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1  Introduction

This unusual reflection is an attempt to further deepen the theme “Our Canonical Calling” based on the life of St. Norbert.  In the coming year 2009 our Order will celebrate the 875th anniversary of the death of our founder, St. Norbert, who died on June 6, 1134 surrounded by his confreres in Magdeburg, Germany.  It is only appropriate then that we deal intensively and thoroughly with the life of this great inspirer and father of our Order.  How did he himself understand and live out his calling as deacon, as priest and finally as bishop?  Let me begin with a few observations to introduce the theme.

2  A Few Highlights

2.1  “According to St. Norbert”

The first point of departure is our most recent Vision-Mission-Statement which reads, “We are called as baptized to follow the poor and risen Christ in a radical and apostolic way of life according to the Gospel, according to the Rule of Saint Augustine, and according to the charism of Saint Norbert, the founder of our Premonstratensian Order.”

“According to St. Norbert” – this could be the title of this little study.  In the novitiate, in our student days or in the course of our life in the Order, each of us has been given some picture of St. Norbert.  My picture of Norbert was for a long time marked by our in-house historian Father Norbert Backmund, who had a rather critical and distanced perspective on his patron.  It was only in the last jubilee year 1984, for the 850th anniversary of St. Norbert’s death, that we in the Order also came to a new concept and even a new evaluation of our founder.  Several works were published.  Recall the 1984 book by Kaspar Elm “Norbert von Xanten. Adliger, Ordensstifter, Kirchenfürst” or the booklet “Gesandt wie ER”, which was a reflection coming out of a colloquium at this jubilee on the particular spirituality of the Order.

2.2  Our Constitutions

It is always interesting to look into one’s own Constitutions.  It makes one wonder why in our present Constitutions St. Norbert is mentioned only in passing.  In going through the Constitutions I have discovered:

#11 – “Considered in the light of the original inspiration of the Premonstratensian Order”, we are invited to present with creative fidelity the spiritual values of the heritage of our Order in such a way that they can be actualized today in the form of an ecclesial community” (Cf. Perfectae Caritatis 2).  Naturally St. Norbert is somehow included here.

#25 – “Life according to the Gospel of Christ and the apostolic way of life, the Rule of St. Augustine as proposed by St. Norbert, and the lives of the saints of the Order constitute living examples for the ordering of our lives.”

#26 – “Life according to the Gospel, which St. Norbert proposes for us, consists in ‘following the sacred scriptures and having Christ as a guide’ (Vita A, chap.12) and thus preaching the Gospel in poverty; observing the counsels of self-denial, mildness and humility; ‘in carrying the cross of Christ daily’ as penance (Sermon of St. Norbert in Vita B, p. 262).”

#29 – “St. Norbert, reformer of the canonical order, gave us the apostolic way as a norm of life.  In imitation of the disciples of Christ, he himself lived this sort of life with generous faith, true penance, voluntary poverty, zealous preaching of conversion, growing care for the poor and ultimately becoming all things to all men.  This spirit of Norbert must increasingly mold our thinking, our attitude, our action and life both as individuals and as community.”

The corresponding numbers from Vita B (Cf. footnote 11) are cited in which the virtues of St. Norbert are emphasized.

#37 – “‘Religious’ of the Order of Prémontré are those who, having renounced property and matrimony, dedicate themselves to our local churches by profession of vows in order to live the apostolic life in fraternal community, following in the footsteps of Sts. Augustine and Norbert.”  This is perhaps an attempt to define a Premonstratensian.

#43 – “Those things which we possess in common should also be placed at the disposal of the poor.  The spirit of Christ impels us to demonstrate true solidarity with those oppressed by hunger and need.  In the spirit of St. Norbert we should show our love of neighbor by our hospitality to guests and the poor (Cf. Vita B, chap. 25).”

#49 – Here the topic is about the apostolic way of life in the early church; in addition are cited Vita A, chap. 6 at the end; chap. 12; Vita B, chaps. 15, 24, 25.

#50 – “St. Norbert admonishes us that, ‘without organization and without a rule and without the instructions of the Fathers, it is impossible to fulfill the evangelical and apostolic mandates” (Vita A, chap. 12).

#194 – The Abbot General “is to care for the life and spiritual vitality of the entire Norbertine community”.

#338 – “The words of St. Norbert are meant for us as well:  ‘Those who want to lag behind in their efforts to fulfill their profession according to the Gospel, the teaching of the Apostles and the way of life of St. Augustine which they have vowed can never attain something outstanding’” (Vita A, chap. 12).

Appendix I:  Celebration of the order of profession in the Order of Prémontré, in the Litany of the Saints: “Holy Father Norbert.  Pray for us.”

Appendix V:  Instructional guidelines for the novices during the canonical year of novitiate:  “St. Norbert and the history of his Order” – as material and content of novitiate instruction.

I have to admit that these 11 specific references are first of all more than I expected and even remembered but on the whole are very scanty.  In many places where you would actually expect a link, a reference to our Order’s history, and especially to the life of our founder, such a connection is lacking, for example, where the Eucharist or its fundamental meaning for our canonical life is mentioned, or asceticism or penance or where it is a matter of poverty or the habit.  In the section on the General Chapter, there is no reference to its origin, or to Hugh.  The entire rite of incorporation into the Order, vestition, profession together with the celebration of the Eucharist, with the exception of the litany of all saints, is presented without mention of St. Norbert.  It strikes me only now that our profession formula does not mention St. Norbert by name.  Would it be conceivable that the Franciscans, Jesuits, and Benedictines would allow their founders to go unmentioned?  Couldn’t we at least mention St. Norbert in the prayer of blessing in this celebration, surely next to Augustine who gave us the Rule?

2.3  Current Reference

On May 1 in St. Peter’s Basilica at the Altar of the Chair our confrere Father Frans Daneels, Averbode/Rome, was ordained a bishop, along with two other candidates, by the Cardinal Secretary of State, Tarcisio Cardinal Bertone.  In his address Cardinal Bertone spoke about St. Norbert who had great deference, deep respect and admiration for the popes of his time and who in the long course of his life served five popes:  Paschal II (1099-1118), Gelasius II (1118-1119), Callistus (1119-1124), Honorius II (1124-1130) who approved the foundation of Norbert’s “monastic order” and Innocent II (1130-1143) whom Norbert, together with St. Bernard, defended against the “antipope”.
  Since our new bishop chose the motto “Spiritus tuus deducat me” (May your Spirit guide me), Cardinal Bertone referred to these words in invoking the spirit of Christ, who enlivened and stimulated Norbert, so that this spirit might now also support the new bishop (“presule”) in his service so that he can further serve the Holy See in this very delicate and significant field of administration of ecclesiastical jurisdiction.

This encouraged me to take a look here at the final phase of St. Norbert’s life, when from 1126 to 1134 he was active for eight years as archbishop of Magdeburg.  The office of bishop in the life of St. Norbert has perhaps its own emphasis if we look at his charism and shed light on the formation of the canonical idea based on the outline of his life.

3.  St. Norbert

My intention is more contemplative, in the manner of a reflection.  I want to look at St. Norbert, to consider our own life as “Norbertine”; to reflect on his life, to think about our life, as individual confreres, as a Norbertine community, as an “ecclesia norbertina”.  I already tried to do this during our 2005 community retreat in Fürstenried near Munich.

3.1 St. Norbert – Canon

3.1.1  St. Norbert, surrounded by his confreres in Magdeburg, passed away and entered into the Lord on June 6, 1134.  It was the Wednesday after Pentecost.  He had still been able to attend Mass on Pentecost; he had celebrated his last Mass at Easter that year, already weak and worn out by many exhausting journeys and presumably ill from malaria which he caught in Rome.  After his death, according to tradition, a pleasant aroma spread about and it was said, “he who had lived so well could not die badly”.  Thus a restless, untiring and indefatigable life in the service of the church came to an end.

Norbert was born between 1080 and 1085 in Gennep or Xanten.  Not being the first-born son, according to the tradition of the time, he was destined for a spiritual career.  A prebend in a wealthy and respected abbey guaranteed adequate provision.  At a young age he was admitted among the “pueri” of St. Victor’s Canonry at Xanten.  These “pueri” or young boys would later have a right to be members of the canonry.  The necrology book gives the names of eleven such students of the canonry for that period.  Norbert was thus brought up in a house of canons where he was educated and certainly very well trained.  According to Vita B Norbert was considered a handsome, slim, somewhat tall man, who was popular with everyone because of his good behavior.  He distinguished himself through his knowledge of literature and superior eloquence, which rested on the fact that in the canonry of that time the study of the classics was very popular.  Thus Norbert received in the abbey school, whose scholaster and master were known partly by name, an education worthy of his talent.  He was admitted into the chapter and received into the rank of cleric with tonsure and the necessary lower orders.  With ordination to the subdiaconate, which he had presumably received after the completion of his 18th year, he was released from the authority of the scholaster and admitted into the ranks of the beneficed “domini”.  Thus he could at any time leave this rank should he again have to assume succession in his family.  After this ordination further studies were usually added.  Where this happened from time to time, whether in Xanten itself or in Cologne at the court of Archbishop Frederick I (1100-1131), at the school of Anselm of Laon or in Siegburg, is not exactly verifiable.  Norbert was in any case also away from Xanten between 1100 and 1115 in order to continue his studies.  Finally he reached the court of Henry V, where just as in Cologne he “non minimus haberetur”.  At the court of Archbishop Frederick I the young subdeacon learned not only spiritual service but also the forms of court behavior.
  During Emperor Henry V’s first visit to Rome in 1111,  Norbert was witness to the imprisonment of Pope Paschal II and the enforced solution of the investiture conflict in favor of the emperor and his imperial coronation.  According to Herman of Tournai, Norbert, at the time imperial chaplain, is supposed “to have thrown himself, seized by shame and remorse, at the feet of the Holy Father as he saw the atrocity of his emperor”.  Perhaps here already is situated the first stimulus to Norbert’s change of life.  Had he clearly recognized that the actual guilty parties in the event were the German bishops for whom secular power was more important than loyalty to the Vicar of Christ?  Growing antipathy towards the emperor appears to have estranged Norbert more and more from the court.  The refusal of the bishopric of Cambrai from the hand of the emperor could signify that Norbert was already no longer prepared to accept an investiture from his hand.

Now during this stage of alienation from the court falls the date of May 28, 1115.  It was the ride to Vreden, as the Hagiologion of the Premonstratensian Order refers to it, the great conversion experience of Sauline-Pauline proportions.  In many representations we find Norbert lying on the ground calling out: “Domine quid me vis facere?”, Lord, what do you want me to do?  And Norbert heard the words from the Psalter:  “Cease from evil and do good!”  Norbert immediately repents with the intention of doing penance and rides back to Xanten.  Seized with the fear of the Lord, he puts on a hair garment and carries out his way of conversion exteriorly and even more interiorly.

After his conversion experience we find Norbert in the Abbey of Siegburg where Cuno, a man of a saint-like way of life, presided as abbot from 1105-1126.  Norbert studied under him in the summer and fall of 1115.  He deepened himself in the study of Holy Scripture and became acquainted with the life of the Benedictines reformed under the influence of Cluny.

3.2 St. Norbert – Deacon

3.2.1  In Siegburg Norbert came to know Rupert of Liège, the later Abbot Rupert of Deutz.
  Norbert argued with him over the question as to whom the higher honor belonged, to the monk or to the cleric.  Norbert contended that the monk was not even permitted to preach.  Under the direction of Abbot Cuno Norbert deepens his immersion in the Holy Scriptures to discern the will of God for his life and abandons himself into the hands of the Holy Spirit.  In so doing it becomes ever clearer that the reform of the clergy is the need of the moment.  In his single-minded pressing forward he will unwaveringly pursue this insight with all his energy and tenacity.  Norbert immediately begins with preaching.  It is clear to him that to do this he needs a mandate from the Church for this mission to become fruitful and effective.  Norbert aims toward priestly ordination.  One day he makes his way to Cologne, “approaches Archbishop Frederick and requests that he be ordained to the diaconate and priesthood on one and the same day” (Vita A).  Frederick, an energetic patron of the reform movement gave into Norbert’s request without much objection.  He proved backing for the reform through his support of the monastery of Siegburg and the foundation of the Cistercian Abbey of Kamp.  Norbert was ordained a deacon on the Ember days, which at that period were reserved for ordinations.  In the year 1115 they fell between December 15 and 18.

3.2.2  I myself can no longer remember my own diaconate ordination.  It was conferred by the bishop, at that time Bishop Paul Rusch, and took place in the chapel of the Seminary in Innsbruck in December 1968, a half year before my ordination to the priesthood on June 29, 1969.  I don’t remember the day or the circumstances; I have no memory of it.  Perhaps it was the same for Norbert.  It was a preliminary stage, an interim step on the way to the priesthood.  There is not much to make of how Norbert understood and lived out his diaconate.  For Norbert to be subdeacon was, in any case, a step of minimal importance.  It involved what was necessary in order for him to have claim on material stability.  Now he takes an ordination step that demanded more and required more self-investment, dedication and preparedness.  If one looks at the present status of the discussion about the nature of the diaconate, which for the diocesan clergy includes also the obligation of celibacy, then it becomes clear that its nature is still open-ended.  In contrast to the episcopate and presbyterate, there is no function exclusively reserved to the diaconate that determines the fixed nucleus of this state.  All tasks assigned to the deacon – if need be – could be taken care of by laymen on the basis of their baptism and confirmation.  The basis for a definitive nature comes from the clear dogmatic statement of the teaching authority that the diaconate belongs to the sacrament of ordination by virtue of its divine institution and arrangement and that it forms an independent step in the ecclesial hierarchy.  Priest and deacon each have a specific share in the mission of the Apostles mediated by the sacrament of ordination, a mission that is performed to the full extent by the bishops as successors of the Apostles.

The deacon serves the people of God in the service of the liturgy, of the Word and the activity of love in the community with the bishop and the presbyterium.  In his representation of Christ he has the following concrete tasks (“officia”):

· the direction of the activity of love in the Church

· administration

· solemn baptisms, presiding at weddings, celebration of funerals

· distribution of the Eucharist

· service of the Word (authorization to preach also at Mass)

· direction of services of the Word and the prayer of the faithful (conferring blessing with the Blessed Sacrament, Benediction)

· and circumstances permitting, also the leadership of isolated Christian communities in the name of the pastor or bishop (Acts 16)

From this traditional concept a theology of the diaconate is conceived “non ad sacerdotium, sed ad ministerium”.  Currently there are three models under discussion:

a) The diaconate as an office of service.

Here all functions are seen together, thus an additive-functional view.  The deacon supports the priest by taking on tasks in the area of the three basic ecclesial functions.  Thus the understanding of the diaconate lies outside of itself, namely, in its relationship and reference to and on the priest.

b) Diaconate as “complementary” office.

In a community there are two movements, one “inwardly focusing”, gathering around the Eucharistic center – the priestly office; and one “outwardly focusing” on the world, for which the diaconate would then stand.  However, for the second, service to the world, the laity actually function.  Thus why two sacramental offices?

c) Diaconate as “official representation of Christ the servant and the serving church”.

Here the deacon sacramentally makes present the service of Christ to the sick and needy, performs this service himself, and is responsible for setting-up and directing the community as a diaconal one.  Many, as a consequence, deny that the deacon is to support the priest in liturgical and kerygmatic tasks but they grant to him the competence for anointing of the sick, hearing confession in his ministry to the sick, old, handicapped, and prisoners in order to be able to attend fully to this area of his service.

Here the Church must urgently make a universal decision about the sacramental nature of the diaconate.
  I prefer not to go further into the question of the diaconate of the woman.

3.2.3  At the last ordination of priests in St. Peter’s Basilica on April 27, 2008 Pope Benedict quoted the passage from Acts where, through the preaching of the deacon Philip, the city of Samaria was converted; thereupon he was able to heal many of the sick.  “Thus great joy reigned in that city” (8.8).
  With the description of the work of that deacon there are a few important statements about the service of the diaconate.  There is the mission to announce the Gospel to all “to work together for the spread of the word of life in the world, to bring the living water of the Holy Spirit”.  Mentioned here is the service of the sick and poor to whom salvation and care should be given so that they might also experience a share in the joy of Christ.  And this result is thus stressed there.  It is a matter of bringing confidence and hope, salvation and joy to all, to be simply a “servant of joy”.  It is said of Philip that he opened the hearts of those to whom he brought this “good news”; opened them to the acceptance and then for the joy that would grow from it.  To encounter people in such a way this fire of the Gospel must burn somewhat in us too; the joy of the Lord must dwell in us.

St. Polycarp (+ ca. 150) wrote the following in his letter to the Philippians
 about the diaconate – let it serve to conclude here:

“The deacons should irreproachably represent righteousness before God.  As servants of God and Christ, not of humans; not slanderously, not deviously, not greedily, abstemious in all things, compassionate, solicitous.  They must live according to the truth of the Lord, who became the servant of all.”

3.3  St. Norbert – Priest

3.3.1  Norbert had requested that the diaconate and the priesthood be conferred on him on one and the same day.  Whether that also happened in those ember days of December 1115 is not possible to ascertain.  There was an interesting occurrence that took place at the ordination in the cathedral of Cologne in the presence of a gathering of bishops and princes.
  Norbert signaled a servant who brought him a lambskin which he exchanged for his magnificent garments so that before the eyes of all he “put off the old man and put on the new”.  This was surely thought to be a clear criticism of the episcopal life-style.  Immediately after the ordination Norbert returned to Siegburg where he prepared himself for his new priestly task.  From there he went to Xanten.  At his first Mass, which could have taken place on the feast of the Presentation (February 2, 1116), he already began to preach “zelo divini fervoris accensus” that is “inflamed with holy zeal” and to speak persuasively before the people and before his fellow canons.  The next day he continued this “exhortatio” and risked rejection, hate and insult from the confreres who felt so provoked.  Had he not been ordained for this, to preach before all “be it opportune or inopportune”?  After this rejection, after a time of searching for direction from the hermit Ludolf in Loning (near Kobern), after a two year eremitical phase of life on the Fürstenberg near Xanten, Norbert opted for an apostolic life in the form of an itinerant preacher “praedicans omnibus et annuntians verbum Dei opportune, ut dicitur, et importune” (Preaching to everyone and announcing the Word of God both when convenient, as it is said, and inconvenient).  The themes of his preaching were:  changing one’s ways in view of the threatening end of the world, ending hostilities and establishing peace, reconciliation, conversion and penance.  His style was that of an independent, poor, unassuming itinerant preacher, who gave away everything that he received, who claimed nothing for himself, completely building on the grace of God.  He could edify people, captivate them, console them, but also admonish them and persuade them.  With this tremendous commitment to the proclamation of the word of God, with whom there was hardly anyone with whom to compare him, lay his second intention with regard to the reform of the clergy.  The inspiration for this he had from his visits to Rolduc, where he had intense discussions with Abbot Richer.  Abbot Richer came from the Abbey of Rottenbuch in the Ammertal, a center of canonical reform, where the community lived from its beginning according to the new regulation of the “vita canonica”.  In the course of this discussion Norbert once again encountered the Rule of Augustine.  Augustine and his Rule embodied in ideal form the “regula apostolica” as it is handed on in the Acts of the Apostles, “The multitude of believers were one heart and one soul” (4: 32).  “Secundum Augustini regulam vivere” (To live according to the Rule of Augustine) at that time meant simply to live out the Acts of the Apostles according to the example and the principles of St. Augustine.  The rulebook of Xanten, on the basis of which Norbert reprimanded his confreres, already contained the Rule of St. Augustine as marginal notes to the Rule of Aachen.  Here we must examine more closely the influence of St. Augustine and his writings, especially his Rule, on the further development of Norbert.  We can do this by taking a look at “Augustine the Bishop” – the title of the book by Van der Meer – Augustine the untiring preacher, Augustine in his office as bishop and shepherd, Augustine in his theological and spiritual analyses of all the current questions of his time and epoch.

Norbert wanted to become a priest in order to be able to preach.  Up to that point the word of God had been rare and precious.  Norbert brought it among the people, where it could sprout and bear fruit in abundance.
  Norbert had little concern for the jurisdiction of the bishops, but he preached wherever the spirit drove him.  That had to bring him into conflict.  At the Synod of Fritzlar on July 26, 1118 he had to justify himself before the papal legate, the unwavering Cardinal Cuno of Praeneste.  There were several accusations:  presuming to take upon himself the office of preacher; living as a monk while he still had property; and dressing in sheep or goatskins which was forbidden for diocesan clergy.  Norbert defended himself by declaring that the power to preach was given with priestly ordination where it is said: “Receive the office and be preachers of the word of God!”  Norbert probably lost his case and was forbidden to preach.  He withdrew to the Fürstenberg and thought things over again.  He did not allow himself to be discouraged but decided on three appropriate consequences:

· Because the service of preaching was so important to him he appealed to the pope.

· To guarantee his credibility, he renounced all his benefices and income, sold everything that he possessed and gave it to the poor.  Or did he do this to be completely free to go on pilgrimage?

· In any case after his self-confidence and pride had been broken Norbert left Xanten for good, without any hesitation whatever.  It was not he who would renew the world but the grace of God to which he humbly submitted and which would work through him.

Concerning his next eight years as a priest (1118-1126) – this is the period of the founding of Prémontré – only a few remarks are to be made concerning his priesthood.

In Saint-Gilles, founded by Cluny in 1096, Norbert meets – by intention or accidentally – Pope Gelasius (+ January 29, 1120) and has three requests:

· Pardon for the violation against the “canons” at his priestly ordination (venia)

· His freedom to travel around as a pilgrim (propositum, licentia ab eo proficiscendi)

· Written and formal permission to preach (libera praedicandi facultas)

Norbert as an itinerant preacher is above all a popular preacher and a peacemaker.  He has given up everything except for a few books and vestments for the liturgy.  Firm and unbroken is his strong spirit of penance, which impressed people with its radical severity, it further intensified his preaching of penance.

A certain priestly view comes to light in Norbert’s arrangements for the beginning period of Prémontré, especially when he prescribes cleanliness during the liturgy and the use of linen garments at the altar, along with improvement of mistakes and neglect in chapter, care for the poor and hospitality.

3.3.2  In his sermon for the ordination of priests on April 27
 this year, Pope Benedict points above all to the relation of the priest to Christ.  Jesus says, “I am in my Father, you are in me and I am in you (Jn 14: 20), if you love me” (v. 15).  This turning to and love of Jesus is the prerequisite and guarantee of this close attachment to the Lord.  This love is the invitation and challenge, in an ordered, coherent form, to live this priestly calling in the Church.  It is necessary repeatedly to stamp on the heart this privilege “if you love me”, to contemplate it and meditate on it again and again.  We may not forget nor lose this “conditio” in our priestly work.  For without this love that is first given to us and then responded to by us we exclude ourselves from the Trinitarian movement which moves from the Father to the Son and from the Son to the disciples through the Holy Spirit.  Without this attachment we would lose the ability to receive God ourselves and to share him.  That is really the basic task of our priestly work, to share him, to proclaim him, to make him known through word and life, through service and involvement.  This loyalty to the love of Christ we can learn and gather from St. Norbert, and indeed under the most varied conditions of his life and his own life’s history.  Whatever he did at any time, he did with complete engagement and with a full heart.  There is no half-heartedness in St. Norbert, and no carelessness; you could understand the saying about the cleanliness at the altar in this way.  You could interpret his passion for preaching and proclaiming in this way, always with complete engagement, with total dedication, from this close, extremely close connection to the Lord.  It is he who passes on the standard, the direction and the arrangement; thus you could perhaps understand the expression “solo Christo duce”.  People sensed this clarity and rigorousness in his service and in his life, even if he certainly was not a simple man, at least not a conformist or as we say, an easy partner.  Norbert sometimes had a polarizing effect and went off completely at an angle.  At least he left no doubt as to his conviction, his clear orientation towards the Lord, his absolute loyalty and faithfulness to the Church.  But with all his ambitions and flights of fancy, one thing is not to be underestimated:  as a priest, for him it was always about people, more or less as in the motto of the first encyclical of Pope John Paul II:  “Man is the way of the Church!”  With Norbert this way certainly, consistently, and directly goes always to the person, in order to announce to him the Good News, to bring him salvation, and to bring him into union with his Lord.  In regard to Norbert historians also acknowledge that he sought to do this even later in his Magdeburg period under especially difficult conditions, perhaps not always with complete success, but with determination and energy.  Did he remain throughout all his years the ardent itinerant preacher, with the same missionary spirit, with the same pastoral passion to proclaim the message of peace to all?

3.4  St. Norbert – the Bishop

3.4.1  Biographical

Here we are already in the last eight years of Norbert’s life, where in a renewed direction he gave up all that was previous and took on a new task and mission.  At the end of June or the beginning of July 1126 he was elected archbishop of Magdeburg in Speyer.  On July 18, 1126 he reached the city and supposedly was turned away from the door of the bishop’s house by the porter.  On July 25, 1126 Norbert was ordained bishop in Magdeburg.  His reputation as a firm reformer, preacher of penance and zealot quickly preceded him.  He immediately set about putting his ideas into action in Magdeburg, the improvement of the religious condition of the church, the discontinuing of all that was wrong and improvement of the situation altogether.  Because of his reform efforts, advanced perhaps with too obstinate an approach, the result was discord and even attempts on his life.  Nevertheless, after some time, he had achieved a financial consolidation, founded several reform monasteries and improved the conditions of the church.  This surely laid the foundations for a later more successful missionary activity coming out of Magdeburg.  From today’s viewpoint we could describe his more conservative-fundamental program as bishop in this way:  the protection and defense of the faith, battle with Satan, saving souls, winning the faithful for religious life, pushing through the demands of the gospel, asserting the rights of the Church.  Even as archbishop he remained an itinerant preacher both obedient to the pope and a unique individual.  According to Kaspar Elm
 his thinking was determined by the elementary ideas of guilt and penance, redemption and last judgment, by battle over souls between God and Satan, by the Lord’s working miracles through his saints, by the possession of sinners, by the strength of the Sacraments, the dignity of the priesthood, and the Church’s need of salvation.  In his short time as archbishop, of which he acted in the second half of his mere eight-year episcopacy more on the church-political stage between emperor and pope, he was still concerned about the reform of the clergy, the reform of the diocesan finances and care of the monasteries.  Here he was able to change a few things and lay the foundations for future missionary action.  Characterized by the completely concrete following of Christ, and by the ideal of Gospel life, he is to be viewed less as the founder of the Order than as a renewer and restorer of a spiritual form of life which reaches back to the early church of Jerusalem and which found its form in St. Augustine.  Whatever moved St. Norbert to strive for this office of bishop, ambition, obedience or the desire to expand his Order, he wanted to characterize his office of bishop by the image of the “Good Shepherd” who is concerned about the flock and watches over it and by the image of the farmer who wants to keep the field free of weeds and fosters good growth.

3.4.2  Spiritual

Cardinal Bertone, at Frans Daneels’ ordination as bishop on May 1, 2008, quoted a few sentences from the address given by the Pope to the American bishops during his visit to the USA
:

“If you yourselves live in a manner closely configured to Christ, the Good Shepherd, who laid down his life for his sheep, you will inspire your brother priests to rededicate themselves to the service of their flocks with Christ-like generosity.  Indeed a clearer focus upon the imitation of Christ in holiness of life is exactly what is needed in order for us to more forward.  We need to rediscover the joy of living a Christ-centered life, cultivating the virtues, and immersing ourselves in prayer.  When the faithful know that their pastor is a man who prays and who dedicates his life to serving them, they respond with warmth and affection which nourishes and sustains the life of the whole community.

Time spent in prayer is never wasted, however urgent the duties that press upon us from every side.  Adoration of Christ our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament prolongs and intensifies the union with him that is established through the Eucharistic celebration.  Contemplation of the mysteries of the Rosary releases all their saving power and it conforms, unites and consecrates us to Jesus Christ.  Fidelity to the Liturgy of the Hours ensures that the whole of our day is sanctified and it continually reminds us of the need to remain focused on doing God’s work, however many pressures and distractions may arise from the task at hand.  Thus our devotion helps us to speak and act “in persona Christi”, to teach, govern and sanctify the faithful in the name of Jesus, to bring his reconciliation, his healing and his love to all his beloved brothers and sisters.  This radical configuration to Christ, the Good Shepherd, lies at the heart of our pastoral ministry, and if we open ourselves through prayer to the power of the Spirit, he will give us the gifts we need to carry out our daunting task, so that we need never ‘be anxious how to speak or what to say’ (Mt. 10: 19).”

4  Closing Thought

I would like to close this reflection with a reference to the address which the pope recently gave in New York at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.  His reference point was the architecture and art of this church which, in comparison to the skyscrapers from the outside, almost disappears but on the inside is of an enormous scale.  Thus my reference point today was the life of St. Norbert, who for the Order was raised to the honor of the altar very late (only in 1582 – 450 years after his death), but who still has much to say, if you make the effort to delve into his life and examine his history.  It may be for us then like a gothic window.  Seen from the outside they appear very gray.  However, if you stand in the interior and the daylight, better yet the direct sunlight, can shine through, they shine with an undreamed of beauty.

Turning to the deacons, priests and religious, the pope said:

“You, dear priests, by sacramental ordination have been configured to Christ, the Head of the Body.

You, dear deacons, have been ordained for the service of that Body.

You, dear men and women religious, both contemplative and apostolic, have devoted your lives to following the divine Master in generous love and complete devotion to his Gospel.

All of you ….. as well as your retired, elderly and infirm brothers and sisters, who unite their prayers and sacrifices to your labors, are called to be forces of unity within Christ’s Body.  By your personal witness, and your fidelity to the ministry or apostolate entrusted to you, you prepare a path for the Spirit.

For the Spirit never ceases to pour out his abundant gifts, to awaken new vocations and missions, and to guide the Church, as our Lord promised … into the fullness of truth (cf. Jn 16:13).”
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