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Spirituality – Community – Solidarity

A Canonical Challenge
1   Lead-in

After my return from India on the occasion of the first Definitorium meeting there, as well as the visitation of Jamtara in the late fall of 2010, I composed a paper on the theme of “The Spirituality of the Order in India”
  Later a Participant of Berne Abbey told me that it would really be necessary to write something on this for Europe.  In many houses on the “Old Continent” there is much insecurity and lack of advice as to what our canonical spirituality is and how we could share it with young people.

In preparing for the General Chapter 2012
 I came upon an article by Sr. Lutgardis Craeynest
, in which she speaks about this.  She says that the most pressing needs of our time are spirituality, communio and solidarity to which we as religious have to give an answer and which we could give based on the tradition of our Order and with the charism of our Order.  This observation of the present president of UCESM sparked my interest to investigate these three areas and give three answers based on our own canonical tradition – it remains a challenge.

2   Some Observations

2.1  World Youth Days

In these days of August hundreds of thousands of young people went to Madrid for the World Youth Day in order to reflect on the faith during several days of catechesis, to celebrate the faith intensively with the pope in a vigil and festive liturgy.  They did this so that with many who are seeking, who are interested and are of like mind, they could assure themselves of their own faith and rejoice.  What drove the youth to Madrid in the summer heat?  Where did they hope to find an answer for their longing, their search, their deepest hunger for life, meaning and fulfillment?

2.2  Choral fever

While I am writing, a CD is playing choral music in the background.
  Young people have formed a choral schola and are singing the old Gregorian modes with an intensity and devotion that allows you to listen attentively along with the texts which are composed in Latin for this purpose.  Choral CD’s from various abbeys and religious houses are climbing the charts and becoming superhits.  While in our communities the choral tradition has frequently been abandoned, it is surfacing in the entertainment area and is reaching unthought-of popularity.  What is bringing young and older people to care about such music again?  What is causing people to purchase choral music for themselves so that they can listen to it at home and delve into this mysterious world of monastic tradition?
2.3  “What is still lacking to me?” (Mt. 19: 20)

The classic passage about the encounter of Jesus with a young man who was searching is the story of the wealthy disciple who approached Jesus with the question:  “What good must I do to gain eternal life?” (Mt. 19: 16).  The search for the meaning of life and the fulfillment of his most inner longings drove this man, who was completely secure materially and who at the same time remained faithful to all the commandments.  One thing was still lacking to him, the breakthrough to true life, to the fullness of life.  Jesus gives a clear answer:  Give up your possessions, everything to which you cling and are accustomed to; sell everything and give the money to the poor, then follow me.  That means a shift from the level of ‘things’ to the ‘personal’ level, a change from the material to the spiritual, an exchange of the transitory for everlasting life.  And Jesus offers himself as an example, a model of life, as a way to life.  “I am the way, the truth and the life” (Jn. 14: 6).
2.4  A new Blessed Peter-Adrian Toulorge, O. Praem.
One who has walked this way for himself is the new blessed of our Order, Peter-Adrian Toulorge.  On Sunday April 29, 2012 our confrere from the Abbey of Blanchelande in Normandy will be beatified in the presence of Cardinal Angelo Amato in Coutances.  It was here that Peter-Adrian was executed by the guillotine.  He gave up all securities and false excuses and gave himself to his calling, to his vow, to his total surrender to the Lord and in this way to give honor and, in the end, his life to the truth and to the one who is the truth.  He died on October 13, 1793 as “Martyr of the Truth”.  The witness of his faith and life are a great challenge to our time, which is commonly described as given over to the “dictatorship of relativism”.  Peter-Adrian, on the contrary, placed the truth at the top of his scale of values and chose “relationship” to Jesus as his highest priority.  For him the Pauline sentence became true:  “Life for me is Christ and to die is gain!” (Phil. 1: 21).
3   “Your Word gives us the Answer to all Questions!”
These are words heard in a “new song” that is frequently sung in youth liturgies.  Admittedly the Church is often accused of giving answers to questions that no one has asked or for which the answer is no longer sought; that she has difficulties among the many proponents and agencies for meanings to find audience.  Do young people still really expect orientation and life-direction from the Church?  That depends on the way the representatives of the Church conduct their lives and how Christians present themselves in the market of possibilities in an age of “new vagueness”.  Do we Christians have a message and do we live this message in such a way that others are touched by it?  Mahatma Gandhi, himself touched by the Sermon on the Mount, is supposed to have said:  “I would willingly live as Christian if the Christians would live like Christians for only 24 hours.”  Whether or not our message is received seems to be a question of credibility and authenticity.  From the hearing of the truth to its acceptance is still certainly a much more important step of personal decision.  “I hear the message, only I lack the faith!” (Goethe, Faust).  We can’t take this step away from anyone, as much as we trust that the Lord can break open the hearts of young people and make them receptive.  It is always the Lord himself who calls and says:  “Come, follow me” (Mt. 19: 21).  But there are often people who give voice to the call and recruit, invite and themselves opt for the way to meet young people.  So it was with many saints.  St. Norbert heard this call under dramatic circumstances but the decision was made after many conversations and instruction with spiritual companions and fathers of the faith.  What does the example of life and emulation look like that we, as canons, have to offer the young people of today?
3.1   Spirituality

In a rather recent Lexicon of Spirituality
 the concept “Canonical Spirituality” is not found at all.  Spirituality has become a fashion concept that should cover everything that extends from life arrangement and faith orientation to world views and promises of meaning.  It takes the place of asceticism and observance, contemplation and mysticism, reflection and meditation, religion and faith.  Today everything needs a spiritual “touch” and a transcendental veneer, in which many are actually looking for a spiritual depth in their lives, looking for a spiritual orientation amidst this world’s babble of voices.  Spirituality centers are springing up from the ground and offering very diverse items, from yoga to ikebana, from meditation to fire walk, from distance healing to speaking with the dead.  Many are no longer satisfied with a purely material or purpose stressing life orientation with all the everyday obligations and hidden manipulations.  “There must be something more…!”  There must still be something that corresponds to this deep restlessness of the heart and that is not concretized by a crude entertainment industry and a banal benumbing dis-culture.  Spirituality speaks to the spiritual, the spirit filled, the place where the spirit blows and works, where we step into the area of the divine.  The man who stands on the earth, and is conscious of the whole weight of the earth, remains standing upright, oriented above and towers into the heights, into the sphere of the spirit, into the sphere of God.  The image of the tree rooted in the earth protruding in all directions and reaching up into the heavens is a symbol that speaks here.  The line of vision is critical.  The cross embraces precisely these two levels of orientation, the horizontal and the vertical, if you don’t hold back by looking only at the ground.  We don’t owe our own lives to ourselves; the fact that we are alive now today, at this time and in this world, the way we are and the way we are interwoven into definite life circumstances, that comes to us and is not based on ourselves.  Certainly we have acquired much ourselves, “molded” ourselves, and made something of ourselves through innumerable decisions and personal efforts.  But we owe much to others, to other people, to another, to the one who is above us, outside us, and yet at the same time is present in us.  To discover this basic truth and be touched and addressed by this truth – this is the beginning of spiritual spirit-filled breathing.
At the beginning of our Order’s history men literally streamed into the monasteries; there was no other reason than to choose “the better part”,
 than to sit at the Lord’s feet and listen to him, to allow oneself to be captivated by him and experience his nearness.  It was a time to hear, a time to interiorize what was heard, to live together and to serve so that this listening would bring more success for one personally and for each other.  Norbert chose the rule of Augustine for this where this unity and oneness serves for common life, to walk on the way to God, to march on, to support each other mutually, and to support and with him come to God one day.  The whole spiritual climate, the asceticism, the renunciation and conversion, the whole monastic culture was based on this to allow life to become a spiritual, intellectual adventure “on the way to God”, “in Deum”.  In a time of forgetfulness of God where God no longer seems to be found at all in society, culture, politics and the business world, in a time where everything is relative and even appears to be relativistic, this form of life seeks to give space and time to this being grounded in God, to make this belonging to God alive and visible through liturgy and prayer, through silence and worship, through lectio divina and spiritual contemplation, through a way of life that creates and allows space, that makes and keeps time in order “to be with the Lord”, that guarantees a rhythm of life so that this becomes possible with all other tasks, duties and life-support processes.  Monasteries are like oases, like biotopes, like spiritopes, like spiritual biotopes, like places for seeking God and experiencing God.  Pope Benedict seems to be taken by this form of life when he views monasteries as “spiritual oases of quiet”,
 concentrated in the cloister of an abbey which is shut off from the outside (“claustrum”), structurally closed in on itself and open above.  Everything seems aligned to this, to guarantee and to promote this way above, the way to God.
3.2   Community

The “Claustrum”, from which the word cloister comes, therefore “closed in on itself, open above”, is however also the living and meeting area in which one encounters himself and in which normal monastic life plays itself out.  The unity of the community could correspond to the unity of the space, the unanimity and harmony as confreres behave and deal with one another.  Augustine chose the Early Church formula “one heart and one soul” (Acts 4: 32) for this, in order to express this “unanimitas”, this “magnanimitas”, which forms the basis of monastic cohabitation.  That requires on the side of the candidate and then of each confrere a high measure of preparedness, first of all in bringing to generosity all his efforts and talents to activate the building up of community, but then also to show himself conciliatory in disputes and in cases of conflict to remain fair and relevant in order to win back the unity.  On what does this unity and concord rest if one takes into account the diversity and colorfulness of our communities?  For coming together are men of different age, different origin and background with very different intellectual interests and cultural needs, sometimes different nationalities and mentalities.  Then there are men living together, each one unique and distinctive, but also each one individually marked and individually formed.  The unity comes from the common call and common goal, from a common ideal of life and striving towards perfection.  We want the one thing, the one person, we want to follow him and become similar in the concrete formation of this Order and this canonry.  This increasing similarity to him leads to unity among ourselves, to “one heart and one soul”, to one concern of heart and deep fullness of soul.  Standing next to one another daily in choir, wearing the white habit, standing around the altar which for this circle of men becomes the visible center point, these are the external forms and signs of the interior standing together and bonding together, expressions of the inner unity and solidarity.  The reconciled and peaceful togetherness is the prerequisite and at the same time the fruit of the Eucharistic meal, at which the community finds itself together daily.  Here at this Summa, as this daily community liturgy is described, the unity culminates interiorly and exteriorly, basing itself on peace and concord together and at the same time on the programmatic task which will always be met and realized.  “We receive what we are, the Body of Christ, and we become what we receive, the Body of Christ” – in this formula Augustine, the writer of our Rule, expresses the deepest grounds for the unity of a community, as the Early Church’s formula is closely bound with the mutual breaking of bread (Acts 2: 46).
In the Abbey of Hamborn, which celebrates this year its 875th anniversary of foundation, a very large heavy concelebration chalice is used at the election of a prelate to gather the ballots.  A beautiful connection is made here between the altar and life in community.  It recalls not only the seriousness of an election process, the significance of a far reaching community decision, but also recalls the duty to continually build up and confirm the unity after an election from this Eucharistic center.
In his address before 1600 religious in the El Escorial in Spain – which had once been offered to the Premonstratensian Order, but unfortunately could not be accepted – the  pope spoke about the fact that today “consecrated life” is taking on a special important witness.  According to his words the evangelical radicalism of consecrated life finds its expression in a fourfold “communio”:

· in the childlike community with the Church, the home of the children of God built by Christ,

· in the community with the shepherds of the Church as proclaimers of the faith,

· in the community with one’s own order as family and its spiritual heirs and 

· in the community with other members of the Church, such as the laity, who are called by their own specific vocation to bear witness to the same Gospel of the Lord.

The canons regular understand their community as Church which is expressed in this way, that the professed give their vows to the “church of…” before the “prelate of the church of” and sign their profession formula on the altar, the center of this church.  The Premonstratensians endeavor especially with the building up of their community, their church, to care for the communio with the local church represented in the bishop, to intensify communio with the people around the abbey and always to bring people together to feasts of faith and to the intensification of the life of faith.
3.3   Solidarity

This third expression is surprising, if one still has the feeling that a community that is absolutely lacking in solidarity and is egotistical is going to expand; a community where each one thinks only of himself, where each one tries to draw the best for himself, where all resources are thoughtlessly exploited for momentary profit, without thinking of the burdens to the environment and nature nor thinking of the tremendous burden for future generations.  But just in view of this growing dog-eat-dog society, in view of an unrestricted growth hysteria, which views its well-being only in expansion and increase, there is growing perhaps also the longing for an alternative society that is marked more by a solidarity and consideration that is more considerate of the marginalized and broken victims of this turbo-materialism, that still allows a chance for life also for those who have to live on the shadow side of this globe and have to endure only the negative consequences of the globalization.  We are experiencing just at the moment great disruptions and crises in the worldwide financial sector, where daily billions of speculative money is literally burning up as a consequence of an immense decline of confidence in functioning managing systems.  At the present time we are experiencing how Europe, despairing over this, is endeavoring to assure the States that have gone into a spin with financial coverage in the billions.  Each one feels, if the European States are allowed to fail now in necessary solidarity, that the whole financial system of the Eurozone would falter.  Does solidarity only function then if the water is already up to our neck?  Can politics in general only still react retrospectively, and no longer deal with and form things through predicting in order to work out the necessary framework of conditions for a beneficial cooperation?  Have we not already long since become victims of an anonymous decision process by multinational mega concerns, that operate worldwide and have no consideration for national importance or individual state problem situations?  And who wanted on the other hand to do without the conveniences and facilities on the basis of this worldwide integration which has gifted many with increasing prosperity?
Solidarity in the biblical sense means the conversion of the exclamation of Cain “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen. 4: 9), the transposing of the command of love which links love of neighbor with the measure of love of self “You should love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt. 19: 19); solidarity means “one should carry the burden of the other” (Gal. 6: 2).  This fundamental solidarity with the other, the stranger, the poor, the excluded, the disadvantaged means one day the recognition of the fundamental principle of equality that all men possess the same worth and dignity, means that a certain equal opportunity should remain open for all men, that each individual, and also the state society must engage themselves regarding acceptance and approval of this fundamental right of men.  And to this belongs, next to the classic right of freedom, also the right to water, the right to food, the right to housing, the right to education, the right to sharing in all that is gained from the carefully managed gross national product.
In his book “The Future Church” John L. Allen
 calls for a “spirituality of simplicity”, which would only be attainable by way of changing our interior attitude.  Such a “responsible form of optional simplicity” in life style and in contact with material goods corresponds perhaps best to that which we have spoken of with the vow of poverty.  We live not really poor and in many areas religious live better supported and with a higher standard of living that those around them.  Many people are forced to live poorly; we vow to be poor.  So that the vow of poverty does not become an ideology, we need concrete and realistic models of simple, modest and environmental friendly styles of life.
· We seek a modest, personal style of life and seek for ourselves a simple plain way of life in eating, clothing, form of travel and relaxation.
· We strive toward an environmentally just use of water, electricity and energy, for its ongoing management, for an environmental arrangement of conservation in our houses with insulation of heat and use of alternative energies, as far as possible.

· We strive to have a “culture of sharing” and letting be shared within the community and outside the community in which it is not only a question of material things.  It is also a matter of sharing knowledge and information, advice and accompaniment, counseling and coaching, sharing time with others in the community and with those outside.

· It is also a matter of keeping open and sharing our houses to meet the many needs, to gather, to build communities, to come together.

· It must be self-evident to do everything in the area of recycling, separation of trash, avoiding trash in the management of our home and business.

· This simple life-style could be put in concrete terms in the form of giving up and abstinence, fast and moderation as with nicotine and alcohol.  The pure vegetarian diet, which previously was completely normal in monasteries, would today be a signal for a very conscious environmental stance, if we only think of all the problems with intensive livestock farming and the environmental damage as a result of an uncontrolled deforestation of the rain forest in favor of making land cultivatable for cattle fodder.

· The dealing with our money and our financial investments is anything other than value-free.  There is also an ethic in the economic management and in the management of public finances, which requires us to look very carefully into our stockholdings and financial transactions.
Monasteries were always forerunners of innovation in the area of agriculture, of the preservation of cultural landscape, of cultured gardening, of the harmonious joining of nature and culture.  The somewhat neglected creation theology has been challenged anew through the “green movement”.  This, however, takes on a tremendous spiritual deepening through the “theology of the preservation of creation”.  Thus it would be directly a task of the monasteries, from a religious and spiritual position, to transpose all the possibilities of environmental protection and preservation of creation and take on once again something like a “sensitive creator” forerunner role.
Here, however, under the aspect of solidarity it is a matter not only of environmental protection and defense of an “ecological policy”.  The concept of solidarity requires that all our efforts in this area, but also in all other spheres, not least in all our ministerial areas, benefit others; that the life of the disadvantaged be alleviated, the quality of life of others be improved; that for the poor and marginalized an access to the goods of the world become possible.  It’s a matter of actual sharing and communicating, of having sympathy in genuine “compassion” with the suffering of others, of sharing according to our own possibilities and “privileges”.  Metz especially stressed this aspect with his book “Zeit der Orden”
, in order to avoid having the vows, and here especially the vow of poverty, understood not only in a purely spiritual way and thereby often enough merely as “ideological superstructure”.  This estimate under the catchword of a position of solidarity could release a new reflection about the vow of poverty and make our canonical life a bit more credible.
4   Summary

In her report about the situation of religious life in Italy Gianni dal Piaz writes:  “A culture of community reminds us that the way to ecclesial community is slow and difficult and demands of us humility and patience, since it calls for basic positions which are only attained after an honest and total turning to God and the confrere.  Community is restricted not to a general “being fond of itself”, but grows there where the spirit of the love of Christ, of evangelical poverty and genuine prayer become perceptible.  On this street also a real renewal of religious life will become possible.”

The three basic concepts reflected on above do not literally surface here, but it is clear,

· that a renewal of religious life means Spirituality, which embraces the “spirit of the love of Christ” and genuine prayer,

· that out of this grows Community, if the confreres and sisters really strive for a “Culture of Community”, and

· that this renewal must become perceptible and visible in a convincing form, how we today and tomorrow live evangelical poverty, in the spirit of a sincere Solidarity vis-à-vis creation and creature, in order to do justice with credibility to our pastoral mission task in the world of today.

And if we read here of “humility and patience”, then it is clear that continuous “spiritual reorganization” is more important than all cosmetic adaptations or even structural improvements and that it requires a deep breath and is not realized without effort.  This reminds us of the duty to view the “conversio morum” as a lifelong process of learning and to strive for spiritual renewal as fundamental and essential for making progress and for growth as individuals and as community.
The German-Jewish philosopher, educator and thinker Martin Buber (1878-1965) in his time surprised the newly rising Jewish State in Israel with the motto: “Toward the Perfect Man!”
  What was thought about for the building up of a more secular state really must count still much more for the building up of a spiritual community.  In any case that would correspond rather precisely to the spirit of the Sermon on the Mount and the intention of Jesus:

“You should therefore be perfect as your heavenly Father is” (Mt. 5: 48).

Rome, on the Feast of St. Augustine (August 28, 2011)
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