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Joy in the Monastic Way of Life 
Extracts from th\`ree sermons of Isaac of Stella 
 
    The Truth has promised: Knock and the door shall be opened to you.  
Dearest, friends, he has proven true to the promise.  We knocked and, as you 
can see for yourselves, a door—great and plain to see—was opened.  We were 
given our monastic home and it makes the Name of God, without whom 
nothing exists, plain to us and to all.  Boethius reminds us: In the mind of the 
Sovereignly Beautiful lay a lovely reality and that is our monastic life. 
   Why are we here, dear friends?  We are to give God no rest.  It is the purpose 
of our separation from the world and of our silence among ourselves.  We cry 
out loudly to God in prayer to disclose even in this life something of his own 
beauty.  My soul thirsts for God, the fountain of life.  Isn’t that what brings us, 
as it brought our founders, to this monastery?  And the Lord Jesus has led us 
into our Father’s house into the chamber in which God’s only begotten Word 
is begotten.  This Word leads us back to his Father. 
    Let us look to the oak trees.  For all the blessing their shade affords us they 
were far more marvelous as little acorns than they are now in all their 
greatness.  From an acorn comes a root and trunk and branch and leaf and 
again more acorns.  This is like our monastic life.  God saw all that had been 
made and found it very good but didn’t God see something yet more glorious?  
How great are the joy, gladness, rejoicing, delight and pleasure that God has 
within.  A limitless world of beauty is outside but incomparably more is within. 
    The most compelling reason for loving God is that as light God shines out 
in a self-revealing love, a gift we can welcome and enjoy!  God is made 
perceptible and a joy—as our monastic living is meant to be in God and God’s 
Word.  This, O my God and my Light and my Joy, is the chief motive for my 
loving you and enables me to love you and know you and share fellowship 
with you in the monastic fellowship.  Let us pray the Father to disclose this to 
us always, through the Son.  Let us cry out loudly in our prayer, knocking 
loudly until the Lord opens that door to us. 
    This monastery is a door to God’s dwelling place.  It is God’s dwelling place. 
That is why it is a place of study and learning, of seeking and longing, of a 
loving quest and a searching love.  The only evil is that we should turn aside 
from this conversion and turn our mind and heart to some other objective.  
Dear friends, why do we keep up the weary search?  Because it is joy, love, 
delight, sight, sweetness, light and glory—that is, these are what God gives as 
way of keeping on the path toward the fulfillment of the purpose for which we 
were made. 
    All our observances—our work, our leisure, our speech, our silence—are 
directed to contemplation  One who would offer pure and unblemished service 
does it only for God.  It brings delight and teaches love for neighbor, it gives a 
gracious ease with God and with our fellows.  Blessed are the pure in heart; 
they shall see God.  That we might be such this monastery was founded.  We 
live within it our life of prayer and contemplation.  It is hope made visible.  



What We Hope For 
From the Spiritual Exercises by St. Gertrude the Great 
 
    The Christian life gains its power to transform us from the hope we have in 
Jesus Christ.  We celebrate the feast of St. Gertrude the Great as we near the 
end of the liturgical year because she repeatedly calls our attention to the 
hope by which we live. 
    “O my love, the union of my soul with your word is a wondrous completion 
of the union that you bring about between us and our God!  To use it is to 
become inter-twined with God.  To rejoice in you is to become one with God. 
You are the peace that surpasses all understanding; you are the road by which 
we come to that inner chamber where we are one with God. 
    “O if only this could happen for me. I am miserable and I want to rest just for 
a moment under the cloak of your cherishing love.  Make my heart bold; it 
takes only a single encouraging word from you, the Living Word.  Let my soul 
hear from your mouth those wondrous words: “I am your salvation and, look, 
here is the bridal chamber of my heart and it is open to you.” 
    “Why is it, O love so unwavering, that you love me—as ugly and ill-kempt as 
I am?  Isn’t it that you want to make my soul beautiful in you?  Your charity, 
your loving kindness, draws and allures me.  You who are a marvelous flower 
of the Virgin Mary. 
    “Don’t let me be disappointed in my hope but let me find rest for my soul in 
you.  I haven’t found anything so desirable; I can’t think anything is more 
lovable; I don’t even wish for anything dearer than you, are and I want to hold 
you tight, my love.  Embrace me!  Let me rest under your wings, my Jesus.  
Let me dwell in the tent of divine love! 
    “O my love, O radiant noonday sun, I would die a thousand times just to rest 
in you!  If only you will bend down your face to me with its beauteous and 
cherishing love.  O my dearest one!  O grant that I may come so very close to 
you.  Even now let me find that I am right next to you, even within you.  You 
are the sun of Justice, you are the flower of all the virtues, make them spring 
up within me.  I am only dust and ashes but with you as my husband and my 
Lord such fruitfulness could enter my soul that the very child of total 
perfection would come to live in me. 
    “O if I were snatched from this valley of misery.  Let me glory in you forever, 
in the very presence of your most desirable face.  You are like a mirror without 
defect and yet you haven’t scorned to be joined so intimately with a sinner like 
me!  May my soul bless you, O Lord my Creator!  May my soul bless you.  
From the very core of my being may all your merciful gifts sing out your 
praise!  
 
 
 
 
 



The True Goal of Every Christian Believer 
From a text by Dianne Bergant 
 
    We hear many readings from the Book of Daniel, from Ezekiel and from the 
Books of Maccabees during the last two weeks of the liturgical year.  Their 
messages seem so filled with terror and destruction and we wonder why.  It is 
because ancient Israel had been led to believe that the present sinful age of 
the world would be succeeded by a new age of the world in which sin would 
not be a dominant fact of life.  But to get from the present age to the age to 
come one has to pass through a time of purification.  That is the terror. 
    The Scriptures reflect a variety of traditions about the way in which the new 
age would dawn.  Some believe a descendant of David would establish a new 
and faithful Kingdom of Israel, others expected a new priestly leader to 
establish a reformed worship, and yet others expected God to intervene from 
Heaven and set everything right.  Jesus sometimes spoke like this of himself.  
So what is happening in “our” days? 
    We are in a time of purification and the terror and destruction we hear about 
indicate the purification of our world from all the works done by and because 
of sin and the effort to hope in something of our own creation rather than in 
God.  Many have interpreted the Scriptures we are hearing as referring to 
something that comes after the world has been destroyed and replaced.  In 
fact, the books of Scripture we hear from were written to give hope to people 
living in terrible times, which are interpreted as times of purification.  The 
promise of future justice, for instance, encourages all to remain faithful and to 
hope in God.  Even if the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple seem to be 
the end of everything yet we must not loose hope in God—even if we, like our 
ancestors, are forced to watch our world fall apart before our eyes. 
    We desperately, and continually, need encouragement.  That is what these 
Scriptures offer us.  Actually, we Christians believe that the “new age” has 
already been inaugurated by Jesus.  But this new age will take root and 
develop in the measure we open ourselves to the power given us in the Spirit.  
This happens each time we let the Spirit move us beyond our sinfulness.  The 
struggle to let the new age be born in us and through us has been called the 
labor pains of the Messiah.  These are life giving pains. 
    That is the message.  Jesus is coming into our lives and we see it in each 
transformation working in us and in our relations to others.  We aren’t asked 
to focus all our attention on the end of human history or something beyond 
that but on Jesus coming to us today.  Our trials and sufferings, Scripture tells 
us, are life-giving.  In them we experience the Spirit working to transform us, 
and succeeding.  Pains like these give meaning and beauty to our lives day by 
day. 
 
 
 
 



Living the Parable of the Wheat & the Darnel 
From a commentary on Mark’s Gospel by Gregory Palamas 
 
   All of those who hold to true faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, and who show 
proof of their faith by their good deeds, must guard themselves from sin and 
cleanse themselves by confession and repentance.  We strive to practice the 
virtues that are opposed to our sins—for example, to be temperate, filled with 
charity, chaste, generous, just and fair.  All those who practice them will hear 
the King say to them: Come blessed of my Father and inherit the Kingdom 
prepared for you from before the creation of the world. 
    This is a wondrous hope.  Such persons reign with Christ and receive as 
their inheritance the Kingdom that cannot perish.  They live forever in the 
ineffable light that knows no evening and is never interrupted.  They will have 
fellowship with the saints who have lived from the beginning of time and enjoy 
delights beyond the power of description in “Abraham’s embrace”.  All pain 
will have fled away, along with all grief and groaning. 
    Just as there is a harvest of ordinary wheat so there is a harvest of what we 
might call “rational wheat”.  It is a harvest that cuts people away from unbelief 
and gathers them into faith as they accept the proclamation of the Good News.  
We are such wheat and the reapers are the apostles and their successors and 
all those who teach others in the Church.  This harvest cuts away all those 
who do not believe.  Those who help others prepare for that harvest will in 
their turn receive from God the recompense of eternal life.  
    This harvest, however, supposes a passage through death from the present 
life to that which is to come.  This involves the separation of the wheat from 
that which only looks like wheat, the “darnel” mentioned in the Gospels which 
bears no good fruit as does genuine wheat.  We can help one another.  If we 
have become “darnel” through sin we may be transformed again into God’s 
wheat. 
    We are, in this present age, God’s elect people.  We are a priestly people, we 
are the Church of the Living God.  We are concerned about the separation of 
each person from all that is impious and ungodly.  We separate ourselves 
from all such deeds, and we help one another so that all are so separated and 
from darnel become God’s wheat.  Thus, in the age to come, we may 
confidently look forward to being united with Christ and with all those who are 
saved in Christ our Lord.  He is blessed for ever.  May we be blest with him.  
Amen.       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Giving Hope to One Another 
Excerpt from a reflection by Damasus Winzen 
 
    Ezekiel has a divine mission to make it clear that even complete political 
annihilation, destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and of the city itself, and 
even the situation and status of an exile are God’s ways of working in those 
God has chosen a new beginning in the Spirit.  A new Israel is to rise out of 
the graveyard of the old and it will be gathered around a shepherd of David’s 
line in an everlasting covenant of peace.  There will be a new dwelling place 
watered by an ever deepening  river of the Spirit of God. 
    Ezekiel always remains the prophet of exile.  This gives him a great actual 
importance both for the scattered Jewish people and for Christians, who in 
their own way are refugees looking for a new homeland.  Ezekiel was a refugee 
and revealed the divine meaning of this seeming calamity.  Do not think in 
terms of power politics or plan a kind of revolution to recover what you once 
had, he warns us.  Any such attempt will focus attention on things that are not 
of God and do not pertain to God’s Kingdom.  Such a focus only prevents 
people from realizing the spiritual source of their sense of loss and defeat.   
We will not realize that what we need to be freed from is sin. 
    The glory of God has not been driven from us, nor was it driven from Israel 
of old.  It left because of the abominations they, and we, commit seeking what 
is not God.  In chapter after chapter Ezekiel unfolds the dark picture of sin as a 
kind of mirror in which we can contemplate ourselves.  Ruthlessly, Ezekiel 
exposes that falseness of prophets who speak out of their own worldly hopes.  
He presents Jerusalem, and all of those chosen by God, as collectively a 
faithless wife of the Lord.  But all the accusations and threats of punishment 
serve only one purpose: They lead us to repentance. 
    God does not want the death of sinners.  God wants sinners to be converted 
and to live.  Ezekiel does not address himself only to people in general.  He 
realizes that penance and conversion are the work of individuals.  Every single 
person, every single soul, is God’s.  God judges each according to deserts, 
and then seeks to lead each to what is beyond anything anyone deserves. 
    No one can hide from personal responsibility by using community as a 
shield.  How are we to find the hope in God which leads to conversion?  All 
have infirmities.  Think of growing old and all that comes with it.   But in the 
Spirit we can accept and live these infirmities with out eyes fixed on the place, 
the life, to which our God is leading us.  Our personal responsibility is to help 
others when they see we are not preoccupied with self but with God and with 
all that is good and can be hoped for.  By living in hope we lead others to 
hope.  That was the vocation of Ezekiel, and it is ours.  God shows love even 
through judgments.  Those who show others hope fulfill a God-given vocation.  
So Ezekiel was the first “spiritual director” in Israel.  We are all directors, in 
the Spirit and for one another.  It gives us hope and is the source of joy. 
 
 



Living in Expectation 
From a reflection by Fr. Pierre de Chardin 
 
    As the Gospel warns us, it is vain to speculate on the hour or the manner in 
which Christ will come again.  Yet the Gospel calls upon us to “expect” this 
coming.  Expectation—hoping vividly and with eager anticipation—is perhaps 
the supreme Christian way of living hope.  It is perhaps the most distinctive 
characteristic of our religion.  Historically speaking, such expectation has 
never ceased to guide the progress of Christian faith.  It is a torch in the dark. 
    The Israelites were constantly expectant.  So were the first Christians.  For 
instance, Christmas, which might be thought to turn one’s gaze toward the 
past, really fixed one’s attention on the future.  The Messiah who appeared for 
a moment in our midst only allowed himself to be seen and touched for a brief 
time, and vanished into the depths of the future.  He came and we expect him. 
   We Christians have been charged with keeping the flame of expectation alive 
in the world.  Only a little more than twenty centuries have passed since the 
Ascension.  What has our expectation brought about?  We persist in claiming 
that we are keeping vigil in expectation of our Master’s return.  But in reality, 
we have to admit, if we are sincere, that we no longer seem to expect anything 
particular.  The flame that is expectation must be brought to life again at all 
costs!  At all costs we need to renew in ourselves the desire, the hope, the 
vivid expectation of the Great Coming. 
   This kind of expectation can’t remain alive unless it is incarnate.  What body 
can we realistically give to our expectation today?  We have to give it the form, 
the body, that is proper to a fully “human” hope.  Look at the earth around us 
and the crisis we are passing through.  Faith tells us it is a crisis of growth.  
We are becoming, even if dimly, aware of our race’s shortcomings, but also of 
its capacities.  We have a sense of premonition.  The disciples of Christ must 
not hesitate to harness this.  It needs Christ and it needs us.  But we need it 
too.  Under pain of allowing it to be lost, or of perishing ourselves, we must 
share the aspirations which more and more shape human kind.  They are in 
essence religious. 
    The changes in the human world, faith says, lead to a “progress” of God’s 
design.  They don’t squander energies that we should rightly devote to God, 
for the “greater” and the more fully human our race becomes the more united 
we are in consciousness of the potentialities for being effective stewards of 
our world.  We see how to become more human so Christ can find in our race 
a “body” worthy of resurrection. 
    Are we ready to expect that this will come about, ready to live such 
expectation in all we do?  Do we have faith in God’s design working itself out 
among us and in our world, and of our call to participate in that working-out?  
The Kingdom of God is “among us”.  We must learn to live in real expectation 
of that Kingdom’s coming fully.  It is already working growing among us.  We 
are called to join in this work today. 
 



The Servant of the Lord 
A reflection by Edward Schillebeeckx 
 
    In her response to the Angel Gabriel Mary called herself the “servant of the 
Lord”.  In doing so she revealed the key to her spirituality, and that of all who 
would imitate her.  To call oneself a “servant”—a slave—of the Lord was to 
indicate one had dedicated one’s entire life to God.  This was the name for the 
pious Israelites who placed themselves completely at God’s disposal.  So 
Mary is ready to be completely open to whatever God might ask of her.  All 
Servants of the Lord put all their trust in God. 
    Such persons strove to be “poor in spirit”, and very often were poor in fact 
as well.  Such a person believes unconditionally in the One, Living God who 
had revealed himself to Israel and seeks to be humble and not to trust in self 
or any ordinary power or thing, but only God.  The ideal is summed up in the 
Sermon on the Mount as the Beatitudes.  The word for ‘meek’ is ‘anaw’, the 
word for a “poor one” and a Servant of the Lord. 
    Mary’s reaction to the Annunciation is permeated with this spirituality.  In 
various cases in the Hebrew Scriptures, to be a “Servant of the Lord” was to 
have been given a special mission by God.  It is through that mission that one 
serves God.  Mary’s response to the angel suggests that she was reacting in 
just this way; she was ready to dedicate her entire life to being mother of the 
Messiah.  She was aware that what was to happen to her would not occur due 
to human means or power but would be a pure work of God.  She saw that 
doing as God asked was God’s will for her.  She didn’t say “I accept”.  She 
simply reaffirmed the gift of self to God as God’s servant. 
    The angel had said: “The Lord is with you.”  He stated a fact and she took it 
as God’s will that she live out that fact by being the mother of the Messiah.  To 
say that the Lord “is” with a person is to say that there is no part of that 
person’s life not penetrated and shaped by God’s grace.  Christ came to us 
through one who had been living in expectation of this coming and who had 
given herself wholly to the service of that coming.  Mary was all expectation 
and longing for the God who was to come, and this is the way she received 
him when he actually came.  It is an aspect of her Immaculate Conception.  All 
that she did from this time on was shaped by the knowledge that God was 
working within her and that all she did was to be directed to cooperation with 
this divine initiative. 
   For Mary the incarnation itself took the form of an intimate and personal 
encounter with the God who created her, called her to his service, and filled 
her with grace.  She invites us implicitly to just such an encounter.  It will 
enable Christ to grow within us and to manifest himself to the world in our 
loving deeds.  They are to be modeled on those he showed to all during his 
ministry.  We celebrate these facts in celebrating Mary’s as presented to God 
in God’s Temple, as presenting herself actively to the God who had called her 
and prepared her for her mission.  We see our call and mission too.  Isn’t that 
worth celebrating? 


