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First Conference

“Cleanliness about the Altar”

The Eucharist

“Drawn by our merciful and Triune God,

we are called as baptized

to follow the poor and risen Christ

in a radical and apostolic way of life

according to the Gospel, the Rule of Saint Augustine

and the charism of Saint Norbert,

the founder of our Premonstratensian Order.”


You no doubt recognize these words as the opening paragraph of the Norbertine Vision-Mission Statement that was approved by the General Chapter of 2006.  Shortly after Abbot Thomas wrote and asked me to be here today our community at Daylesford went on retreat.  The retreat master was a professor from St. Norbert College.  As such he was acquainted with the Order, had been on one of the Norbertine heritage pilgrimages that are sponsored by the college, but had heard someone speak particularly well about St. Norbert.  He stressed the fact that we have a story to tell, and that we, as Norbertines, are trustees or guardians of that story.  However, we should not keep that story hidden or only in book form.  We have to live it out in our lives.  The more I thought about that, the more I agreed with him.  “Yes, we do have a story but we don’t always tell it. Nor do we always live it out.”


Whenever I give a talk on the Order or about St. Norbert to novices or to others I usually tell them to remove themselves from the 20th or 21st century and place themselves back into the 12th century.  Otherwise they will not understand, or at least not easily understand why Norbert or others acted in the way they did.


Today, I hope to do the opposite.  This is not intended to be a talk on the life of Norbert as such but rather an attempt to bring Norbert and what he stood for from the 12th century into our own time; to bring Norbert forward to our century, not to take us back into his.  This is not to be a history lecture but more a day during which we can reflect on elements of Norbert’s life that we can imitate in our own, elements that are fresh in any century.  Hopefully, we can share with one another ways in which we can grow spiritually in our personal lives as well as help to bring our communities to a deeper level.  In other words I would like to attempt to make Norbert a vibrant and living model for us today.  We can either view Norbert as a holy man who established the Premonstratensian Order, then left, became Archbishop of Magdeburg and worked to settle the papal election controversy of 1130, but who really doesn’t mean much to us personally.  Or, on the other hand, we can look at his life and take elements that can help us today to be better religious and better priests.  Our purpose today is to give a new face, an up-to-date look to the man we call Father Norbert.

I think such attempts have been made in previous centuries but these attempts have in turn become outdated.  There are various writings attributed to Norbert but these through the studies of men like Fr. Wilfried Grauwen and others have been shown to be later works.  Possibly these writings were simply attempts to make Norbert live again and take on new meaning in the century in which they were written.  Perhaps at this point we might begin to think about what we have done or plan to do in our own time – either in writing or some other way – to keep Norbert’s vision alive.

The Church has just finished celebrating the 2000th anniversary of the birth of the great apostle and preacher, St. Paul.  This past June 6th marks the 875th anniversary of the death of St. Norbert, another great preacher and apostle of Christ.  Both of these men began their historic public careers with a significantly marked conversion experience.  Paul’s conversion is described in the Acts of the Apostles.  It was during a journey to Damascus; there was a flash of light, a voice was heard and he was blinded.  According to Norbert’s biographer, he too was on a journey; this journey was to Vreden.  There was a storm and he too heard a voice:  “Turn from evil and do good.”  But perhaps Norbert’s conversion was not so sudden as Paul’s.  We are accustomed to hearing the conversion story as described by the authors of Vita A and B.  But there was another author, Herman of Tournai, who describes Norbert’s conversion in an event that took place a few years earlier.  Norbert was in Rome with his archbishop, Frederick of Cologne, and the king of Germany, Henry V.  King Henry, in an attempt to maintain his right to appoint bishops in Germany, took Pope Paschal II prisoner and mistreated him and other church leaders.  Henry held Paschal until he agreed to Henry’s demands regarding the appointment of bishops and also consented to crown him emperor.  Herman of Tournai describes Norbert as so moved by these events that he prostrated himself before the pope and asked for absolution. (Restoration of St. Martin of Tournai, chap. 86)  Real conversions sometimes take a long time.  The events in Rome and the storm on the way to Vreden are separated by about four years.  Is it possible that change was brewing in Norbert during those years and the storm, with its lightening, jarred Norbert into action?  What about in you?  Is God’s grace stirring within you as an individual or in your community to move you to something better?

As the basis for today’s conferences I have chosen a passage that occurs in both Vita Norberti A (chapter 12) and Vita Norberti B (chapter 25, # 54).  The wording is almost identical in both.

“Frequently Norbert recommended the observance of three things, namely, cleanliness about the altar and the divine mysteries, correction of excesses and negligences in chapter and elsewhere, hospitality and care of the poor.  At the altar, one exhibits faith and love of God; in the cleansing of one’s conscience, care of oneself; in the reception of guests and the poor, love of neighbor.  Indeed Norbert never ceased to insist that no house could ever suffer want beyond what it could bear if it carefully tended to these three things.” (Vita A, chap. 12)
This passage from the biography of St. Norbert has always struck me as being very similar to a passage from the Synoptic Gospels.  The three versions are similar but the following is from Mark 12: 28-31.  Jesus had been debating with the Sadducees.

“One of the scribes who had listened to them debating and had observed how well Jesus had answered them, now came up and put a question to him, ‘Which is the first of all the commandments?’  Jesus replied, ‘This is the first: Listen, Israel, the Lord our God is the one Lord, and you must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength.  The second is this:  You must love your neighbor as yourself.  There is no commandment greater than these.’” 


In the three recommendations of Norbert I see in the first, “cleanliness about the altar and the divine mysteries” a reflection of the first commandment to love God.  In Norbert’s third recommendation, “hospitality and care of the poor”, there is an echo of the second commandment to love our neighbor.  But the second commandment is worded: “You must love your neighbor as yourself.”  Here is where Norbert’s second recommendation fits in.  Norbert’s recommendation “to correct our excesses and negligences” has to do with caring for or loving ourselves.  This would prepare us to move beyond ourselves and be more open to loving others.


I see a triangle here:  What Christ said were the greatest and the second commandments; what Norbert suggests as important elements for a successful house of the Order; and finally, the Vision-Mission Statement that the General Chapter of 2006 accepted as a working principle for the Order.  Although the three elements are clustered together in each of the three sources, I would like to speak of them separately.  All three are found in Norbert as the dynamics of his life.


I began by saying that we have a story to tell.  Every family has a story, a history that it is proud of.  We, the Norbertine Order, are a family.  By our filiation in the Order we are related.  Some houses are closely related.  Some are very distant cousins but we trace our relationship back to our common father, St. Norbert.


Sometime after his conversion that seems to have been taking place some time between 1111 and 1115 Norbert became an itinerant preacher.  Eventually Hugh of Fosses joined him and the two of them went about preaching and reconciling.  In his own time Norbert was known as a “minister of peace and concord”.  Both biographies describe him as such.  The earliest iconography, scarce as it is, portrays him merely with a book or as a bishop.


Norbert is more familiar to us today as a Eucharistic saint.  But it was not until some time after the Council of Trent and even as late as the 17th century that Norbert was stereotyped as a Eucharistic saint by hagiographers and in iconography.  This is due in part at least through the efforts of St. Michael’s Abbey in Antwerp.  The memory of Norbert preaching there against the Eucharistic heresy of Tanchelm was still vivid.  As a result we have images of Norbert with the Blessed Sacrament in triumph over heresy.  Frequently these images portray Norbert with his foot pressing against a defeated Tanchelm.  Most of the images of Norbert that we see today have Norbert holding a monstrance or some Eucharistic symbol, perhaps a chalice, or kneeling in adoration before the Blessed Sacrament.  Sometimes he is portrayed as an archbishop with the pallium and archiepiscopal cross.  Occasionally he is holding an olive branch, the symbol of peace.  The use of the monstrance, however, in the iconography of Norbert is anachronistic.  The monstrance only made its appearance about two centuries after Norbert.


Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that in the last few centuries we have given Norbert a different image, this does not mean that the grounds for this are not found in the early sources.  Quite the contrary!  There are numerous events in the life of Norbert that point to the fact that he had great devotion to the Mass and the Eucharist.  He was a man of deep devotion.


Norbert’s conversion – like ours – was not total and complete as soon as he recovered his senses after the storm on the way to Vreden.  I’ll speak about some of the steps of his conversion a bit more in the second conference.  From the biographies we know that there was a three-year period between the Vreden event and the accusations made against him in 1118 at the Synod of Fritzlar.  At the synod, “they wanted to know why he had usurped the office of preacher and why he was wearing a religious habit although he was still living on his own and hadn’t entered religious life; why was he wearing sheep or goat skins while still in the world.” (Vita A, chapter 4)  After this Norbert returns home, divests himself of all his property and income; “he kept for himself only his priestly vestments and a small amount of silver, about ten marks in value.” (Vita A, chapter 4)  He then sets out on pilgrimage.  A short time later, “when he had arrived at Castle Huy located along the Meuse River, he distributed the above mentioned silver to the poor.” (Vita A, chapter 5)  What is important to Norbert?  He kept his priestly vestments.  There is a second reference in Vita A that is quite similar to this one.  The biographer writes, “according to the gospel mandate he carried with him neither purse nor sandals nor two tunics and was content with only a few books and vestments for Mass.” (Vita A, chapter 6)


The Eucharist was very important to Norbert.  He was known to celebrate Mass every day – sometimes twice, based on the story of the reconciliation of the two men at Moustier.  And he did this at a time when it was not customary to do so.  Frequently in his work of reconciliation, in the events surrounding exorcisms, such as that which took place at Nivelles, Norbert carried out this work in the context of the Eucharistic celebration.  The Eucharist was the power of Christ working through him.


Some celebrations of the Eucharist were more special than others.  The so-called “spider Mass”, for instance, “when”, as the biographer writes, “worn out with fasting and vigils, Norbert celebrated Mass in a crypt.  After the Lord’s body and blood had been consecrated, a large spider fell into the chalice.  When the priest saw it he was shocked.  Life and death hovered before his eyes.  But lest the sacrifice suffer any loss he chose rather to undergo the danger and consumed whatever was in the chalice.”  The author concludes with: “Through this event both his faith in God and God’s goodness to him became evident.” (Vita A, chapter 2)  Fr. Grauwen tells us that this story was also used of other saints.  That this story is not peculiar to Norbert is not as important as what the author is trying to express.  The story is a rhetorical device to express exactly what the author said, that Norbert had great faith in God.


On his return from Rome in 1126 Norbert arrived in Würzburg.  “While he was celebrating Mass in the cathedral of Würzburg on Easter Sunday before a large gathering of people, a blind woman whom everyone knew approached him as he was consuming the body and blood of the Lord.  He breathed on her eyes just after he consumed the Lord’s blood and soon after she regained her sight.” (Vita A, chapter 15)  The very breath of Christ comes through the mouth of Norbert.  Norbert is the instrument of God in this case.  The priest does not act on his own; he is the minister of Christ.


In 1131 when Norbert had returned from the Council of Rheims, he found that the cathedral of Magdeburg had been desecrated.  He insisted on reconsecrating the cathedral but his enemies stirred up riots against him accusing him of trying to steal the relics of the cathedral.  Along with other clergymen Norbert reconsecrated the cathedral during the night but then, due to the intensity of the riots, he and the others with him had to find refuge in a nearby tower.  Finally, after an attempt had been made on his life and the riots had been settled, Norbert returned to the cathedral and, weary as he was, completed the reconsecration with the celebration of Mass. (Vita A, chapter 19)


Finally in his last illness Norbert rose from his bed to celebrate his last Mass on Easter Sunday, 1134.  The author of the “Chronicle of Gottesgnaden” remarks that he did this with great difficulty.


Many of the images of Norbert that most of us are acquainted with are somewhat static.  They show Norbert in a state of adoration or mystic contemplation.  But Norbert was anything but static.  Norbert was a very dynamic person who drew his energy and strength from the Eucharist.  The Eucharist was the source of Norbert’s dynamism, his activity, his efforts to reform the Church and make it better.  Yet in spite of what I have just said about “static” versus “dynamic” there are also glimpses of Norbert that his biographer shares with us in which Norbert is intensely caught up in reflection and silent adoration.  


Norbert passed on his ideals and devotion to the Eucharist to his followers at Prémontré and the other abbeys, which were to be founded according to his reform.  Understanding Norbert’s drawing strength from the Eucharist, Philip of Harvengt, the second abbot of Bonne Espérance (1157-1182) in present day Belgium, was inspired to write the following in his magnum opus De dignitate clericorum.  “Lest the church grow weary through the labor of its journey it contains among its mysteries a great support, the saving sacrament of the body of Christ.  It would appear that the church protects this sacrament, but in fact it is protected by the sacrament.” (PL 203, col. 668f.)


From October 2004 to October 2005 the Church celebrated the “Year of the Eucharist”.  Pope John Paul II announced the year on the Feast of Corpus Christi, June 10, 2004 and invited the entire Church to reflect on the Eucharist.  The Holy Father opened the Year of the Eucharist with the Apostolic Letter Mane Nobiscum Domine addressed to the bishops, clergy and faithful.  In this letter Pope John Paul II calls us to a greater awareness of the Eucharist as the center of the Church’s life, the source of Church unity and its greatest manifestation.  For that year, among other things, he recommended in a particular way, for individual parishes and religious communities, Eucharistic adoration outside of Mass.  In the conclusion of his letter, John Paul addresses himself to the various ranks of clergy, to religious and to laity.  To priests, “who repeat the words of consecration each day, and are witnesses and heralds of the great miracle of love which takes place in your hands,” he said:  “be challenged by the grace of this special year; celebrate Holy Mass each day with the same joy and fervor with which you celebrated your first Mass, and willingly spend time in prayer before the tabernacle.”(#30)  He also encouraged seminarians to “make every effort to experience the beauty not only of taking part daily in Holy Mass, but also of spending a certain amount of time in dialogue with the Eucharistic Lord.”(#30)  To consecrated men and women the Holy Father wrote, “never forget that Jesus in the tabernacle wants you to be at his side, so that he can fill your hearts with the experience of his friendship, which alone gives meaning and fulfillment to your lives.”(#30)  And to all the Christian faithful: “rediscover the gift of the Eucharist as light and strength for your daily lives in the world, in the exercise of your respective professions amid so many different situations.”(30) All of these are Christian faithful who gather with and around you in your ministries – members of parishes, associates, participants, oblates, seminarians, lay brothers, sisters, fellow priests.  Are you and the other members of your communities telling our story – the story of the Norbertine family – by modeling it for them through word and example? 


Finally, in the last paragraph of the Apostolic Letter, the pope reminds us that “we have before us the example of the Saints, who in the Eucharist found nourishment on their journey towards perfection.”(#31)  Need we remind ourselves that we, the members of the Norbertine Order, have a founder and patron who was in a special way devoted to Christ in the Eucharist?

On March 16 of this year Pope Benedict XVI, in an address to the Members of the Congregation for the Clergy, announced a “Year for Priests” to begin on June 19, the Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and extend to June 19, 2010.  He was doing this, he said, to encourage priests to strive for spiritual perfection on which the effectiveness of their ministry depends.  In this same address the pope speaks of the priest’s mission being carried out in the Church.  And still later in this address in speaking of continuing formation, Pope Benedict says, “it is important to encourage in priests, especially in the young generations, a correct reception of the texts of the Second Ecumenical Vatican Council, interpreted in the light of the Church’s entire fund of doctrine.  It seems urgent,” he says, “to recover that awareness that has always been at the heart of the Church’s mission, which impels priests to be present, identifiable and recognizable both for their judgment of faith, for their personal virtues as well as for the habit, in the contexts of culture and charity.”

The pope’s letter of June 16 which actually proclaimed the “Year for priests” begins:  “On the forthcoming Solemnity of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, Friday 19 June 2009 – a day traditionally devoted to prayer for the sanctification of the clergy –, I have decided to inaugurate a “Year for Priests” in celebration of the 150th anniversary of the ‘dies natalis’ of John Mary Vianney, the patron saint of parish priests worldwide.  This year, meant to deepen the commitment of all priests to interior renewal for the sake of a more forceful and incisive witness to the Gospel in today’s world, will conclude on the same Solemnity in 2010.”

It seems to me that the “Year of the Eucharist” and the “Year for Priests” are two sides of the same coin.  While stressing perhaps two different aspects they are very closely related.

In the above-mentioned letter that opens the “Year for Priests” Pope Benedict cites some words of St. John Vianney.  “Explaining to his parishioners the importance of the sacraments, he would say: ‘Without the Sacrament of Holy Orders, we would not have the Lord.  Who put him in the tabernacle?  The priest.  Who welcomed your soul at the beginning of your life?  The priest.  Who feeds your soul and gives it strength for its journey?  The priest.  Who will prepare it to appear before God, bathing it one last time in the blood of Jesus Christ?  The priest, always the priest.  And if this soul should happen to die [as a result of sin], who will raise it up, who will restore its calm and peace?  Again, the priest… After God, the priest is everything! … Only in heaven will he fully realize what he is.’”

These words of St. John Vianney in turn reminded me of the words attributed to St. Norbert.

O Priest, who are you?

You are not your own master but the servant and minister of Christ.

You are not your own for you are the spouse of the Church.

You are not your own, because you are the mediator between God and man.

Who are you, O Priest?

Nothing and Everything.

Reflection Questions: 

What does the Eucharist mean to me?  Is the Eucharist the motivating force of my life?

Is there any movement slowly happening in us by God’s grace – individually or communally?

How are we instruments of Christ’s healing at the present time?

Do I spend time privately with the Lord and listen to him speak to me?  Cor ad cor loquitur.

Are there any specific examples of how your life in common has shaped your preaching or other aspects of your work?  Something perhaps that a confrere said or did?

