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“Walking the Way”

is our theme for to-day. All of us already have a fair stretch of our professional, spiritual and human journey behind us and it is a good idea from time to time to take stock, to sit down for a while, to look inside ourselves and gather new strength. It may be that we are tired - and who is not from time to time? It may be that we are faced with new tasks and need the energy to face them with courage. 

To-day I should like to sit with you and offer a few reflections on our journey. I am aware that I am speaking to you as monk and that most of  you, as Anglican priests, deacons or lay readers, are probably married and most of you probably involved in pastoral work. Nevertheless, I think we have much in common.

I too have a long journey behind me and from time to time I get tired. Forty-six years ago I entered the Archabbey of Sankt Ottilien near Munich. Thirty-nine years ago I was ordained priest and shortly after that began to teach philosophy at Sant’Anselmo, the Benedictine university in Rome, which I did for six years. Thirty years ago my confreres elected me Archabbot of the monastery, a position which includes the presidency of a large group, or so-called Congregation, of Benedictine monasteries, mainly missionary in character. For twenty-three years I fulfilled this role for my own community and for many other communities in Africa, Asia, North and South America and, of course, in Europe. I founded several new communities, worked for interreligious dialogue and built hospitals in China and North Korea. Seven years ago I was elected Abbot Primate and thus became the first representative of the Benedictine Order. I deliberately use the term ‘first representative’ because the Abbot Primate in not a Superior-General in the usual legal sense. In Germany I have come into the public eye by acting as a television- and radio-commentator on the Pope’s visits to Turkey and Austria, by appearances on television talk-shows, by writing a book on the social and economic situation in Germany - which has become a bestseller - and by contributing a weekly column to a popular women’s magazine. All this involves much more work that I would like but, in the final analysis, I do come from a Benedictine missionary Congregation! 

Sometimes I am tempted to say, ‘Lord, give me a break. It’s enough to have led communities for thirty years.’ But then I tell myself: on the one hand, it is a good thing to hand over responsibility to younger hands. On the other hand, we all live longer these days and at 67 are usually in better shape than people of that age at the beginning of the twentieth century. But is tiredness, are such thoughts, signs of a burn-out syndrome? Is it not an essential part of a spiritual vocation not to cling on anything, to be able to let go, to allow oneself constantly to be faced with new challenges? A religious vocation is based on Jesus’s word to Peter: ‘Another will fasten your belt and lead you to places to which you do not wish to go.’ We did not choose our vocation. It was Jesus Christ himself who called us. 

1. The spiritual Character of our Ministry
And with this I come to my first point. How do we look at our spiritual service? Are we managers, functionaries, or are we spiritual leaders and co-workers for and with our communities? There was a tendency in the Roman Catholic Church after the Second Vatican Council to see the priest merely as a functionary, as the administrator of his community. This could have the advantage of being humanly less demanding. An ecclesiastical civil servant is on duty for so many hours of the day but can then retreat to private life. But he/she can also be tempted to a kind of escape, a kind of inner withdrawal or emigration, seeing himself/herself as performing a service but not giving himself, or herself. That makes the burden easier to carry. And even if in such a situation the priest does not live a particularly exemplary life, he/she can always do his or her duty. And in many ways this is understandable.
In practice, a modern pastor, no matter what his or her position, has to be a good administrator and a good manager. The liturgy has to be well prepared, as do sermons. Some have classes to prepare. The various groups in the parish have to be encouraged and sometimes even personally co-ordinated. Because the public today expect, and rightly so, proper accountability, financial administration has to be more transparent and has to be more professionally run. It is with the money of our faithful or of Church bodies that we finance our social and charitable activities.

The importance of good management to and of a community is already underlined in the first letter to Timothy, ‘A bishop must manage his own household well, keeping his children submissive and respectful in every way – for if someone does not know how to manage his own household, how can he take care of God’s church?’ (1 Tim 3,4-5). Saint Benedict expects the abbot to rule his monastery well and with attention to the smallest detail – and thus all will live in peace. Whoever has a lot to do should be given help, so that he will not be saddened but can do his work with joy. Above all the abbot should rule with moderation and discretion, ‘the mother of virtues’. As Benedict says, If the abbot drives his sheep too hard they will all perish in one day.

So, good and intelligent management is needed. But Benedict gives the abbot a more fundamental role: he is the vicar, the representative of Christ, in his community. Jesus Christ himself is the real leader of the monastic community. The abbot’s role is to make Christ visible. The monks should be able to see Christ’s love and mercy reflected in him. I think the same applies to the leader of a parish. It is Christ who leads the Church, who leads the faithful. In the second letter to Timothy we read: ‘For this reason I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands (1.6) …Share in suffering like a good soldier of Christ. No one serving in the army gets entangled in everyday affairs; the soldier’s aim is to please his commander. (2,3f.)’ That is the spiritual dimension of our service. It applies not only to parish priests but to all who are involved in pastoral work. We cannot hide behind a spoken or unspoken wish that Christ will do it all. I myself am challenged to witness to and make visible Jesus Christ’s loving and merciful presence and action, his forgiveness and reconciliation.
2. Spiritual Growth
In a second step I should like to indicate what this means in concrete terms, but let us linger for a moment to consider this challenge. As I see it, this spiritual dimension constitutes our real service to our communities.

And this is where the real difficulties start. Everyone brings his or her own character and talents to the job. Each one of us has his/her own history of human development. Usually we start of with great élan. But then difficulties and disappointments arise in our dealings with others. As the years go by we notice that we remain our old same familiar selves. Our personal deficiencies and faults are not eradicated but, if anything, increase. We reach a mid-life crisis and before we have coped with it we can find ourselves in a burn-out situation. I think IT is very important to confront ourselves with our selves, with our character, with our actual present situation. I think that one of the most sobering human experiences is to realize when we are celebrating 25, 40 or 50 years of spiritual service, that our personality has remained the same, that we have probably even become weaker. Pressure of work can lead us to forget that we need a proper regime of ascesis. If we want to change anything at all we need to develop and stick to a strategy, we need a constant monitoring of our performance and of this strategy. It might be a good idea to have some kind of supervisor from outside.
We should not demand too much of ourselves. We need to say yes to ourselves. We need to accept ourselves. We bring our character and talents as a kind of capital to our service. But we also have weaknesses and these can depress us. I think that the experience of these weaknesses is a good opportunity to learn and to live real humility. But we can also trust that Jesus will accept and encourage us – for it is he who called us. And if we look at his disciples, all of whom abandoned him at crucial moments, we gain even more courage because Jesus accepted his disciples and even made a crass traitor like Peter the leader of his future community. If we go through the Gospels and see the trouble to which Jesus went for his disciples and the success he had, then we shall find sufficient consolation and encouragement for that humble ‘inspiring discipleship’, which is the theme of these days.

3. Discipleship

When a young Benedictine monk makes his first profession or when an abbot is elected and enters on his service they like to refer to examples in the Old and New Testaments. One example is Abraham who leaves his homeland. He is called by God to leave this land with his whole family and go to a country he does not yet know. We can all feel the risk that Abraham is taking. He trusts completely in God. He leaves his familiar homeland, his security and does not yet know what he will have to face. In the course of his life, however, he experiences God’s presence with him, he realizes that he can trust this God, that he is always being led by this God. 

Another example is the calling of the prophet Jeremiah. When at the age of 37 I was elected abbot of my monastery – which has a large community of about 200 monks – and with it the further responsibility of leading a world-wide congregation of 1100 monks, I felt like Jeremiah, ‘Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.’ (Jer 1,6) The day after my election as Archabbot of Sankt. Ottilien  I had to open and preside over a General Chapter of the Congregation, in the preparation of which I had not been involved. But the next words consoled me, ‘But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’; for you shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them..”’

And in the New Testament we read of the risen Christ re-assuring Peter that he himself will lead him. Whether we like it or not, this spiritual dimension is the real dimension of our service and of our personal lives. Walking with Jesus means, stepping out, leaving, looking forward, not blindly, but following a call. We seems to be, and are, running a risk but we must trust in him who tells us to step out of the boat, to walk on the water; and should we start to sink, he will take us by the hand as he did with Peter.
4. Our Leadership

As a Benedictine abbot, I should like to suggest to you a few guidelines for our concrete service. For the Rule of Benedict is written ‘per ducatum Evangelii’ – under the guidance of the Gospels.

4.1 Respect for individual Gifts or Charisms
In Chapter 2 of the Rule, Benedict points out to the abbot that he has undertaken a difficult task, that of leading other people, attentive to and making allowances for their differing characters. Every community has its zealous confreres, it also has stubborn and difficult confreres – just like a parish:

‘The abbot in his teaching ought always to observe the rule of the Apostle, wherein he says: Reprove, persuade, rebuke. He must adapt himself to circumstances, now using severity and now persuasion, displaying the rigour of a master or the loving kindness of a father. That is to say, that he must sternly rebuke the undisciplined and restless; but the obedient, meek and patient, these he should exhort to advance in virtue. As for the negligent and rebellious, we warn him to reprimand and punish them.’ (RB 2,23-25)

‘Those of gentle disposition and good understanding should be punished, for the first and second time, by verbal admonition; but bold, hard, proud, and disobedient characters should be checked at the very beginning of their ill-doing by the rod and corporal punishment, according to the text: The fool is not corrected with words; and again: Beat thy son with the rod and thou shalt deliver his soul from death. (RB 2, 27f.) ‘Let him realize also how difficult and arduous a task he has undertaken, of ruling souls and adapting himself to many dispositions. One he must humour, another rebuke another persuade, according to each one’s disposition and understanding, and thus adapt and accommodate himself to all in such a way, that he may not only suffer no loss of sheep committed to him, but may even rejoice in the increase of a good flock.’ (RB 2,31-32) This sounds not only challenging but too much for an abbot to carry out for all of his life – and, indeed, some abbots do give up the struggle. The abbot needs a very deep faith and perhaps also some natural gifts. Some may see the often great differences of character within a community as obstacles to unity. In fact, these differences reflect the rich beauty of that community’s gifts – as well as a chance for the abbot to grow in patience and love!

We know, of course that not everything can run as harmoniously as we might wish. And so we read in Chapter 64: ‘Let him always set mercy above judgement so that he himself may obtain mercy. Let him hate ill-doing but love the brethren. In administering correction, let him act with prudent moderation, lest being too zealous in removing the rust he break the vessel. Let him always distrust his own frailty and remember that the bruised reed in not to be broken. By this we do not mean that he should allow evils to grow, but that, as we have said above, he should eradicate them prudently and with charity, in the way which may seem best in each case. And let him study rather to be loved than feared.’ (RB 64,10-15) Some teachers and businessmen operate the other way round. It may make life easier for them but is no help to those they are supposed to be leading. 

What this means in concrete situations becomes clear in Chapter 27: ‘Let the abbot exercise all diligence in his care for erring brethren, for they that are in health need not a physician, but they that are sick. He ought, therefore, as a wise physician, to use every remedy in his power. Let him send senpectae, that is old and prudent brethren, who may as it were secretly comfort the troubled brother inducing him to make humble satisfaction and consoling him lest he be swallowed up with overmuch sorrow. As the apostle also says: Let charity be strengthened towards him; and let everyone pray for him. For the abbot is bound to use the greatest care, and to exercise all prudence and diligence, so that he may not lose any of the sheep entrusted to him. Let him know that what he has undertaken is the charge of weakly souls, and not a tyranny over the strong; and let him fear the threat of the prophet wherein God says: What you saw to be fat, that you took to yourselves: and what was feeble, you cast away. And let him imitate the merciful example of the Good Shepherd, who left the ninety and nine sheep in the mountains and went after the one sheep that had strayed; and had so great pity on its weakness, that he deigned to place it on his own sacred shoulders and so bring it back to the flock.’ (RB 27)

Here we see what Benedict means when he speaks of taking account of individual needs and I think that this does and should apply to all areas of our pastoral activity.

4.2 Integrating the Community

But a single individual would be overburdened by these tasks, especially today. This is particularly so in all forms of leadership. For this reason, Benedict, involves the whole community in responsibility for its own well-being. ‘As often as any important business has to be done in the monastery, let the abbot call together the whole community and himself set forth the matter. And, having heard the advice of the brethren, let him take counsel with himself and then do what he shall judge to be most expedient. Now the reason why we have said that all should be called to council, is that God often reveals what is better to the younger. Let the brethren give their advice with all deference and humility, nor venture to defend their opinions obstinately…However, just as it is proper for disciples to obey their master, so it is becoming that he on his part should dispose all things with prudence and justice. In all things, therefore, let all follow the Rule as master, not let anyone rashly depart from it. Let no one in the monastery follow the will of his own heart…’ As an aside may I say that I consider this the bottom line of Benedictine spirituality, and I would say of Christian spirituality in general. ‘…Nor let anyone presume to contend impudently with his abbot, or to contend with him at all when outside the monastery…The abbot himself, however, should do all things in the fear of God, the most just Judge. But if the business to be done in the interests of the monastery be of lesser importance, let him use the advice of the seniors only. It is written: Do all things with counsel, and your deeds shall not bring you repentance. (RB 3)

This means that everyone should have a say in the life of a Christian community, including the parish. A parish priest’s human desire for power should not be allowed to hinder this. Here we are dealing with the welfare of the monastic community or of a parish. And in the present climate of change the young have a particular role to play.

The desire for power is deeply rooted in our hearts. It is a strong instinct and one that has to be channelled. Whatever power is given to and with authority is given in order to serve the community. In reality, it is not easy to detach oneself from this desire for power. It is not easy to master oneself. And this holds true not only for the bishop or parish priest but for all kinds of pastoral service, not least for parish councils where power-struggles can frequently be observed.

5. Outlook

Dear sisters and brothers. After all these quotations from the Rule of Benedict you might ask is he not too demanding. Can such a programme be made to work? Programmes should be humanly possible. Benedict tells the abbot that he should ‘not be turbulent or anxious, overbearing or obstinate, jealous or too suspicious, for otherwise he will never be at rest.’ (RB 64,16) A bishop, an abbot, a parish priest, a pastoral worker should be able to survive as a human being. 

What are the sources of strength for the abbot and pastor?

The first source I would mention is Lectio Divina. This is a way of making the Gospel our own, not by means of high-flying theology but by a constant re-chewing of the words of Holy Scripture until they become completely part of our being.

In this context I should like to mention private prayer. In many places our young people have rediscovered the value of adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. While we must recognize the real dangers of making an object of the Sacrament, this adoration should be seen as a placing of oneself in front of God, as going up to the mountain and putting one’s life in front of the heavenly Father as Jesus himself did. Even if we do not practise adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, we need some kind of ‘placing’ such as this as a constant return to the origin and continuing, nourishing, wellspring of our life and vocation.

The liturgy itself is a particular source of strength, a source of the assurance that we are one with the crucified and risen Lord in our service of others. The liturgy, and in particular the Eucharist, should lead us to a profound experience of unity with Jesus Christ in our dedication to the people of God: ‘This is my body, which will be given up for you. This is the cup of the new and everlasting covenant, my blood which will be shed for you and for all.’

Another help, which I regard as very important, comes from outside in the form of a supervisor, someone to whom we have to give an account of our work, someone who can correct our work and behaviour. And beyond the ‘professional’ monitoring that this implies, we could profit from the practice of the early Irish monks of having a so-called ‘soul-friend’, to accompany us in our interior spiritual lives. 
And let us not forget our communities. We should not underestimate the importance of forming part of, of being integrated into and feeling part of  community, regardless of one’s official position. By ‘community’ I do not mean only the monastic community but the parish community. If you live in communion with your people you will carry them on your shoulders and they, in turn, will carry you. 
‘Walking the Way’ – we are on our way like Moses with his people in the desert. The Second Vatican Council described the Church as the pilgrim people of God. I like this image. It means that we are all on our journey as Christians through the desert which is our world. Moses, that is Christ, is leading us, present in the cloud. He leads us. He gives us the chance of meeting other possible forms of living the Christian life which we, as he does, accept with openness. Jesus Christ alone is the way, the truth and the life. Let us try to continue on our journey through the desert of our contemporary society giving witness to God’s merciful love for all men and women. That is our primary task in our pastoral service. That is what ‘inspiring discipleship’ is about. 

In conclusion, let me refer to the video we saw last night about young people. These Goths were certainly not the kind of young person we normally see in church. But, should we not go to them and tell them the good news: ‘Not only are you not rejected, you are loved. I love your dreams, your hopes, your ideals of freedom, justice and solidarity. God has put them in your hearts. I love you because of your capacity to love.’ This, by the way, is why I like to play in a rock-group, to be among young people as Jesus was with his people.
A counter-example: Three priests, ministers or parish officials in Chicago, their minds full of concerns for building, fundraising and streamlining the administration, spend three hectic hours in tough discussion. The discussion is so feverish that they do not notice that after the first hour Jesus had already taken his leave of Chicago. That is why I love ZZ Top’s song, ‘Jesus has just left Chicago’.  I do hope that in our present situation we shall not be in that position of not noticing his departure. Rather, I hope that we  will follow him on his way to the future, his and our future. 

NOTKER WOLF OSB

Abbot Primate of the Benedictine Order 

