, and the use of more practical pants and shirts 
for what manual labor remains, the cowl has dropped 
out of regular usage. In 1880 (the year the Jubilee Medal 
was first stuck), however, it was still quintessentially the 
monk’s garment.

Benedict is also holding two things commonly asso-
ciated with him. In his left hand (viewer’s right) is a 
book, representing his Rule for Monks. The rule is his 
legacy, the only part of his teaching to survive. In his 
right (viewer’s left) is a cross. As I explained in my pre-
vious article, St Benedict was associated with a special 
devotion to the Cross, which is recalled here (especially 
appropriate given that the reverse of the medal is the 
Cross of St Benedict). The small inscription flanking 
the throne makes this connection to the cross explicit 
by stating: Crux S. Patris Benedicti (The Cross of Holy 
Father Benedict).

To Benedict’s left and right, perched on the corners 
of his abbatial throne, we have a broken chalice with a 
snake coming out of it (on Benedict’s right, viewer’s left) 
and a raven with a loaf of bread (Benedict’s left, view-
er’s right). These two images represent the two times 
in Benedict’s life when someone tried to poison him. 
According to St Gregory the Great’s life of the saint, the 
first incident happened when Benedict was younger. 
Having lived as a hermit for several years, he had begun 
to acquire a reputation as a holy man. Hearing of this 
holy man, a group of monks in a neighboring monas-
tery sought out Benedict and asked that he become their 
abbot. Benedict was reluctant, unsure that the monks 
were really up to the discipline that he would enforce, 
but the monks persisted in their request and convinced 
Benedict that they were serious about being monks. 
Benedict’s reservations proved to be true, however, as 
these monks were more interested in being known for 
having a holy man as their abbot than for actually fol-
lowing him. As the conflict between Benedict and the 
recalcitrant monks grew, they decided that they had to 
get rid of Benedict and that the best way of doing that 
was to poison him. So they took a chalice of wine, doc-
tored it with some poison and presented it to Benedict. 
Before he drank the wine, however, he blessed it with 
the sign of the cross and the poison-laden chalice shat-
tered as a result. Not one to overlook so obvious a sign, 
Benedict left these wanna-be’s to their own devices and 
went back to his cave to resume his life as a hermit.

The second incident happened many years later and 
was the instigation of Benedict moving from Subiaco 
to Monte Cassino. Having resumed his eremitical life, 

The obverse of the Jubilee Medal of St Benedict
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Benedict began to attract young men who genuinely 
wanted to learn from him and to live by his example. 
These men he organized into a series of mini-monasteries 
around the lake at Subiaco, with himself as the head over 
the whole organization. Such a stable organization led 
to Benedict’s reputation spreading all the more widely, 
so that even people who were not interested in becom-
ing monks would come to him for advice. This made 
the local parish priest jealous as he saw the increase in 
Benedict’s reputation and prestige as a decrease in his 
own. As with the contentious monks earlier, this priest 
decided that he had to get rid of Benedict and that the 
way to do that was to poison him. Now, at this time there 
was a tradition of sending loaves of bread as peace and 
goodwill presents. The bread represented the commu-
nion that was shared between the giver and the receiver. 
So this jealous priest had one of these loaves prepared 
and poisoned and then sent it on to Subiaco where it was 
presented to Benedict during the monastic meal. The 
poisoned nature of the gift, however, was revealed to 
Benedict by divine insight and so he instructed his pet 
raven, who would join him for meals, to get rid of the 
loaf of bread. Naturally, the raven was reluctant to take 
the poisoned loaf (after all, the only way for him to carry 
it would be in his mouth). Benedict, however, insisted 
and told the raven to take the loaf where it could do no 
harm to anyone. This the raven did before returning to 
the refectory for the remainder of the meal.

Despite having avoided the machinations of the 
jealous priest (and this wasn’t the first of those mach-
inations), Benedict realized that for himself and the 
priest to be at odds would be disedifying for the sur-
rounding community and so he decided to leave 
Maurus in charge at Subiaco and take a small group 
of monks to Monte Cassino (land which had been 
donated to him by a noble earlier) and to found a new 
monastery. Now, lest you think that’s the end of the 
story, it should be noted that the jealous priest did not 
come away from this incident scot-free. As Benedict 
and his monks were leaving Subiaco, the priest went 
out onto his balcony to dance and gloat over his 
apparent victory. As his home maintenance had been 
as shoddy as his morals, the balcony collapsed under 
the stress, plunging the priest to his death.

The depictions of the broken chalice and the raven on 
the medal remind us of these two incidents in Benedict’s 
life, showing that even for a saint life is full of obstacles. 
We too will face obstacles in our lives, though perhaps 
not so dramatic as attempted poisonings, and will have 
to persevere in the face of them, and to adapt our life to 
the continued service of God despite them.

Around the outside of the obverse of the Jubilee 
Medal is the inscription “Eius In Obitu Nostro Præsentia 
Muniamur” (Latin does not distinguish between “U” [a 
vowel] and “V” [a consonant] except by context, “Nro” 
is an abbreviation for “Nostro”, and the figure [obverse] 
has a typo (“E” instead of “Æ”) in “Præsentia,” which 
is also split by Benedict’s head). This translates “May 

we be strengthened by his presence in the hour of our 
death.” Benedict is (along with St Joseph) the patron saint 
of a happy death. This is because Benedict’s death (as 
recounted by St Gregory) was a prototypical Christian 
death. It was joyous as Benedict died surrounded by his 
monks (his “sons”) while at prayer and recognizing that 
he was going home to God. It was not without sadness, 
however, as death was going to separate Benedict from 
his monks, at least temporarily. This petition on the out-
side of the medal asks Benedict to be with us at our death 
so that our death may be like his.

The final element on the obverse of the medal is the 
small inscription at the bottom: Ex S[ancto] M[onte] 
Cassino MDCCCLXXX. This translates as “From Holy 
Monte Cassino, 1880” and represents that the jubilee 
medal was struck in 1880, the 1400th anniversary of the 
birth of St. Benedict, under the authority of the abbot of 
Monte Cassino.

With all the various details on the obverse of the 
Jubilee Medal, the reverse is quite simple by com-
parison: it’s a fairly plain cross surmounted and 
surrounded by letters. Those letters can be subdivided 
into four groupings: at the top “PAX”; the large letters 
in the four quadrants of the cross “CSPB”; the letters 
surmounting the cross “CSSML NDSMD” (the central 
“S” is used twice); and the letters around the periphery 
“VRSNSMV SMQLIVB.” We shall look at each of these 
groupings in turn.

“PAX,” at the top, is the Latin word for “peace” and 
is the motto of the Benedictine order. Its inclusion here 
reminds us that we are supposed to be peacemakers in 
the world and that real peace comes from God through 
the cross of Christ.

“CSPB” stands for “Crux Sancti Patris Benedicti” (The 
Cross of Holy Father Benedict). This is functionally the 
title of everything else and an even more abbreviated 

The reverse of the Jubilee Medal of St Benedict
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form of what already appeared on the obverse. Without it 
(or the other side of the medal), the cross and its remain-
ing inscription, would “merely” reflect  a devotion to the 
Holy Cross. This would not be an insignificant devotion, 
given that the Cross is the means of our salvation, but 
one wonders if it would have the same personal con-
nection to those who promoted the Cross of St Benedict. 
After all, “CSPB” identifies Benedict as “Father,” imply-
ing that the devotion originated in monasteries following 
the Rule of St Benedict. This sort of “familial” connection 
would have given the devotion more meaning to those 
who originally undertook it.

“CSSML NDSMD” stands for “Crux Sancta Sit Mihi 
Lux, Non Draco Sit Mihi Dux.” This translates as “May 
the Holy Cross be my light, may the Dragon not be my 
leader.” Through these two petitions the devotees are 
calling upon God to guide their life and protect them 
from Satan. Given the connection with St Benedict cre-
ated by the first invocation, these petitions would call 
to mind the events in Benedict’s life in which he was 
able to overcome temptation or gain victory over the 
devil due to his devotion to the Cross. They thereby set 
before the devotee an example of what he is asking for 

and striving towards.
“VRSNSMV SMQLIVB” stands for “Vade Retro Satana; 

Nunquam Suade Mihi Vana, Sunt Mala Quæ Libas; Ipse 
Venena Bibas” which translates as “Get behind me Satan; 
Never tempt me with your vanities, What you offer is 
evil; Drink the poison yourself.” These words are in 
some ways a profession of faith. Starting with the words 
of Christ himself (Matthew 16:23), these lines recall the 
rejection of Satan which the devotee would have under-
taken in baptism. The language here is far more vivid 
and energetic, and this is surely to help the devotee 
really enter into the meaning of this rejection. In these 
lines the devotee takes on, at least verbally, the attitude 
that the two petitions asked for. Thus they form the first 
step towards seeing them fulfilled.

As cryptic as they are (and they are even more cryptic 
in this day and age when so few know Latin), the letters 
on the reverse of the medal clearly are heartfelt. Their 
impact comes not from anything intrinsic in the letters 
themselves, nor in the words they stand for. Rather the 
power is in what they remind us of: our faith in Jesus 
Christ and the power of his Cross. That is something of 
which I think Benedict would approve.


