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Every year the abbots of North American Benedictine 
abbeys, along with the priors of independent monaster-
ies, meet on the second weekend before Ash Wednesday. 
The meeting is always held at some monastery in the 
southern part of the country to avoid the risk of a bliz-
zard. This year, they met at Prince of Peace Abbey in 
Oceanside, California, just north of San Diego, from 
February 14-17. Although there were sessions that dealt 

than watching a televangelist from the comfort of one’s 
home. He emphasized that cenobitic monasticism, where 
a group of monks or nuns choose to live together in a sta-
ble community, is the last cultural institution committed 
to remaining in one place and having newer members 
regularly learn from living models, their elders, rather 
than from a screen.

His second talk, “Silence in an Age of Chatter: 
Contemplation and Charity,” contrasted the admo-
nition in the New Testament’s Letter of James—“Be 
quick to listen, slow to speak” (1:19)—with the contem-
porary practice of being “slow to listen and quick to 
speak.”  Consider the cacophony in airports and restau-
rants, or the 24-hour news channels on which so-called 
pundits are speaking constantly, some of them on pan-
els in which it is expected or even encouraged that the 
one talking will frequently be interrupted in mid-sen-
tence by another panelist. This is totally contrary to the 
teaching of ancient moral philosophy, which associated 
wisdom with silence and which definitely influenced the 
Rule of St Benedict’s frequent admonitions to taciturnity:  
“Prefer moderation in speech and speak no foolish chat-
ter” (RB 4:52-53) and “There are times when good words 
are to be left unsaid out of esteem for silence” (RB 6:2). 
Hearing the word of God is necessary for salvation, but 
this is impossible if one is always talking. Even worse 
than idle chatter is murmuring or grumbling, against 
which Benedict warns at least seven times in his Rule.

Dr Johnson’s final talk, “Repetition and Practice ver-
sus Immediacy and Novelty,” began by noting that 
much of our contemporary culture is characterized by 
its acceptance of whatever is new and its rejection, or at 
least forgetfulness, of all that went before. New kinds 
of technology are automatically considered superior to 
older kinds; the promise of the 5G mobile network is 
“to have it all and have it all at once.” This entire atti-
tude reverses the insights of ancient philosophy, which 
held that the new had to be related to the old in order 

Prince of Peace Abbey

with business matters during these days, the time was 
more like a retreat, with three talks given by the prom-
inent New Testament scholar Luke Timothy Johnson 
under the general title “The Rule of Benedict and the 
Practices of Ancient Moral Philosophy: The Witness of 
Monasticism in a Postmodern Age.”  Dr Johnson kindly 
agreed to have his talks published in the American 
Benedictine Review, whose annual board meeting was 
held there at Prince of Peace Abbey on the afternoon 
of Sunday the 16th. These will appear in the June 2020 
issue, but as many readers of this newsletter will not 
have ready access to that journal, this article will sim-
ply summarize one major point from each of his three 
presentations.

Dr Johnson titled his first talk “The Challenge of 
Embodiment in a Virtual Universe: Cenobitism.” He 
noted that in many respects our postmodern culture 
tries to transcend the body. In medicine, the body is often 
regarded not as a gift from the Creator but rather as a 
machine whose deficiencies can be overcome by “spare 
parts,” whether by prosthetics or gender-change surgery. 
The whole movement of transhumanism is part of this 
trend, which has sadly not led to universal harmony but 
to a profound tribalism, with like-minded people join-
ing together “virtually” in ways made possible by the 
World Wide Web. He argued that neither academia nor 
the church has resisted this in any effective way: the 
university has not made the case that coming together 
physically matters all that much (hence the proliferation 
of online courses), while the church has not made the 
case that coming together in a building is really better 



2

Resurrection Faith through the Old and  
New Testaments

Shortly after the death of her brother Lazarus, Jesus 
assures Martha of Bethany, “Your brother will rise,” to 
which she replies, “I know he will rise, at the resurrec-
tion on the last day.” We might take this as an indication 
that normal Jewish faith of the time was that all the dead 
would rise at the end of the world and that this faith 
accords with the normal Old Testament teaching, but we 
would be wrong.

First of all, the New Testament itself makes clear that 
general Jewish faith of the time was not in an undis-
puted general resurrection. Among Jews at the time 
there was more than one school of thought. The oppo-
sition between the Pharisees and the Sadducees is well 
attested, as is the polemics generated by the breach. Even 
Jesus is drawn into the debate. When the Sadducees told 
Jesus the (fictional) story of the seven brothers who had 
all married the same woman and had all died child-
less, asking, “At the resurrection, whose wife would 
she be?” it was an attempt to make the resurrection of 
the body appear ridiculous (Matthew 22:3-33). Jesus 
points out their misunderstanding of the nature of the 
resurrection and quotes Scripture against them (Exodus 
3:6)—from the Pentateuch, the only part of Scripture that 
the Sadducees accepted. 

Even more to the point is St Paul’s use of the oppo-
sition between the two groups on this point to distract 
attention from himself on one occasion when he was 
being interrogated before the Sanhedrin about his teach-
ing. “Paul was aware that some were Sadducees and 

some Pharisees, so he called out before the Sanhedrin, 
‘My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of Pharisees; I am 
on trial for hope in the resurrection of the dead’” (Acts 
23:6-10). The dispute that broke out ended that session.

To understand how these contrasting points of view came 
into being, it is necessary to go back to the Old Testament 
itself. Death, of course, always mysterious, comes to every 
person: “What mortal can live and not see death? Who 
can escape the power of Sheol?” (Psalm 89:49). Death is 
the “house destined for everyone alive” (Job 30:23). This 
“house” is Sheol, the realm of the dead, the place from 
which there is no return, from which everything lifelike 
is excluded: “Before I go whence I shall not return, to the 
land of darkness and of gloom, the dark, disordered land 
where darkness is the only light” (Job 10:21-22). 

Even God seems to have little interest or influence 
there. The Psalmist asks, 

“For who among the dead remembers you?  
Who praises you in Sheol?” (Psalm 6:6).

“My couch is among the dead,  
with the slain who lie in the grave. 
You remember them no more; 
They are cut off from your care” (Psalm 88:6).

“Do you work your wonders for the dead? 
…Do the shades arise and praise you?”  
(Psalm 88:11).

to be accepted and that knowledge of the self was more 
important than knowledge about the world. The cor-
ollary of this teaching was that it takes time to change 
oneself: moral transformation is not the work of a sin-
gle day or month or year but of a lifetime. St Benedict 
was firmly in this camp, warning already in the prologue 
to the Rule that the newcomer ought never be daunted 
immediately by the challenges but rather must perse-
vere, so that “through patience [one may] share in the 
sufferings of Christ” and so come “also to share in his 
kingdom” (Prologue 48-50). Our founder knew well that 
anything worthwhile does not come about all at once—
we need repetition and practice.

Of all the repetitions characteristic of Benedictine 
life, the repetitive chanting of the psalms is the great 
school of monastic prayer, allowing the monk or nun to 
enter the world that the Bible presents and constantly 
assuring one of God’s mercy and compassion. These 

divine traits are also prom-
inent in the New Testament 
canticles—the Benedictus 
and Magnificat — sung every 
single morning and evening 
by the monastic community.

Although Dr Johnson’s 
words were directed to 
a group of about forty 

Benedictine superiors, most of what he said is just as 
applicable to the life of anyone who wants to live in a 
more human way when surrounded by a culture in 
which virtual reality, chatter, and novelty are highly 
prized by many. Although it would be ideal to read his 
talks in their entirety when they are published this June, 
this article at least provides a brief account of some of the 
thought-provoking points that he made.

James Wiseman, osb

Luke Timothy Johnson
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“The dead do not praise the LORD, 
all those gone down into silence” (Psalm 115:17).

There is little here to suggest life after death. More fre-
quent are statements which seem to exclude it. Job is 
very clear on this.

“For a tree there is hope; 
if it is cut down, it will sprout again, 
its tender shoots will not cease. 
Even though its root grow old in the earth 
and its stump die in the dust, 
Yet at the first whiff of water it sprouts 
and puts forth branches like a young plant.

But when a man dies, all vigor leaves him; 
when a mortal expires, where then is he? 
As when the waters of a lake fail, 
or a stream shrivels and dries up 
So mortals lie down, never to rise. 
Until the heavens are no more,  
they shall not awake, 
nor be roused out of their sleep” (Job 14:7-12).

Job thinks it would be nice if one could die and then 
live again:

“Oh, that you would hide me in Sheol, 
shelter me till your wrath is past, 
fix a time to remember me!

If a man were to die, and live again, 
all the days of my drudgery I would wait 
for my relief to come” (Job 14:13-14).

But Job does not expect this. It is a forlorn wish, not a 
hope to be cherished.

After Job’s trials are over and God’s friendship is reas-
sured, he is reestablished; his goods are restored, his 
prosperity now twofold what it was before: “Thus the 
LORD blessed the later days of Job more than his ear-
lier ones” (42:12). But in spite of all this, the book simply 
ends by saying, “After this, Job lived 140 years;…then 
Job died, old and full of years” (42:17). 

Job was probably written in the fifth century bce, but 
Jewish thinkers continued to struggle, under inspiration, 
with problems of life and death. The Book of Ecclesiastes 
(also known as Qoheleth) was written perhaps in the 
third century bce, but offers little that is more positive. In 
some ways this author is distinctly pessimistic. In a book 
that covers many topics, the most relevant words on our 
theme are these:

“For the lot of mortals and the lot of beasts is the 
same lot. The one dies as well as the other. Both 
have the same life breath. Human beings have 
no advantage over beasts, but all is vanity. Both 
go to the same place; both are made from the 
dust and to dust they both return. Who knows 
if the life breath of mortals goes upward and 
the life breath of beasts goes earthward? And 

I saw that there is nothing better for mortals 
than to rejoice in their work; for this is their lot”  
(Eccl 3:19-22).

But this is not the Old Testament’s last word. Still in 
the wisdom tradition, like Job and Ecclesiastes, we have 
the Book of Wisdom (also known as “The Wisdom of 
Solomon”). Probably composed around the middle of 
the last century before the Christian era, it was written in 
Greek in Alexandria. Although composed by a Jew who 
was deeply imbued with the Old Testament tradition (see 
the use he makes of the Exodus tradition), it was writ-
ten in Greek and is influenced by Greek thought. Here 
we have belief in immortality clearly attested,1 and here 
it is closely tied to religious fidelity. This belief is clearly 
expressed in a narrative of the wicked against a just one. 
Introductory verses of the first chapter explain that God 
“did not make death” but “fashioned all things that they 
might have being” (Wisdom 1:13-14); “it was the wicked 
who with hands and words invited death” (1:16); and else-
where, “by the envy of the devil,2 death entered the world, 
and they who are in his possession experience it” (2:24). 
The wicked, in this narrative, are presented as hedonistic 
free-thinkers, seeking nothing but pleasure and believing 
in nothing except what is experienced. Their wantonness 
expresses itself in contempt for “the needy just man” and 
other helpless ones (2:10). Murderous hatred for such 
persons springs from the sense that the wicked are con-
demned by the virtue of the lives of the just. “Let us beset 
the just one, because he is obnoxious to us;…merely to 
see him is a hardship for us” (2:12, 14). “Let us condemn 
him to a shameful death; for according to his own words, 
God will take care of him” (2:20). 

To the plans of the wicked, the author comments, 

“These were their thoughts, but they erred; 
    for their wickedness blinded them,
And they did not know the hidden counsels of God; 

neither did they count on a recompense for  
holiness 
nor discern the innocent soul’s reward.

For God formed us to be imperishable 
(aphtharsia), 
the image of his own nature he made us.3

But by the envy of the devil, death entered the 
world, 
and they who are allied with him experience it” 
(Wis 2:23-24).

This is but one of the references to the early chapters 
of Genesis. 
1 It is important to distinguish between immortality and resur-

rection. “Immortality” suggests impossibility of dying, whereas 
“resurrection” bespeaks a return to (bodily) life after death.

2 The author identifies the serpent of Genesis 3, an 
identification found elsewhere.

3 The author draws the conclusion that humans, made in the 
image and likeness of God, must, like him, be imperishable. 
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The author goes on to at length beautifully describe 
the lot of the righteous who have passed on: 

“Their souls are in the hand of God,…they are in 
peace” (Wis 3:1-4). 

“Chastised a little, they shall be greatly blest, 
Because God tried them 
And found them worthy of himself.

As gold in the furnace he proved them, 
And as sacrificial offerings he took them to 
himself” (Wis 3:5-6).

It shall be otherwise with the wicked:

“But the wicked shall receive a punishment to 
match their thoughts, 
Since they neglected justice and forsook the 
LORD” (Wis 3:10).

So the author sees opposing fates for the good and the 
wicked. He doesn’t say that the fate of the wicked will 
be everlasting, though it can be assumed that if for the 
good “the LORD will be their King forever” (Wis 3:8), the 
lot of the wicked would likewise be unending. Thus the 
author uses his teaching on the afterlife to teach morality. 
Although the crime referred to earlier was oppression of 
the needy just man, the widow, the aged (Wis 2:10), here 
he turns to sexual crimes:

“Yes, blessed is she who, childless4 and undefiled, 
knew not transgression of the wedding bed; 
she shall bear fruit at the visitation of souls” 
(Wis 3:13).

This theme is continued in later verses.
Even early death, easily considered a curse, can be 

considered a blessing:

“But the just man, though he die early, shall be  
at rest.

……………..
Yes, the just man dead condemns the sinful who 

live, 
and youth swiftly completed, 
condemns the many years of the wicked man 
grown old” (Wis 4:7, 16). 

Dramatically, the author describes what might be con-
sidered a last judgment scene: 

“Fearful shall they come, at the counting up of 
their sins, 
And their lawless deeds shall convict them to 
their face.

“Then shall the just one with great assurance 
confront 

his oppressors who set at nought his labors”  
(Wis 4:20-5:1).

There follows in detail the fear, surprise and regret 
of the wicked, who now acknowledge the error of their 
ways and the blessed lot of the righteous (Wis 5:2-23). 

The Book of Wisdom benefitted from its Greek thought, 
especially its anthropology, very different from that of 
the Hebrew. The Hebrew view of the human makeup is 
revealed especially in the story of creation. Here the first 
man is fashioned out of the earth, like clay by a potter. 
Into this earthy artifact the Creator infuses the breath of 
life and the man becomes a living being. This should not 
be thought of as body and soul. This breath of life is only 
to animate the person; it is not thought of as existing of 
itself; it is not substantial or subsistent. Its departure 
marks death, leaving behind the earth from which the 
man was formed. Thus the breath of life is not a soul or 
like a soul, which survives a man. Hebrew does have a 
word, nephesh, often translated “soul,” but though it sig-
nifies the presence of life, it is not subsistent. They had 
a belief in some shadowy existence after death and a 
netherworld called Sheol, a shadowy place from which 
anything truly lifelike was excluded. (See the above quo-
tations from Psalms and Job.)  

According to John L. McKenzie, this conception made 
resurrection the only form of afterlife possible: “The 
Hebrew conception of man made it impossible for any 
idea of the afterlife to arise which was not a restoration 
of life to the body.”5 

The Greek conception was quite other. Plato, for exam-
ple, viewed human beings as rational souls burdened by 
imprisonment within their physical bodies. There is need 
for the soul to purify itself from the body, but the soul 
will be completely free from the body only at death—
only then will the soul be free to contemplate. Ironically, 
on this view, one becomes completely human only after 
death. Thus “The Hellenic conception of man has been 
described as that of an angel in a slot machine, a soul (the 
invisible, spiritual, essential ego) incarcerated in a frame 
of matter, from which it trusts eventually to be liber-
ated…. The Hebrew idea of the personality, on the other 
hand, …is an animated body, not an incarnated soul.”6

All this agrees with what we find in the Book of 
Wisdom: “But the souls of the just are in the hand of 
God, and no torment shall touch them” (Wis 3:1). The 
text goes on to suggest something far more blessed than 
mere survival: “they shall dart about as sparks through 
stubble; They shall judge nations, rule over peoples….” 
(Wis 3:7-8).

And yet, though it may not appear in the Book of 
Wisdom, Israel did come to the concept of a resurrection. 
An impulse for this might have come from Ezekiel’s vision 
of a restored Israel in Ezekiel 37:1-14. Here the prophet 

4 This is a strong example because, in that culture, childlessness 
was considered a grave affliction, even a curse.

5 John L. McKenzie, Dictionary of the Bible (Milwaukee: Bruce, 
1965), 731.

6 John A.T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology 
(Studies in Biblical Theology No. 5). The subsequent quotation is 
from Wheeler Robinson. 
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graphically promises in symbolic form Israel’s restoration, 
even though it should require a miracle as wonderful as 
raising a living army from a field of dry bones. 

At any rate, the belief is adequately attested in 2 
Maccabees, in the story of the martyred widow and her 
seven martyred sons (2 Mac 7:1-41). They were arrested 
and tortured with whips and scourges by the king to 
force them to eat pork in violation of God’s law (2 Mac 
7:1). When the first son declared, “We are willing to die 
rather than transgress the laws of our ancestors,” the 
most exquisite tortures imaginable were visited upon 
him—cutting out of tongue, scalping, excision of hands 
and feet, finally being fried in a huge frying pan (2 Mac 
7:4-5). The second son, while being subjected to the same 
tortures, explained why they were willing to be tortured 
and die: “You cursed fiend, you are depriving us of this 
present life, but the King of the universe will raise us 
up to live forever, because we are dying for his laws” 
(2 Mac 7:9). Most explicit of the bodily resurrection are 
the words of the third son as he stretched out his hands 
when told to do so: “It was from Heaven that I received 
these; for the sake of his laws I disregard them; from him 
I hope to receive them again” (2 Mac 7:11).

Interesting are the words of the fourth brother: “It is 
my choice to die at the hands of mortals with the hope 
that God will restore me to life, but for you, there will be 
no resurrection to life” (2 Mac 7:14), which leaves open 
the possibility of a different kind of resurrection. In fact, 
the sixth brother threatens, “Only wait, and you will see 
how his great power will torment you and your descen-
dants” (2 Mac 7:17).

Equally brave was the mother who bore the loss of her 
sons in one day because of her hope in the Lord, encour-
aging each of them with words: “I do not know how 
you came to be in my womb.… Therefore, since it is the 
Creator of the universe who shaped the beginnings of 
humankind…he, in his mercy, will give you back both 
breath and life, because you now disregard yourselves 
for the sake of his law” (2 Mac 7:22-23).

We see that the view of the authors of Job and 
Qoheleth, on the one hand, and that found in the much 
later books of Wisdom and 2 Maccabees (both first cen-
tury bc), on the other hand, are both present in the New 
Testament, represented respectively by the Sadducees 

and the Pharisees. The 
former are ultraconserva-
tive and refuse to accept 
as Scripture anything later 
than the Pentateuch.

In none of the Old 
Testament texts do we see 
anything approaching the 
transformation found in 
NT faith. The Maccabean 
martyrs could have been 
expecting bodies like their 
present ones (similar to 
the case of NT resuscita-
tions such as Lazarus and 
the son of the widow of Naim), far different from the 
resurrection Jesus brings to the saved. The difference is 
apparent throughout the NT epistles, most clearly in St 
Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, chapter 15. He says in 
part: “So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown 
corruptible; it is raised incorruptible. It is sown dishon-
orable; it is raised glorious. It is sown weak; it is raised 
powerful. It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiri-
tual body” (verses 42-44). “This I declare, flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does corruption 
inherit incorruption. Behold, I tell you a mystery. We 
shall not all fall asleep, but we will all be changed, in 
an instant, in the blink of an eye, at the last trumpet.… 
The dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed. …then the word that is written will come 
about: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’… Thanks be 
to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (verses 50-57).

The difference has been wrought through the power of 
God, who sent His Son Jesus Christ in the flesh to die for 
our sins, and through the love of Jesus Christ, who loves 
us so much that while we were sinners he died for us so 
that we could be raised in the likeness of his divinity.

We have come a long way both in what is done and in 
what has been revealed—from the gloomy darkness of 
Sheol to the light of glorious life in Jesus. Truly we can 
say with St Paul, “Thanks be to God who gives us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!” 

Joseph Jensen, osb

A Meditation on the Icon of the Nativity
This article was originally a talk given to our Oblates during 
their day of recollection on December 1, 2019.

In the prologue to the Fourth Gospel, John writes: “And 
the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us, 
and we saw his glory, the glory as of the Father’s only 

Son, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). And at the very 
beginning of his prologue, the evangelist identifies this 
Word with God: “In the beginning was the Word and 
the Word was with God and the Word was God” (John 
1:1). The One who was the Word, the person whom we 

Fr Joseph
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address as Jesus, was God himself, born among us as 
one of us and out of love for us in order to redeem us. 
When we stop to meditate on this event, no explana-
tion can do this mystery justice. We can only ponder it 
with astonishment, awe, and gratitude. Only the infinite 
love of God could and would do such a thing. The only 
response we can give is to love back in our own limited, 
creaturely way. 

One response that has been given by holy and gifted 
artists down the centuries is to portray something of this 
love in icons. Whereas in the West sacred images are nor-
mally seen as reminders of the holy that do, of course, 
draw us to God, in the East an icon is seen as a means of 
actually entering the mystery it displays or of commu-
nicating with the holy person depicted. To explain this 
difference in a bit more detail, in the West we generally 
look on sacred images as things that remind us of Christ, 
the Blessed Mother, the saints, and the sacred myster-
ies. The images are there to help us in our devotions and 
contemplation. The Eastern Church views icons a little 
differently. There they are called “windows into heaven.” 
In this approach, 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 wrote that “the honor paid 
to the image passes on to its prototype. To kiss an icon 
of Christ is to show love to Christ.” But just as in the 
Western tradition of sacred images, icons are venerated, 
not worshipped.

I also want to note that the perspective in an icon is 
different than the perspective we are used to. In icons 
the “vanishing point” is behind the viewer, so the person 
looking at the icon is included in it. Often some part of 
the icon sticks out into the frame to indicate that the sub-
ject cannot be contained by a frame.

The icon of the nativity that we are contemplating in 
today’s presentation is a detail from a much larger icon. 
Traditionally, the icon of the nativity shows the cave, the 
infant Jesus, Mary and Joseph, and the ox and ass, just 
as we see them here. Our icon shows only enough of a 
mountain to depict the cave, whereas other icons show 
the mountain towering to a peak, while in its valleys one 
can see the Magi hastening after the star and the angels 

appearing to the shepherds. Often enough there is a little 
vignette at the bottom right, showing a woman bath-
ing the infant Jesus—a very real and human touch, most 
appropriate. I like it.

Let us begin our contemplation of this icon by taking 
a moment to collect ourselves and place ourselves in the 
scene. We are part of the scene. Although the birth of 
Christ took place in historical time, it will exist forever 
in eternity, in the eternal now. As we proceed through 
this meditation, it is not necessary to stay with me. If the 
Spirit speaks to you in the movement of your own heart, 
follow the Spirit.

As we enter, let’s look around, but not as one looks at a 
painting in an art gallery. Remember that we are part of 
the scene. As we look, our eyes are caught by the side of 
the mountain. We are led by the star to the manger and 
the presence of the infant Jesus, the Word made flesh. 
The star is herald of the birth of Christ. Jesus and the 
manger lie in a dark cave, an opening in the side of the 
mountain. And beside him lie an ox and a donkey. The 
Virgin Mother and St Joseph kneel in adoration beside 
the Word made flesh. Let your eyes and spirit wander 
over the face of the icon, remembering that we too are 
somehow present to this sacred mystery.

The mountainside itself is obviously made of hard 
rock. An opening in this inhospitable surface becomes the 
home, the birthplace of God made man. Mountains and 
rocks are often symbols, as when we speak of “the moun-
tain of our pride,” our hardness of heart, but it is also the 
mountain where God dwells, the high place to which we 
ascend in the journey of our lives to become one with God. 
We might ask what these rocks say to me, but here God 
beat us to it: the Word made flesh descends to where I am, 
where we are. He takes the opportunity of every crack in 
our façade to let his divinizing light enter our hearts. This 
reminds me of a poem by Leonard Cohen: “Ring the bells 
that still can ring / Forget the perfect offering / There is 
a crack, a crack in everything / That’s how the light gets 
in.” What is the “crack” in my life, in my heart, that by the 
working of God allows the divine light in?

Then there is the cave, a black hole. In iconography, the 
color black often indicates the presence of evil. The cave 
denotes the kingdom of evil itself. The fact that the nativ-
ity of Jesus is presented as taking place in the mouth of 
hell indicates both the reason why the Word became 
flesh and his victory over evil, sin, and death. What are 
the dark areas in my life? If I let Christ enter even into 
those shadow-areas of my life, he will transform them 
into light. How can I let him in?

As for the ox and ass, in the Gospel narrative of the 
birth of Christ there is no mention of these two animals. 
They are a reference to a passage in Isaiah: “An ox knows 
its owner, and an ass, the master’s manger; but Israel 
does not know, my people has not understood” (Isaiah 
1:3). What are the times I have not recognized Christ’s 
presence in my life? What, on the other hand, are the 
times I have recognized him in my life? And how can I 
cultivate that “seeing” which allows me to see Christ 
present among us, in others?
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In the very center of the icon is the image of the infant 
Jesus, wrapped tightly in swaddling clothes. Around his 
head is a halo containing a cross and the Greek words 
“Ho On” the One who is, that is, the One who has the 
fullness of being. It is similar to God’s identification of 
himself in the burning bush: “I am who I am” (Exodus 
3:14). All icons depicting Christ have this halo with its 
cross and Greek inscription. 

Jesus is here enclosed in a fencelike structure, differ-
ent from the mangers of stone or wood usually depicted. 
Notice that the manger is not covered by straw, but Jesus 
rests on the black floor of the cave itself, another symbol 
of his victory over the kingdom of evil. 

The swaddling clothes and the closed eyes of the 
sleeping Jesus presage his sleep in death, an event yet to 
come. Icons often depict a sleeping Jesus portraying both 
a present event and foretelling his future passion. 

There is much to ponder here:  the infant who is 
divine and yet such a frail human child, a being who has 
impoverished himself, become one of us, destined to be 
executed and tortured as a common criminal so that we 
might join him in glory. We have here an image of total 
self-giving born of infinite love for us. Like all love, it 
calls out to be recognized and returned.

When we celebrate the birth of Jesus, we do so usu-
ally against a background of sweetness and light. Images 
of angels, shepherds, and kings delight us. There is that, 
of course, but underlying it all is the image of the cross. 
Suffering and tragedy are present at the very moment 
of the Savior’s birth. The pregnant mother journeys to a 
distant city where she gives birth in a cave/stable. The 
cave does not belong to Mary or Joseph, but is a bor-
rowed place, like the borrowed tomb that one day will 
hold Jesus’ crucified body. 

As Jesus lies asleep on that black surface denoting the 
kingdom of evil, evil holds no terror for him. He is its vic-
tor. Evil is afraid of him. The fencelike manger reminds me 
of the crown of thorns. Again and again, the icons of the 
nativity point to a reality beyond the joy we have at a new-
born baby, and in this case it is the reality of the Word who 
took on our flesh and blood so that he might redeem us.

This icon speaks of the humility of God, of the Word who 
emptied himself to become one of us, who became obedi-
ent even to death for us. It speaks of infinite love, of divine 
love for us. And that is what the angelic song is all about.

At the very top of the icon hovers the star, pointing to 
the infant Savior himself. It calls us to follow Him who is 
the way, the truth, and the life. How well do I follow that 
star?  We are told that when the Magi reached Jerusalem, 
where they expected to find the new born King, they inex-
plicably lost sight of the star. Distracted by the sight and 
sounds, the mayhem and chaos of the city, and caught up 
by their own expectations of where this King should be, 
they lost sight of their guiding star. What are the distrac-
tions great or small that make me lose sight of the star?  
How do I let the distractions take me away from my des-
tiny of complete adherence to Christ?  And when I find 
myself straying, do I turn to God, ask for help, and get on 
with my journey, or do I get irritated and disappointed 

at myself for being a vulnerable human being always in 
need of God’s help?  Falling followed by repentance can 
be a great way of learning the spiritual craft as well as 
a great aid to humility. Remember: “There’s a crack, a 
crack in everything / That’s how the light gets in.”

The icon of the nativity points to the cross and resurrec-
tion. Jesus said to his followers: “If anyone wishes to come 
after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily 
and follow me” (Luke 9:23). It is easy to become senti-
mental at the sight of the infant Jesus lying in the manger, 
but am I ready to follow him to where the icon points?  
Speaking for myself, I am afraid. Afraid of pain and suf-
fering, I am a coward. To quote St Thomas More: “I am 
not the stuff martyrs are made of.”  And in my case even 
the little martyrdoms of everyday life fill me with dread 
and apprehension. But if I give myself totally, weaknesses 
and all to Jesus, he will provide the strength and courage 
when the time comes. And it is the road, the only road 
to the resurrection and transfiguration. There are potholes 
and deep ditches on that road, but if I fall, and call on 
him as Peter did, he will lower his hand and pull me out. 
Actually, he is waiting for the sound of my voice.

In our icon Mary, like Joseph, is shown in an attitude of 
adoration. In many icons of the nativity, Mary is shown 
reclining on a couch after having given birth. She is 
dressed in beautiful robes with a fringed mantle. In real-
ity, she never wore such fine clothes. Mary and Joseph 
were poor people unacquainted with such luxuries. 
Mary is clothed in red and blue, traditional colors for the 
God-bearer, Theotokos. If her feet were visible, she would 
probably be shown wearing red shoes. Red shoes would 
indicate her queenly rank, for only the empress was 
allowed to wear red shoes. Mary’s clothing is not realistic, 
but it does point to a spiritual reality. It teaches us to look 
beyond the appearance of things and see the spiritual real-
ity. How can I train myself, with God’s help, of course, to 
recognize the spiritual reality around me and in me?

In her attitude of adoration, Mary is the mother of 
the baby lying there, but he is the Creator and she is a 
creature. She kneels in adoration, the only response pos-
sible in the face of such an earth-shattering event. She 
invites us also to adore, praise, and thank God for this 
mind-blowing mystery in which we have been privileged 
to participate. And she invites us to love in imitation of 
her love and of God’s love.

Like Mary, St Joseph is shown kneeling in adoration. 
He is depicted as an older man, which is the icon’s way 
of saying that he is the foster father of Jesus, not his real 
father. We know very little of St Joseph. He has no spoken 
lines in Scripture, but he is mighty in his deeds because 
he always obeys the will of God and does so without 
hesitation. Mary and Joseph’s original plans to marry 
were interrupted by the will of God and the message of 
an angel, but neither of them hesitated. In their love of 
God, God’s will was always first in their lives. How often 
did Mary and Joseph have to repeat Mary’s fiat in their 
lives: “Be it done to me according to your word” (Luke 
1:38). They were apt teachers for Jesus, whose food and 
drink was always to do the will of the Father who sent 
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FOCUS 2020: Student Leadership Conference

A quick glance at the accompanying photo will lead 
you to think that the picture of Abbot James and Fr 
Samuel was taken in the abbey church. In fact, the back-
ground is a large photo of our church printed on cloth 
and hanging at the back of our booth at the 2020 confer-
ence of the Fellowship of Catholic University Students, 
held this year in Arizona at the Phoenix Convention 
Center. The abbey has sponsored a booth at the FOCUS 
conference for each of the past five years, with either 
two monks or a monk and an oblate representing St 
Anselm’s. This article will first provide some basic infor-
mation about FOCUS in general and then describe our 
experience at the recent conference in Phoenix.

The Fellowship of Catholic University Students actu-
ally has Benedictine roots, for its pilot program was 

held in January 1998 at Benedictine College in Atchison, 
Kansas, a school run by the monks of St Benedict’s Abbey. 
The founder was Curtis Martin, assisted by his wife, 
Michaelann, and Dr Edward Sri. At that time, there were 
only a few members of the staff and twenty-four stu-
dents, but the fellowship has grown rapidly over the past 
twenty-two years. With headquarters outside of Denver, 
there are now more than 500 staff members. These train 
recent college graduates in the Bible, the teachings of the 
Catholic Church, and practical aspects of ministry and 
then send them out in teams of four as missionaries to 
serve on college campuses, where they teach and live 
the Gospel. While these missionaries work primarily in 
the United States, in recent years some have been sent to 
other countries, such as our own school’s alumnus Marco 
Cerritelli, who served for two years at the University of 
Vienna before returning to this country and becoming a 
seminarian for the Archdiocese of Washington.

FOCUS also hosts an annual conference, which is called 
a Student Leadership Summit (SLS) in even-numbered 
years and SEEK in odd-numbered years. The latter is 
much larger, drawing as many as eighteen or twenty thou-
sand participants and being largely educational and social 
in nature, while the SLS conferences have about half that 
many in attendance and primarily train undergraduates 
and young professionals in the organization’s methods. 

The SLS conference that Abbot James and Fr Samuel 
attended began on December 30 and ended January 3. 
Our booth was one of many in the convention center’s 
large exhibition hall, along with booths for other religious 
communities, publishing houses, universities, and ven-
dors of religious articles. We offered short forms of the 
Liturgy of the Hours for any students who wanted to pray 
with us, but the scheduling of these prayer times proved 
difficult. Our intention was to have Morning Prayer at 
7:00 am, but it turned out that students were not allowed 
into the exhibition hall that early. Midday Prayer was held 
at a convenient time, but our 6 pm Vespers service over-
lapped with the hour when many of the students were 
having supper or listening to some speaker in an adjacent 
large space, while Compline proved difficult because of 
ambient noise (clapping, singing, shouting) in other parts 
of the hall. We are exploring the possibility of having 
the organizers of the conference allow the Liturgy of the 

him. What are the times I have responded to the will of 
God as Joseph did?  

I will now conclude our meditation by recalling those 
verses from the Fourth Gospel with which I began: “ In 
the beginning was the Word, / and the Word was with 
God / and the Word was God. / He was in the beginning 

with God. / All things came to be through him, / and 
without him nothing came to be. / … And the Word 
became flesh / and made his dwelling among us, / and 
we saw his glory, / the glory as of the Father’s only Son, 
/ full of grace and truth” (John 1:1-3,14).

boniface von nell, osb

Abbot James and Fr Samuel at the FOCUS booth
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James Wiseman, osb

On how to be an Anglican Oblate of St Anselm’s 
Abbey: A Personal Reflection

“God is love and whoever abides in love abides in 
God, and God abides in that person” (1 John 4:16). That 
line from the New Testament is very important for me 
and my wife, Sue. God has richly blessed us through 
the love that we have received from the community of 
St Anselm’s Abbey. An important context of this bless-
ing is that a devout Roman Catholic community has 
embraced an Anglican couple very much engaged in the 
ministry and mission of the Anglican Church of Canada. 
This narrative is, therefore, one that reflects how our 
shared Christian religion may supersede the denomina-
tional prerogatives that form such an integral part of our 
respective faith journeys.

This all started many decades ago in Canada where 
Br Dunstan (then Joseph Robidoux) was a classmate and 
friend of my brother and sister. Br Dunstan extended 
hospitality to us by an open invitation to visit the abbey 
either as a destination or as part of longer winter vaca-
tions designed to mitigate the effects of our Canadian 
winter. My earliest memory is that of meeting the abbey 
school faculty for lunch during a January 1998 bus jour-
ney to join a daughter in Florida. During subsequent 
visits, Sue and I stayed at the abbey’s beautiful married 
quarters (appropriately named the “Canterbury Suite”), 
shared in worship and fellowship, and became friends 
with many community members, in particular, Abbot 
Aidan Shea. He and Sue formed a lasting bond, for 
which I remain very grateful to God. After dining sep-
arately on the first few visits, Sue and I were welcomed 
to share meals with the community, including the cele-
bratory receptions that coincided with major feast days.

Our relationship with St Anselm’s took a more pro-
found turn following Sue’s diagnosis of Alzheimer’s 
disease in 2009. We continued to travel until 2017, and 
this often involved visits to the abbey. The community 

continued warmly to receive us and to respond lovingly 
to the behavioral eccentricities that sometimes accompa-
nied Sue’s incurable progressive illness. In 2013, Abbot 
Aidan invited us to become oblates of St Anselm’s, and 
so in February of the following year Fr Boniface invested 
us in a most solemn and Spirit-filled service. By this time, 

Hours to be held next year in the space reserved for the 
Blessed Sacrament; we would gladly provide leaflets so 
that anyone who wished to attend could join in the prayer. 
We were also among the 250 priests who heard more than 
4,000 confessions in the course of the week.

Apart from these services, much of our time in the 
exhibition hall had Fr Samuel distributing Benedictine 
medals to students elsewhere in the hall or in other areas 
of the convention center and encouraging them to go to 
our booth, where Abbot James would bless the medals 
using the traditional prayers. Other printed information 
about the abbey was also available at the booth, so in 
this way many hundreds of students got to know of the 

abbey for the first time, and some of these made further 
inquiries about a possible vocation to Benedictine life. 

The entire week was definitely demanding, for we 
were involved in one way or another from the time we 
vested for the daily 8:30 am mass until leaving the prem-
ises as late as 10 or 11 pm. Our attendance was but one 
way in which we are trying to make our abbey better 
known. Whether or not any young man who learns of 
us in this way will be led to become a member of our 
community is impossible to say, but for us it was very 
inspiring just to see the joyful dedication of so many stu-
dents, both men and women, to the Lord, something 
especially evident at each morning’s mass.

Sue and Charles Ferris
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charles ferris, oblsb

Sue required assistance in reading the texts that were 
associated with the ceremony. By God’s good grace, a 
visitor to St Anselm’s, Rowena Corbett, had established a 
very good relationship with Sue and graciously assisted 
her during the service. Above all, Fr Boniface responded 
in a most loving and natural way to this tragic situation. 
Thus, it was an action both community-affirming and 
faith-affirming. 

As an oblate, it has been my privilege to attend the 
March 2018 retreat led by Sr Antoinette Purcell, osb, 
which focused on aspects of the Rule of St Benedict. 
This became a particularly memorable experience, as it 
allowed me to form a friendship with Herb Brooks. His 

death last year has been a significant loss for those of us 
who engaged the support of his prayer and friendship at 
St Anselm’s.

I am now looking forward to the March 2020 retreat, 
which will be an occasion for renewing friendships and 
acquaintances and learning from the retreat master, Fr 
Michael Peterson, osb, on the theme of resiliency in the 
context of our current lives.

Thank you all for the continuous prayer support. We 
will continue to pray for the community as it reaffirms its 
mission in the world. May God continue to richly bless 
you in this sacred ministry.


