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Three Accesses to Our Canonical Spirituality:

Christmas – Easter – Pentecost

Introduction

For some time now I’ve been thinking that in the course of the Church Year the three festive cycles offer us a special opportunity for our self-understanding as the “Order of Prémontré”.  Each festive cycle with its mystery opens up a new important aspect of how we understand and interpret ourselves, but also how we could present and make ourselves understood.  The birth of the Lord at Christmas, his resurrection at Easter and the sending of the Spirit at Pentecost each opens up a particular level of depth, which is established through origin and tradition and further developed through our historical development in our Order.  At the last General Chapter 2006 in Freising, Bavaria, the Easter aspect came to the fore with the motto “Were not our hearts burning within us” (Luke 24: 32).  The next General Chapter 2012 in De Pere, USA, will be held under the motto “Day of Pentecost”, therefore under a Pentecostal motif.  The following three chapters with reflection on our Order’s spirituality correspond to the three festive mysteries.

1  Christmas – The Mystery of the Incarnation

1.1 Christmas 1121

For us as Premonstratensians it is a normal and totally self-evident assumption that the Order was founded at Prémontré on Christmas Day 1121.  The later St. Norbert,
 after a rather long search with his friend, Bishop Bartholomew of Laon, had finally found the place of his longing and his future monastic idea in the remote valley of Prémontré.  After a night spent in prayer and vigil he saw this place as given by God and, far from all civilization, as an ideal place for a settlement for his followers and members.  Here a new monastery was to emerge in which seclusion and strictness, discipline and asceticism would unite for a new form of order, the “ordo novus”.  It was a synthetic order designed and conceived in a completely new way, committed to the canonical ideal but at the same time stamped by monastic strictness and radicalism, which embraced manual labor and long hours in the choir.  From the beginning it was not even certain which profile this new foundation was to show.  However with the choice of the Rule of Augustine as the rule for the monastery and with the choice of the concrete spot in the valley of Prémontré, which was cut like a cross in the landscape, standards were set which were made more precise through the personality of Norbert, who even after the foundation did not give up his itinerant preacher’s ideal.  The construction of the new monastery community both personnel wise and structurally began in 1120.  The building complex must have at first been made up of cloister and church.  Then at Christmas, i.e. December 25, 1121, Norbert along with his first companions made their profession of vows and placed the document on the altar.  In the life of St. Norbert we read:  Norbert  “ordered that the rule be adopted which Saint Augustine had established for his followers….  On Christmas day [1121] at Prémontré they all individually subscribed to this rule and voluntarily committed themselves as citizens of that city of blessed eternity” (Vita A, 12).

We do not know what moved Norbert and his followers to take this step on Christmas of all days.  Had the building construction advanced so far that a legal commitment, the establishment by the transfer and adoption of the Order’s rule, could be completed?  Were there religious grounds for this act of foundation from which a new order, the Premonstratensian Order, arose?  Since Norbert has left behind no written testimony we can only draw our own conclusions from the fact.  In Windberg under the ceiling painting with the birth of Christ is written “Nativitas Domini – Nativitas Ordinis – 1120”.   The number of the year doesn’t matter – according to the Order’s tradition it was 1121 – but rather the connection between Christmas and the founding of the Order.  The hour of our Order’s birth falls on the birthday of the Lord.

1.2 Christmas

On Christmas we celebrate the birth of Jesus from the Virgin Mary in the stable of Bethlehem.  Mary and Joseph are on their way to a census, each in his home city.  Joseph is of the lineage of David.  The royal city of David is Bethlehem, which means “House of Bread”.  The couple is on their way there.  The circumstances of the birth are dramatic, because Joseph finds no lodging.  So Jesus comes into the world in a primitive cattle stall.  We have soon populated this stall with ox and ass.  A birth in poverty and along the way as was earlier probably generally the case.  No big thing was made about a birth.  Women bore children at work, in the field, sometimes alone.  There was not much time; the child was taken care of, then everyday life continued.  Through the magnificent prologue of John’s Gospel this night of birth takes on a special meaning:  “He came to what was his own but his own did not accept him.” (John 1: 11)  From this perhaps comes the search for a lodging, the story of the rejection and the pitiful place of birth, even though John certainly wanted to make a much more profound statement about the further fate of this child that ended – seen from a purely earthly standpoint – with the shameful death on the cross.  In Luke it is described in a completely down-to-earth way:  “She gave birth to her son, her first born.  She wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger because there was no room for them in the inn” (Luke 2: 7).  Matthew says absolutely nothing about the circumstances of the birth.  Before the story of the astrologers and afterwards the flight to Egypt, we read only briefly:  “He [Joseph] did not know her however, until she bore her son.  And he gave him the name Jesus” (Matthew 1: 25).  With the prologue of John this event takes on a theological meaning:  “Et verbum caro factum est” (John 1: 14).  The Word, the λόγος, becomes flesh; God becomes man, the “Word that was with God and that was God” (John 1: 1), comes down and takes on the form of man.  This incarnation of God’s son is the mystery of Christmas.  Behind the birth of a man, the most normal thing in the world and at the same time a miracle of nature, the believer sees God’s entry into the world.  This child is the child of God, but that is not to be thought of in the same way that all of us through Baptism receive a share in the divine life and become “children of God”.  Rather it is that God takes on our human nature, becomes like us in everything but sin.  God comes down to our level to be like us, to be on eye-level with man.  With this begins not only a new reckoning of time; there begins at the same time the work of redemption for mankind.  It is the beginning of our salvation, God makes our fate his own, so that he senses our life with its heights and depths in his own body and endures it to his bitter death.  Jesus is our brother in whom God draws near to man, seeks after him and saves him.  Jesus is the Lord in whom all men can seek and find God.  Jesus is:  “the way, the truth and the life” (John 14: 6), who can open for men once again contact to God and open the connection to God.  At his death the curtain of the Temple tore and opened the way to God.  “When the kindness and love of God our savior appeared, he saved us” (Titus 3: 4-5).

This incarnation with the angel’s great promise of salvation:  “Therefore the child will be holy and will be called Son of God” (Luke 1: 35) is at the same time also condescension and abasement even to servitude, even to death on the cross.  In this incarnation (“He became like men”, Philippians 2: 7), in the kenosis, in this divesting of himself from being like God all the way to the lowest point of human existence, lies the beginning of salvation and redemption.  Paul immediately adds to this verse of his Philippian hymn the divine acceptance and exaltation.  God becomes man so that we men become man;
 God becomes man so that we men become God.  This is how Meister Eckhardt will express it.

1.3 Becoming Man – Becoming like Christ

This solidarity of God with men and this setting out of man to God – are these the marks that Norbert aimed for with his choice of Christmas for profession?  According to tradition Norbert and his companions knelt down at the crèche and laid their profession document at the feet of the child Jesus.  In the abbey church of Osterhofen, now a minor basilica, there is in the choir area in front of the present people’s altar and in front of the former communion rail a star embedded in the marble floor.  At solemn profession the candidate is said to have prostrated there on the star when the litany of the saints was sung before the profession.  The star embedded in the floor is exactly under the Christmas ceiling fresco of the crèche.  The prostration takes place in memory of and as a sign of the kenosis and the profession with the promise of obedience signifies approaching the obedient, humbled Jesus.  But in this Christmas event it is a matter of God’s incarnation, which was attained not without sacrifice, obedience and self-divesting.  The life of the monastery is nothing other than a human life dedicated to God first in becoming man through total dedication and alignment with the Lord on the way to God, on the way to becoming one with God.  Here the life of the monastery is closely linked with the incarnation and interpreted by the Christmas mystery.

In many depictions this Christmas event finds its way into the Norbertine and Premonstratensian iconography, so for instance the famous Christmas painting in Cappenberg, where six crowned leaders are laying their crowns and shields at the feet of the child Jesus.
  They are the following:  Makarius, King of Armenia, Dominic, brother of King Alphonsus of Castille and first abbot of La Vid, Godfrey of Cappenberg, Hroznata, a Bohemian nobleman, Louis, Count of Arnstein, and Fulk, Count of Teisterband.  Even more impressive is the crèche painting in the chapter room at Averbode, where Norbert as archbishop and St. Augustine and several other companions are kneeling before the crèche.
  On the ceiling fresco in the Asam church of Osterhofen-Altenmarkt Norbert, dressed as a canon, is kneeling before the crèche with outstretched arms.  On the open book that lies before him next to his crosier and biretta you can read “VOTA MEA psal …”.
  Angels who are singing and making music frame the entire crèche scene.  In this way Norbert’s handing over of himself on Christmas is emphasized pictorially.  With the vows the professed hands himself over to the “Church of Osterhofen”, as he places the profession document on the altar.  Here in the fresco the crèche becomes the altar, which symbolizes Christ himself.  The profession is the handing over to Christ, “offerens trado meipsum”, it is immersion into the framework of the life of the Lord who himself lived poor, chaste and obedient.  The profession is the juridical, mutual and lifelong acceptance and binding of candidate and community and at the same time the complete transfer to the life form of “vita consecrata”, which measures up to Christ and comprises a life in “conversion of my life, life in community, above all poverty, consecrated celibacy and obedience.”
  The canonical profession, which frequently was described as a second baptism insofar as we have been baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection under the aspect of the Christmas event, brings this kenotic content especially into focus.  Here understood through the vow of poverty is meant the descent from above to us below; represented through the vow of obedience is the total reliance on the will of God; the self-relinquishing, realized here in the form of the vow of chastity,
 means the renunciation of an exclusive love relationship with another human.  In a reflective text Werner Schaube has interpreted the incarnation of the Lord in this way:  “God becomes man which has consequences, which brings everything into movement, which perplexes us.  God becomes man by which one will have a good look at himself, by which one may live, by which everything looks different … God becomes man in our time, in the present situation, in a world that needs only one thing: God becomes man and man becomes man.”

2  Easter – The Mystery of the Resurrection

2.1 The Easter Liturgy

According to the Premonstratensian Processional and Gradual, Easter Vespers begins (absolute incipitur) after the Statio with the solemn entrance of the community, during which the KYRIE (Tempore Paschali: Lux et Origo) is sung.  On arrival in the choir, the Alleluia rings out with the Psalms “Dixit Dominus Domino meo” (110), “Confitebor Domino in toto corde meo” (111), “Beatus vir, qui timet Dominum” (112).  This is followed by the reading and then “Haec dies”.  There follows the Magnificat antiphon “Et respicientes viderunt” (year B) with the Magnificat.  Now begins the procession of the whole community through the nave of the church to the baptismal font.  This is accompanied by the festive Alleluia Antiphon (tonus peregrinus).  Then are sung, according to the length of the procession, the Psalms “Laudate pueri Dominum” (113), “In exitu Israel de Aegypto” (114) and “Non nobis, Domine, non nobis” (115) using the tonus peregrinus.  On the one hand this is about praise and on the other about the departure from Egypt and the crossing through the Red Sea.  Coming to the baptismal font the community forms a circle around the font and after the Alleluia Antiphon begins singing the “Nonne cor nostrum”:  “Were not our hearts burning within us as he spoke with us on the way” (Luke 24:32).  After this the celebrant offers the baptismal water to the confreres and they bless themselves.  The celebration at the font ends with the prayer:

“O God, you multiply the people who believe in you through the fullness of your grace; look kindly on your chosen ones so that all who are reborn in the Sacrament of Baptism, may reach the heavenly kingdom.  This we ask through Christ our Lord.”

During the return to the choir the responsory is sung: “Christus resurgens ex mortuis”.  The celebrant concludes the solemn vespers after the chanting of the Magnificat with a prayer:


“O God, you who allow us to celebrate the Easter Feast today, grant that we someday may rejoice in your heavenly kingdom.  This we ask through Christ our Lord.”

The cantor intones the “Benedicamus Domino, alleluia”; the choir responds “Deo gratias, alleluia”.  Vespers ends with the blessing or pontifical blessing and the Easter Marian hymn “Regina Coeli”.

This impressive and very emotional Easter Vespers, which dates back to the 7th century, is preserved in the Premonstratensian Order today.  The texts that are sung recall the events of the Jewish Feast of Passover, the departure from Egypt and the crossing through the Red Sea.  Israel sets out from slavery and the death house of Egypt and the journey through the sea becomes a journey of deliverance, liberation, the promise of life and land.  The baptismal bath with the earlier customary immersing of the person being baptized, the symbolism of which is drawn from this event, is a going under and surfacing again, a passing through from death to life, an event portraying the dying and rising of the Lord, an event that not only makes this reality visible, but also in reality includes the candidate in this liberation and redemptive event of Christ which we celebrate at Easter.  “Do you not know that all of us who were baptized in Christ have been baptized into his death?” (Rom. 6: 3), Paul asks.  The procession to the baptismal font reflects this being on one’s way again and recalls the crossing and the wandering in the wilderness toward the Promised Land that followed.  Baptism signifies this rebirth to life, this annexation to the divine life.  Not only is one’s own baptism recalled here but also future baptisms that will be performed at the particular font in question at which this initiation and rebirth takes place ever new “from the water and the Spirit”.  Then when the “Nonne cor nostrum” rings forth at the baptismal font, then the confreres are confronted with the fantastic experience of the Emmaus disciples who recognized the Lord at the breaking of bread and who now full of joy set out to take and pass on this message of the resurrection to others.  The procession back to the choir recalls somewhat the return of the two disciples to Jerusalem.  But now they are changed, newly strengthened and highly motivated to pass on the joyful news that the Lord is alive.  It is almost superfluous to mention that Easter night was the preferred baptismal day in the old Church and is still a goal rich in meaning and being striven for today.  To be caught up in this Christ event, to rise with Christ to new life and then to understand his life as an Easter sending forth, that stands above any baptism, that is what the Easter vespers is meant to convey to the confreres and believers who are taking part.  At the Easter candle, which burns now for 50 days in the sanctuary, the baptismal candle is lit and should illuminate and inspire with enthusiasm this new life of the one baptized.  The Easter water that was solemnly blessed in the Easter night should not only be used as long as possible as water for each baptism throughout the year; with this Easter water the canons also bless themselves so that washed clean and newly refreshed they may go back to their everyday lives as “witnesses of the resurrection”.

2.2 Encounter with the Risen One

In the Vitae of St. Norbert there is a clear reference not only to Christmas, as seen above, but also to Easter.  Norbert chooses for his community at Prémontré a garment of unbleached wool.  This striking garment that originally was meant to be a sign of absolute poverty was constantly questioned and criticized.  Norbert defended his choice with the following reference: “And if anyone should be upset about the color or the thickness or thinness of clothing then those who have the right to decide should say where in this rule and where in the Gospel and with the Apostles is white or black color and the thickness or thinness of clothing prescribed; then they should be believed.  Nevertheless one thing is certain, we read that as witnesses of the resurrection the angels appeared in white garments and that the garment of penitents is, according to the prescription and custom of the Church, made of wool.  Similarly, in the Old Testament one went out among the people in woolen garments, but in the sanctuary they were accustomed to wearing linen garments according to regulations.  After the example of the angels it seems that white should be worn and as a sign of penance woolen garments should be worn next to the skin.”

With the white garment Norbert appeals to the resurrection, because men with white garments sat at the grave.  The white garment is a sign of the resurrection and obliges the wearer to testify to the resurrection just as the two “white clad” men “in gleaming garments” who were at the grave:  “Why are you looking for the living one among the dead? He is not here, he is risen” (Luke 24: 5-6).
  Just so the habit color is linked to a signal color and with a clear expectation.  Whoever wears this white woolen garment, in contrast to a black habit or cassock, should through his life and work, through his example and words announce to people that the Lord is risen.

The first proclaimer of the Easter message was Mary Magdalene.  Hippolytus of Rome calls her “apostola apostolorum”,
 because she had brought the news of the resurrection to the disciples.  “Go, rather to my brothers and tell them: I am going to my Father and to your Father, to my God and to your God.  Mary of Magdala went to the disciples and announced to them:  I have seen the Lord.  And she told them what he had told her” (John 20: 17-18; cf. also Mark 16: 9).  In the Order Mary of Magdala is always very much honored and is especially celebrated on July 22.  Recently in the Abbey of Tongerlo a new tympanum, a bronze relief, was placed over the church door.  On this relief the resurrected Christ appears to Mary of Magdala.  This famous scene, “Noli me tangere” depicts Jesus as a gardener holding a shovel in his hand.  As he draws near to Mary Jesus says: “Do not cling to me!”  It is an image of nearness and distance, of real encounter and yet new life.  In the passage about Thomas Jesus allows himself to be touched: “Extend your hand and place it in my side” (John 20:27).  The encounter with the risen Lord is beyond our usual experience, in any case it points beyond a purely earthly encounter and yet must have taken place in our normal material world and in our usual comprehension.  Mary of Magdala only recognizes the Lord when he speaks to her.  The Lord takes the initiative and makes it possible to have a very personal and existential encounter.  Mary believed and becomes the herald of Easter.

In the iconography of the life of St. Norbert there is a depiction of how St. Norbert presented Abbot Hugh of Fosses to the resurrected Christ.  Thirty-five engravings were created by the brothers John and Cornelius Galle of Antwerp in the year 1622.  On the basis of these engravings, which were first published in 1622 by John Chrysostom van der Sterre, the Prior of the Premonstratensian monastery of St. Michael in Antwerp, numerous Norbert cycles were painted.  In the corresponding picture, Number 29, of the Geras Norbert cycle the caption reads, “Hugh, chosen as head of the Order at Prémontré, is presented to Christ Jesus himself by Norbert”.  Christ is depicted as resurrected with a red garment, whereby the wounds are visible on his side and feet; on the right he holds the patriarch’s staff with the double cross, on which waves the flag of victory.  Norbert is depicted as an abbot with miter and cope in gold brocade, a rochet over his habit.  His abbatial crosier rests on his shoulder since he is recommending the kneeling Hugh to the Lord with both hands.  Hugh is kneeling before the risen Lord garbed with a white choir mantle, his hands humbly crossed, his head bowed over which the Lord holds his right hand in blessing or protection.  In the original engraving over the picture are found the words from the Book of Ruth
 in support of it, “Blessed be the Lord, who has not allowed an heir/successor to be lacking to your family”, in Norbert’s case, “a successor to be lacking”.  And from Norbert’s mouth the words, “Lord, this man whom you committed to me, I now present to your most Holy Majesty.”

In Windberg there is this very same Easter picture from a large Norbert cycle in addition to two other paintings.  Hugh was the first companion of Norbert and was elected abbot of Prémontré in 1128 with his approval or at his bidding.  After a long term of office of 33 years, until 1161, Abbot Hugh could look back “to a thoroughly organized Order with a firm organization and uniform liturgy”.
  He died in 1164 and was beatified in 1927.

2.3 Witnesses of the Resurrection

Norbert has left us nothing in writing.  Thus we do not know how and what he preached, how greatly he himself was filled with the mysteries of faith.  According to his motto “fides et patientia” he was a man of faith and loyalty, trusting and firm in faith prepared to follow Christ consistently as his only leader.  So we may really accept that he, who remained deeply in emulation of Christ, saw and honored in the risen one the definitive victor over death and the corruption of death.  If according to the above mentioned engraving Norbert recommends his successor to the Risen One, then that expresses a special nearness and connection to the Risen One.  Norbert is handing over his reform movement, his foundation of Prémontré to Christ in the person of Hugh.  Under the symbol of Easter this foundation should continue to grow and thrive.  It had experienced precisely under Abbot Hugh a rapid consolidation and spread.  From 1126 Norbert, as Archbishop of Magdeburg, had found a new task, but he leaves the young Order in the care of Christ, and places it under the protection of Christ himself, who is the focal point and central reference point for each community of the Order and also for the entire Order.  Christ is the center of an abbey community, symbolized by the altar of the abbey church, the heart of the monastery around which the community gathers daily.  Just as Norbert did, so should the prelates entrust and recommend their confreres to the Lord.  They should lead their confreres to the Risen One and place them in his hands so that he becomes in their lives the center and reference point.  And just as Norbert steps in for Hugh speaking for him as he hands him over, just so should the Premonstratensians bring to the Lord and recommend the people to whom they are sent and for whom they are pastorally responsible.  They should do this daily in prayer and in the Eucharist mindful of the Lord’s words, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15: 5).  From this intimate closeness with the Risen One grows as of itself the determination and the basic task of passing on and announcing this unheard message of Easter.
  Here Mary of Magdala can be a model and incentive for us.

In a little meditation Barbara Cratzius ponders:  “It was not the empty tomb and the stone that was rolled away, it was not the Roman watchmen who had collapsed on the ground rigid from terror, neither was it the angel who spoke to the distraught women, these are not sufficient arguments for Easter.  But rather it was that these women – they as the first – experienced the change from despondency to confidence and joy.  It was that the disciples unlocked their doors that were locked from fear and passed on the message from mouth to mouth.  It was that this message travelling over sea and mountains has reached even us with its transforming power.  That is the miracle!”

It is for us as Premonstratensians of the “Ordo candidus”, like the angels in white garb, like Mary of Magdala, like the disciples, like innumerable Christians before us, to pass on this miracle and to live from it.

3  Pentecost – The Mystery of the Spirit

3.1 The Pentecost Account

When the days of Pentecost were over, there were many in Jerusalem, who heard the witness of the Apostles for the resurrection of Jesus and were baptized into the faith.  In the following verses of the Acts of the Apostles, which our Holy Father Augustine treasured very much, their life is described.  “As they had prayed the place in which they were gathered trembled and all were filled with the Holy Spirit and they announced the Word of God openly.  The community of believers was one heart and one soul.  No one called anything that he had his own, but they held all things in common.  With great power the Apostles gave witness to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus and abundant grace rested on all of them” (Acts 4: 31-33).

With these words the Constitutions of the Order of Prémontré begin, after this the report about the sending of the Spirit was given precedence as a constitutive part of the actual Constitutions after the two Post-Conciliar reform chapters held in Stift Wilten in 1968 and 1970.  Since that time our Constitutions have a Pentecostal tone; since then the Order stands under the influence of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit and the sending of the Spirit to the Apostles, who were gathered with Mary in the upper room.  Storm and fire, trembling and roaring filled the room.  These are strong images of an unusual event.  If this report is the opening chapter of our Constitutions, then we stand in this Pentecostal dynamic and in this fiery sending of Pentecost.

What Norbert himself established back then at Prémontré with his first disciples stood under the mark of the Gregorian Reform movement beginning in the 11th century.  The canonical movement was a part of this church reform from above.  It was the goal of this reform to recall the early Church, to revive the original spirit of the early Church and to draw inspiration and élan from the strength of the first church community.  Norbert chose for his young community the Rule of St. Augustine because he saw in him the best authority and guardian precisely of this early Church heritage and spirit-motivated life.  Proceeding from his own conversion Norbert wanted to contribute to the church reform with the reform of the clergy.  Therefore he created reform centers and reform monasteries along the lines of the strict “ordo novus” in which for him preaching and a life lived in penance and strictness belonged together.  It was this spirit of renewal that filled him and shone through him, so that he himself began “to speak in foreign languages as the spirit gave to him” (Acts 2: 4).  Repeatedly he went out to people in order to spread the word of God as a tireless itinerant preacher and to lead people to Christ.  During his entire life Norbert allowed himself to be led and directed by this Spirit; this would lead to still unheard-of new changes and beginnings in his life.  Pentecost meant for the disciples as well, who were gathered with Mary in the upper room, a tremendous departure and beginning.  Armed with the Spirit they open the doors, go out to the people, speak and preach, so that the people were amazed and astonished.  With this sending out of the Spirit the age of the Church now dawns.  We can read about the great preachers, how individual charismatic figures could sweep away masses; many still recall Father Leppich, Father Werenfried van Straaten, the Bacon Priest, Billy Graham, how they could open hearts and wallets, how many were converted and their hearts changed, even given over to God.  “Now those who accepted his [Peter’s] word were baptized.  On this day about three thousand were added to their community” (Acts 2: 41).  Similar things are reported of the great figures of the 12th century such as Bernard of Clairvaux and Norbert.  Herman of Tournai writes effusively that since the days of the early Church no one has converted so many people for Christ as St. Norbert.

3.2 “The Day of Pentecost”

After Vatican Council II (1962-1965), when the Orders set about reworking or writing anew their statutes based on the spirit of this Council, the new Constitutions in our Order came into being after rather long preparation.  These were approved and promulgated at the General Chapter of 1970 and took the force of law from Easter 1971.  The English edition bears the title “The Day of Pentecost:  Constitutions of the Canons Regular of Prémontré”.  Confreres, who were present at this Chapter, reported that with the flood of papers and the mountain of unsolved questions it came to a crisis point where they no longer knew how to continue.  Someone suggested bringing together and developing the many thoughts and ideas under the Communio concept.  And look, it was like a flash of inspiration, like an enlightenment that grasped and animated everyone that finally led to a new concept based on the new Council-concept “communio”.  Was it this breakthrough that suggested the title “The Day of Pentecost”?  In any case it devolved into this sentence:  “The Spirit of Christ urges us, that denying and transcending ourselves we may break out of our self-centeredness and live for God and the brethren” (Const. I/9).

The Chapter Fathers cite in one place completely focused on this early Church ideal, as it was struck by the Pentecost event, by which even now the Easter aspect shines forth:  

“The apostolic way of life, under the guidance of the Spirit of Christ, is to have one heart and one mind, to have all things in common; to persevere in the teaching of the Apostles; to persevere together in prayer with Mary, the mother of Jesus and the brethren; to break bread with joy, that is, to have the Eucharist as the center of all life; to give witness to the resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord by preaching, by good example and by every form of the apostolate (cf. Acts 1: 13-14; 2: 42-47; 4: 31-35; 6: 1-7, etc.).  This apostolic way of life should be considered as the highest ideal which ought to distinguish our entire life” (Const. II/27).

It is the Spirit that unites us with every type of gift of grace, ministry and work. (Chap. 32).  In the school of the Spirit of Christ we should seek the will of the Father (Chapter on obedience, Chap. 45).  And it is further stressed that the highest guideline of our Order’s life is the following of Christ, as it is presented in the Gospel.

“Our way of life is especially inspired by the life, which the early Church led around the Apostles and which the Lord himself in a way began with the company of the Apostles and other disciples” (Const. III/49).

If then we still include that all our prayer, our liturgical celebration and sacramental activity can rightly only be performed in the Holy Spirit, in the Spirit who unceasingly sighs in us and calls out Abba, Father,
 then our living together and our work stands outwardly under the law of the Spirit.  To willingly follow “the prompting of the Holy Spirit from above in order to renew the life of the Church” – with these words Pope John XXIII opened the Council.  Following this prompting the new Constitutions also originated, by which so to speak a new Pentecost might be possible for the individual members and communities of our Order.  The Council Fathers, like the Chapter Fathers, proceeded from this point of view, that today’s world awaits from the Church and therefore from the Order, indeed from each one of us, this new Pentecost.

40 years after this Pentecostal outbreak these concerns and ideas have lost none of their relevance and meaning.  This is so even if we are now in the process of reformulating and rewriting the Constitutions.

3.3 Life from the Spirit

From the side of the Eastern Church the accusation was raised that the western theological tradition suffers from a certain “forgetfulness of the Spirit”.  That remark was made especially in regard to the theology of the Eucharist.  However, in the meantime this has led to a new awareness of the epiclesis.  The invocation of the Holy Spirit over the gifts of bread and wine brings about the real presence of Jesus Christ.  But the Spirit who is called down is the Spirit of Jesus in whose name the words of consecration were spoken.
  We can also note a similar pneumatic regaining of consciousness in the theology of religious orders.  The Post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation of John Paul II, “Vita Consecrata”, describes the life of a religious order in three steps: “Confessio Trinitatis, signum fraternitatis and servitium caritatis”.
  In the first chapter the paper reflects that our life is geared “toward praise of the Trinity”.  The initiative of our order calling comes from God the Father; our life has to be carried out as the following of Christ, as walking in his footsteps.  And so that we are generally qualified for this divine form of life, we need the work of the Holy Spirit.

- The Spirit is the one who arouses the desire for a complete response.  The Spirit directs the growth of this desire.

- The Spirit forms and moulds the soul of the one called in whom he fashions the soul according to the chaste, poor and obedient Christ and encourages it to make his mission its own.

- The Spirit directs them in this continual purification process, so that they become more and more persons who are alike in form with Christ, for the lengthening of a special presence of the resurrected Lord in history.

- The Spirit places them in the service of the brothers and sisters and instructs them how to fulfill special tasks regarding the needs of the Church and the world.

- Finally, it is the Spirit who leads consecrated men and women to the heights of perfection.

It is the Spirit of the Lord who enables us to live the Evangelical Counsels in loyalty and devotion.  Called and led by him we are able to take it upon ourselves to walk this path as consecrated men and women.  “Vita Consecrata” stresses, in an acknowledging and encouraging way: “The consecrated life, during the entire history of the Church, has been a living presence of the work of the Spirit” (Chap. 35).

May this Spirit continue to work in the manifold forms of the monastic landscape that already exist and in the new movements that are just beginning.  May the Spirit constantly awaken in us this Pentecostal setting out and this charismatic fire.

Conclusion

Let us conclude with a fervent prayer
 to the Holy Spirit.

Come, Holy Spirit, sanctify us,

fill our heart not only with a burning longing

for truth, the way and the full life.

Enkindle in us your fire as well,

that from it we might ourselves become a light,

that enlightens, warms and comforts.

Let our awkward tongues find words,

that speak of your love and beauty.

Create us anew, that we may become people of love,

your saints, visible words of God.

Then we will also renew the face of the earth

and all will be made new.

Come, Holy Spirit,

enlighten us, strengthen us, remain with us.

Amen.

+Thomas Handgrätinger, O. Praem.
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